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 This paper summarizes an ongoing study of the campaigns initiated in 
1970 by Colombian ethnic minorities to overcome lingering consequences of 
colonialism.   It focuses on their efforts to recover their heritage, restore their 
traditions and protect their communities from Colombia’s internal armed 
conflicts.  Their success has fundamentally changed Colombian self-perception, 
as reflected by revisions to the country’s political and administrative organization 
and illustrated by creation of the 50 million acre Colombian Amazonian 
reservations in 1986.  Although comprising only 2.5% of Colombia’s population, 
indigenous, Raizal3 and afro-descended communities now control approximately 
25% of Colombia’s territory (approximately 260,000 square kilometers).4  Finally 
recognized as strategic, ecological, cultural and social assets, ethnic reservations 
and territories have been constitutionally protected since 1991. 
 
1: INTRODUCTION 

 
 Colombia, located in the northwest corner of South America, is very 
geographically and culturally diverse.  More than sixty languages, including 
English, the language of the Afro-Antillean Raizal community in the archipelago 
of San Andrés and Providencia are spoken in Colombia, although approximately 
90% of Colombians speak only Spanish.  It lies between the Pacific Ocean and 

                                                 
1  Alvaro Velasco is a researcher with Fundaminga in Colombia and Moore Visiting 

Fellow, in the Tropical Conservation and Development Program at the Center for Latin 
American Studies of the University of Florida in Gainesville.  Fundaminga is an 
interdisciplinary collective organized as a non-profit association.  It has assisted 
community based processes in Colombia for the past twenty years and is currently a 
participant in the community based processes network being developed in Colombia with 
support from the University of Florida’s Center for Latin American Studies, Translation 
Studies Certificate Program. 

2  This paper was translated from Spanish by Guillermo Calvo Mahé, BA, JD, LL.M. GCTS 
(currently a member of the Facultad de Estudios Sociales y Empresariales: Departamento 
de Ciencias Políticas y Jurídicas of the Universidad Autónoma de Manizales in the 
Republic of Colombia) for the Center for Latin American Studies at the University of 
Florida.  Bracketed “[ ]” materials in the text or within footnotes reflect materials added 
by the translator do footnotes designated as Translator’s Notes. 

3  Translator’s Note:  The Raizal are islanders of mixed ancestry: the English who arrived in 
Providence Island in 1626 and 7 years later in San Andres, and African slaves imported 
from Jamaica and other islands in the Caribbean to work in cotton and tobacco 
plantations. 

4  Those territories, ignored for hundreds of years, are now prized for their biodiversity.  
Translator’s Note:  the author provides two different percentages for the amount of land 
occupied by the indigenous, Raizal and afro-descended communities, 30% and 25%.  
That has been made consistent using 25% but should be verified. 
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the Caribbean Sea with its interior trisected by branches of the Andean Mountain 
Range amid which nestle fertile valleys and grasslands.  From lofty, aboriginally 
inhabited Andean mountains and plateaus, lakes and forests of clouds nourish a 
network of streams that flow into basins, forming powerful watersheds and then, 
after irrigating valleys, plains and jungles, join oceans, seas and great rivers.  The 
great tropical-Andean ecosystems meet in Colombia and great bioregions are born 
there,5 shared by indigenous communities, Raizal communities and neighboring 
countries6.  Colombia is a shared diversity organically tied to Central and South 
America.7 
 
 Despite Colombia’s rich cultural diversity and indigenous heritage, it has 
traditionally placed too much emphasis on its evolution as a European colony.  
Despite the very significant progress during the past several decades that will be 
discussed below, the “colonialist mentality” has dominated projects involving 
organization, consolidation, research and national development, obscuring 
Colombia’s social variety and unique heritage.  The taint of colonialism even 
infects Colombia’s senseless, half century-old civil war, a war waged without 
thought for the unbearably high environmental, ecological and cultural loses 
inflicted on society and nature.  Although political leaders continue to ignore 
diversity as a basic characteristic of Colombian reality despite the requirements of 
the Constitution of 1991, and Colombia’s goal of evolving into a peaceful, 
prosperous and free society has yet to be fulfilled, significant progress has been 
made since 1970.  This paper deals with some of the principal actors responsible 
for such progress:  Colombia’s ethnic minorities. 
 
 At the beginning of the 1970’s, societally excluded and ignored 
indigenous and afro-descended Raizal communities gave birth to movements that 
fought to discover and recover their cultural identity and ancestral heritage.  Since 

                                                 
5  E.g., the Caribbean, Central America, the Andes, the Amazon, the Orinoquia and the 

Llanos Orientales (western plains). 
6  Translator’s Note: The source language term “estados-nacionales” is vague and 

somewhat confusing in this context as it might refer to nation-states, nations, countries, 
etc., or it might refer to the departments that comprise state-like administrative units in 
Colombia (see Note 11 infra).  However, as the departments have no elements of 
sovereignty, they are not properly definable as states.  The term was translated as 
neighboring countries. 

7  Many of the territories inhabited by indigenous, Raizal and afro-descended communities 
extend beyond national boundaries.  For example: the Wayu from the peninsula of la 
Guajira inhabit territory that extends into Venezuela.  The Bari-Motilones and the Uwa, 
southern neighbors of the Wayu, also reside on the border with Venezuela.  The Kuna 
and the Embera- Chami reside on the border with Panamá.  The Tukano reside on the 
eastern border with Brazil.  The Amazonian Tikuna reside on the borders with Brazil and 
Peru.  The Siona and the Kofan from the Amazonian foothills reside on the border with 
Ecuador.  The Awa reside on the Pacific coast, on the border with Ecuador; and, the 
Pastos reside in the Andes.  In fact, although not commonly known, almost all of 
Colombia’s borders are set in territories belonging to native populations. 
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then, indigenous and Raizal movements have forged relationships with the 
country’s different regions, sectors and institutions, leading to meaningful 
interchange and changing perceptions about Colombia.  After 500 years, 
recognition of native and Raizal contributions to Colombia’s society is making it 
possible to recreate, small, integral autonomous communities employing 
alternative social orders (alter = outside; native = one’s own).  Perhaps most 
importantly, this is happening in the midst of the war.  Colombia’s ethnic 
minorities have earned the respect of the armed protagonists because of their 
conviction that rights are neither negotiable nor obtainable through force but 
rather, are developed, learned and earned through patient, persistent, non-violent 
re-creation and restoration of ancestral territories and cultures.  They have 
attained autonomy by learning what belongs to them, acknowledging the 
environment, caring for life and realizing that they must answer for the present, 
not the past or future.  As an old man seated on a bench in his hut in a remote spot 
in the jungle near the Putumayo River once said: “Care for life until a good day 
dawns and the future has become the past; only then will the present be wholly 
ours”.8 
 
2: 1970–1991

9
 RIGHTS WHICH FLOW FROM THE LAND AND THE 

COMMUNITY 

 
 The struggle of the indigenous and Raizal communities started at the 
beginning of the 1970’s as a part of the campesino10 movement which coalesced 
around the Asociación de Usuarios Campesinos (ANUC, the Association of 
Campesino Users),  a nation-wide organization created by the government of 
Carlos Lleras Restrepo (1966-1970) to provide a political base for its agrarian 
reform program. The government’s principle objective for starting the 
organization was to encourage evolution of agricultural entrepreneurs by training 
“community enterprises” or small individual landholdings to use (hence the term 
“users”) credit services and technical assistance available under the tutelage of 
INCORA (the Colombian Institute for Agrarian Reform). 
 
 The initiative overwhelmed the government and in the 1970’s, a 
formidable campesino movement developed under the ideological leadership of 
the radical left.  Under the slogans “land for those who work it” and “land without 
masters”, a massive redistribution of land took place in several parts of the 
country, principally in the departments11 of the Atlantic coast and in the 
Department of el Cauca, the southwest Andean department with the largest 
indigenous population.  The campesino movement gradually assumed 
characteristics of a political movement, principally Maoist in orientation but also 
influenced by nationalist leftist movements like the M19 and the National 
Liberation Army (the ELN).  The campesino movement assumed aspects of both 

                                                 
8    The reference is to the Uitoto-Inga community of Puerto Alegría on the Putumayo River, 

on the border with Peru.  There is not specific reference for the quote. 
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a political and a military movement, completely rejecting the legitimacy of the 
State.  Such radicalism, influenced by too many conflicting political ideologies, 
contributed to the movement’s eventual fragmentation and demise. 
 
 The indigenous movement with the largest impact on contemporary 
Colombian history was the CRIC (Regional Indigenous Council of el Cauca).  It 
emerged as part of the campesino movement in el Cauca, a department in the 
Colombian southwest inhabited by the country’s largest concentration of 
indigenous communities.12  The indigenous communities in el Cauca had a long 
and successful history of resistance to oppression (evidenced by the preservation 
of their own languages, customs, knowledge and beliefs), as a result of which they 
became familiar with the Spanish language, Colombian law and Colombia’s 
dominant power centers.  Consequently, they had the resources needed to 
participate meaningfully in the ascendant campesino movement. 
 

                                                                                                                                     
9    This twenty-year period started with the socio-agrarian movement (which evolved around 

agrarian reform) and ended with the National Constituent Assembly.  During that period, 
the armed conflict was changed by the emergence of the M-19 movement and then by its 
evolution into a legitimate political party (through peace accords in 1990).  In addition, 
the drug cartels became stronger, their leaders acquiring great stretches of land precisely 
where campesinos had obtained access through their own movements (especially in the 
Departments of Sucre and Córdoba, currently paramilitary strongholds).   By the end of 
the period, the Medellin cartel had declared war on the establishment and its terrorism 
has shaken the country; the so-called “economic opening” had started; and, in the 
political field, a national consensus had been attained and the Constituent Assembly had 
promulgated the new Constitution of 1991. 

10    Translator’s Note:  Campesino means “simple farmer” in Spanish. While English has a 
possible equivalent, peasant, the word has negative connotations absent in Spanish.  The 
absence of a clear equivalent term in English has been explained through the observation 
that many people referred to as campesinos still survive from subsistence farming in 
Latin America, whereas subsistence farming virtually died out in the most English 
speaking countries over a century ago. Hence, it is becoming acceptable and perhaps, 
even more accurate, in English to refer to subsistent farmers in Central or South America 
as campesinos, although the term peasant is also sometimes used.  See, 
www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Campesino. 

11  Translator’s Note:  Colombia is organized into administrative regions called departments 
rather than states.  Departments lack the autonomy associated with states in a federal 
system but perform many of the same governmental functions. 

12  The lands of the Nasas or Paeces, who have a population of approximately 100,000, lie in 
the west of the department of el Cauca, while those of the Guambiano, with a population 
of approximately 30,000 lie in the center. To the south, on the border with Ecuador lie the 
lands of the Pastos with approximately 85,000 inhabitants. In addition, the indigenous 
communities of the Inga and the Kamsa with approximately 15,000 members reside in 
the Sibundoy Valley near the City of Pasto but within the jurisdiction of the department 
of Putumayo.  In total, southwestern Colombia is home to approximately 230,000 
indigenous inhabitants, making up 25% of Colombia’s indigenous population. 
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 The CRIC adopted the slogan “unity, land and culture” to emphasize that 
the indigenous communities involved were campesinos because they worked the 
land, but indigenous because their identity had been forged through their 
connection to the history and struggle of their ancestral territories.  That position 
was subsequently emphasized by the Indigenous Authorities13 of the Southwest, a 
counter-movement organized in 1981 to differentiate itself from a sector of the 
indigenous movement that had drifted from its original goals towards traditional 
leftist, class-revolution concepts.  Its premises were expressed in one of the 
movement’s declarations as follows: 
 

…. The Birth of Our Struggle 
  
Thirty years ago, during the 1970’s, campesinos throughout Colombia 
fought for land and wrested important areas from landowners.  We were 
attracted by the campesino movement because we shared their need for 
land.  In the course of that struggle we came to realize that land was a 
repository of ancestral memories and that our struggle involved more than 
a mere quest for land; that what we needed to recover were those special 
territories that had nourished our original and distinct cultures.14 

 
 The indigenous movement evolved in the wake of the campesino 
movement but soon took its own path.  It changed the struggle for land in general 
to one seeking affirmation of identity through recovery and restoration of specific 
ancestral territories. The movement developed under the guidance of taitas 
(elders15) organized as traditional authorities.  Traditional authorities were 
important tribal organs comprised of those whose merit, wisdom and tradition-
based advice was deemed vital in coordinating the concepts of propriety, intellect 
and respect for the cycles of life, and in directing the struggle for cultural and 
territorial restoration. 
 

…. The Birth of Our Law 
 
Remembering our land, guided by our elders and supported by a united 
movement, we unearthed the mirror that reflects reality.  We rediscovered 

                                                 
13  Translator’s Note: The Indigenous Authorities is a formal political party in Colombia, as 

well as a generic referent for Colombia’s indigenous tribal leaders (also referred to as 
“traditional authorities”). 

14  Declaration of the Indigenous Authorities of the People of Los Pastos to the People of 
Colombia: Towards a non-exclusionary Colombia” Indigenous Reserve of Panam, Los 
Pastos Territory, February, 2006 

15  Translator’s Note:  The use of the Spanish word “taitas” more literally means “fathers” or 
“daddies”, but in the context of its use among the indigenous communities, it refers more 
accurately to respected elders held in affection.  In this text, it has been translated as 
elders. 



The Mobilization of Colombia’s Ethnic Minorities  
Alvaro Velasco 

Page 6 of 30 
 

our law of origin, distilled by our ancestors from myths, calendars, 
symbols and rites, and came to understand our association with the sun, 
the earth, the air and the water, the sources of all life. After years in hiding 
during the dark age that fell when the colonists arrived, the eight pointed 
star, the “Sun of the Pastos” rose again.16 

 
 The quest to recover ancestral memory was guided by the prophecies of 
the Mamos (spiritual leaders of the Kogui17), admired and respected throughout 
Colombia.  Their prophecies were especially popular with the indigenous 
population of southwest Colombia.  The Mamo Meyjawin described the origins of 
his ancestral land, as follows: 
 

The Sierra was first conceived in the anwgue, the primordial idea that 
created, empowered and nourished the tikirigan, or spirit world.  The spirit 
world, in turn infused our world, Chusary, with life and material form.… 
That process comprises a melody we call charo, a melody written in the 
sacred territory of the Sierra Nevada, which is the heart of the world.18 

 
 Traditional authorities in different places encouraged pilgrimages, 
journeys of community self-rediscovery exploring the history of ancestral lands 
from different perspectives; infusing life into native languages and reviving 
memory, customs and traditions; giving new meaning to ancestral myths, 
celebrations and oral traditions.  Groups of volunteers (referred to as supporters19) 
became involved in this process.  Their activities were organized on the principles 

                                                 
16  Op. Cit. at Note 14.  Translator’s Note:  The “Sol de los Pastos” evidently has 

mathematical connotations, see Albis, Vıctor Samuel.  Las Proporciones Del Sol De Los 
Pastos.  Universidad Nacional de Colombia.  Published in the Boletín de Matemáticas, 
Vol. XXI (2-3) (1987), pages 110-134; 
http://etnomatematica.univalle.edu.co/articulos/alvis1.pdf. 

17  The Kogui are an indigenous people who reside in the Sierra Nevada of Santa Marta, a 
mountainous massif on the shores of the Caribbean. 

18  Translator’s Note: No reference for the quote provided. 
19  Supporters [the Spanish term “solidarios” is somewhat stronger, implying a shared 

solidarity] had participated in the Colombian student movement during the 1970s.  
Because  of their work with campesino communities, these supporters came to 
understand that many of the campesino communities were also indigenous and had other 
grievances.  Because of these and other differences (discussed infra), the indigenous 
movement evolved into its own movement, assisted by the contributions of social 
researchers, principally those associated with the Fundación la Rosca, who included: 
Víctor Daniel Bonilla, author of Siervos de Dios y Amos de Indios (Slaves of God and 
masters of Indians) and Orlando Fals Borda, known internationally as the main promoter 
of investigación acción participativa (participatory action research concept, [see Note 20 
infra]). Supported by his team, LaRosca also produced a documentary dealing with how 
to relate social sciences to the popular movement, entitled “Ciencia Popular, Causa 
Popular”. 
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of participatory action research20 and in time, coalesced into different, non-
governmental organizations.21  The relationship between the indigenous 
movements and the “supporters” had a special significance if one accepts the view 
that identity is affirmed in relation to others.  For example, the relationship 
between Colombia’s indigenous and mestizo22 populations is very different than 
their relationship with “the people of the white world” who always determine 
what has to done, how it should be done and who has to be obeyed. 
 

… Law Derived From the Earth 
 
As the movement evolved, it became clear that our law was not derived 
from royal books or mestizo codes but from the land, intimately linked to 
Mother Nature, and like everything born of the earth, it is permanently 
renewed, deeper and better when cultivated from the heart; when based on 
advice and traditions offered as gifts by our elders.23 

 

                                                 
20  Translator’s Note: Participatory Action Research has emerged in recent years as a 

significant methodology for intervention, development and change within communities 
and groups. It is now promoted and implemented by many international development 
agencies and university programs, as well as countless local community organizations 
around the world.  See www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participatory_Action_Research.  

21  Among the foundations established by the “supporters” were: Fundación Colombia 
Nuestra (Víctor Daniel Bonilla and Maria Teresa Findje); Fundación Centro de Estudios 
Andinos (Dummer Mamian and Lucy Benavides); and, Fundaminga (Álvaro Velasco, 
Rodolfo Álvarez, Gloria Restrepo, Guillermo Santamaría and Juan Carlos Peña). 

22  Translator’s Note:  Mestizo (Portuguese, Mestiço; Canadian French, Métis: from Late 
Latin mixtcius, from Latin mixtus, past participle of miscere, "to mix") is a term of 
Spanish origin used to designate the peoples of mixed European and Amerindian racial 
strain inhabiting the region spanning the Americas, from the Canadian prairies in the 
north to Chile and Argentina's Patagonia in the south. The feminine form is mestiza.  See 
www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mestiza. 

23  Op. Cit. at Note 14. 
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 Life, language and time flow in a non-linear fashion for the elders.  The 
elders change, recreating themselves while, like the myths, ceremonies and rites 
of their oral tradition and the world itself, remaining constant.  They are like the 
double helix, a symbol engraved in myriad territories that, according to the elders, 
teaches that one has to maintain a delicate balance between change and 
permanence in order to participate in life, to learn the delicate art of “becoming 
involved and withdrawing,” flowing to remain.24 
 
 With their withdrawal into themselves, the indigenous communities 
rediscovered the reality to which they belonged; a living world organically tied to 
the sun, the moon and the universe; a sensitive and mutable world that had to be 
felt to be seen; one that called for organic participation.  They discovered that 
their native languages had named everything around them and thus, that they 
could communicate with and evoke the living community through rituals and use 
of sacred plants.  Their ancestral languages and symbols again guided25 thought 
and territory; what had been forgotten was taught again.  They wove inter-
ambient territorial webs, frameworks for the relationships on which their system 
of life and social order were based, providing the indigenous communities with 
the foundation for proclaiming their “higher law” to the Colombian nation. 
 

We call this law the higher law, not just because it is the original law but 
because it is tied to the law of creation which teaches us to maintain the 
delicate balance between the four vital elements and between humans and 
the different forms of life that comprise nature.  It is a law engraved in the 
land and represented in solar and lunar calendars.  If we learn it well, it 
will be effective forever, allowing the earth, our mother, to continue 
providing us sustenance.  Our law is also higher because its structure is 
sufficiently flexible to protect the diversity of all living things, without 
excluding any communities or cultures”.26 
 

                                                 
24  It is a symbol that appears in many indigenous cultures.  It was discovered at the 

beginning of the 1990’s in Guambiano territory within the Department of el Cauca, 
during a process of memory recovery and participatory planning through social mapping.  
It is analogous to the image of a river: the river bed stays but the water flows and 
changes; or to human beings, who change during their lives although their identities 
persist, demonstrating that there is no permanence without change and no change without 
permanence.  [For an image of a double helix, see http://www.silent-
light.de/spanisch/s4.html]. 

25  Translator’s Note: the Spanish term “ordenar” can mean straighten, tidy, order or even 
ordain.  The latter meaning may have been appropriate but the English word “guide” 
seemed to best fit the context. 

26  Op. Cit. at Note 14. 



The Mobilization of Colombia’s Ethnic Minorities  
Alvaro Velasco 

Page 9 of 30 
 

 In exploring and coming to understand the elements of their higher law, 
the nature of indigenous autonomous collectives27 changed, providing them with a 
specific task, re-creation of their original culture and rediscovery of the proper 
way to satisfy their fundamental requirements.  Although autonomy was a critical 
element of their collective character, the indigenous entities acknowledged the 
need to establish relationships with others for trade and mutual support.  The 
process was central to affirmation of their autonomous, collective identity. 
 
 The higher law was proclaimed in 1980, on Guambiano territory close to 
Popayan (a city symbolic of colonial power and the capital of the Department of 
el Cauca).  It was proclaimed at a solemn ceremony attended by a large number of 
indigenous people from the Colombian southwest and by members of the nation’s 
“activist forces”.  The media provided extensive coverage of the event, referring 
to it as an admirable civic action and recognizing the legitimacy of the demand by 
indigenous peoples “not to be erased from the Earth”. 
 
 Just a few days after the proclamation 4,000 members of the Guambiano 
community (including women, children and the elderly), led by their traditional 
authorities, assumed control of the Hacienda de las Mercedes.  That estate was 
economically and symbolically valuable.  It was important to the traditionally 
powerful classes because the economic and political elite, together with the 
world’s most famous bullfighters (who were then taking part in the City of Cali's 
annual fair), celebrated a feast and attended a showing of young bulls28 there, 
every December, in a nationally recognized celebratory ritual.  It also had 
important symbolic, historical, cultural and material value to the indigenous 
community.  However, such value had long been considered unrealizable because 
of the power of its purported owners and because it had been characterized as 
“adequately exploited” land under the agrarian law, placing it outside the bounds 
of any agrarian reform initiative. 
 
 With the proclamation of the higher law, the estate in question became a 
challenge that required direct action: either the higher law would be enforced and 
the estate taken, or nothing would be done (equivalent to accepting the 
entrenchment of alien law in indigenous territory) and the proclamation of higher 
law permitted to become a mere “voice in the wind”.  The decision to take over 
the estate’s 247 acres shortly after the issuance of the proclamation in a mass 
action including women, children and the elderly resolved that dilemma.  While in 

                                                 
27  Translator’s Note:  An autonomous collective is an egalitarian group without formal 

obligations to a superior entity, like primitive city-states.  In recent times, they have 
become popular in the form of communes, both socially and economically.  See, e.g. 
Parecon, http://vanparecon.resist.ca/autonomous.html.  

28  The estate’s putative owners, the González-Caicedo family, had political and economic 
ties to the country’s most important power centers and also owned one of the country’s 
most famous purebred bull ranches, whose bulls were then grazing on the estate. 
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terms of the conventional struggle over land as a means of production, such action 
involved an anachronism, the takeover and the manner in which it was affected 
served as an avowal of the community’s dedication to reaffirming its original 
indigenous nature, identity and culture. 
 
 The occupation was an unpleasant surprise for both the government and 
the González-Caicedo family, especially since the region’s most important 
newspaper, Cali’s El País (a publication with close ties to the González-Caicedo 
family), had just praised the indigenous community’s proclamation of higher law 
and their goal of maintaining a unique cultural and community identity.  The 
vindication of the indigenous community’s aspirations represented by the 
occupation had gained sympathy among diverse sectors of Colombian society, 
making it impractical, without “extracting” a high political price in terms of 
national and international prestige, to reprimand the community for acting to 
attain what had been recognized as its legitimate aspirations.  Consequently, the 
family decided to negotiate the issue of the estate with the Colombian institute for 
agrarian reform, INCORA; an important step towards acknowledgement of the 
higher law claimed by the indigenous communities because it tacitly recognized 
their rights over the land, not as an economic commodity, but as their ancestral 
territory. 
 
 INCORA acquired the estate, planning to convey it to the Guambianos 
through the agrarian reform program.  However, the conveyance was rejected by 
the traditional authorities and their municipal government29 which argued that 
INCORA had no authority in the matter because decisions as to use, tenancy and 
management of Guambiano lands were matters for the indigenous community to 
determine through its own traditional authorities and municipal government.  The 
argument was based on the proposition that because the estate was located on a 
reservation, it was subject to the provisions of Law 89 of 1890 which recognized 
the right of the indigenous community’s municipal government to administer 
lands and to exercise police powers within the reservation.  In essence, they 
sought to apply a new interpretation to the basic statute governing indigenous 
reservations that had remained virtually unchanged since the colonial era. 
 
 Responding to the argument based on Law 98 and ignoring those based on 
“higher law”, the central government, through the Ministry of the Interior, 
submitted the issue to the Council of State (the tribunal then charged with 
resolving controversies between the State and its components), requesting that it 
study the situation and advise the administration on how to resolve it in 
compliance with applicable law.  The tribunal promptly ruled that the government 
not only could, but should turn the estate over to the municipal government of the 
Indigenous Reservation of Guambia, finding that indigenous municipal 

                                                 
29  Translator’s Note:  The term used in Spanish is Cabildos, a term for old fashioned 

municipal governments. 
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governments were institutions of public law and part of the State’s administrative 
organization, with authority over matters within the jurisdiction of their 
reservation.  The decision marked the first time property was returned directly to 
an indigenous municipal government, to manage as it deemed appropriate, 
without participation by INCORA, an unprecedented triumph for the country’s 
entire indigenous population.  The victory made “higher law” a reality, converting 
Law 89 from a tool for "submitting indigenous communities to civilized life” (as 
provided for in article three), into a vehicle to legitimize their struggle and affirm 
their rights. 
 
 Having succeeded in their initial confrontation, the indigenous 
communities moved to consolidate their victory through a two step plan: first, 
obtaining recognition of their higher law directly from the Colombian people, and 
then, presenting their demand for its recognition to the government, requesting 
that it recognize that which Colombian society had already acknowledged.  They 
put their plan into effect through a national protest march30 headed by the 
indigenous authorities of the Colombian southwest.  The march traversed a major 
part of the country, introducing Colombian society to the indigenous movement 
and its members, and to its history, struggle and demands.  Traveling from the 
south, the march passed through numerous towns and communities and visited 
many social organizations, including universities, unions, neighborhoods, 
sidewalks, schools, factories and cooperatives.  Participants shared their lives and 
customs with the audiences who greeted them, introducing themselves personally 
and explaining what they were struggling to attain.  They also explained that the 
march was undertaken as a learning experience, to get to know and understand the 
concerns of others.   At the end of every meeting, they offered to join with their 
audience in acts of mutual support and recognition. 
 
 They marched under the slogan, “Our rights are strengthened through 
recognizing the rights of others”, collecting declarations of support from unions, 
community groups, campesino organizations, intellectuals, students and 
housewives.  At the conclusion of the march, they arrived at the seat of the 
national government in Bogota, where they declared to the head of state that:  
“The Colombian people have recognized our rights.  It is therefore obligatory for 
                                                 
30  The march of indigenous leaders to meet with the Colombian people took place in 1981 

and had as one of its culminating moments the meeting with the black communities in 
Puerto Tejada, Cauca, and the subsequent meeting with the main Colombian workers’ 
unions in Zipaquirá, Cundinamarca, a city famous for its salt mines (an element that 
acquired symbolic connotations in that encounter).  It is important to add that the march 
did not take place during a period of legal normalcy.  Rather, it took place during the 
government of President Turbay Ayala (1978-1982), which imposed severe restrictions 
on civil liberties and was accused of egregious violations of human rights; an era that 
came to be known as the “state of security”.  The government’s clampdown on civil 
liberties during this period was not related to the indigenous communities’ civil rights 
movement but involved a reaction to a renewed outbreak of armed conflict related to the 
eruption of the M-19 movement into national politics. 
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the state, the government and the nation’s chief magistrate to recognize them as 
well.”31  The success and popular acceptance of the march made it politically 
impractical to reproof.32  Both the state and Colombian civil society recognized 
that the rights demanded by the indigenous communities, to their own identity and 
to continue their existence as original American communities, could not be 
ignored. 
 
 The march was not an isolated accomplishment.  On the contrary.  Many 
other related events took place during that period.  Occupation of land claimed by 
indigenous communities multiplied, never characterized by them as invasions or 
crimes, but as actions required in compliance with their higher law.  The 
indigenous authorities asserted that they were “recovering the land in order to 
recover everything, their identity, territory and self-governance,”33 Many judges 
accepted that argument because the Colombian penal code specified that a crime 
does not exist when the accused demonstrates a belief that the conduct concerned 
exercise of a fundamental right involving an inescapable duty.34 
 
 Numerous judicial decisions in favor of the positions espoused by the 
indigenous movement were issued, creating a jurisprudence that completely 
changed prior law, especially that involving Law 89 of 1890.35  Concurrently, the 
norms of agrarian reform applied to indigenous communities were substantially 
transformed, recognizing indigenous municipal governments as institutions of 
public law and traditional authorities as parts of the governmental 
administration36. 
 

                                                 
31  Translator’s Note:  No reference provided for the quotes. 
32  Among the most important factors that led to the movement’s success and to the public’s 

admiration, sympathy and support, was its unambiguous and unequivocal condemnation 
of violence, whatever its source or justification.  The march and its objectives were 
completely unrelated to the political or military goals of the armed insurgency.  The 
insurgents were neither concerned with nor defended the rights of the indigenous and 
Raizal communities.  In fact, the insurgents viewed the proclamation by indigenous 
communities of a right to their own identities as reactionary and contrary to the course of 
history. 

33  Translator’s Note: No reference for the quote provided. 
34  Translator’s Note:  A reference to the specific law described would be appropriate. 
35  Translator’s Note:  A reference to some of the more important cases taking this position 

would be appropriate. 
36   In that regard, one of the most important decisions was issued by Magistrate Humberto 

Mora Osejo on behalf of the Council of State in November of 1983, concluding that the 
municipal governments that governed indigenous reservations were public entities of a 
special nature charged with protection of indigenous peoples.  Translator’s Note:  A 
citation to the case might be appropriate. 
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 The change in perspective concerning Colombia’s indigenous population 
had a concrete and significant effect on Colombia itself, especially regarding its 
natural resources and native cultures.  In the first place, it changed the role of the 
indigenous reservations from the most effective colonialist tool for reducing 
“indigenous communities to a civilized life”37 into territorial unions administered 
by indigenous municipal governments or traditional authorities, charged with 
protecting Colombia’s natural and cultural diversity.  Secondly, the 
transformation of the reservations produced a quantitative and qualitative change 
in Colombia’s political map.  The designated territories were now identified as 
areas for protection of natural resources and cultural diversity, in contrast to 
former maps where they were identified as uncultivated (and thus available for 
colonization and pillaging) or as dangerous jungles inhabited by savages who 
required conversion to “civilization” through reason or force. 
 
 It took approximately 15 years for the indigenous communities to bring 
about those changes.  They were effected through successful campaigns to modify 
the constitutive framework for allocation of authority and responsibility among 
central, departmental, territorial and community governments, most prominently, 
in territories that had been considered for centuries as uncultivated and idle lands 
without function or use.  The territories where the indigenous communities and 
cultures had been born. 
 
 Under the presidency of Virgilio Barco (l986-1990) the government 
assimilated the juridically transformed reservations.  Aware of his responsibility 
to incorporate and protect the Colombian Amazon, the president acknowledged 
that the time had come to recognize the indigenous communities of the Amazon 
as an integral part of Colombia and the central government reorganized the great 
reservations and recognized the rights of the indigenous communities to their 
ancestral lands.  The establishment of the great indigenous reservations in the 
Amazon was the greatest practical acknowledgement of the success of the 
indigenous struggle.  With that governmental action, the indigenous communities 
of the Amazon were finally assured that they would continue to exist as 
independent communities; part of Colombia but with the freedom to re-create 
their ancestral cultures and territories. 
 
Despite only representing 2.5% of the Colombian population, the indigenous 
towns and communities had managed to earn national respect and recognition in a 
relatively short time.  Their struggle, guided by their own ideas, had formulated a 
new concept, a law whose parents were the land and the community (as some of 
their elders38 appropriately described it).  It had been a brave, audacious and 
creative struggle, but above all, one free from violence.  It had proved so 

                                                 
37  See Article III of Law 89 of 1890. 
38  “Taitas.”  Translator’s Note:  a reference to some of those commentaries might be 

appropriate. 
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successful that when the Constitutional Constituent Assembly (Constituent 
Assembly) was convoked in 1990, the indigenous communities had the 
organization, experience and knowledge necessary to successfully propose, as 
they did, that their “higher law” be elevated to the status of a constitutional 
right.39 
                                       
3: THE AFRO-RAIZAL COMMUNITIES: TERRITORIES TO RECOVERY 

LIBERTY 

 
 The indigenous communities were not the only ones that went through a 
process of rediscovery during this period.  Black Raizal communities also began 
to tread the paths of their ancestors who, with their courage and intelligence, had 
built a free culture in territories far from established areas, protected by the deep 
jungle of the Pacific coast.  There they were able to forge coexistent relations with 
indigenous native communities.  Those Afro-Colombian territories are known to 
history as the Palenques.40 
 
 Liberty for the Raizal communities was not something granted to them.  It 
was taken by escaped African slaves for themselves and their descendents.  They 
developed isolated and autonomous ways of living demanding respect for their 
own sense of freedom, a freedom long fought for and frequently betrayed by 
leaders who used its imagery when they needed blacks to help define their own 
fights for power. 
 
 During the course of their historical struggle against slavery, Palenques 
had grown in the mountains and jungles bordering slave enclaves as oases of 
liberty (e.g., on the border of the Palo River, a tributary of the Cauca River).  
Later, free black communities expanded along the Patia River Valley and along 
other rivers in the Pacific slope, with settlements stretching along the broad 
corridor between the foothills of the western branch of the Andes Mountain 
Range and the Pacific seaboard.  That bioregion is now known as the 
biogeographic Choco and includes territories within the Departments of Choco, 
Valle, Cauca and Nariño, from the Darien Plug on the border with Panama to the 
Mira River which marks the border with Ecuador.  The region is also inhabited by 
indigenous towns and communities from whom the Afro-Colombian communities 

                                                 
39  The proposals of the two major sectors of the indigenous movement had attained 

fundamental agreement.  The differences between those who, from the beginning, had 
affirmed their autonomy from the conventional political left and those closest to that 
political current, had been overcome. That greatly helped their work during the 
Constituent Assembly as each group had managed to secure one delegate.  Consequently, 
two members of the indigenous communities joined 68 other delegates in the 
deliberations to provide Colombia with its new constitution. 

40  Translator’s Note:  Palenques were communities of escaped slaves.  For information 
about Palenques, see 
www.antislavery.org/breakingthesilence/slave_routes/slave_routes_cuba.shtml. 
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learned a great deal concerning how best to adapt to those exuberantly bio-diverse 
settings. 
 
 Palenques developed a special type of farm characterized by 
policultivation41 of crops that require shade.  Its style was compatible with its 
natural surroundings to which it was adapted and by which it was camouflaged.  
According to oral traditions, the farms developed as a result of the planting of a 
special kind of quick growing, bountiful and resistant strain of bean, dubbed the 
“liberty bean.”42  Rice was planted in the marshy areas of these farms but in the 
less humid, fertile valleys they planted fruit trees, coffee, coco, plantain and 
tobacco, as well as medicinal plants and, of course, liberty beans.  There was a 
special story relating to each crop’s initial association with the Palenque.  
Tobacco, for example, was raised for internal consumption and as a medium for 
barter.43 
 
 During the 1980’s44 an important organizational process took root among 
the black communities in the northern part of the Department of el Cauca, south 
of the River Cauca Valley (a historical slave center and thus symbolically 
important in the fight for liberty).45  The new civil rights movement sought to 
protect the black communities from the oppression and despoliation to which they 
had been subjected since the 1950’s as a result of expansion of commercial sugar 
cane cultivation, an expansion accomplished through violent and fraudulent 
expropriation of hereditary Palenque farms.  By the 1980’s, sugar growing and 
processing operations occupied more than 148,000 acres of the northern Cauca, 
blocking required expansion of small black cities like Puerto Tejada then 
experiencing severe housing shortages.  Overcrowding was especially high in 
tenancies inhabited by families that had arrived looking for jobs they mistakenly 
believed the sugar industry would provide. 

                                                 
41  Translator’s Note:  Policultivation is an agricultural technique involving cultivating of 

species that do not compete for the same kinds of nourishment in the same territory, 
avoiding competition for nutrients.  It originated in China.  See 
www.omega.ilce.edu.mx:3000/sites/ciencia/volumen2/ciencia3/090/htm/sec_16.htm. 

42  During the 1980’s, as they where gathering to revive their historical memories, members 
of the Raizal communities symbolically ate “liberty beans”. 

43  In the eighteenth century, the Cimarrones (free blacks) sold tobacco to merchants and 
shopkeepers in nearby towns in order to acquire items and tools indispensable to the 
Palenque economy.  

44  During the mid 1970’s organizations defending the rights of black communities began to 
emerge and became active in participatory action research projects.  They were 
responsible for publication of “Historia de la libertad en el Valle geográfico en el río 
Cauca” [History of Liberty in the Rio Cauca Valley], written under the pseudonym 
Mateao Mina, a text that proved important to subsequent events. 

45  That area had been a major exploiter of slavery in mines and plantations, especially 
during the nineteenth century, when powerful slaveholders effectively controlled the 
country from Popayan. 
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 The tense situation steadily worsened, increasing pressure on the 
Palenques to follow their ancestors’ example and fight to recover their essential 
rights.46  A popular song reflecting the mood of the region’s black population at 
that time complains that: 
 

The sugar companies took our ancestral lands from us 
In exchange for hunger’s wages, and hungry they left us. 

Blacks produce the sugar but their lives are bitter.47 
 
 Two events increased public awareness and led to affirmation of black 
identity and the demand for liberty: 
 
 The first involved a lengthy participatory action research48 investigation 
presided over by community leaders in Puerto Tejada, which took place during 
weekly public hearings.  Testimony and evidence was presented in the form of 
documents, maps, notices of special events, institutional studies concerning the 
state and quality of housing, health and public services.  The purpose of the 
participatory action research project was to determine whether the large sugar 
companies were complying with article 30 of the Constitution of 1886 which 
provided that the state had an interest in the use of land to promote compliance 
with societal obligations (Social Function[s]).  Attendance at the hearings grew so 
much during the three-month-long investigation that the hearing room was 
eventually inadequate to accommodate all the people who wanted to participate.  
A method for attaining justice had been found through participatory action 
research.  The decision, amply supported by the evidence, determined that the 
sugar companies had not only failed to meet their constitutionally mandated 
Social Functions, but that they had expropriated the hereditary Palenque farms 
from the region’s black campesinos without due process and through deceit and 
violence.  Shortly after the decision, on March 22, 1981, almost one thousand 
families assumed possession of 40 enclaves belonging to Ingenio49 Cauca, needed 
in order to complete a housing program.50  Following the takeover, at a meeting 
with the governor of the Department of El Cauca’s council51 attended by the 

                                                 
46  Translator’s Note:  There is no doubt that “freedom” is the word the author intended; 

however, in this context, it does not seem appropriate as what was being sought was a 
return of ancestral lands. 

47  Translator’s Note: No reference for the song’s source provided. 
48  Translator’s Note: See Note 20. 
49  Translator’s Note: An ingenio is a sugar processing plant or combine. 
50  Just days before their occupation of Ingenio Cauca, the leaders of the black community 

had greeted the march of indigenous leaders at a massive function that had turned into a 
festival of mutual recognition and support. 

51  Translator’s Note: The proper translation for the word “mesa” in this context is 
confusing, ranging from merely, “table” to “council”, “committee” or “cabinet”.  
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owner of the sugar company and commanders of the armed forces, black leaders 
defended their actions, submitting the entire participatory action research docket 
in support of their claims.  The owner of Ingenio Cauca, overwhelmed by the 
evidence, elected to convey the contested parcels without charge to the project.52 
 
 The second event, later in the 1980’s, involved formation of the Red de 
Organizaciones de Base del Norte del Cauca (Northern Cauca Based 
Organizations Network), what may have been the first network of organizations 
dedicated to territorial re-creation in Colombia.   It affirmed the concept of 
community autonomy throughout Colombia’s municipalities, districts and 
precincts.  In order to attain that goal the network initiated participatory planning 
processes through which “integral plans for recovery of life”53 were developed.  
Their strategic goals were revival of traditional farms and home schooling for 
children as well as revival of black music and art (accomplished through 
organization of still active annual art and music festivals).54 
 
4: RECOGNITION OF RIGHTS 

 
 The indigenous and Raizal communities’ struggle to affirm their 
identities, restore their territories and preserve their natural environment in the 
midst of efforts to strengthen community autonomy, provided important 
contributions to the Constitution of 1991, as illustrated by its Preamble and 
first ten articles. 
 

• Three articles pertain directly to the indigenous and Raizal 
communities:  Article 7 provides for recognition of the ethnic and 
cultural diversity of the Colombian nation; Article 8 provides for 
protection of natural and cultural resources; and, Article 10 grants 
official status to native languages within their territories.  However, 
understanding the full effect of those provisions requires their 
consideration in the context of two Articles of general applicability, 

                                                                                                                                     
“Council” was selected as more generic than cabinet, but the decision merits 
confirmation of some kind. 

52  The project is known today as the Carlos Alberto Guzmán District, in memory of a young 
man killed when the armed forces sought to displace the occupying black families. 

53  Translator’s Note:  Verification concerning the Northern Cauca Based Organizations 
Network or the “integral plans for recovery of life” has not been obtained, although 
clearly, “planes de vida” (life plans) have been developed vigorously by indigenous 
communities pursuant to the Constitution of 1991.  See Note 67 supra. 

54  The process continues in various districts and precincts in the Departments of el Valle 
and el Cauca. The project promoted by Funecorobles in the community of Robles 
deserves special note.  Its people remember and fight to preserve wetlands, strengthen 
traditional forms of community holdings, etc.  The same happens in other communities, 
such as La Balsa, Quinamayo, Villa Paz and others. 
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Article 1 which defines the general principles of territorial entity 
autonomy and Article 3 which defines popular sovereignty. 

 
• Title I of the Constitution,55 contains rules of interpretation applicable 

to the Constitution as a whole as well as specific requirements 
applicable to indigenous communities.  Articles 63 and 329 
characterize the reservations as inalienable and untouchable 
institutions for protection of natural and cultural diversity, i.e., the 
reservations are placed outside the bounds of commerce.  Although 
organization of indigenous territories is called for, it has not taken 
place because required Congressional implementing legislation has yet 
to pass.   

 
• Articles 329 and 330 require establishment of jurisdictions governed 

by indigenous personnel according to their own traditions, uses and 
customs, through a new territorial regimen consolidating territories 
provided with political and administrative autonomy in a manner 
encouraging careful management and protection of cultural and natural 
diversity.  Article 330 also contains a paragraph that requires 
community consultation on projects that might result in “cultural 
detriment”.56 

 
 Black community territories with characteristics similar to those of the 
reservations were created under Law 70 of 1993, in compliance with the 
requirements of transitory article 55 of the Constitution.57 
 
 The Constitutional Court has determined the breadth of those 
constitutional principles in repeated rulings: 
 

... recognition of cultural diversity... harmonizes the national 
Constitution’s different rules pertaining to conservation, preservation and 
restoration of the environment and the natural resources which comprise 
it, especially taking into account that indigenous communities comprise an 
integral part of that environment.  That is even truer when indigenous 
communities inhabit ecosystems with exceptional characteristics and 

                                                 
55  Translator’s Note:  The Constitution is also referred to as the “Political Charter”. 
56  That paragraph had its origins in a proposal for a “cultural objection” presented for 

consideration to the Constituent Assembly by one of the delegates from the indigenous 
authorities’ movement. 

57  Indigenous reservations and black community territories now cover approximately 
248,550 square miles of Colombia’s continental area (one-fifth of all Colombian 
territory), including most of the country’s biodiversity.  Colombia’s total territory, 
including the marine areas in the Caribbean and the Pacific, extends over 2129748 miles.  
Source, including data in paragraph: Colombian Geographical Society. 
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ecological value requiring protection as integral parts of the nation’s 
natural and cultural patrimony.  Therefore, the indigenous population and 
its natural surroundings comprise a single system or universe, worthy of 
the State’s complete protection” (emphasis added).58 
 
Recognition of diversity is integral to indigenous communities’ 
fundamental rights ...   They are autonomous collective entities, group 
repositories of community experiences.  If diversity’s vital interests are 
threatened ... it must be vigorously vindicated, and all threats capable of 
extinguishing it, exposed.  Protection and recognition of ethnic and 
cultural diversity is impossible unless the various indigenous communities 
are granted constitutional status sufficient to permit them to ... enjoy the 
benefits of their fundamental rights, as well as legal standing sufficient to 
protect such rights whenever they are infringed.  (C.P. articles 1, 7 and 
4)59 
 
Constitutional recognition of ethnic and cultural diversity presupposes 
acceptance of multiple ways of life and multiple ways of understanding 
the world, differing from those of western culture.  Recognition of 
individual human rights without admitting an individualistic human 
perspective is contrary to democratic constitutional principles, pluralism, 
respect for ethnic and cultural diversity and protection of Colombia’s 
cultural wealth.60 

 
 Thanks to the success of the indigenous and Raizal communities, 
Colombia currently enjoys a constitutional and legal foundation and 
jurisprudence which, if socially validated, guarantee conservation and integral 
protection of biodiversity, native and Raizal culture, indigenous knowledge, 
ecosystems and the environment.  Conservation and protection of nature is 
now recognized as having an undeniable socio-cultural dimension; culture and 
nature, inseparable aspects of life, whether understood as rights or reality. 
 
 In 1992, on the quintcentennial of the purported discovery of America, 
Colombian indigenous communities did more than just denounce the atrocities 
                                                 
58  Translator’s Note:  As it is not clear if the citation to the third quoted paragraph below 

also refers to the first paragraph, it is supplementally noted that the materials quoted are 
reflected in Constitutional Court of Colombia Decision T-652, 1968 (the “Urra Case”). 

59  Translator’s Note:  The letters “C.P.” in the citation refer to the phrase “Carta Política”, 
synonymous with the Constitution.  Materials in brackets were added from originals of 
the materials quoted for clarification purposes, where parts omitted by the author made 
the translation incomprehensible in context.  As it is not clear if the citation to the third 
quoted paragraph below also refers to the second paragraph, it is supplementally noted 
that the materials quoted are reflected in Constitutional Court of Colombia Decision T-
380, 1993 and T-652, 1998. 

60  Constitutional Court of Colombia: Decision SU-039, 1997. 
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and oppressive systems implanted in America.  They increased their efforts to 
recover their territories, re-create their cultures and reconstruct their economy; 
they acknowledged the existence of a national mestiza society; and, with the 
Constitution of 1991, they inaugurated a new era, exploring a new national 
model. 
 
5: 1990-2006: TRENDS AND COUNTERTRENDS IN THE MIDST OF WAR AND 

NEO-LIBERAL POLITICS 

 
 The Constitution of 1991 reflected a new attitude towards cultural and 
natural diversity.  Progress towards community autonomy was evident throughout 
the country.  The experiences of the indigenous and afro-Raizal communities 
taught that building democracy required a process of societal education, extension 
of rights to all corners of the nation and a state structure permitting autonomous 
participation by Colombia’s diverse communities. 
 
 In the meantime, in a global context, the dominant political-economic 
tendency was headed in a different direction.  A new, aggressive and dominant 
expansion of world capitalism advocated a form of hegemonic, global neo-
liberalism, which entailed not only control of world markets but also territorial 
control and control of natural resources.  That tendency ran directly counter to the 
quest to safeguard a first generation of human, economic, social, collective and 
environmental rights through autonomy; rights that together comprise an 
indivisible whole. 
 
 Colombia’s political and social situation since 1991 has been 
characterized by contrasts.  Internationally it follows the dominant neo-liberal 
tendency, exclusionary and aggressive, rejecting coexistence with opposing 
views.  Domestically, it stresses the importance of individual and cultural 
diversity, favoring individual and community autonomy. 
 
 The government of President Cesar Gaviria (1990-1994), supported by 
both the political leadership and the leadership of organized labor, promoted a 
neo-liberal agenda apparently designed to minimize the effects of the new 
Constitution and extinguish the reformed political status it was designed to create.  
The result was a new outbreak of the civil war, consolidation and expansion of the 
illegal drug trade, lowering of political standards, corruption, increased poverty 
and, increased levels of dependence on and intervention by the dominant power 
structure in the United States. 
 
 During 1991, the following actions were undertaken in apparent disregard 
for Constitutional requirements: 
 

• The Gaviria government determined that the national consensus reflected 
in the successful enactment of the new Constitution impliedly provided it 
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with a mandate to punish the only political force that had remained on the 
sidelines of the constituent process, the FARC (Colombia’s oldest 
insurgent movement).  The day the Constitution was promulgated the 
armed forces attacked Casa Verde in La Uribe (Department of Meta), the 
mainly symbolic headquarters of the FARC’s largest group, demonstrating 
the government’s commitment to an all out war.61 

 
• At the same time as it initiated renewed military operations, the 

government accelerated its neo-liberal economic policies through: 
 

1. “open market” and “privatization” measures; 
 

2. systemic reform of social security, housing and labor 
administration; and 
 

3. a new contracting and concessions system regulating appropriation 
and exploitation of goods, services and natural resources, 
providing significant tariff and tax benefits to the private sector, 
domestically and internationally.   

 
 Those measures resulted in major unemployment, exclusion of the poor 
from health, education and housing systems, and, a crisis in small to medium 
scale agriculture.  In turn, the agricultural crises led to acquisition of large 
tracts of the best land by drug lords.  The end result was an agrarian counter 
reformation involving the rise of a new class of landholders, providing 
valuable new support to right wing paramilitary groups. 

 
 Another purely political decision during this period involved an agreement 
among the Tripartite Directorate of the Constituent Assembly,62 the executive 
branch of government and the Congress (at that moment, a bastion of the 
traditional political leadership).  The Constituent Assembly had proposed that the 
pre-Constitutional Congress be replaced by a new one in the expectation that it 
would be more predisposed to implementing the new Constitution, an 
indispensable reform but one that the old political classes knew how to manage in 
                                                 
61  Perhaps history would have been different if a political solution to the conflict had been 

sought.  M-19, which participated actively in the Constituent Assembly as a legitimate 
political party despite having previously engaged in armed conflict against the 
government, might have proved a valuable intermediary. 

62 The leadership of the Constituent Assembly was comprised of Álvaro Gómez Hurtado, a 
well known Conservative Party politician frequently mentioned as a presidential 
candidate, Horacio Serpa Uribe, a member of the Liberal Party and, on several occasions, 
a presidential candidate, and, Antonio Navarro Wolf, a former insurgent leader of M19 
and also a presidential candidate on various occasions. The three left the Constituent 
Assembly with substantial prestige. 
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their favor.  In an exercise of brute political power, the executive branch and the 
outgoing Congress demanded that no member of the Constituent Assembly be 
permitted to run for election to the new Congress.  Inexplicably, perhaps because 
they had presidential aspirations and did not want to antagonize the traditional 
political classes, the leadership of the Constituent Assembly accepted the 
condition and the traditional political establishment maintained legislative control, 
a control they have never relinquished and which they have exercised for the 
benefit of their real constituents, special interest groups opposed to the spirit of 
the new Constitution. 
 
 As a result of such political decisions and compromises, as well as of the 
economic and social policies of governments in power since implementation of 
the Constitution, including that of the current president, Alvaro Uribe (2202-
2006), important provisions of the Constitution of 1991 have been ignored or 
distorted.  That has created an unprecedented social crisis which much of the 
citizenry has addressed through legal actions against the government.  Numerous 
successful cases have been prosecuted by citizens seeking to compel 
governmental institutions to comply with and respect Constitutional obligations, 
and an excellent constitutional jurisprudence has evolved through numerous well 
reasoned decisions of the Constitutional Court, followed admirably by decisions 
in other courts defending fundamental, collective and environmental rights.  
However, the work of the courts has proved unequal to the challenge in the face 
of impediments imposed by the government and the arbitrary manner in which the 
decisions of the courts, including those of the Constitutional Court, have been 
implemented, resulting in a great deal of unnecessary follow-up litigation.  
Consequently, the courts are unable to cope with their caseloads and the court 
system is on the verge of collapse. 
 
 Reactionary traditionalists blame the judicial system’s crisis, not on the 
government which creates the need for litigation by its intransigence, but on the 
citizenry that seeks to enforce its rights, especially in conjunction with exercise of 
the writ of Tutela.63  As in other parts of the world, supporters of the 
establishment do not seek to require governmental compliance with its obligations 
obviating the need for litigation, but rather, promote “reforms” designed to limit 
citizen actions and to reduce the Constitutional Court’s functions. 
 
 In an effort to attain hegemony, the executive branch, now firmly 
controlled by adherents of neo-liberal ideology and technocracy, has used its 
control over propaganda and its special access to the media to spread the message 
that all societal malaise, injustice and insecurity is due to the actions of terrorist 
groups (as the government now calls the insurgencies which have battled it for 
half a century).  That assertion is given credence by the atrocious and barbarous 
acts regularly engaged in by the insurgents.  Many people have good cause to 

                                                 
63  Translator's Note:  The form of procedure for guardianship actions. 
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believe that the FARC’s erratic and inhumane behavior has undercut its goals by 
contributing to the election of the last two presidents.  As a result, neo-liberalism 
has consolidated its grip on the country, leaving the United States free to 
intervene economically, politically and militarily. 
 
 The goal United States intervention in Colombian affairs seem clear: to 
deepen the civil war in order to attain control of Colombia’s economy, its markets 
and, most of all, of its strategically valuable territories with their wealth of 
minerals and biodiversity.  Intervention is justified under the guise of fighting the 
illegal drug trade and terrorism;64 however, since 1991 the war, whatever its 
status, has in fact served the neo-liberal politics of the government and the United 
States, and benefited all the insurgent and paramilitary groups as well as the 
illegal drug trade.  Peace negotiations have been a farce designed to permit the 
combatants to fortify their strongholds; benefiting only those who become 
wealthy and powerful waging war while Colombia falls further and further into 
confusion and poverty.65 
 
 According to analysts from differing ideological perspectives including 
backers of the current government, the proposed free trade agreement that the 
government of Álvaro Uribe is prepared to enter into with the United States will 
negatively impact the Colombian countryside, damage natural and cultural 
diversity, generate conditions favorable to the armed conflict and the illicit drug 
trade, and, accelerate degradation in quality of life and the environment.  Carlos 
Gustavo Cano, the a former minister of agriculture in the current administration 
provided the following commentary in the preamble to an official publication 
dealing with the proposed free trade agreement, prior to his departure from 
office:66 
 

In its negotiations with Colombia, the government of the United States 
insists that its treaty with Chile be accepted as our guide...  [However,] 
one must bear in mind the rural etiology of the social conflict which 
Colombia suffers and the historic nexus between our agricultural good 
fortune and terrorism.  As President Uribe has noted, every time legal 
agriculture is weakened, illegal crops and the violent groups that derive 

                                                 
64  Admittedly, drug trafficking is the economic foundation for the war making ability of the 

FARC and their paramilitary militia opponents (the government’s illegally armed allies). 
65  For example, while purportedly negotiating for peace with the insurgents, the Pastrana 

government (1998-2002) was developing Plan Colombia with the United States while, for 
their part, the FARC were building unassailable fortifications where they continue to 
imprison thousands of kidnapping victims, many of whom have been held for years. 

66  El Agro colombiano frente al TLC con los Estados Unidos (Colombian Agriculture and 
the Free Trade Agreement with the United States), a bulletin issued by the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development, with an introduction by Minister Carlos Gustavo 
Cano. Bogotá, July, 2004. 
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profits from its cultivation and trade are strengthened.  Therefore, defense 
of rural employment is a fundamental focal point in the war against 
terrorism.67 

 
 Jorge Garay, a distinguished economic analyst highly respected among 
academians, technicians and economists (including many in higher levels of the 
government), summarizes the impact of government policies policy during the 
past several years, in the following manner: 
 

Poverty rates have reached 60% among Colombia’s population and 
indigence is at 25%.  The current Colombian coefficient of wealth and 
income concentration is higher than at the end of the 1970’s.  More than 
60% of the economically active population is in the grey market.  The 
level of human displacement due to violence and to expulsion from the 
countryside constitutes one of the world’s greatest humanitarian tragedies.  
With per capita income decreasing, one has to acknowledge that living 
conditions for large segments of the population have deteriorated to levels 
they have not experienced for more than ten or fifteen years.68 

 
 On the political field, paramilitary power has grown significantly 
stronger.69  The AUC (an acronym for the United Colombian Self-defenses, the 
largest of the paramilitary organizations) is frequently a participant in local and 
regional electoral debates and Salvatore Mancuso, its reputed leader, predicted 
that it would win more than 35% of the seats in the Colombian Congress during 
the 2002 legislative elections.70  This confidence can, perhaps, be explained by an 
investigation conducted by the Colombian weekly, El Espectador,71  which 
disclosed that: 
 

Through numerous and varied means, the AUC are appropriating state 
resources designated for health and safety... so that progressively, on a 
national level, the self-defense groups are assuming control of incalculable 

                                                 
67  Of course, the minister has been “promoted” and is no longer a dissonant voice 

questioning the impact of neo-liberal politics within the higher levels of the government. 
68  El Embrujo Autoritario, primer año de gobierno de Álvaro Uribe Vélez (Authoritarian 

Entrancement, The First Year of the Government of Alvaro Uribe Velez), Bogotá: 
Colombian Platform of Human Rights, Democracy and Development, 2003. 

69  Translator’s Note:  The paramilitary militias were organized to combat the leftist 
insurgency by allies of traditional national political and economic powers, especially the 
large landowners and frequently acted as informal (and illegal) adjuncts to government 
forces. 

70  Translator’s Note:  The result of that prediction, now available for more than four years, 
should be provided.  The sentence needs to be updated. 

71  The report included a map identifying specific Colombian regions and departments where 
the AUC control or influence public administration. 



The Mobilization of Colombia’s Ethnic Minorities  
Alvaro Velasco 
Page 25 of 30 

 
state resources designated for social investment, security and official 
government operations... 
 
[A] new corruption scenario in the armed conflict....  the methods vary.  
They start with extortion and collection of commissions from participants 
in illegal activities such as smuggling, money laundering, sale of 
intoxicants and prostitution....  The collection apparatus has become so 
sophisticated that their tentacles extend into public administration....  The 
most obvious case involves the Department of el Meta.  Investigators have 
discovered that the Centaur Self-defense group extorts 5% of the value of 
awards received by departmental contractors...  with the inspectors of 
public works pressured to deduct and pay the “quotas”....   
 
Allegations abound on the Atlantic coast.  For example, it is alleged that 
paramilitaries control public resources in Barranquilla through firms 
involved in transfers of social security funds.  In Santa Marta it is alleged 
that the public market, the founding of any business, and even the urban 
transit system all pay “tolls” to the self-defense groups.  In Arauca and 
Casanare, the paramilitaries have taken over the ELN’s (ELN is the 
Spanish acronym for National Liberation Army) former role in 
“management” of petroleum rigs and manipulation of petroleum contracts. 
 

6: GERMINAL RESTORATION AND COMMUNITY AUTONOMY PROCESSES 

 
 In the midst of such dark prospects, the activities of indigenous 
communities again provide a silver lining.  During the month of September, 2004, 
for example, they organized a march in support of life and in defense of 
community autonomy by 60,000 participants along the 81 miles between 
Popayan, the Capital of the Department of el Cauca, and Cali, capital of the 
Department of el Valle. 
 
 The march was sparked by the success of a prior mass demonstration that 
confronted the FARC’s leadership, demanding release of a kidnapped indigenous 
leader.  Its goal was to secure the demilitarization of indigenous and campesino 
territories and respect for community autonomy and life plans.72  The “Indigenous 
Minga,73 as the march became called, was organized by the indigenous municipal 
governments of el Cauca and arrived in the City of Cali on Friday, September 17, 

                                                 
72  Translator’s Note: “Planes de vida,” life plans, are independent complex long-term 

development plans designed by and for independent towns and communities.  See 
www.http://209.200.101.189/publications/csq/csq-article.cfm?id=1200. 

73  Translator’s Note: The word “minga” refers to a common undertaking by campesinos 
followed by a meal, in some ways similar to the old practice of barn building parties in 
the United States.  See 
www.businesscol.com/productos/glosarios/contable/glosario_contable_m.html. 
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2004, under the protection of thousands of “civic guards” appointed by the 
municipal governments.  The march was enthusiastically greeted by people in the 
different towns and cities through which it passed, especially in the city of Cali 
where it was hailed as a demonstration of civil organization and valor. 
 
 The marchers’ slogan of “Minga for life and against death” was meant to 
signify that they had not mobilized in support of mere economic demands or to 
secure additional state services.  Chronicling the event, a newspaper wrote:   
 

“The Minga is a shout from the depths of the country, beyond 
conventional philosophies.  It has to do with the soul of the indigenous 
communities, with the campesino’s plight, with the exile of black 
communities from el Atrato, with the drama that life has become for the 
middle class in the cities.74 

 
 President Uribe’s government tried to prevent the march.  He tried to 
dissuade the indigenous leadership with myriad arguments, proposals and offers.  
He even caused the organization of a security council in Nasa territory in el 
Cauca, where, seeking to intimidate the indigenous leaders, the president claimed 
the armed forces had discovered a plot by armed insurgents to sabotage the 
march.  The unconcerned indigenous leaders thanked the president for the “useful 
information”, which, they replied, would permit them to avoid the purported 
sabotage. 
 
 All of the country’s media covered the event.  “Ojo al piojo” (keep you 
eye on the louse) was El Tiempo’s headline, “It was a formidable demonstration” 
wrote El Nuevo Siglo, “There must have been infiltrators” commented Cali’s El 
País.   
 
 During the course of the march and especially at its conclusion in Cali’s 
sports coliseum, numerous complaints were raised.  Many involved the 
anticipated impact of the proposed free trade agreement with the United States, 
demanding that it be put to a referendum and arguing that it was incumbent on all 
Colombians to participate in the decision because of its affects on fundamental 
individual and collective rights.  They denounced the government’s development 
plan as totally contrary to their life plans.  They marched to assert the dignity and 
respect due their identities, their traditions, their territories and their authorities.  
They protested the assassinations of labor and indigenous leaders.  But most of 
all, they condemned the war and all of its participants. 
 
 “We, the indigenous communities, organized and unarmed, can defeat the 
war” they proclaimed to the country.  The march of the indigenous communities 

                                                 
74  Article written by sociologist Alfredo Molano Bravo, for the weekly, El Espectador, 

September, 2004. 
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encouraged other sectors of the population and as a result, other marches took 
place throughout Colombia.  It seemed that Colombia’s civil society was starting 
to awake. 
 
 In 2002, the famous philosopher and linguist, Noam Chomsky, after 
visiting the community of Tierradentro in el Cauaca at a time when it was being 
harassed and bombarded by both the FARC and the government, asserted that:  
 

“... This land is cradle to an exemplary resistance to neo-liberalism and in 
favor of development of hemispheric autonomous alternatives, not to 
mention the courage of the non-violent struggle to attain peace advanced 
by these communities.”75 

 
 After the Minga’s successful conclusion, indigenous communities, 
through their organizations, associations of traditional authorities and 
Congressmen, demanded enactment of the enabling regulations for 
decentralization through community autonomy needed to implement the 
Constitutionally mandated territorial code and indigenous territories.  They 
emphasized the need to build the state’s political and administrative organization 
gradually, with societal participation, in order to guarantee and protect diversity.  
They sought an alternative to the government’s tendency towards decentralization 
from above, that served only to strengthen the control of violent and corrupt 
politicians loyal to the traditional elite.76  Instead, they proposed reconfiguration 
of Colombia on the basis of community autonomy, characterized by active 
community participation within the framework of the Constitution of 1991.  The 
indigenous communities wanted the organic law for structuring of territories to 
include clear recognition of the rights of non-indigenous people and sought to 
secure the active participation of all the citizenry and every institution in the 
founding, administration and governance of the indigenous territorial entities. 
 
 At the same time, the indigenous communities continued their local efforts 
to recover and re-create their ancestral histories, cultures and traditions; to 
develop and implement their own strategies for conservation of natural resources, 
defense and protection, and long term sustenance.  They sought to regain their 
ancient, non-linear perception of time, a cyclical concept of the unraveling helix 
that marks the permanent renovation of life; which led them back to their 
traditional agricultural concepts, to the rebirth of organic agriculture.  Similarly, 
Raizal and campesino communities were finding their own alternatives, inspired 
by the experiences of the black and indigenous communities.  All this happened in 

                                                 
75  Cauca:  Su destino queda en nuestras manos (Its destiny is in our hands), Justin Podur 

interview with Noam Chomsky in Colombia, July 12, 2002. 
http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?ItemID=2104. 

76  Translator’s Note: the author also uses the term “clientelistas”, which refers to a spoils 
system where votes are exchanged for promises of favored treatment. 
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differing ways in different parts of the country: In the Sierra Nevada of Santa 
Marta; in the indigenous communities of the Guambiano in el Cauca and the Nasa 
in Tierradantro; in the southern Andes with the communities of the Pastos on the 
Ecuadorian frontier; in the Amazonian foothills with the Siona and the Kofan; 
among the Afro-Colombian communities from the basins of the Atros and San 
Juan Rivers in el Choco; and, in the black communities from the geographic 
valley of the Cauca River. 
 
 In addition to processes dealing with affirmation of community autonomy, 
proposals by indigenous communities seeking to develop better bonds with their 
social, economic and cultural surroundings at a regional level should be 
highlighted.  One was developed by the Pastos who inhabit the so called “Knot of 
the Pastos” on the Ecuadorian frontier.  Born among the Pastos, Senator Efrén 
Tarapues Cuaical, presented it in the following manner: 
 

On Colombia’s south Andean frontier with Ecuador rises a massive 
mountain known as the Knot of the Pastos.  Since remote times the people 
of the Pastos have lived there.  They currently comprise twenty-two 
communities with a population of approximately 85,000 natives, exclusive 
of related Ecuadorian communities. 
 
During the last 30 years, the Pastos, under the guidance of our traditional 
authorities, have begun a process of recovering our ancestral memory and 
wisdom.  The process unleashed a long struggle to recover our ancestral 
territory, affirm our identity and to economically, socially and culturally 
rebuild our communities.  A great deal remains to be done to restore the 
nature of the territory that sustains our culture.  Now, our communities 
have come together to start a new stage in our long struggle, addressing 
the various threats that hang over us while developing a new, cooperative 
relationship with our brethren in Ecuador and the other inhabitants of our 
region. 
 
In that regard, we want to commit ourselves to the ideal of developing a 
binational region where life and prosperity are assured for all who live 
here.  Our proposal is the result of intense consultations, meetings and 
workshops, held to consider our major problems and necessities and to 
determine how to deal with them within the context of our higher law, our 
law of origin.  The law that guides us and requires us to wander, 
reacquainting ourselves with our territory and with its vital elements: the 
water, the earth, the light, and the wind.  The law in whose absence life for 
our people and for our region would not be possible. 
 
With this proposal, we, the indigenous communities, aspire to be less 
vulnerable to attacks from the civil war, from drug trafficking and from 
the economic and political forces that gravely endanger our lives, culture 
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and territory.  At the same time we seek to guarantee environmental 
benefits to the region, especially water, without which the future of the 
region would be seriously in doubt.77 

 
 The dual character of the proposal, binational and regional, makes it 
particularly interesting and demonstrates how indigenous communities’ autonomy 
projects can prove compatible with regional interests while respecting territorial 
sovereignty. 
 
 A similar initiative has been proposed in the Department of the Amazons.  
The “Permanent Inter-administrative Coordination Board” was created on June 
20, 2002, as a result of an inter-administrative agreement between the government 
of the Department of the Amazons and the Indigenous Authorities Association, 
the latter in their role as entities of public law with special standing within the 
framework of the Constitution and the law.  The agreement has as its objective, 
“coordination of the definition, execution, and development of plans, projects and 
programs that promote the integral development of the associated communities.”78  
It deals with combining efforts and developing sustainable models for governing 
the Department of the Amazons, providing the entire country with an example of 
coexistence and ability to govern.  The Board coordinates ten traditional 
indigenous authorities which periodically meet with departmental authorities at 
the departmental capital.79 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
 The history and accomplishments of Colombia’s ethnic minority 
movements permit us to appreciate what they have meant to Colombian life, 
diversity and recovery.  Through creative processes, non-violent organizations are 
saving territories from war and degradation by restoring nature and local cultures, 
showing Colombians a path to the dignified and intelligent recovery of those 
things that war and neo-liberal policies have cost them. 
 
 The indigenous and black Raizal communities are building territories 
dedicated to life and living, the products of patient and costly work in terms of 
capital, time and lives.  Their territories have added their footprints to those of 

                                                 
77  Translator’s Note:  No reference for the quote was provided. 
78  Translator’s Note:  No reference for the quote was provided. 
79  The Fundación Gaia Amazonas [Amazonian Gaia Foundation] and COAMA, 

Consolidación Amazónica [Amazonian Consolidation], have participated in the program 
since its inception.  Together with other non-governmental organizations, they have been 
involved in the Colombian Amazon for more than ten years, strengthening processes of 
community autonomy and developing mutual confidence and respect, now shared with 
the Department of the Amazons. 
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their ancestors.  Understanding them promises a passionate adventure of self-
discovery. 
 
 Territory is not simply that which we see.  It is much more than 
mountains, rivers, valleys, human settlements, bridges, cities, crops and 
landscapes.  It is space inhabited by community memories and experiences.  That 
is why learning to read it and name it can teach much about satisfying human 
needs without breaking life’s themes, about how to solve problems and resolve 
conflicts, doubts and uncertainties, recreating ties to the community of the living.  
We are told that territory is the product of the fecundity shared by nature, 
humanity and community.  Fundamentally, it is the product of the relationships 
that we weave daily, almost without realizing it; humans and non-humans, with 
nature and with others. 
 
 The experience of these communities demonstrates that while territory is 
fluid, it is permanent in space-time; it changes.  It resembles every one of us, each 
of us also being, in a way, time-space materialized within the territory of our own 
bodies.  During their evolution, societies build territories in keeping with and in 
the manner of their traditions, thoughts, dreams and necessities.  Because of this, 
society will always be inhabited by dreams and memories.  Communities spring 
from territory’s entrails, together with their characteristics, words, beliefs, 
knowledge systems and their conscience.  A way of being, a way of feeling, a way 
of flowing and staying is born from the relationship of a specific people to a 
specific territory; a collective entity is born. 
 
 One can say that territory is a text and a context which both forms and 
understands us.  Not just because there is information, significance and wisdom 
within every person, every thing, every crack and every crevice in the world, but 
because processes of self-recognition and self-articulation of what we are, arise 
and shape authentic individual and collective entities.  In the author’s view, that is 
the lesson the small communities that enrich Colombia have to teach us. 
 
Gainesville, Florida, February, 2006. 


