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Introduction
Colombia’s political landscape is as diverse and complex as its geography. Stretching
from verdant Amazonian jungles to soaring Andean mountains, Colombia contains
within its borders a spectrum of cultures, histories, and local priorities that have
shaped—and continue to shape—its political system. As the fourth largest country in
South America by population, Colombia stands out for its tradition of formal
democracy, enduring civil conflict, and the remarkable transformations it has
undergone in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.

This book, The Politics of Colombia: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Colombia, is designed to provide a comprehensive and accessible overview of the
country’s political framework. It traces the historic influences that laid the groundwork
for Colombia’s evolving system of government, and it explains the institutional
structures, key actors, and ongoing tensions that define Colombian politics today.
Special attention is given to the 1991 Constitution, a landmark achievement that
modernized the Colombian state and sought to respond to longstanding demands for
inclusion, diversity, and decentralization.

Understanding Colombian politics requires recognition of the persistent influence of
internal conflict, from the century-old rivalry of the Liberal and Conservative parties to
the emergence of guerrilla groups and, more recently, contentious peace processes.
These armed conflicts—often interwoven with issues of land, class, ethnicity, and
ideology—have shaped not only security policy but also the very nature of Colombia’s
democratic institutions. The transition from war to peace, still fraught with challenges
and reversals, forms a central thread throughout the country’s recent history and
political discourse.

At the same time, the political environment has been altered by the emergence of
diverse voices and movements: Afro-Colombian and indigenous leadership, the
dynamic growth of cities, vibrant civil society organizations, and a media environment
that both informs and polarizes. The resulting pluralism, while invigorating, has led to
a fragmented party system and fluid political coalitions—complicating governance but
also offering new opportunities for reform and inclusion.

Finally, this book addresses the challenges Colombia faces today: implementing peace
agreements, confronting systemic corruption, increasing citizen trust, and adjusting to
shifting regional and global influences. The first election of a leftist president in 2022
marked a significant turning point, raising questions about continuity and change in
Colombian governance. Through careful examination of the past and present, this
book seeks to illuminate the prospects for peace, stability, and meaningful democracy
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in one of Latin America’s most fascinating and pivotal countries.

Whether you are a student, researcher, policymaker, or simply a curious observer, The
Politics of Colombia aims to equip you with the historical context, factual knowledge,
and analytical tools necessary to understand the country’s political order, its enduring
struggles, and the hopes of those working for progress and peace.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lay of the Land
To understand the politics of Colombia, one must first appreciate its geography. This
isn't just about pretty pictures of mountains and coastlines; the physical reality of
Colombia has profoundly shaped its history, its society, and its political development.
Imagine trying to build a unified nation when vast mountain ranges and dense jungles
divide your population centers. This is the challenge Colombia has faced for centuries.

Colombia occupies a unique position in South America, with coastlines on both the
Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean. This dual access has influenced its trade and
international relations, but it's the internal landscape that has perhaps had the most
significant impact on domestic politics. The Andes Mountains split into three distinct
cordilleras as they traverse Colombia, creating isolated valleys and plateaus. These
geographical barriers fostered regionalism and made central control difficult
throughout history.

The Magdalena River, a vital artery flowing north between two of the cordilleras, has
served as a historical corridor for trade and communication. Yet, even this crucial
waterway couldn't fully overcome the isolating effects of the terrain. Different regions
developed distinct identities, economies, and political cultures, sometimes leading to
tensions and conflicts between the center and the periphery.

Beyond the mountains, Colombia encompasses parts of the Amazon rainforest in the
south and vast plains (llanos) in the east. These areas, historically less populated and
less integrated into the national political and economic life, have often been frontiers
where state presence is weak and where armed groups have historically found refuge
and operated with greater freedom. The challenges of extending state authority and
providing public services across such varied and difficult terrain have been a constant
theme in Colombian governance.

The distribution of natural resources is also tied to geography and has played a role in
political dynamics. Regions rich in certain commodities, whether agricultural products
in fertile valleys or minerals in the mountains, have sometimes become centers of
economic power, influencing national policy and occasionally fueling regional
grievances. The fight for land and its resources has been a recurring theme
throughout Colombian history, often intertwined with political conflict.

Historically, the areas with more favorable climates and terrain, such as the Andean
highlands, were where more advanced indigenous cultures developed and where the
Spanish colonizers initially concentrated their settlements. This early pattern of
settlement laid the groundwork for the concentration of political and economic power
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in certain regions, particularly around the capital, Bogotá, located high in the Andes.

The difficulty of transportation and communication across the diverse landscape
meant that, for much of its history, Colombia was more a collection of distinct regions
than a truly unified nation. This regionalism manifested in political life, with powerful
regional elites often challenging or competing with the central government. The
legacy of this geographical fragmentation can still be seen in the variations in political
attitudes and priorities across different parts of the country.

Even in the modern era, despite advancements in infrastructure and communication,
geography continues to influence Colombian politics. Issues like the presence of illegal
armed groups, the control of illicit crops, and the implementation of peace agreements
are all deeply affected by the accessibility and characteristics of the terrain. Areas
with rugged mountains or dense forests provide cover for those who wish to operate
outside the reach of the state.

Furthermore, the concentration of population in certain geographical areas,
particularly in the major cities located primarily in the Andean region, creates its own
set of political dynamics. Urban centers face different challenges and have different
political concerns than rural areas, and the interplay between urban and rural political
forces is a significant aspect of Colombian politics.

The diverse geography has also contributed to a rich cultural tapestry, with distinct
regional identities and traditions. This cultural diversity is increasingly recognized in
the political system, particularly since the 1991 Constitution, which acknowledged
Colombia's ethnic and cultural plurality. However, ensuring that the political system
effectively represents and includes this diversity remains an ongoing challenge.

In essence, Colombia's geography is not just a backdrop to its politics; it is an active
participant, shaping the possibilities and limitations of governance, influencing the
nature of conflict, and contributing to the complex tapestry of Colombian political life.
Understanding the mountains, valleys, rivers, and coastlines is the first step in
understanding the historical trajectory and contemporary challenges of the Colombian
political system.
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