
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Local Struggles in Global Paradigms 
Afro-Colombians, Human Rights and Development 

 
 

MPP Professional Paper 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Master of Public Policy Degree Requirements 
The Hubert H. Humphrey School of Public Affairs 

The University of Minnesota 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brandon Wu 
 

April 30, 2012 
 
 
 
            
Signature below of Paper Supervisor certifies successful completion of oral presentation and 
completion of final written version: 
 
________________________________ __________________ ___________________ 
Greta Friedemann-Sánchez, Humphrey Date, oral presentation Date, paper completion 
Assistant Professor, Paper Supervisor 
 
________________________________ __________________ 
Ron Aminzade, Sociology Date 
Professor, Second Committee Member 
  



1 
 

Local Struggles in Global Paradigms: 
Afro-Colombians, Human Rights and Development 

Brandon Wu 
 
 
Abstract 

 
In this paper, I examine the conditions under which Afro-descendant Colombians have 

collaborated with international allies in order to protect their rights and their livelihoods in the 
context of national economic development policies that have resulted in violence and 
displacement. Looking specifically at Afro-descendant communities in the Urabá region of 
northwestern Colombia, I invoke two theoretical traditions of social change, each with different 
implications for strategy and policy. The constructivist and neo-institutional schools emphasize 
transnational norms, networks and institutions and imply that greater engagement with major 
international human rights NGOs and institutions is a necessary strategy for the protection of 
Afro-Colombian human rights. On the other hand, conflict- and dependency-oriented 
perspectives foreground the importance of underlying economic incentives for human rights 
abuses, and imply that the human rights framework as most widely accepted is too limited to 
truly address the full set of challenges faced by Afro-Colombians. These theories thus emphasize 
the key role of social movements and solidarity networks making more fundamental challenges 
to certain aspects of the global economy. Using these theoretical frameworks, I address the 
questions: how have Afro-Colombians engaged with the international human rights regime to 
struggle against the economic forces that threaten their autonomy and livelihoods? To what 
extent has this engagement been beneficial? What are the unintended consequences, and are 
there any ways in which internationalization has been harmful? Finally, given this analysis, what 
are the implications for how international activists and NGOs can most helpfully engage in the 
struggle for Afro-Colombian empowerment? 
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Introduction 

In the Jiguamiandó and Curvaradó river basins of the northwestern Colombian region of 

Urabá, about 40-50 miles southeast of the Panamanian border, a violent mass displacement of 

Afro-Colombian civilians took place in early 1997, perpetrated by right-wing paramilitary forces 

working in concert with the state military. A case is currently pending before the Inter-American 

Court of Human Rights regarding this displacement, colloquially known as “Operation Genesis.” 

(IACHR, 2011) Shortly after this displacement, vast plantations of African palm – export-

oriented production driven by global demand for palm oil as a food as well as a biofuel – were 

planted on the land formerly occupied by these communities. The Colombian Attorney General’s 

office has asserted a direct causal link between these events, and in 2010 ordered the arrest of 22 

palm oil businessmen for the forced displacement of these communities (El Tiempo, 2010). 

Additionally, multinational company Chiquita Brands has admitted to paying nearly $2 million 

to Colombian paramilitary groups between 1997 and 2004, to achieve, again in the words of the 

Attorney General’s office, “the bloody pacification of Urabá,” (Chomsky, 2008: 215) and an 

environment in which Chiquita could control and exploit land formerly occupied by Afro-

Colombian communities. 

As a result, Afro-Colombians from the Jiguamiandó and Curvaradó river basins 

ultimately suffered at least 13 separate displacements, despite winning collective legal title to 

their lands in 2000 (INCODER, 2000). In the mid-2000s, considerable international pressure, 

including from some elements of the U.S. government, eventually enabled some of these Afro-

Colombians to return to their land, though they found it irreversibly damaged by cash-crop 

agriculture (Washington Office on Latin America, 2009), particularly plantations of African 

palm trees, the seeds of which are used to produce palm oil. Since that time, Afro-Colombians in 
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these river basins have been maintaining a precarious hold on their ancestral land, resisting 

displacement by armed actors and developers through domestic organizing supported by 

international advocates. 

In this paper, I give a brief overview of the historical context for this situation and then 

examine the dynamics of Afro-Colombian efforts to internationalize. I look specifically at rural 

Afro-Colombian communities in Urabá, a region in northwestern Colombia that has recently felt 

the full force of investment in natural resource extraction and other economic development 

projects. After providing background on Afro-Colombians and then on the specific situation in 

Urabá, I use this case study to ask broader questions including: How have Afro-Colombians 

engaged with international actors in their struggle against the economic forces that threaten their 

autonomy and livelihoods? To what extent has this engagement been beneficial? What are the 

unintended consequences, and are there any ways in which internationalization has been 

harmful? 

I attempt to gain insight on these questions through the creation of a conceptual, roughly 

chronological schematic that breaks down relevant events in Urabá since the onset of generalized 

violence in the mid-1990s into a series of stages. Using this schematic, I draw out broad themes 

and attempt to make sense of a fairly chaotic situation, allowing for the application of social 

theories to help understand individual stages as well as transitions between stages. 

Specifically, I look at the schematic of events in Urabá using two contrasting theoretical 

lenses. First, I invoke constructivist and world polity theorists who emphasize the power of 

transnational human rights norms to shape state behavior. Second, because these frameworks 

give international NGOs a great deal of agency relative to powerful economic actors, I also 

invoke more conflict-oriented theorists who consider the primacy of economic incentives for 
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human rights abuses. These two theoretical lenses highlight different aspects of the problem and 

lead to different policy and strategic conclusions. Furthermore, these two theories have different 

implications regarding the types of international organizations with which Afro-Colombians 

could most productive engage. 

Indeed, this is a tension that becomes extremely prominent over the course of this study. 

World polity theory leads one to believe that Afro-Colombians should deeply engage with 

mainstream human rights NGOs and institutions, as these are the institutions that can exercise 

leverage over the Colombian state to change its behavior. Conflict-oriented theories, on the other 

hand, imply that these human rights NGOs are too limited in their current discourse, and 

organizations that employ a broader critique of the global economy are necessary allies. 

Recurring throughout this paper is the question of whether the mainstream conception of human 

rights – which places primacy on civil and political rights and relegates economic, social and 

cultural rights to secondary status – is adequate to fully address the challenges faced by Afro-

Colombians. 

Finally, after addressing these questions about both substance and theory, in the 

concluding section of the paper I examine strategic implications for Afro-Colombians and 

international actors, as well as implications for theories of transnational social change. I include 

recommendations on continued engagement with solidarity NGOs and social movements, as well 

as recommendations about how to potentially move mainstream human rights groups to embrace 

a broader conception of human rights. 
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A History of Marginalization: Conflict, Development and Human Rights for Afro-

Descendant Colombians 

Afro-descendant populations have been present in Colombia since at least the early 

sixteenth century, when European colonists brought in slaves to work as a manual labor force. 

As the Afro-Colombian population grew, escaped slaves and free blacks formed autonomous 

communities known as cimarrones, largely in Colombia’s Pacific coast region, where natural 

resources were abundant and the indigenous population was sparse (Friedemann, 1989). The 

current distribution of the Afro-Colombian population reflects this history; some recent estimates 

put the Afro-Colombian share of the today’s Colombian Pacific coast population at over 90 

percent (Chalá, 2003). Afro-Colombians make up about 10 percent of the overall Colombian 

population according to the 2005 census. This figure, however, is extremely disputed due to the 

historical invisibility and ongoing stigmatization of Afro-descendants, with estimates ranging up 

to 26 percent (Rodríguez Garavito et al, 2009a). 

While slavery was abolished in Colombia in 1851, modern-day Afro-Colombians still 

experience extreme hardship and discrimination, lag well behind the national average in the vast 

majority of human development indicators, and suffer from numerous rights violations, 

particularly in the realm of economic, social and cultural rights (Flórez López and Echeverria, 

2007). Furthermore, for a variety of reasons, some of which are the subject of this paper, Afro-

Colombians are disproportionately represented in Colombia’s population of internally displaced 

persons (IDPs) (Rodríguez Garavito et al, 2009b; Oslender 2005), the largest such population of 

any country in the world. 

The poor outcomes for Afro-Colombian communities are a result of continual violations 

of Afro-Colombian human rights, including forced displacement, massacres, and targeted 
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violence. These rights violations must be understood in the context of Colombia’s decades-long 

low-level civil war between left-wing guerrillas, right-wing paramilitaries, and state military 

forces. The conflict; longstanding discrimination; the fact that the government, which is 

supposed to protect Afro-Colombian rights, has instead been a perpetrator; and a variety of 

economic development forces have all contributed to a climate in which rights violations are 

virtually the norm. Although I focus on economic development forces as a causal force of rights 

violations in this paper, it is important to recognize that all of these forces work together and 

build on one another to create extreme hardship for Afro-Colombian communities. 

In the past twenty years, Colombia has attempted to address these hardships through a 

series of laws and court rulings aimed at the empowerment of these communities. The 1991 

Colombian Constitution, which explicitly acknowledged the multi-ethnic and multi-cultural 

nature of the country, marked the beginning of this process. After heavy participation from a 

wide range of Afro-Colombian communities, the Colombian government passed Law 70 of 1993 

(Asher, 2009).1

Colombia’s Constitutional Court has consistently interpreted its role as one of holding the 

government accountable to the mandates of the (highly progressive and aspirational) 1991 

Constitution. The Court is extremely accessible to the general public through a process known as 

the tutela, in which individual citizens can petition for redress if they believe their Constitutional 

rights have been violated. The Constitutional Court is required to respond in some manner to all 

 Among other provisions, Law 70 recognized the right of Afro-Colombians to 

collectively own legal title to their ancestral lands, as well as mandating prior informed 

consultation with Afro-Colombian communities before the implementation of any new law that 

would affect their livelihoods. 

                                                           
1 An English translation of the text of Law 70 of 1993 is available at 
http://www.benedict.edu/exec_admin/intnl_programs/other_files/bc-intnl_programs-law_70_of_colombia-
english.pdf. 

http://www.benedict.edu/exec_admin/intnl_programs/other_files/bc-intnl_programs-law_70_of_colombia-english.pdf�
http://www.benedict.edu/exec_admin/intnl_programs/other_files/bc-intnl_programs-law_70_of_colombia-english.pdf�
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tutela petitions within ten business days. Many of the most progressive rulings by the Court have 

come as a result of the tutela process. This extreme accessibility, combined with the 

Constitutional Court’s activist leanings, has meant that the Court has been a reliable ally to 

marginalized groups in Colombia (Rodríguez Garavito and Rodríguez Franco, 2010). 

Recent rulings by the Court have affirmed, upheld and even expanded existing provisions 

protecting and empowering Afro-Colombian communities. These include Sentence T-025 of 

2004, declaring an “unconstitutional state of affairs” with regards to ongoing forced 

displacement in Colombia; Auto 005 of 2009, specifically addressing aspects of Sentence T-025 

relating to Afro-Colombians; and numerous smaller-scale rulings that reaffirm Afro-Colombian 

rights to prior informed consultation. In the case of the latter, the recent trend of Constitutional 

Court rulings has tended to explicitly strengthen the right of prior informed consultation to a 

right to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC), for instance in Sentences T-769 of 2009, T-

1045A of 2010 and T-129 of 2011.2

Furthermore, Colombia has obligations to protect the rights of Afro-Colombians under 

international law. For example, Colombia is a signatory to the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the American Convention on Human Rights, International 

Labor Organization Convention 169, and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (UNDRIP). ILO Convention 169, for instance, specifically protects the rights of “tribal 

and indigenous populations” to prior informed consultation, and the Constitutional Court has 

 FPIC theoretically sets a much stronger standard than prior 

informed consultation, implying that communities have veto power over policies in a way that 

they may not under consultation. 

                                                           
2 All of the mentioned Constitutional Court sentences and autos are available (in Spanish) at the Colombian 
Constitutional Court website, http://www.corteconstitucional.gov.co/. 

http://www.corteconstitucional.gov.co/�
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affirmed that Afro-Colombians are covered under Convention 169’s definition of such 

populations (Government of Colombia – Constitutional Court, 2001). 

 

Law Notwithstanding: Ongoing Violations of Afro-Colombian Human Rights 

In practice, however, the Colombian government has failed to adhere to either the spirit 

or the letter of any of the above-described legal instruments, domestic or international. Rather, it 

has consistently implemented economic development policies that result in displacement and 

death for Afro-Colombian ethnic communities, generally without regard for its obligations to 

prior informed consultation, much less consent. Afro-Colombians are disproportionately affected 

by these policies in part because the Pacific coast region of the country is rich in natural 

resources (including coal, oil, gold, and various other heavy metals) and ideal for export-oriented 

agro-industry such as palm oil plantations or large-scale cattle ranching. Jorge Rojas of the 

Colombian NGO Consultancy on Human Rights and Displacement (CODHES) says, “70 per 

cent of internally displaced people in Colombia do not flee areas of great poverty; they flee from 

areas that are very rich in natural resources.” (Beck, 2007) 

Additionally, infrastructural development in the Pacific region – port expansions, road 

and railroad construction, creation of pipelines, transmission lines and other energy 

infrastructure, and more – is seen by certain elements of the state as necessary for its goals of 

ongoing macroeconomic expansion and integration into the global economy. Investment in 

natural resource extraction, agro-industry, and infrastructural development has come from a 

variety of sources: domestic and foreign public funding as well as domestic and foreign private 

investment. In the region I examine in this paper, Urabá, for instance, all four are present: 

domestic and foreign public funding for infrastructural projects, domestic private investment and 
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considerable public funding under the guise of “alternative development” policies in the African 

oil palm sector, and foreign private investment in cash-crop banana production. 

In a recent letter to U.S. President Barack Obama expressing concern about the 

implementation of the U.S.-Colombia Free Trade Agreement and the lack of prior informed 

consultation with Afro-Colombian communities, a number of Pacific coast community 

organizations summarized their dilemma in these words: 

 

“Our communities are not able to fully exercise the rights we have under the 

Colombian Constitution, Law 70 of 1993 and other regulations. Law 70 grants us 

rights to collective land titles for territories we have occupied since ancient times. 

After nearly 20 years of existence of this law, several of its key chapters have not 

been regulated (fully implemented). On the contrary, these chapters have been 

rendered invisible in new legislation. The lands were titled to our communities so 

that we could improve the quality of life of our communities and guarantee Afro-

Colombians' survival in their territories. However, licenses have been granted in 

these same territories to multinational companies for mining, extensive 

monocultures, agro fuels and other large-scale economic projects that will only 

benefit investors. These will also lead to mass displacement of the legitimate 

owners of these territories. In 2011, the Afro-Colombian community councils of 

Cocomopoca [Alto Atrato] were granted collective titles to seventy-three 

thousand hectares of land. At the same time, the authorities granted fifty-five 

thousand hectares of concessions to mining companies in the same area.” 

(Movimiento de Víctimas et al, 2012) 



10 
 

 

As illustrated in the above quote, natural resource extraction and agricultural and 

infrastructure development frequently infringes on Afro-Colombian territorial rights and rights to 

prior informed consultation. The result has frequently been violence and displacement, which is 

exacerbated by the fact that this development takes place in the context of an ongoing armed 

conflict. The conflict has multiple sides – guerrilla forces that originated from left-wing peasant 

movements; right-wing paramilitaries that originated as self-defense forces created by wealthy 

landowners; and the state military forces, which have frequently colluded with paramilitaries. 

Unfortunately, all of these forces have at times been perpetrators of violence and displacement 

towards Afro-Colombian communities. 

In addition to the ongoing violence, displacement and marginalization of Afro-

Colombian communities, these communities’ leaders are consistently threatened and targeted for 

assassination, as part of a broad paramilitary strategy to inhibit efforts to organize and thus 

perpetuate these communities’ voicelessness. These targeted threats and killings take place not 

only in vulnerable rural areas, but everywhere in Colombia, including in the capital city, where 

NGO leaders and other human rights defenders are often targeted as well. For instance, in the 

summer of 2011, the Black Eagles, an organization with ties to paramilitary groups, sent multiple 

death threats to Afro-Colombian and human rights leaders in Bogotá.3

                                                           
3 One such death threat is on file with the author. This threat, sent by e-mail on June 19, 2011, was forwarded to 
me by one of my potential interviewees while I was conducting research in Bogotá. This potential interviewee was 
listed as a target in the threat and subsequently fled the country to the United States. 

 In the first six months of 

2011 alone, at least 29 human rights defenders were targeted and killed (Programa Somos 

Defensores, 2011). The government has assumed little responsibility for either the protection of 

targeted leaders or the prosecution of the killers; furthermore, a recent “parapolitics” scandal, in 

which officials have been implicated in collaboration with paramilitary forces, permeated the 
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highest levels of the previous administration under Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010) (Forero, 2007; 

Cepeda and Rojas, 2008). This is perhaps unsurprising from a structural standpoint, since the 

ultimate effect of these paramilitary-perpetrated killings is to reduce resistance from 

marginalized communities against national economic development goals.4

This context of systematic violence against Afro-Colombians, with the support or at least 

indifference of the Colombian government, means that these communities are extremely poorly 

equipped to resist developmental forces that seek to displace them, or to claim restitution. While 

in theory Afro-Colombians can seek redress through domestic legal structures, in practice their 

appeals often fall on deaf ears, or result in rulings that are favorable but virtually unenforceable. 

Many Afro-Colombian community and NGO leaders with whom I spoke during the course of my 

research did not feel optimistic about the long-term prospects for Afro-Colombian self-

determination given, for instance, the passage of the U.S.-Colombia Free Trade Agreement and 

other intensifications of state-sponsored economic development activities. It is in this context 

that Afro-Colombians have, over the last two decades, brought their struggles to the international 

level, seeking new and more receptive venues for assistance. 

 

 

Prospects for Afro-Colombian Agency 

Afro-Colombian communities have had some success in organizing around national 

policies (e.g., Law 70) and institutions (e.g., the tutela and the Constitutional Court). However, a 

lack of responsiveness from the Colombian government – generally in the form of a compliance 

gap between law and implementation which enables ongoing violence and repression – has 

meant that Afro-Colombians have also made concerted efforts to internationalize. Broadly 

                                                           
4 For further analysis of the integration of paramilitaries and the state, see Acemoglu, James Robinson and Santos, 
2010. 
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speaking, consistent with Keck and Sikkink’s “boomerang model” (to be examined later in this 

paper), Afro-Colombians have embraced the discourse of international human rights to combat 

the Colombian state’s use of the discourse of development as a tool to legitimize the economic 

policies that harm certain ethnic and tribal communities. More concretely, Afro-Colombian 

communities and leaders have engaged with the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 

a variety of international human rights NGOs, and Afro-Colombian asylees in the United States 

to raise the profile of violations of their human rights in the international arena. 

In no small part thanks to this strategy of internationalization, some Afro-Colombian 

ethnic communities in the Pacific Coast region have managed to preserve their livelihoods to an 

impressive degree, despite the many displacement-inducing forces described above. Some 

communities were displaced but subsequently struggled through domestic legal avenues (such as 

those provided by Law 70) to regain control of those lands and have since returned, while others 

have successfully resisted displacement altogether.  

 

Methodological Notes 

This analysis uses a combination of primary and secondary data. Primary data consists of 

qualitative analysis of twelve elite semi-structured interviews I conducted in Bogotá, Colombia 

in June and July of 2011. These interviews were with academics, NGO leaders, and institutional 

staff, and lasted 30-90 minutes each. I obtained formal Institutional Review Board approval from 

the University of Minnesota for the interview guide, interview solicitation template, consent 

process, and overall interview protocol. Per IRB guidelines, all interviews are confidential and 

thus I cite interviews anonymously, identifying them only by the date they were conducted. 
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In addition to these interviews, I also rely on English and Spanish language academic 

literature, U.S. and Colombian government documents, and literature from U.S., Colombian and 

other non-profit organizations, advocacy groups and research centers. While I have attempted to 

use peer-reviewed articles and scholarly works wherever possible, in some cases the only 

documentation of specific human rights violations in remote regions of Colombia comes from 

human rights NGOs. 

While at various points in this paper this is made clear, it should be noted that Afro-

Colombians are not a unitary actor. Indeed, the term “Afro-Colombian” refers to a large number 

of ethnic groups. For the purposes of this study, when I use the term “Afro-Colombian” I am 

referring to rural Afro-descendant communities with strong traditional ethnic identities and 

cultural practices and livelihoods rooted in land and nature. I am not necessarily referring to, for 

instance, displaced Afro-Colombians now living in urban areas, and whose concerns are very 

different from the relatively isolated rural Afro-descendant communities of Urabá. Even with 

this narrower conception of “Afro-Colombian,” I am conflating a wide diversity of identities and 

cultural practices into a single artificial category, and invisibilizing local differences and power 

relationships. For a study of this limited scope, this is an unfortunate but necessary 

oversimplification. 

 

Case Study: Economic Roots of Violence and Displacement in Urabá 

“The cultivation of African palm and the exploitation of natural resources in 

[Afro-Colombian] community territories, in present circumstances, puts the life 

and survival of these families in danger.” (CIDH, 2003) 
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The situation of Afro-Colombian communities in the Urabá region of northwestern 

Colombia is an illustrative case study of how Afro-Colombians have set the international human 

rights discourse at direct odds with state-sponsored economic development practices. While this 

dynamic is at play in any number of areas in Colombia, Urabá, which spans the northern part of 

the Chocó department and the western part of the Antioquia department, is a useful example 

because the demand for development activities is particularly strong in this region. Two types of 

development activities are especially relevant to Urabá: large-scale agro-industry such as the 

development of oil palm plantations, and the implementation of infrastructural “mega-projects” 

such as ports, highways and energy infrastructure. 

These activities are salient to Urabá due to the region’s geographical characteristics. As 

tropical rainforest, the land in Urabá is extraordinarily fertile, and is highly suited to cultivation 

of cash crops, including African palm, banana, plantain, rubber, teak, and more, as well as large-

scale cattle ranching. Furthermore, Urabá’s location at the meeting point between Central and 

South America means that any land-based infrastructural projects linking the two continents 

must necessarily run through this region. Additionally, easy access to both the Atlantic and 

Pacific oceans – which no other region of Colombia can claim – only adds to the perceived 

strategic importance (economically speaking) of this area. As with much of the Pacific coast 

region of Colombia, a great deal of the land in this region is ancestral Afro-Colombian territory. 

In the map below, the Afro-Colombian communities I examine in this study are within 

the zone highlighted by the green pattern in the northwest, on the Chocó (western) side of the 

departmental border. When I refer to the “Urabá region,” I am referring to this area as well as the 

swath of the territory to the north and northwest, in both to Antioquia and Chocó provinces, up to 

the Panamanian border and the Caribbean coast. This map was created by the Norwegian 
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Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, in their study of Afro-Colombian communities in this 

same region. (IDMC, 2007) 
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Palm Oil Cultivation 

The first paragraphs of this paper introduced the situation faced by Afro-Colombians in 

the Jiguamiandó and Curvaradó river basins: multiple violent forced displacements and eventual 

return to the land only to find it covered by African palm plantations. African oil palm, which 

has been an increasingly important export for the Colombian economy in the past two decades, is 

an instructive example of an agricultural product whose cultivation has left a legacy of violence 

and displacement. Former Colombian President Álvaro Uribe, whose administration oversaw a 

massive skyrocketing in palm oil exports, repeatedly emphasized the importance of palm oil as a 

significant part of his vision of Colombian economic development: 

 

“We are on the brink of initiating another grand energetic development, the 

production of biodiesel, on the basis of oil palm… this country must prepare itself 

to grow palm without fear, over here we can plant 3 million hectares without the 

need of infrastructural measures, and if we make an infrastructural effort, we will 

have 6 million hectares.” (Oosterkamp, 2007: 7)5

 

 

The palm oil industry in Colombia is a powerful economic interest – in 2008, before the 

effects of the global financial crisis, exports of palm kernel oil, palm kernels and crude palm oil6 

totaled over USD 360 million, or about 6 percent of Colombian agriculture exports by value.7

                                                           
5 Translated in Oosterkamp; original in Spanish: “Palabras del Presidente Uribe en Clausura del Congreso Acolog,” 
Aug. 26, 2005.  Available at 

 

Since 1988, Colombia has consistently been the world’s fourth or fifth leading producer of palm 

http://www.presidencia.gov.co/sne/2005/agosto/26/17262005.htm. 
6 See Mingorance, 2006 for an explanation of the various commercial products extracted from the oil palm fruit. 
7 UN Food and Agricultural Organization FAOSTAT TradeSTAT database, 
http://faostat.fao.org/site/406/default.aspx, retrieved March 4, 2012. 

http://www.presidencia.gov.co/sne/2005/agosto/26/17262005.htm�
http://faostat.fao.org/site/406/default.aspx�
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oil.8

 

 As illustrated by Figure 1, since 1990 the industry – in particular its export potential – has 

grown at a rapid pace, especially under Uribe (who took office in 2002). The explosion of 

interest in biofuels, particularly in Europe, is a large causal factor in the vast increase in export 

value in recent years (Sullivan, Kaste and Harris, 2007).  

Figure 1: Colombian Palm Oil Exports, 1990-2009, by Value and Quantity9

 

 

Afro-Colombians are disproportionately affected by the development of palm oil 

plantations, as the Pacific coastal regions (such as Urabá) in which most Afro-Colombians are 

                                                           
8 UN Food and Agricultural Organization FAOSTAT ProdSTAT database, 
http://faostat.fao.org/site/339/default.aspx, retrieved March 4, 2012. 
9 Source: UN Food and Agricultural Organization FAOSTAT TradeSTAT Database, 
http://faostat.fao.org/site/406/default.aspx, retrieved March 4, 2012. Figures are aggregates for three line items: 
“Palm kernel oil,” “Palm kernels” and “Palm oil.” Inflation-adjusted using U.S. GDP deflator. 
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concentrated provide the ideal climate for the growth of African oil palm. In a 2005 report 

produced at the request of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, the Colombian Institute of 

Rural Development (INCODER) reported that of the total land planted with oil palm trees by 

four major palm oil companies active in Urabá, 93 percent was within the Afro-Colombian 

collective territories of Curvaradó and Jiguamiandó (INCODER, 2005). The results are 

summarized neatly in a report from the Center for International Policy’s Americas Program: 

 

“The recognition of land ownership was given when the [Afro-descendant] 

communities were in a state of a displacement. Upon returning, they found that 

their land had been swept clean for the growing of palm trees, and nearly the 

entirety of their towns and villages had disappeared due to palm oil, 

abandonment, destruction of their dwellings, and the disappearance of their trails 

and roads, thus making communication between communities all but impossible. 

As a result, the social fabric has collapsed. Consequently, the communities have 

begun a lengthy judicial process of denouncement to recover their territory, which 

has been characterized by gross irregularities in favor of the palm tree 

agroindustry.” (Avendaño, 2007) 

 

This exploitation is ongoing, and the Colombian government has provided open political 

and financial support for the palm oil industry. For instance, in 2006 Uribe made this statement 

to Afro-Colombian communities in Tumaco, a municipality in the southern Pacific coast 

department (province) of Nariño, who were resisting the development of oil palm plantations in 

the vicinity: “I would beg for the entrepreneurs of Tumaco and our fellow Afro-descendant 
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countrymen to be locked up in quarantine, and not to be let out of the office, until they reach an 

agreement.” (Oosterkamp, 2007)10

The U.S. government has also openly supported the Colombian palm oil industry. 

According to a 2005 report of USAID’s Colombia Agribusiness Partnership Program (CAPP), at 

the time USAID had 13 active grants to palm cultivation projects in the implementation phase, 

totaling USD 10.2 million (USAID Colombia, 2005). The aforementioned Urapalma, for 

instance, received USD 700,000 in CAPP funding (Quevedo, 2006). The justification for these 

grants to the palm industry was that the growth of African palm represented a desirable 

alternative development strategy to the cultivation of illegal crops such as coca and poppy 

(USAID Colombia, 2005). It should be noted, however, that illegal crops such as coca have not 

been present in Urabá until very recently – maps from the UN Colombia Coca Cultivation 

Survey from 2005 (the same year as the CAPP report in question) show no presence of coca 

cultivation in Urabá (UNODC, 2005). Even now, coca cultivation is not a widespread issue in 

the region, although in interviews I conducted in 2011, community members were extremely 

 This is the same region in which “paramilitary groups linked 

to palm oil capitalists have massacred [Afro-Colombians] and are causing significant 

displacement.” (Hall, 2006) In Urabá, oil palm companies, which are largely domestic firms, 

have enjoyed a similar level of support and have obtained millions in government loans, largely 

through a local Agricultural Bank branch. One company, Urapalma S.A., alone received some 

5.4 trillion pesos (approx. USD 3 million) in Colombian taxpayer money from 2003-2004 (El 

Tiempo, 2010). 

                                                           
10 Translated in Oosterkamp; original in Spanish: “Palabras del Presidente Uribe en el XXXIV Congreso de 
Fedepalma,” June 7, 2006. Available at 
http://www.presidencia.gov.co/prensa_new/discursos/discursos2006/junio/fedepalma.htm.  

http://www.presidencia.gov.co/prensa_new/discursos/discursos2006/junio/fedepalma.htm�
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worried about the possibility of the entry of coca and the resultant conflict it would inevitably 

bring.11

With this extensive domestic and international state support, palm oil companies 

proceeded in the late 1990s and early to mid-2000s to actively displace Afro-Colombians from 

lands deemed appropriate for African palm cultivation (El Tiempo, 2010). The aforementioned 

Operation Genesis is perhaps the most vivid example of how Afro-Colombians are forced from 

their land in order to make way for African palm plantations: 

 

 

“In the beginning of 1997, a community of mestizo peasants… were driven off 

their lands. The accounts some of the members of the community gave during a 

field visit at the end of the 2006 were rather confusing, but they all included 

elements such as heavy fighting between army, guerrilla and paramilitares; direct 

threats and selective killings of family members; accusations of collaboration with 

guerrilla – and the announcement that the land now belonged to a palm oil 

plantation company and that it was no longer theirs.” (Oosterkamp, 2007) 

 

Other means of appropriation of Afro-Colombian land have been less dependent on overt 

violence but no less effective at displacing communities; some documented techniques include 

deeds of sale signed under duress, deeds signed by elderly or senile persons, and deeds 

supposedly signed by long-dead individuals (Oosterkamp, 2007: 9). For instance, a notorious 

example from the Jiguamiandó river basin involves a peasant named Lino Diaz, who owned 60 

hectares of land in 1990, and passed away in 1995. In 2000, Urapalma supposedly negotiated a 

                                                           
11 Author’s interview, July 17, 2011. 
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settlement with Mr. Diaz that ended with the long-dead peasant turning over 5,890 hectares of 

land to the company (Quevedo, 2006; BBC Monitoring Americas, 2006). 

More recently, Afro-Colombian communities believe that certain types of state inaction 

are in fact strategies for displacement. In a series of interviews with community leaders, I learned 

that one community that lies alongside the Jiguamiandó River has suffered from periodic 

flooding of the river that has destroyed crop land and killed livestock. The community is forced 

to farm on higher land several hours from their homes. In the Pacific coast department of Chocó 

where the Jiguamiandó is located, rivers are a primary mode of transportation due to a lack of 

roads, and the government has a legal responsibility to maintain these rivers. However, the 

government has neglected to dredge the Jiguamiandó for several years, despite continual requests 

from riverine communities. Thus, the floodings and ensuing hardship are a direct result of 

government inaction, and the community believes that the government is essentially trying to 

starve them out and force them to move.12

Regardless of the means by which displacement happens – violent or nonviolent – once 

Afro-Colombians are forced from their land, whether or not they owned legal title to that land 

matters little in practice. In the case of Operation Genesis, the same families that were violently 

displaced actually managed, in 2000, to successfully petition for legal title to the land off of 

which they were displaced, using Law 70 (resulting in titling of the collective territories of 

Jiguamiandó and Curvaradó). But: 

 

 

“A few years later, having also obtained protective measures from the Corte 

Interamericana de Derechos Humanos [Inter-American Court of Human Rights], 

and under accompaniment of national and international human rights 
                                                           
12 Author’s interview, July 18, 2011. 
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organizations like Justicia y Paz and Peace Brigades International, they dared 

return to their lands – in order to find oil palm growing high everywhere.” 

(Oosterkamp, 2007: 9) 

 

Under Law 70, these Afro-Colombians should have had the right to remove the palm oil 

company from their land, for which they had a legally recognized collective title, as Article 7 

reads: “the Black Community’s portion of the land designated for collective use is non-

transferable, imprescriptible, and non-mortgageable.” (Government of Colombia, 1993) But the 

process of regaining control over their land was one which took many years of legal struggle and 

involved further threats of violence and displacement. It was during this struggle that Afro-

Colombians most visibly engaged in a strategy of internationalization. 

 

Internationalization in Practice: Humanitarian Zones in Urabá 

In the Curvaradó and Jiguamiandó collective territories, the most prominent example of 

this internationalization has been the creation of so-called “humanitarian zones.” These zones are 

civilian communities within which the residents have decreed that no armed actors are allowed. 

Physically, the only security involved is a simple barbed-wire fence – nothing that would stop 

anyone who wanted to enter from doing so, least of all an armed actor. Thus, the enforcement of 

this ban on armed actors is entirely dependent on international monitoring and information-

sharing, backed by the institutional legitimacy of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 

(CIDH, 2003) and ongoing monitoring efforts by international human rights NGOs such as Peace 

Brigades International, Witness for Peace, and Fellowship of Reconciliation. The engagement of 

these international monitoring groups with the communities in Urabá is largely facilitated by a 
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national Colombian NGO, Comisión Intereclesial de Justicia y Paz (Inter-Church Commission 

on Justice and Peace). 

This strategy of international monitoring is effective in the Colombian context partly due 

to the power of international human rights norms, but even moreso as a result of the unique 

relationship between Colombia and the United States. Under the “Plan Colombia” program 

alone, which seeks to reduce the production of illicit drugs, Colombia received an estimated 

USD 6.1 billion in aid from the United States from 2000-2008, the vast majority in the form of 

military aid (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2008). Gross violations of human rights 

that garner substantial attention in the U.S. press or policymaker circles have the potential to 

disrupt this relationship. Indeed, in light of massacres in Urabá perpetuated by the 17th Brigade 

of the Colombian military, the U.S. government has specified that this unit is ineligible to receive 

funding from Plan Colombia under the Leahy Law, which states that U.S. funds cannot support 

military forces that commit human rights abuses (Semana, 2005). As a result of this relationship, 

state and paramilitary forces have strong incentives not to commit abuses when international 

observers are present. 

Thanks to this dynamic, humanitarian zones in Urabá have been remarkably effective. 

While there remains a constant threat of violence and displacement, a number of Afro-

Colombian communities have managed to exist peacefully in Urabá since the formal recognition 

of the humanitarian zones in the early 2000s, and the number of such zones has increased in 

recent years. However, life in the humanitarian zones remains precarious, and efforts to displace 

Afro-Colombians from these zones are ongoing. Thus, the long-term future for the humanitarian 

zones is anything but clear. 
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A Brief Note on Infrastructural Development Megaprojects in Urabá 

In addition to economic forces related to large-scale agricultural interests, various 

proposed development “megaprojects” are looming that would likely negatively affect the Afro-

Colombian communities in Urabá if they were implemented. While this list is by no means 

exhaustive, road construction and electricity infrastructure are foremost among the planned 

projects that would take advantage of Urabá’s geographical location. These projects would come 

at the expense of Afro-Colombian communities in the area, both by outright displacement and by 

disruption of sensitive rainforest ecosystems that are closely tied to Afro-Colombian livelihoods 

and identities. 

The long-planned completion of the Pan-American Highway, which currently has a gap 

in southern Panama and northern Colombia, is of primary concern to communities in Urabá. Due 

to opposition in both Urabá and the ecologically sensitive Darién region of southern Panama, 

construction of the final piece of the Pan-American highway is unlikely to proceed in the near 

future, although former President Álvaro Uribe was a strong proponent of the idea (The 

Economist, 2004). That said, in addition to the highway, there are numerous other road 

construction projects in Urabá and elsewhere in Chocó that are in various stages of planning and 

implementation, including one proposed road connecting the municipalities of Acandí and 

Unguía in Urabá (Government of Colombia – Constitutional Court, 2011), and another that 

would connect Las Ánimas and Nuquí further south in central Chocó (El Tiempo, 2009). 

Suman (2007) summarizes the numerous economic, social, cultural and environmental 

impacts of the Pan-American highway in the Urabá and Darién regions: “Initiation of the road 

construction project will likely increase the land grab in Chocó, and the continuing losers will be 
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those traditional ethnic groups who are financially and politically weak and whose communal 

land tenure systems are neither protected nor respected.” 

With regards to electrical infrastructure, an “electricity corridor” linking the Colombian 

and Panamanian energy grids is currently in the planning stages and is intended to be completed 

by 2014; Colombia generates excess electricity and could sell this excess to Central American 

markets. A transnational corporate entity, Interconexión Eléctrica Colombia-Panamá S.A. (ICP), 

has already been established to facilitate this project and has secured multiple grants from the 

Inter-American Development Bank (IADB, 2006), as well as USD 420 million in public 

investment from the governments of Colombia and Panama (EFE Agency, 2011). There are 

concerns that the proposed corridor would run straight through Afro-Colombian and indigenous 

collective lands, and the Colombian Constitutional Court issued cautionary language to ICP 

warning that the company must “manage [community] participation through the process of prior 

informed consultation… with greater precaution than it has in the past.” (Government of 

Colombia – Constitutional Court, 2011) 

 

Dynamics of Afro-Colombian Resistance in Urabá: Internationalization and Alternatives to 

Modernity 

With all the economic interests described above at play in Urabá, and the fact that the 

region is largely controlled by paramilitary groups who tend to act in the interests of landowners 

and developers (Romero, 2000),13

                                                           
13 Also author’s interviews, Bogotá, Colombia, June 22, 2011 and July 11, 2011.  

 it is rather surprising that some Afro-Colombian communities 

in this region have managed to maintain a hold on their ancestral land at all. In this section of the 

paper, I will examine the strategies that Afro-Colombians from Urabá have used to reclaim their 

lands after being displaced, invoking a variety of theories of transnational networks and activism 
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to illuminate possible strategies for consolidating gains made and ensuring that Afro-Colombians 

enjoy necessary space for making empowered decisions about their own futures. 

 

The Afro-Colombian Worldview – Goals and Aspirations 

 Any analysis of Afro-Colombian strategies to reclaim their land must first be grounded in 

an understanding of what Afro-Colombians as a community want for their future. To this end, it 

is useful to quote at length from Proceso de Comunidades Negras (PCN, “Black Communities 

Process”), a grassroots Afro-Colombian organization founded in the Pacific coast region in the 

early 1990s. At a national conference in 1993 involving over 300 Afro-Colombian delegates 

from around the country, PCN arrived at five key principles – around identity, territory, 

autonomy, development and solidarity – that still shape the organization’s mission and approach. 

While PCN does not necessarily represent Afro-Colombians as a whole, and has made sufficient 

connections in the world of academic and intellectual elites that at least one organizational leader 

whom I interviewed no longer consider them truly grassroots,14

  

 it still maintains extensive 

connections with, and is grounded in, black communities on the Pacific coast. The following 

lengthy excerpt describes the five PCN principles and is taken directly from Grueso, Rosero and 

Escobar (1998): 

“The reaffirmation of identity (the right to be black). In the first place, we 

conceive of being black from the perspective of our cultural logic and lifeworld in 

all of its social, economic, and political dimensions. This logic counters the logic 

of domination that intends to exploit and subject our people. Our cultural vision 

                                                           
14 Author’s interview, Bogotá, Colombia, July 5, 2011. 
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opposes a model of society that requires uniformity for its continued dominance. 

[…] 

“The right to territory (the right to space for being). As a vital space, territory is a 

necessary condition for the re-creation and development of our cultural vision. 

We cannot be if we do not have a space for living in accordance with what we 

think and desire as a form of life. It follows that we see territory as a habitat and 

space where black people develop their being in harmony with nature. 

“Autonomy (the right to the exercise of being-identity). We understand autonomy 

in relation to the dominant society, other ethnic groups, and political parties. It 

arises out of our cultural logic. Thus understood, we are autonomous internally in 

the political realm and aspire to social and economic autonomy. 

“Construction of an autonomous perspective of the future. We intend to construct 

an autonomous vision of economic and social development based on our culture 

and traditional forms of production and social organization. The dominant society 

has systematically imposed on us a vision of development that responds to their 

own interests and worldview. We have the right to give others the vision of our 

world, as we want to construct it. 

“Declaration of solidarity. We are part of the struggle for the rights of black 

people throughout the world. From our own particularity, the social movement of 

black communities shall contribute to the efforts of those who struggle for 

alternative life projects.” 
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It is important to acknowledge that these principles were determined before violence and 

displacement became the most common and immediate concerns for rural Afro-Colombian 

communities. Nevertheless, PCN still prominently displays these principles on every page of its 

website,15

In his recent work, Arturo Escobar elaborates a typology of three interconnected goals 

that any indigenous/tribal social movement must take into consideration. As an important 

element of the analysis in this paper is differentiating between basic physical security goals (civil 

and political rights) and more comprehensive goals around self-determination and economic, 

social and cultural rights, it is useful to see how the ideals represented by PCN’s five principles 

fit into this typology. Escobar (2008) describes the three types of goals as follows: 

 and they clearly inform much of the organization’s communications to this day – even 

when security concerns have become paramount and the five principles may sometimes seem 

more pipe dream than possible future.  

 

“…alternative development, focused on food security, the satisfaction of basic 

needs, and the well-being of the population; alternative modernities, building on 

the countertendencies effected on development interventions by local groups and 

toward the contestation of global designs; and alternatives to modernity, as a 

more radical and visionary project of redefining and reconstructing local and 

regional worlds from the perspective of  practices of cultural, economic and 

ecological difference, following a network logic and in contexts of power.” 

(Escobar, 2008: 162-3) 

 

                                                           
15 http://www.renacientes.org/, retrieved April 18, 2012. 

http://www.renacientes.org/�
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The lofty goals in PCN’s five principles fit well in the last category of alternatives to 

modernity. If the ultimate goal of at least the Afro-Colombian communities represented by PCN 

is the construction of their own alternative to modernity, their day-to-day struggles lie squarely 

in much less ambitious terrain: that of the struggle for what Escobar calls “alternative 

development,” or the achievement of immediate physical security and satisfaction of basic needs. 

However, a variety of documents produced by Afro-Colombian organizations (in addition to 

PCN’s continual reiteration of their five principles), supported by a number of personal 

interviews, gives weight to the idea that Afro-Colombians have not lost sight of longer-term, 

utopian goals involving autonomy and the possibility of “alternatives to modernity.” 

This is consistent with what David Gow (2008) has found in an ethnographic study of 

three internally displaced Colombian indigenous communities in Cauca, a department in 

southwestern Colombia. While Gow found that the three communities had substantively 

differing visions for their futures, the common thread between all of them was that they were on 

a “quest for citizenship and the recognition and observance of human rights.” For these 

communities, the type of developmental outcomes they sought – even in the face of threats from 

armed actors – were “less integration into the project of modernity and more a creative form of 

resistance, a form of counterdevelopment, more explicitly critical of modernity, which can 

contribute to a radical politics of inclusive citizenship.” (Gow, 2008: 242) Without drawing over-

simplistic parallels between indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities and their visions for 

possible futures, it seems that at the very least this particular politics of development is a shared 

one. 
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Theoretical Schematic of Afro-Colombian Resistance 

In order to better understand the dynamics behind Afro-Colombian resistance and its 

partial success, I have created the following roughly chronological conceptual schematic. This 

schematic seeks to make sense of the challenges Afro-Colombians are facing, the strategies they 

have adopted to address those challenges, and their hopes for action in the future. The current 

situation of Afro-Colombian communities in Urabá is represented by steps 5 and 6 of the 

schematic; steps 7-9 are aspirational. 

Roughly speaking, the events represented by this schematic begin in the mid-1990s, with 

the onset of generalized violence affecting Afro-Colombian communities. For the communities 

in Urabá, stage 4 does not begin until the early 2000s, after these communities won legal 

collective title to their land. The events encapsulated in stages 5 and 6 have been ongoing since 

these communities’ return to their land – in the case of the humanitarian zones in the Curvaradó 

and Jiguamiandó river basins, as early as 2003 or 2004. 

 
1. Preconditions: arrival or existing presence of economic development mandates 

conflicting with Afro-Colombian territorial rights 
2. Displacement by legal or illegal and nonviolent or violent means 
3. Appeal for national and international aid 
4. Return to ancestral territories 
5. Renewed threats or actual occurrences of physical violence 
6. National executive and judicial rulings protect against further displacement; involvement 

of international human rights regime to encourage enforcement/implementation 
7. Reduced threat and occurrence of physical violence 
8. New spaces for domestic pressure on national government to resist domestic and 

international pressure around economic development mandates 
9. Actualization of Afro-Colombian cosmovisiones – alternative modernities or alternatives 

to modernity 
 

This schematic, of course, is an abstraction; in particular, whether or not the current 

developments in step 6 actually lead to step 7 and beyond is open to question. One could easily 
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imagine a more pessimistic scenario. Nevertheless, this idealization provides a useful framework 

for examining the specific mechanisms by which Afro-Colombian resistance might come to 

fruition, with a particular eye towards the impact of internationalization. 

The first two steps have been described in the historical background section of this paper, 

and are fairly straightforward. While steps 3-6 are not entirely sequential (as many of the events 

encompassed by these steps have happened concurrently or over the course of long periods of 

time), the third step is key: at this point, with threats and occurrences of displacement and 

outright violence becoming more and more commonplace, Afro-Colombians looked to sources 

of national support such as the Constitutional Court and Law 70-related avenues for obtaining 

legal title to the land from which they were displaced. This strategy was fruitful to a certain 

extent, as outlined above: the Constitutional Court has proven to be a reliable ally, and legal title 

to the collective territories of the Curvaradó and Jiguamiandó river basins was won in 2000. 

Just as importantly, step 3 also includes the enlisting of the international human rights 

regime as an ally in the struggle for Afro-Colombian territorial control. This strategy of 

internationalization largely comports with both Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink’s 

“boomerang model” and Sidney Tarrow’s “externalization,” and there are interesting lessons to 

be learned from applications of each model to this case. 

 

Explaining Internationalization: The Boomerang Model and Externalization 

Per Keck and Sikkink (1998), oppressed peoples resort to internationalization when they 

experience “blockage” in their ability to voice concerns and bring about redress through 

domestic venues. In subsequent work, Sikkink (2005) has specified that the boomerang model 

applies best to cases in which international venues for redress are more open (i.e. there are 
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institutional opportunities for political participation by marginalized groups) than domestic 

venues. This is arguably the case for Afro-Colombians, although there are some factors that 

make this case less than a perfect fit for this model. Specifically, not all domestic venues were 

completely closed to Afro-Colombians seeking protection or restitution; the existence of Law 70 

and various Constitutional Court rulings are testament. 

In Sikkink’s more recent expanded model, she allows for “insider-outsider coalitions” in 

cases where domestic and international venues are relatively open, and some lessons from this 

framework are useful for the Afro-Colombian case. In this case, Sikkink states that “Domestic 

activists will, I believe, privilege domestic political change, but will keep international activism 

as a complementary and compensatory option. Domestic political change more directly addresses 

the problems activists face, so they will concentrate their attention there.” (Sikkink, 2005) 

This largely fits the case being examined here: Afro-Colombians have periodically been 

able to organize effectively in the domestic context, and they have won concrete and impressive 

gains. However, the gains they have won through legislative victories such as Law 70, 

Constitutional Court rulings, and grants of collective land titles frequently have not translated 

into actual real-life changes. Furthermore, during the past ten years, particularly under the 

administration of Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010), the domestic context aside from the Constitutional 

Court – which has very limited ability to enforce its own rulings – has been very much closed to 

appeals from Afro-Colombian communities. For Afro-Colombians, then, the level of “openness” 

of domestic avenues for change is frequently changing. 

On the other hand, the level of openness of international venues is consistently fairly 

high. In the current era, international human rights NGOs and institutions are open to hearing 

grievances from oppressed populations such as Afro-Colombian communities, at least regarding 
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civil and political rights. Afro-Colombian internationalization is thus well predicted by Sikkink’s 

models – either the classic boomerang model or the insider-outsider model, depending on the 

level of domestic openness at any particular point in time. 

If these models predict the venues in which Afro-Colombians have directed their efforts 

reasonably well, our understanding of this phenomenon can be further enriched by drawing on a 

model created by Sidney Tarrow. Tarrow, who refers to what I am calling “internationalization” 

by the term “externalization,” further clarifies Sikkink’s model by disaggregating two types of 

domestic “blockage” – the phenomenon that in the boomerang model drives claims into the 

international arena. Tarrow points out that domestic populations can experience “blockage” as 

overt repression to be overcome through international monitoring, or as simple unresponsiveness 

of state authorities (Tarrow, 2005). The Afro-Colombian case combines these two types of 

blockage; on the one hand, there is certainly repression, but on the other, as just mentioned, 

domestic venues for redress do exist and have been successfully invoked in the past – but on the 

whole are still fairly unresponsive. 

If blockage is experienced as repression and unresponsiveness is not an issue, Tarrow’s 

framework runs parallel to the original boomerang theory – showing that the goal of 

externalization is international monitoring, which can help put a stop to said repression. In these 

cases, once outright repression is ended, domestic avenues for redress are reopened. However, if 

repression is combined with unresponsiveness, international monitoring and the information-

sharing strategy emphasized in Keck and Sikkink’s model may be necessary but insufficient for 

the achievement of human rights protection, even in the narrowest sense of personal integrity 

rights. 
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The Afro-Colombian communities in our case study face this more complex scenario. By 

the original boomerang model, these communities successfully externalized, as international 

monitoring in Urabá – at least in the humanitarian zones – is ever-present and highly visible, and 

information sharing between communities and international NGOs and institutions is well-

developed and fairly dependable. However, this international monitoring, despite its successes, 

has not been successful in removing physical threats to Afro-Colombian communities in Urabá. 

As Tarrow points out, the boomerang model lacks the power to explain cases such as this in 

which international information-sharing and monitoring is insufficient to compel conformity to 

international human rights norms. 

As an instructive counter-example, Tarrow invokes the case of Mexican maquiladora 

workers, which presents an interesting parallel: as with Afro-Colombians in Urabá, workers on 

the U.S.-Mexico border faced severe labor rights violations that had the full backing of 

multinational corporations and local authorities, and thus needed something more than just 

monitoring. The option to which maquiladora workers resorted was collective direct action, 

supported by solidarity actions across the border in the United States (Tarrow, 2005: 156-8). 

Direct action was feasible in this case because maquiladora workers already plugged into the 

global economy had the disruptive potential of strike power. On the other hand, rural Afro-

Colombians are not plugged into the global economy, and moreover they are actively resisting 

being plugged in to it. Thus, the only disruptive power they have is in their legal claims to their 

ancestral lands: by refusing to give up their legal titles and physically returning to territories 

from which they have previously been displaced, they are exercising disruptive power. This is 

the fourth step in my schematic. 
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Paradoxically, this exercise of disruptive power is a further reason for Afro-Colombians’ 

ongoing endangerment. Maquiladora workers exercised the disruptive power of the strike in 

order to achieve a fairly limited goal of better regulation of foreign investors with respect to 

labor rights. On the other hand, the reoccupation of Afro-Colombian ancestral land is both an 

instrumental act (the reclamation of what is rightfully Afro-Colombian territory) as well as an act 

of disruptive power aimed at a longer-term goal: the expulsion of investors (whether foreign or 

domestic) and the preservation of space for alternatives to modernity. This is illustrated clearly 

by a member of the Pueblo Nuevo humanitarian zone in Urabá, whose interview is worth quoting 

at length: 

 

“We see [various forms of state inaction] as a strategy they are using to get 

us to abandon our land. But, despite all the methods the state has used, we, among 

the communities, have been clear that we will continue to resist. We continue to 

say: ‘We won’t leave.’ Yes, because we believe it’s ours, we’re fighting for it and 

we’re defending it because we believe it’s the only way we can survive. 

“What’s happening in Jiguamiandó is known not only nationally but 

internationally. There are many organisations in many countries who know about 

it, and they are putting pressure on the state over their intentions as far as our 

communities are concerned. We believe in their support, in our organisations, in 

the process of education. We are preparing responsible people with the knowledge 

that this is our land, it’s our own and that cannot be changed. It can’t be sold or 

given away. We believe they are people who are prepared to die for their cause, 
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who won’t take a step back, but will always push forward, defending what is 

ancestrally ours.” (IDMC and Norwegian Refugee Council, 2007: 178) 

 

This political act, disrupting state-sponsored economic development efforts by exercising 

a claim to territorial rights, has resulted directly in step 5 – threats or occurrences of renewed 

displacement. That is to say, setting aside the instrumental goal of reoccupying ancestral 

territories in favor of the political goals, the disruptive act of reoccupation has had paradoxical 

results: it has invited further repression, but has also made the task of seeking redress through 

both domestic and international venues somewhat easier, as the discourse of indigenous rights is 

sensitive to issues around land and its connection to culture and livelihood (Engle, 2010). The 

establishment of humanitarian zones in particular has been a key strategy for garnering 

international attention from NGOs as well as organizations such as the Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights. 

 

The Compliance Gap: Lessons from World Polity Theory and Current Human Rights Discourse 

This brings us to step 6 in our schematic, in which domestic and international forces are 

both at work to force compliance with human rights law at their respective levels. The analytical 

question for this stage is: given the Colombian state’s explicit commitments to human rights at 

both the domestic and international levels, why is compliance with those commitments so 

elusive? I will examine two frameworks for addressing this question: first, the “world polity” 

approach derived from neo-institutional sociology; and second, a more conflict-oriented 

approach drawing from dependency and world-systems theorists. There are valuable lessons to 
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be drawn from both of these theoretical traditions, and some policy conclusions can be drawn by 

looking at the two in tandem. 

Tackling world polity theory first, the basic thrust of this framework is drawn from neo-

institutional theory’s concept of “organizational isomorphism” – that organizations in a given 

field have a tendency to converge upon a set of best practices (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 

World polity theorists have used this framework to explain two phenomena that are relevant to 

this study: why states sign on to human rights treaties that ostensibly limit their sovereignty; and 

why this does not necessarily lead directly to better human rights practices, but might lead 

indirectly to better practices through greater engagement with global civil society. 

 Regarding the first, neo-institutional theorists assert that organizations “compete not just 

for resources and customers, but for political power and institutional legitimacy, for social as 

well as economic fitness.” Organizations are exposed to coercive isomorphism, or “pressures… 

by other organizations upon which they are dependent and by cultural expectations in the society 

within which organizations function.” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) Reading “organizations” as 

“states” and thus “society” as the international world order, one might infer from this that states 

that are highly integrated into the world system are under constant pressure from other states to 

conform to certain cultural expectations. This is more true for states that are in a dependent 

relationship with other states in the world system, including much or all of the so-called 

developing world. In particular, for the Colombian case this is true given the specific relationship 

between Colombia and the United States, in which certain parts of the U.S. government are in a 

position to exert considerable influence on Colombian policy. 

Thus, using this framework, one can understand the international human rights regime as 

a specific world order in which states are pressured to conform to specific ideals around the 
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sanctity of individual human rights. This conformity manifests itself primarily through 

ratification of international human rights treaties. As a developing country with a strong desire to 

be an active part of the world economy and geopolitical system, it is clear that the Colombian 

state is subject to coercive isomorphism, including in the area of human rights. Yet given 

Colombia’s long history of civil conflict, it is also unsurprising that the state has been unwilling 

or unable (which of these is a matter for further research, as each comes with unique strategic 

implications) to translate its ratification of human rights treaties into better practices regarding 

the protection of human rights. 

This leads us to the second point, which is that some world polity theorists have 

emphasized that while “decoupling” – the fact that signing on to international human rights law 

does not translate into better human rights practice, or what I will refer to as the “compliance 

gap” – is an empirically proven phenomenon (Hathaway, 2002), it is counteracted by the fact 

that signing human rights treaties is correlated with higher engagement with global civil society. 

Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui demonstrate that while ratification of human rights treaties is not 

associated with better human rights practice, tighter integration with international human rights 

NGOs is associated with better practice – and these NGOs mobilize and advocate around human 

rights treaties (Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui, 2005). Thus, treaty ratification might indirectly lead 

to better practice, so long as there is an active NGO presence. Along similar lines, Meyer (2007) 

examines a number of similar empirical studies and concludes that an active global civil society, 

empowered by a globalizing culture and increasingly globally legitimate norms, is key to new 

movements for human rights – more so than states or economic actors such as multinational 

corporations. 
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One caveat to these theories that is relevant for the Colombian case is that they treat 

decision-making elites in the countries in question as a unitary actor. In Colombia, not only is the 

government not a unitary actor, as we have seen, there is also an important historical divide in 

the Colombian elite between national policymakers and the wealthy landowning class (Romero, 

2000). While state government elites might be highly susceptible to coercive isomorphism, this 

kind of pressure is unlikely to affect regional landed elites as strongly or at all. It is those 

regional elites who are most directly involved in violations of Afro-Colombian human rights; 

thus, this is an important blind spot in world polity theory as it applies to this case. 

Another potential problem is that there is surprisingly little examination by world polity 

theorists of the possibility that the compliance gap might result from the fact that states operate 

in an international system that is characterized by multiple legitimate (and legitimizing) orders. 

The international human rights regime is not the only source of coercive isomorphism in the 

world system – another source, very pertinent to this paper, might be the international neoliberal 

economic order, based on the rapidly globalizing ideal that liberalized markets, openness to 

trade, investor-friendly laws and policies and so on are pro-growth and thus axiomatically good. 

While the ideals of this order have shifted over the years (Rodrik, 2006), the dominance 

of this specific global economic system has placed considerable pressure on countries interested 

in participating in the world economy. Participation in the world economy itself is a legitimizing 

force, and any country that does so is subject to additional coercive isomorphic pressures that are 

effectively delivered and sometimes enforced by international financial institutions such as the 

World Bank, International Monetary Fund and World Trade Organization. In fact, given the 

ability of these institutions to invoke coercive sanctions against noncompliant countries – an 

ability that the international human rights regime lacks – one would expect the compliance gap 
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in this system to be somewhat less severe compared to the international human rights regime, 

although such a comparative study is beyond the scope of this paper. 

World polity theorists Minzee Kim and Elizabeth Boyle (2011) do address this idea in 

their analysis of the history of free public education and the World Bank challenge to this ideal 

in the 1980s. The authors tell a hopeful story in which the power of child-rights norms triumphed 

over economic interests that pushed for user fees for public services such as education. They 

describe this dynamic as one of “two conflicting transnational orders, one advocating neoliberal 

policies of smaller government and the other mandating government guarantees of the legal right 

to free primary education.” Ultimately, “neoliberal discourses on education promoted by 

economic actors were no match for discourses carried broadly in global civil society by child-

rights INGOs.” 

Kim and Boyle’s study finds a less severe compliance gap between child-rights norms 

and practice than one might expect given the economic and normative forces on the opposing 

neoliberal side. The case of Afro-Colombians can be framed in a parallel way: the neoliberal 

economic order (alongside powerful material interests) can be viewed as competing directly with 

the discourse of economic, social and cultural rights. Unfortunately for Afro-Colombians, the 

legitimacy of these norms has been under question since their inception. Child rights and the 

right to free education have never been contested as fiercely as economic, social and cultural 

rights. 

Major human rights NGOs such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have 

been historically slow to advocate around economic, social and cultural rights, only recently 

coming to tentatively embrace these rights (Bob, 2008). These NGOs have generally emphasized 

the primacy of civil and political rights, under the assumption that it is not really possible to 
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address economic, social and cultural rights until respect for “basic” civil and political rights 

(such as personal integrity rights) is assured. This limitation is buttressed by the fact that in 

individualist Western society and particularly the United States, civil and political rights fit 

comfortably into dominant discourses, while economic, social and cultural rights have the 

potential to raise troublesome questions about (for example) the appropriate role of the state in a 

capitalist economy. As Richard Falk (2002) explains, human rights in its most widely accepted 

conception is seen narrowly as 

 

“…pertaining mainly, if not exclusively, to civil and political rights. And even 

these rights are minimally conceived as compared to the coverage that seems to 

be implied by a simple textual reading of the main human rights treaty 

instruments. In essence, what is encompassed is a constitutional form of 

government based on periodic multiparty elections, whose outcome is respected, 

and protection of the individual against such direct forms of abuse as torture.” 

 

Whatever the reasons, important “gatekeeper” human rights NGOs are not seriously 

engaged with economic, social and cultural rights. Given the world polity theorists’ argument 

regarding the importance of engagement with global civil society, this virtually ensures that the 

compliance gap will be a major problem. 

Indeed, the Afro-Colombian situation illustrates this unfortunate dynamic perfectly. 

While Amnesty International has addressed the challenges faced by Afro-Colombian 

communities by sending out occasional e-mail action alerts, it is not deeply engaged with 

Colombian civil society around this topic. There are international NGO networks at work, but the 
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major players in international human rights civil society are largely missing. Instead, the 

international NGOs involved are more openly politicized groups such as Witness for Peace and 

the Washington Office on Latin America – organizations which may have less of a claim to 

global legitimacy since they are perceived as operating in a political context rather than aspiring 

to uphold purely idealistic, universal, and legally codified norms. As Kim and Boyle (2011) put 

it, certain NGOs “have special legitimacy to set policy standards because they are seen as acting 

in the interest of others rather than in their own self interests,” yet this special legitimacy is 

undermined if an NGO is perceived to be politically motivated. 

Thus, using Kim and Boyle’s framework of competing legitimacies, it is hard to see how 

the economic, social and cultural rights of Afro-Colombians might “win out” over the neoliberal 

economic order in the same way that free education did. This framework does, however, provide 

a useful way of conceptualizing the problem, as it leads one to a specific policy solution: 

advocating for the adoption of economic, social and cultural rights as key platforms for major 

international human rights NGOs, and urging those NGOs to become more engaged with 

Colombian civil society. 

 

The Compliance Gap: An Alternate Framework 

While this policy solution is potentially helpful, it may well place too much agency in the 

hands of international NGOs while ignoring powerful state-supported economic actors. An 

alternative framework drawing from more conflict- and dependency-oriented theoretical 

traditions helps fill in some additional policy recommendations that address global economic and 

social inequalities more directly. In contrast to the framework inspired by world polity theory of 

competing international legitimate orders, we might also consider a framework elaborated in 
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various forms by scholars such as Ron Aminzade and Jackie Smith, which allows us to consider 

competing legitimate orders at the domestic level. For the Colombian case, this is particularly 

necessary since the government (like any state government) is not a unitary actor, and when 

facing conflicting mandates, different elements of the government respond in very different 

ways. 

In Aminzade’s framework, developing-country governments must balance the conflicting 

imperatives of capital accumulation (the driving force behind which may be international, 

domestic or both) and domestic political legitimacy. This vision of conflicting forces goes well 

beyond contention between development policy and human rights: “Intense political conflict 

over neo-liberal economic policies suggests that the neo-liberal state is a contested terrain and 

that liberal democracy and economic neo-liberalism are contradictory rather than 

complementary.” (Aminzade, 2009) Alternately, Jackie Smith (2008) describes the same 

phenomenon in these words: “…modern states have emerged to both promote the interests of 

capitalists through policies that encourage the accumulation and investment of wealth while also 

ensuring social tranquility through some regulation and redistribution of national resources.” 

This broadened scope accounts for structural economic forces that are outside the focus of the 

human rights discourse as most commonly conceived – the importance of which can hardly be 

overstated, as we will see in the remainder of this paper. 

In a forthcoming book, Aminzade elaborates: 

 

“In this context, the term capital accumulation refers to the creation of wealth via 

the investment of domestic income, savings, and profits, or foreign aid and 

investments. Since the expansion of government tax revenues depends on 
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economic growth, which itself depends on the accumulation of capital, 

government officials have a vested interest in promoting capital accumulation. 

They do so by encouraging domestic or foreign investments and securing 

development aid from abroad… Social processes, such as capital accumulation 

and political legitimation, are contingently rather than inevitably contradictory… 

Under some conditions, robust capital accumulation and the economic growth it 

generates can contribute to political legitimacy rather than undermine it, 

especially when the fruits of economic growth are widely diffused throughout the 

population. However, under historical conditions in which… the benefits of 

economic growth are limited to a privileged minority, the contradiction will be 

intense.” (Aminzade, forthcoming) 

 

Despite the expectation that Colombia, one of the worst countries in Latin America in 

terms of income and land inequality (World Bank, 2012: 74-6), would fit this latter category, it is 

not entirely clear that the specific historical context of Colombia in the era post-apertura (the 

opening of the Colombian economy to global markets in the 1990s) is one in which the 

relationship between capital accumulation and political legitimacy is conflictual. The presidency 

of Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010) was almost radically neoliberal, yet Uribe enjoyed extremely high 

popularity throughout his two terms. A case may be made that this popularity was based largely 

on his emphasis on internal security issues rather than his economic policies, and that (at least in 

Uribe’s first term) the bulk of the Colombian public was generally unaware of the linkages 

between Uribe’s economic policy and human rights abuses occurring in the more far-flung rural 
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regions of the country. Regardless of these arguments, there is little evidence of mass displeasure 

with the Uribe administration’s efforts to insert Colombia firmly into the world economy. 

That said, this framework can help account for the divides within the Colombian 

government and Colombian elites, in a way that world polity theory cannot. Most importantly, 

the implementation of Colombian apertura in the early 1990s coincided with dramatic reforms in 

Colombian social policy, most notably those incorporated in the 1991 Constitution and, for Afro-

Colombians, the subsequent passage of Law 70. While the specific historical context of 

Colombia’s civil conflict is key to understanding this dynamic – the drive for a new constitution 

came in the wake of a particularly brutal episode in the country’s history, in which an entire left-

wing political party was essentially exterminated (IACHR, 1997) – the overall picture is one of 

two conflicting processes: a process of development by capital accumulation, and a process of 

securing political legitimacy through social policy. 

In the specific case I examine in this paper, the development of Urabá is clearly an 

attempt to expand the sphere of the formal export-oriented economy. This attempt to integrate 

Urabá into the national and global economies is state-supported in the sense that public funding 

has been provided to certain development projects, the military has colluded with paramilitaries 

in displacing civilians off of valuable land, and so on – all the factors that are described in the 

background section of this paper. At the same time, some elements of the government – most 

notably the Constitutional Court – have worked against this integration, at least to the extent that 

such integration violates the Constitutional rights of civilian communities in Urabá. This reflects 

the “contradiction between economic and political processes” that Aminzade describes. 

If the implication of world polity theory is that better human rights outcomes require 

more involvement with international NGOs, the implication of Aminzade’s theory is that the 
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domestic political pressures on the Colombian government must be strengthened relative to the 

pressures from the global economy. Alternately, those pressures from the global economy must 

be shifted such that capital accumulation and development policies are implemented in such a 

way that they do no harm – and, ideally, benefit – marginalized communities. Thus, this lens 

does not imply that internationalization is the wrong strategy – rather, international actors can 

play a key role in blunting or transforming the demands placed on the Colombian government to 

conform to global economic norms. Perhaps more in line with the implications of world polity 

theory, international actors can also play a role in opening domestic space for Afro-Colombian 

voices calling for more just and equitable national economic policies. 

The type of engagement with international allies that is called for by using a model like 

Aminzade’s is thus somewhat different from that which is called for by, for instance, Kim and 

Boyle. While the latter emphasize engagement with international human rights NGOs who can 

directly pressure the national government to close the compliance gap, the more dependency-

oriented framework described in this section might additionally call for integration with 

solidarity groups and international social movements of a more explicitly political bent than the 

major human rights NGOs, which generally prefer to portray themselves as somehow “above 

politics” (and do so with considerable success, it should be noted), dealing instead with legal and 

moral absolutes.16

For instance, in their struggle against the U.S.-Colombia Free Trade Agreement, Afro-

Colombians engaged heavily with U.S. solidarity groups and progressive advocacy NGOs such 

as Washington Office on Latin America, Public Citizen, TransAfrica Forum, Latin America 

Working Group, and more. According to numerous interviews I conducted with NGO leaders in 

Bogotá, the strategy in this regard was not only to leverage international allies to prevent passage 

 

                                                           
16 See, for instance, Ruteere, 2006. 



47 
 

of the FTA, but also to have those allies encourage both the U.S. and Colombian governments to 

engage with Afro-Colombian communities, who had been entirely ignored in the process of the 

FTA negotiation and creation (Movimiento de Víctimas, et al, 2012).17

In his ruminations on the role of transnational networking for Afro-Colombian social 

movements, Arturo Escobar (2008: 265-6) writes: 

 Furthermore, if 

successful, this strategy would put pressure on regional landed and business elites (not just 

government policymaking elites), by preventing an intensification of economic incentives for 

natural resource exploitation and thus repression of Afro-Colombian populations. 

 

“…the aims of joining antiglobalization movements are to contribute to resistance 

against global transformations and policies to the extent that these affect struggles 

for the defense of the territory and the cultural project of the communities; and to 

contribute to strengthening particular struggles or redress particular situations… 

Additional goals include possibilities of international cooperation and worldwide 

dialogues about alternative models and about the most effective forms of struggle 

that would not take place otherwise.” 

 

PCN and other Afro-Colombian organizations such as AFRODES have been active in a 

broad transnational struggle against neoliberal globalization since the 1990s. Escobar documents 

the many interconnections between PCN and transnational solidarity organizations like People’s 

Global Action Against Free Trade; Afro-Colombian organizations have also worked closely with 

the Colombian Action Network on Free Trade and the FTAA (RECALCA), a network of 

Colombian labor unions and indigenous groups working domestically and internationally to 
                                                           
17 Author’s interview, Bogotá, Colombia, July 5, 2011. 
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oppose free trade agreements.18

If we understand the situation in question as a conflict within the state over capital 

accumulation versus political legitimacy, and in Colombia neoliberal policies have not aroused 

great public outcry, then it is absolutely necessary for Afro-Colombians – and other populations 

who stand to lose from those policies – to reduce the incentives for the government to prioritize 

capital accumulation. Domestic organizing is a piece of this strategy to the extent that it is 

possible, but with respect to global economic forces, it seems clear that organizing 

internationally is a key piece of any resistance effort. PCN explicitly recognizes this reality: 

“Many of the decisions that affect the black communities are made at the international level… 

This is why demands directed solely to the national government fall short.” (Escobar, 2008: 265) 

 This type of internationalization is difficult to explain through 

world polity theories – in fact, some such theorists expect free trade agreements to have the side 

effect of improving human rights outcomes, as they provide new avenues for international 

pressure to be applied to nonconforming governments (Hafner-Burton, 2009). This is a 

hypothesis that Afro-Colombian communities clearly and vehemently reject in both their rhetoric 

and their action. Using Aminzade’s framework, making these connections is not only explicable, 

it is necessary. 

 

Tracing the Schematic Into Possible Futures: Return to Domestic Politics 

 The two theoretical traditions explored in the previous sections provide a glimpse into a 

variety of possibilities, however difficult to achieve, of how Afro-Colombians might make the 

transition from step 6 of the schematic into step 7 and beyond. Recall that these aspirational steps 

are as follows: 

 
                                                           
18 Author’s interview, Bogotá, Colombia, July 5, 2011. 
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7. Reduced threat and occurrence of physical violence 

8. New spaces for domestic pressure on national government to resist domestic and 

international pressure around economic development mandates 

9. Actualization of Afro-Colombian visions for the future – alternative modernities or 

alternatives to modernity 

 

Given that engagement with the international human rights regime is targeted at 

immediate physical security, success of this strategy in its most constrained sense is encapsulated 

in step 7. However, even this limited success might logically lead to step 8, although it is 

possible that major international human rights NGOs and institutions would take a step back 

after the achievement of step 7 – an outcome that will be examined in the next section. 

In a sense, step 8 is merely a return to the position that Afro-Colombian social 

movements occupied in the early 1990s: without the looming threat of conflict and violence, 

Afro-Colombians in that time were able to organize and exert coherent domestic pressures for 

policies such as Law 70 (Asher, 2009). With that said, it is also true that since Colombia has had 

an open economy since the early 1990s, there are now more powerful neoliberal forces at play 

pushing Colombia towards the kinds of development policies that we have demonstrated are 

often inimical to Afro-Colombian rights and interests. Thus, the solidarity actions and 

international political alliances implied by Aminzade’s model (and, indeed, actualized by Afro-

Colombian groups such as PCN) come into play. 

At this point, the role of internationalization would ideally be limited to solidarity actions 

and what Tarrow might call “diffusion” (the spread of possible strategies and tactics across 

movements and borders) from other domestic social movements into the Colombian context 
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(Tarrow, 2005). Under these conditions, Sikkink’s model of “insider-outsider coalitions,” taking 

advantage of openness to Afro-Colombian voices at both the domestic and international levels 

(Sikkink, 2005), can take effect, and under these circumstances a well-organized Afro-

Colombian social movement could make real progress towards their goals, broadly defined. 

 

Internationalization: Solidarity or Domination? 

Having taken this brief optimistic look into a possible future for Afro-Colombian 

communities, we now turn back to the realities and challenges these communities currently face. 

The above analysis has shown ways that the strategy of internationalization has helped Afro-

Colombians and could help them in the future. But the picture is not quite so simple. Any 

strategy of internationalization comes with certain risks, not least the risk of loss of local control 

of discourse and framing, leading to outcomes that are not necessarily what the communities had 

originally wished for or intended. In this section of the paper, I examine the specific dynamics of 

Afro-Colombian engagement with international actors. 

Before overt violence became a widespread method of displacement and implementation 

of Colombian economic development policy in the mid-1990s, Afro-Colombian organizing 

occurred largely at the local, regional and national – not international – levels (Asher, 2009). 

Some organizations like PCN (which today could itself be considered an international NGO) did 

conduct international outreach, with the aim of preserving space for grassroots and indigenous 

movements within the rapidly growing sphere of transnational advocacy networks (Escobar, 

2008: 254-9). 

However, once violence and terror became part of the situation, Afro-Colombians such as 

those in Urabá initiated a strategy of internationalization with an entirely different focus, 



51 
 

engaging international quasi-governmental organizations such as the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights, as well as non-governmental human rights organizations such as 

Amnesty International. The goal of this international engagement was largely focused on 

immediate physical security – though, as we will see in this section, the broader goals 

represented (for instance) by PCN’s five principles have not completely been left out of Afro-

Colombian messaging. 

It is clear that engagement with international human rights NGOs has helped residents of 

the humanitarian zones of Urabá preserve their livelihoods, if imperfectly. However, it is also 

clear that the original goals of internationalization – at least if one takes the efforts of PCN 

delegates in the mid-90s as representative – went far beyond basic preservation of human rights. 

In the wake of violence and engagement with a new set of human rights NGOs, what has 

happened to these original goals? 

 

What Is the Afro-Colombian Message?  

To answer this question, it is necessary to address a series of corollaries. First, to what 

extent do Afro-Colombians have control over their message once it is disseminated to the 

international community through the human rights discourse? This, of course, requires knowing 

what the “message” is, and what channels Afro-Colombian communities are using to 

communicate this message to national and international audiences. In this section, I examine 

texts from Afro-Colombian grassroots and community organizations and contrast them to texts 

produced by international human rights NGOs advocating on behalf of Afro-Colombians, as well 

as texts from international human rights law institutions such as the Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights. 
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Before taking a closer look at the language originating from Afro-Colombians 

themselves, some acknowledgement of the complexity of the situation is necessary. As 

mentioned before, Afro-Colombians are not a unitary actor, and in fact, a number of my 

interviewees outside the Afro-Colombian community asserted that Afro-Colombians do not 

currently form a coherent social movement, but instead are relatively fragmented, especially 

compared to the Colombian indigenous movement.19

 

 I will examine statements from a number of 

major organizations, including grassroots organizations, urban intellectual groups, and 

community councils, as well as statements from interviews with IDPs and my own interviews 

with community and NGO leaders in Bogotá. 

• We have already encountered the five organizing principles that structure the work of PCN, 

regarding identity, territory, autonomy, development and solidarity (see page 24 above). 

• The mission statement of the Association of Internally Displaced Afro-Colombians 

(AFRODES) includes this section: “AFRODES seeks to be a model organization for the 

strengthening of the Afro-Colombian social movement that leads processes of unity and 

cultural identity, and of protection and defense of the ethnic rights of black communities 

through alternatives to the problems that affect them, and promoting a comprehensive 

development of those alternatives.” (AFRODES, n.d.) 

• The mission of the Cimarrón National Movement is: “To promote autonomous ethnic 

organization, ethnic education and awareness, and democratic participation of the Afro-

Colombian people, for their communities to know their history, exercise their ethnic and civil 

                                                           
19 Author’s interview, Bogotá, Colombia, July 6, 2011.  
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rights, and manage their own plan for economic, social, cultural and political development.” 

(Movimiento Nacional Cimarrón, n.d.) 

• The 2008-2011 strategic plan of the National Conference of Afro-Colombians (CNOA) 

includes this: “The Afro-Colombian people must overcome the profound economic and 

social inequities produced by exclusion, marginalization, discrimination and structural racism 

and, in the last few years, armed conflict, all of which inhibits having a life with dignity, 

maintaining and recovering territories, strengthening and developing cultural identity, 

defending the right to participate independently and have political representation, and finding 

mechanisms and strategies to address forced displacement and its social, cultural, economic, 

political and psychological consequences.” (CNOA, 2008: 13) 

• A 2012 letter from 122 Afro-Colombian community councils and 29 Afro-Colombian 

grassroots organizations to President Juan Manuel Santos (2010-present) demands that the 

government “guarantee the fundamental and collective rights to participation and free 

determination of the black communities, represented by their community councils and 

organizations, in the process of free, prior and informed consultation and consent.” 

(Territorios de Comunidades Negras, Afrocolombianas, Palenqueras y Raizales, 2012) 

• A recent joint statement from four Afro-Colombian organizations (AFRODES, the National 

Conference of Afro-Colombians [CNOA], Cimarrón and PCN) regarding the Victims and 

Land Restitution Law strongly emphasizes free, prior and informed consent and its 

codification in international and domestic law. “In accordance with International Labor 

Organization (ILO) Convention 169, free, prior and informed consultation and consent is a 

fundamental right of the Afro-Descendant population. Its effective application is a 

responsibility of the Colombian state. Free, prior, and informed consultation and consent are 
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mechanisms that protect and preserve the integrity and autonomy of the Afro-Colombian 

population.” (Working Group of Afro-Descendant Organizations, 2011) 

• A PCN/AFRODES joint submission for UN Universal Periodic Review of human rights 

practices by the United States criticizes U.S. policy towards Colombia and its effects on 

Afro-Colombian human rights outcomes. Two sections of the submission deal with security 

issues, violence and internal displacement. Two sections deal with economic, social and 

cultural rights and the rights to self-determination and prior informed consultation 

(interestingly, consultation and not consent). (PCN and AFRODES, 2010) 

• The mission statement of the Afro-Colombian Community Council of the Middle Atrato 

River region (COCOMACIA) states that the council supports “the exercise of territorial 

authority and administration to strengthen community autonomy regarding social and 

territorial control by making good and rational use of natural resources; and the strengthening 

of cultural identity and life with dignity for all communities and residents.” (author’s 

translation) (COCOMACIA, n.d.) 

  

In sum, the materials from these organizations almost invariably focus on goals beyond 

immediate physical security. While security demands are certainly present, they are almost 

always framed as a necessary precondition for Afro-Colombian communities to be able to aim at 

higher goals: their rights to exercise ethnic identity and cultural difference and to participate in 

the decisions that affect them. Indeed, the message is surprisingly constant across organizations 

and communities; while Afro-Colombians may not be united in their day-to-day demands or 

approaches to organizing, it would appear that their over-arching goals are fairly consistent. 
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How is the Message Translated for an International Audience? 

 Given the above evidence that Afro-Colombian organizations – including community 

councils, grassroots groups and urban intellectual groups – focus primarily on issues of 

participation and self-determination, how well does this core message translate when the issue is 

brought to the international community? 

 In the case of Urabá, there are two levels that require examination. Much of these 

communities’ contact with the international human rights community is mediated by a single 

national organization, Comisión Intereclesial de Justicia y Paz (hereafter J&P). J&P is the 

conduit by which direct communications from the communities of Urabá are passed on to the 

national government – typically the executive branch (either the President and Vice President or 

an agency such as the Department of Social Prosperity [Departamento para la Prosperidad 

Social, formerly Acción Social] or the Ombudsman’s Office [Defensoria del Pueblo]). J&P also 

issues regular press releases in English and Spanish, which communicate messages from these 

communities largely as they are received by J&P staff, without alteration. 

 Many international NGOs obtain information from J&P, while only a few 

accompaniment groups have the capacity to regularly obtain information or observe events 

directly from the communities in question. Those accompaniment groups, the largest of which is 

Peace Brigades International but also including Witness for Peace and Fellowship of 

Reconciliation, tend to preserve the longer-term goals of Afro-Colombian communities in their 

materials and communications. On the other hand, the human rights groups that do not have 

direct contact with the communities, including major groups like Amnesty International, tend to 

emphasize immediate physical security and omit broader, longer-term goals. Here, I examine 
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materials from these major international human rights NGOs and institutions, and later I contrast 

them with materials from more politicized NGOs. 

 

• Various “Urgent Action” alerts from Amnesty International emphasize immediate physical 

security issues. These alerts, which ask international activists to call on Colombian 

authorities to ensure the safety of Afro-Colombian leaders or community members, limit 

their demands to ensuring physical safety or investigating disappearances, sometimes with 

one broader demand urging the authorities to “dismantle paramilitary groups and break their 

links with [state] security forces.” (Amnesty International, 2010; Amnesty International, 

2011) 

• Given that the purpose of urgent action alerts is to push activists to take some immediate 

action, it is understandable that these communications would not emphasize goals beyond 

immediate security. That said, a more comprehensive 2009 Amnesty document on the 

situation faced by Afro-Colombians in Urabá has a similar near-exclusive emphasis on 

security issues. The demands in this document are similar to those in the action alerts, limited 

to guaranteeing physical safety, investigating specific killings and threats, and dismantling 

paramilitaries. There is an additional demand around ensuring that human rights NGOs have 

the necessary protection to conduct their work, but this is not explicitly connected to any 

broader goal related to opening space for Afro-Colombian communities to develop desired 

alternatives. (Amnesty International, 2009) 

• Human Rights Watch has not done as much work regarding Afro-Colombians as Amnesty 

International, but the documents HRW has produced around Colombia emphasize physical 

security almost exclusively. The Colombia chapter in HRW’s World Report 2012 mentions 
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Afro-Colombians only with respect to threats targeted at Afro-Colombian leaders. (Human 

Rights Watch, 2012) In a 2005 report on the IDP situation in Colombia, HRW acknowledges 

the role that economic interests have played in the disproportionate impact that forced 

displacement has on Afro-Colombians, and addresses challenges to displaced persons around 

access to education and health services. (Human Rights Watch, 2005) 

• HRW also expressed opposition to the U.S.-Colombia Free Trade Agreement, stating 

“Human Rights Watch does not oppose free trade agreements per se, but said any free trade 

deal should be premised on respect for fundamental human rights, including the rights of 

workers.” (Human Rights Watch, 2008) 

• Investigations by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights have noted the 

economic roots of Afro-Colombian displacement and problematized the development of oil 

palm cultivation without sufficient consultation. The Commission recommended in 2009 that 

Colombian government take a number of actions that would preserve space for Afro-

Colombians to exercise their right to self-determination, including that it “Effectively ensure 

the right to prior informed consultation” for Afro-Colombian communities, and “Ensure the 

existence of favorable conditions for the use and enjoyment of collectively titled lands.” 

(IACHR, 2009) 

• Rulings by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, on the other hand, have emphasized 

physical security issues and have not engaged to the same extent with longer-term visions as 

the Commission. The Provisional Measures ruling of March 2003, which formally recognized 

the humanitarian zones of Urabá, requires the Colombian government to “adopt all necessary 

measures to ensure that the beneficiaries of these measures may continue living on the lands 

they inhabit, without any type of coercion or threat.” (author’s translation) However, aside 
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from this, each of the concluding resolutions deal with personal integrity rights, and only 

indirectly address issues of self-determination or consultation/consent. (IACHR, 2003)  

 

These statements indicate that major international human rights organizations are not 

translating the full scope of Afro-Colombians demands. While this is a major potential problem, 

Afro-Colombians do have one international venue that is more receptive, and which, again, 

Aminzade and Escobar’s theories emphasize: solidarity groups and transnational social and 

political movements. Thanks to existing global awareness (i.e., PCN’s fifth principle around 

global solidarity), Afro-Colombians are already plugged into these networks to a certain extent. 

This is also true as a result of the historical context of the Colombian conflict: because threats to 

Afro-Colombian leaders have been so frequent over the years, a number of such leaders have 

successfully sought asylum in the United States, including leaders of national Afro-Colombian 

organizations such as AFRODES and PCN. Both of these organizations, in fact, have full-time 

staff members in the United States who were displaced and then fled Colombia in the face of 

multiple death threats.20

Thus, AFRODES and PCN are themselves international NGOs in a certain sense. 

Although neither have much power or influence, they at least are positioned far better than 

Colombian-based organizations to convey Afro-Colombian messages to an audience of U.S. 

policymakers, opinion leaders and the public. Additionally, they have made potentially valuable 

connections to the more solidarity-minded U.S. organizations such as TransAfrica Forum and the 

Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA), which do support a more ambitious agenda in 

addition to personal integrity rights. In fact, a loose network known as the “Afro-Colombian 

Solidarity Network” (ACSN) has formed, involving PCN, WOLA, TransAfrica, the Chicago 

 

                                                           
20 Author’s interview, Bogotá, Colombia, July 11, 2011. 



59 
 

Religious Leadership Network, the U.S. Office on Colombia, Peace Brigades International, and 

several academics including Arturo Escobar. The U.S. groups in the network, particularly 

WOLA, are experienced advocacy groups who have the capacity and institutional knowledge to 

effectively communicate messages to audiences in Washington, DC – although the capacity to 

communicate these messages does not necessarily imply the power to ensure that the messages 

are heeded. 

To be sure, ACSN press releases have focused to a certain extent on security and personal 

integrity rights. However, ACSN has also made explicit reference to rights to FPIC and self-

determination, particularly around recent criticism from the Afro-Colombian community of the 

Victims and Land Restitution Law – a progressive Colombian law passed in 2011 that was 

formulated without any inclusion of Afro-Colombian communities (ACSN, 2011; Mina-Rojas, 

2012). Since PCN is a central player in ACSN, Afro-Colombians have a reliable mouthpiece for 

their concerns in the U.S. context. By way of contrast with the statements from major human 

rights organizations examined above, below is a sampling of recent statements from ACSN, its 

constituent groups and other allies. The latter examples also serve to demonstrate to extent to 

which U.S. solidarity groups have worked in close coordination with Afro-Colombians rather 

than “representing” them in a more removed sense. 

 

• The aforementioned ACSN statement regarding the Victims Law includes this: “This 

violation of the right to FPIC [regarding the Victims Law] denied Afro-Colombians the 

ability to manifest their need for reparations and restitution at the individual and collective 

level…This experience sets a worrisome precedent for the fate of [the Victims Law]. We 

share our colleagues’ concerns that the government will use a similarly flawed consultation 
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process to push through other legislation that requires FPIC with Afro-Colombian 

communities, such as the Royalties Law, Genetic Resources Law, Intellectual Property Law, 

and Rural Development Law. Bad faith in consultation processes will result in legislation that 

does not respect Afro-descendant peoples’ inherent rights.” (ACSN, 2011) 

• An instructive comparison to the Human Rights Watch statement of opposition to the 

Colombia FTA on labor rights grounds is this brief statement from Witness for Peace: 

“Because sustainable solutions to poverty are a prerequisite for stopping the violence, 

Witness for Peace and our allies oppose the pending bilateral Free Trade Agreement with 

Colombia.” (Witness for Peace, n.d.) 

• The Washington Office on Latin America, in a lengthy statement opposing the U.S.-

Colombia FTA after its passage, wrote about the Victims Law: “By moving forward with a 

law without a proper prior consultation process with Afro-Colombian groups, Colombia has, 

in essence, re-victimized the victims and squandered a key opportunity to right wrongs 

committed against a marginalized and disenfranchised group. Additionally, it has set a 

negative precedent on the previous consultation process with ethnic minorities.” (WOLA, 

2011) 

• A 2008 report by TransAfrica Forum includes this recommendation: “The U.S. government 

should not consider any trade agreement with Colombia until there is documented evidence 

that… The government of Colombia has followed its own law (Law 70, The Law of Black 

Communities, 1993), which requires consultation with affected communities and 

participatory approaches in creating development plans.” (TransAfrica Forum, 2008) 

• A 2006 U.S. Congressional briefing organized by African-American member of Congress 

Donald Payne (D-N.J.) featured testimony from WOLA and the U.S. Office on Colombia, in 
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conjunction with representatives from AFRODES, J&P, and the Community for Self-

Determination, Life, and Dignity (CAVIDA, a community of families displaced by Operation 

Genesis). (U.S. Office on Colombia, 2006) 

• A 2009 Washington D.C. event brought together Peace Brigades International, the Colombia 

Project, WOLA, TransAfrica, AFRODES, the U.S. Network for Advocacy in Solidarity with 

Grassroots Afro-Colombian Communities (NASGACC), and three representatives from rural 

Afro-Colombian communities. The title of the event was “Afro-descendant and Mestizo 

Rural Farmers’ Efforts to Prevent Further Displacement and to Improve Human Rights and 

Self-Sufficiency for their Communities.”21

 

 

These statements contrast visibly with those from major human rights organizations. It is 

perhaps no surprise that major international human rights NGOs and institutions focus largely on 

physical security in their documents regarding Afro-Colombians. Indeed, the presence of 

ongoing armed conflict virtually ensures that the emphasis will be on personal integrity rights. 

However, it should be somewhat disconcerting that even though Afro-Colombian voices stress 

goals such as FPIC, self-determination, and autonomy, and are echoed by solidarity groups in the 

United States, these messages are not picked up by major international organizations whatsoever. 

The gap between Afro-Colombian voices and the rhetoric of international human rights 

NGOs and institutions is extremely important and presents major challenges for Afro-Colombian 

communities. If those who are optimistic about the power of international human rights are to be 

believed, the human rights regime can be a powerful counterpoint to state power (Sikkink) and 

perhaps even transnational economic power (Kim and Boyle). However, if this power is 

insufficiently informed by grassroots narratives, unintended and potentially harmful 
                                                           
21 See http://www.wola.org/es/node/923, retrieved April 26, 2012. 

http://www.wola.org/es/node/923�
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consequences may well result. If international human rights NGOs make a strategic decision to 

emphasize personal integrity rights to the exclusion of longer-term demands, it seems likely that 

after those rights are won, the involvement of the international human rights community would 

decline rapidly. In the absence of support from the international community, broader demands 

beyond simple physical security stand little chance if they conflict with economic policies that 

still incentivize displacement and dispossession. 

In the case examined in this paper, Afro-Colombians are demanding autonomy and self-

determination, or economic, social and cultural rights, and the international human rights regime 

is translating these messages into simpler demands for personal integrity rights. From here it is 

all too plausible to imagine a future in which some modicum of physical security is achieved but, 

their demands apparently satisfied in the eyes of the international community, Afro-Colombians 

are unable to achieve broader goals and are assimilated into the Colombian development 

discourse, unable to exercise ethnic difference or social and cultural autonomy. For this reason – 

and as theories by scholars such as Aminzade and Escobar would imply – the integration of 

broader demands into the basic human rights discourse is of paramount importance for Afro-

Colombians. 

The existence of the above-cited solidarity groups, and networks like ACSN that formally 

bring Afro-Colombian and U.S. groups together, is thus hugely important. These groups and 

networks transmit Afro-Colombians voices to international audiences more directly than the 

major human rights NGOs, preserving the broad demands of the communities rather than boiling 

them down to basic appeals for personal integrity rights. With that said, these groups generally 

lack any real political power. For them to be effective, their efforts must come in conjunction 

with efforts by more influential organizations; yet at the very least, they are in a better position to 
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influence those larger organizations than Colombian-based Afro-descendant organizations would 

be on their own. 

 

Implications for Strategy 

The sampling of statements from Afro-Colombian communities and the solidarity 

organizations with which they work most closely is an indication that even in the midst of 

ongoing threats and actual occurrences of violence and displacement, Afro-Colombians are 

continuing to think about long-term goals and visions for their future. Given this ongoing 

commitment to alternative modernities or alternatives to modernity, what is the responsibility of 

international organizations who claim to be acting in these communities’ interests? 

On the one hand, it might be argued that when groups like Amnesty International focus 

solely on violence and threats to Afro-Colombian physical security, they are playing a political 

game in which they are fully aware that these kinds of stories garner the broadest level of public 

sympathy and the greatest sense of urgency. Introducing more complex narratives of self-

determination and autonomy might turn off potential avenues for public and political support in 

the international arena. On the other hand, while the explicit lesson from world polity theory is 

that greater involvement of international NGOs may lead to better human rights outcomes, 

equally important is the insight that a competing legitimate discourse is needed (in Kim and 

Boyle’s case, the child-rights discourse) when there are strong institutional and discursive forces 

that are effectively on the side of poor human rights practice. It may be persuasively argued that 

the discourse of personal integrity rights has reached a historical point such that it is powerful 

and legitimate enough to be a viable avenue for resistance against state- or corporate-supported 

rights violations (Sikkink, 2011). However, no such argument can be made for the power of 
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economic, social and cultural rights, or of rights to autonomy and self-determination for ethnic 

and cultural minorities. 

I have also examined lessons from more conflictual theories, from which the lesson is 

that an international discourse for economic, social and cultural rights must be accompanied by a 

strong social movement advocating for a shift in global economic incentives. The desired 

outcomes would be that exploitative investment and damaging resource extraction are 

discouraged, and advocates for potentially damaging development policies are forced to fully 

weigh social costs and to share benefits more widely. This requires Afro-Colombians to build 

connections with social movements and solidarity groups, since major human rights groups tend 

to see these issues as falling outside their purview. Furthermore, the type of pressure that human 

rights groups can exert to push for better human rights practice is generally best applied to state 

governments. It is difficult to see how the same leverage would be effective in changing the 

behavior of the Colombian regional elites who are more directly responsible for violations of 

Afro-Colombian human rights. But unfortunately, the social movements and solidarity groups 

advocating for broad changes that would affect these elites are not as institutionally powerful as 

the major human rights NGOs. The logical implication is that Afro-Colombians need 

connections to both types of international organizations. 

Thus, from both the neo-institutional and conflictual theoretical frameworks, the 

inescapable conclusion is that if Afro-Colombians hope to achieve their long-term goals, they 

will require support from international actors that goes beyond personal integrity rights. 

International NGOs and institutions that claim to support Afro-Colombians and act in support of 

those communities’ desires for life with dignity thus have a responsibility to broaden their 

critique of the situation that Afro-Colombians face. Given that Afro-Colombians are seeking not 
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only physical security but also their rights to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC), self-

determination, and the exercise of ethnic identity and cultural difference, the responsibility of the 

human rights community should be to determine how these desires might best be translated into 

demands or attempts to shift the discourse at the international level. 

 This is no simple task, of course. Clearly, the two Afro-Colombian goals of immediate 

physical security and space for alternatives to modernity are intertwined, yet for the most part 

they are not construed as such in the discourse of the international human rights regime. How 

can NGOs, activists, or Afro-Colombians themselves shift the discourse in such a way that, in 

the human rights community as well as the more radical solidarity and social movement 

communities, broader goals for alternatives to modernity are considered as legitimate and urgent 

as goals for physical security? 

Currently, the best option is likely through the frame of requiring that free, prior and 

informed consent be obtained from Afro-Colombian communities before the implementation of 

any policy that affects their livelihoods. FPIC not only has the benefit of encompassing a variety 

of Afro-Colombian goals and demands beyond personal integrity rights; if considered at its 

fullest extent, FPIC can also be a vehicle for challenging the primacy profit-focused economic 

incentives in the creation of development policy. On a practical level, FPIC has found concrete 

support in the United Nations and some international law circles. In addition to the existing 

support of FPIC from solidarity-oriented NGOs (Amazon Watch, 2011; Oxfam Australia, 2010), 

in 2007 the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues called for recognition of the 

right of FPIC, and shortly thereafter the General Assembly adopted the UN Declaration of the 

Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP), Article 19 of which reads: 
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“States shall consult and cooperate in good faith with the indigenous peoples 

concerned through their own representative institutions in order to obtain their 

free, prior and informed consent before adopting and implementing legislative or 

administrative measures that may affect them.” (UN, 2007) 

 

 Colombia endorsed UNDRIP in 2009, after abstaining from the original vote in 2007 

(Wessendorf, 2011). It is unclear whether Colombia will ultimately consider Afro-Colombians to 

be covered under UNDRIP, and to date it does not appear that Afro-Colombians have attempted 

to use UNDRIP as an organizing or advocacy tool in the same way they have used ILO 

Convention 169 or Constitutional Court rulings. However, given the Constitutional Court’s 

ruling that Afro-Colombians should be considered “tribal peoples” and thus eligible for 

protection under ILO Convention 169, it would be unsurprising if a similar eligibility were 

confirmed for Afro-Colombians under UNDRIP. 

Furthermore, outside the context of any specific instrument of international law, the 

Constitutional Court has opined at length that indigenous and Afro-descendant communities 

should enjoy the right to FPIC, including this statement in ruling T-769/09: 

 

“…this Court clarifies that in the case of development plans or large-scale 

investment, which have the greatest impact within Afro-descendent and 

indigenous territory, it is the duty of the State not just to consult with said 

communities, but also to obtain their free, prior and informed consent, 

according to their customs and traditions, given that these populations, upon 

the execution of plans and investments for exploration and exploitation, can go 
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through profound social and economic changes such as the loss of their traditional 

lands, eviction, migration, depletion of resources necessary for physical and 

cultural subsistence, the destruction and contamination of the traditional 

environment, among other consequences, so in these cases the decisions of the 

communities can be considered binding, due to the severe level of impact on 

them.” (author’s translation, emphasis added) (Government of Colombia – 

Constitutional Court, 2009) 

 

 The upshot of this is that while the international human rights regime is most clearly 

supportive of communities when there are salient threats to their civil and political rights, there is 

nevertheless a structure in place for the support of FPIC and other concepts that might lead the 

way towards broader goals of self-determination. While the bulk of this paper has demonstrated 

that these structures are insufficient to ensure compliance with the human rights norms and 

protections codified in both international and Colombian domestic law, it is at least encouraging 

that there is a basis for which these more ambitious Afro-Colombian goals (beyond simple issues 

of physical security) might be disseminated to a larger public both domestically and 

internationally. As the Rights and Resources Institute, an international NGO focusing on the 

preservation of the rights of “forest peoples” around the world, wrote in 2011, “In the days of the 

hinterland, local rights were simply rolled over. Now, at least, there is a contest.” 

 If the conclusions of world polity theorists are to be believed, continued engagement with 

international NGOs must be a key part of Afro-Colombian strategy to narrow the “compliance 

gap” between human rights norms and laws on paper and actual implementation (Hafner-Burton 

and Tsutsui, 2005). Given that many of the major international NGOs are not communicating the 
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full breadth of Afro-Colombian demands, however, it seems that the policy conclusion from 

more conflict-oriented theorists is also applicable: Afro-Colombians must engage not only with 

the human rights community, but also with solidarity groups and organizations that are 

struggling against the neoliberal economic order in a more directly confrontational manner, in 

order to promote domestic policies that are less driven by the logic of capital accumulation and 

growth-oriented development. 

 

Implications for Theory and Possibilities for Further Research 

 In addition to implications for strategy, this study also highlights some possibilities for 

further work that is needed on a theoretical level. In particular, the Afro-Colombian case offers 

an instructive counter-example to Kim and Boyle’s study of competing transnational legitimate 

orders, in which the human rights regime triumphs over neoliberalism in the case of user fees for 

public education. While the framework of competing legitimate orders is extremely useful and 

highly applicable to the case examined in this paper, the results look quite different. In this case, 

there is no indication that the Colombian state feels pressure for legitimacy from the human 

rights regime more acutely than it does pressure to conform to the world economic order. It 

seems likely that Kim and Boyle chose a particular case in which the human rights discourse is 

extremely strong – child rights – and that in cases where different parts of the human rights 

discourse are applicable, such as economic, social and cultural rights for Afro-Colombians, the 

outcome of a conflict between this discourse and that of neoliberalism will be very different. The 

world polity theory literature could be greatly enhanced by further exploration of conflicting 

legitimate orders, and an acknowledgement that the power of specific legitimate orders is not 

consistent but varies across time and space. 
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 Another challenge to world polity theory that is illustrated well by this case is that it is 

unclear how this theory can account for disunity in the state or in the structure of a country’s 

elite. We have seen how the Colombian national government, far from being a unitary actor, 

works at cross-purposes with itself at times. While it is conceivable that world polity theory may 

be able to handle this with minimal adaptation, more challenging is the fact that Colombian elites 

are split between governmental decision-makers in Bogotá and non-governmental, regional 

capitalist elites. If the latter elites are unresponsive to international pressure for better human 

rights behavior, yet are the ones who are more directly responsible for rights abuses, where 

would world polity theory lead us? Further research may lead to a more robust theory. 

 With regards to the more conflict-oriented theories, this case also provides some potential 

challenges to Ron Aminzade’s theoretical framework. Most prominently, what are the 

implications from Aminzade’s theory in a context in which there is little challenge to a regime’s 

domestic political legitimacy even in the presence of intense neoliberal policies that are causing 

displacement in massive numbers? While Aminzade’s framework is useful for highlighting 

certain aspects of the Afro-Colombian situation, it is unclear what the implications of this case 

are for the theory, and this is a question that merits further thought and research. 

 Finally, the nature of the Colombian state is somewhat unique in that the judiciary branch 

is the preferred avenue for recourse for marginalized groups. Electoral politics and the legislative 

branch are nowhere to be found, perhaps largely because of Colombia’s history of election 

violence and paramilitary capture of local politics. Further thought is needed regarding how 

studies of social movements in Colombia might offer generalizable lessons, given this unique 

state dynamic. 
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Conclusion 

My original research questions were as follows: How have Afro-Colombians engaged 

with the international human rights regime to struggle against the economic forces that threaten 

their autonomy and livelihoods? To what extent has this engagement been beneficial? What are 

the unintended consequences, and are there any ways in which internationalization has been 

harmful? Finally, given this analysis, what are the implications for how international activists 

and NGOs can most helpfully engage in the struggle for Afro-Colombian empowerment? 

In short, Afro-Colombian communities engaged with the international human rights 

regime when violence and forced displacement became widespread, in an attempt to protect their 

personal integrity rights. But at the same time, these communities were also engaging with a 

different set of international actors – solidarity groups and social movements – to try to ensure 

that even in the absence of overt violence, they would be able to preserve their economic, social 

and cultural rights and right to self-determination. This internationalization has been marginally 

successful in that, given the economic forces arrayed against them, Afro-Colombian 

communities have managed to return to and maintain a claim on their land in Urabá. That said, 

there is a danger that, since the mainstream human rights community has largely not taken up 

Afro-Colombian communities’ broad demands for self-determination, these demands will get 

lost in the shuffle underneath more highly publicized physical security issues. 

In terms of implications for strategy, the way forward is threefold. First, there is a 

prerequisite: the reclamation of ancestral territory is crucial to the strategies outlined in this 

paper. If Afro-Colombian communities decide at some point in the future that the risks are too 

high and continued occupation of their ancestral territory is out of the question, the strategies will 

have to change drastically. While no one can or should make that decision other than the 
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communities themselves, it should be noted that the strategy of reclamation has been extremely 

important both as an instrumental and a political act. Currently, the rate of return for Colombian 

IDPs is extremely low, largely due to fear. If Afro-Colombians and their allies can create the 

conditions under which more displaced persons can return to their rightful lands, all of the 

strategies discussed here could potentially become more effective.  

Second, Afro-Colombian communities (and their grassroots organizations or 

organizations like Justicia y Paz) should emphasize the importance of long-term goals – 

including demands for free, prior and informed consent, self-determination and the right to 

ethnic identity and cultural difference – in addition to immediate security concerns whenever 

they engage with international human rights NGOs. For their part, international human rights 

NGOs and institutions must foreground the importance of economic, social and cultural rights in 

their advocacy work, perhaps using advocacy for FPIC rights as a strong first step. Additional 

pressure must be exerted on these institutions such that a broader definition of human rights 

becomes widely accepted, creating in essence a more powerful legitimizing order that can 

directly compete with neoliberal economic mandates in a country’s policymaking decisions. 

Third, Afro-Colombian communities should continue building linkages to international 

organizations and social movements in the global struggle to make economic development a 

more just and inclusive process. International allies, in turn, have a responsibility to recognize 

that advocacy for Afro-Colombians must necessarily involve a broad critique of economic 

policies that create incentive structures for exploitation and human rights abuse. Isolated 

campaigns for human rights are insufficient in the face of economic development imperatives 

that incentivize continue human rights violations; it is those development imperatives themselves 

that must be reformed or rejected. This is a struggle that encompasses, while grounded in the 
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specific local context of Urabá, involves not just Afro-Colombians, but all of their domestic and 

international allies.  
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