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Introduction: Liberty and Order?

Marco Palacios argues that Colombia has seen �neither liberty nor
order.�

But the phenomenon is more complicated than this. In Colombia
there is liberty and its absence, order and disorder, all at the same
time.

Example #1: The mass fraud implemented by paramilitaries in
Colombian elections after 2002.

Example #2: The �false positive scandal�- Colombian army soldiers
thought is acceptable to illegally assassinate 3,000 (??) people for
promotions and holidays.

What I want to emphasize here is not just how extraordinary these
things are, but also how the judiciary has tried to clean them up.

James Robinson (Harvard) Order and Disorder September 27, 2010 2 / 10



The Twenty Senators who received most votes in “Paramilitary municipalities”

Source: Acemoglu, Daron, James A. Robinson and Rafael J. Santos (2009) “The Monopoly of
Violence: Evidence from Colombia,”

 

Unpublished.



A Stable Equilibrium?

How is it possible to have order and disorder at the same time?

This doesn�t sound like a stable equilibrium. Either a society will fall
apart converge to complete disorder (such as in many African
countries like the Congo, Liberia or Sierra Leone) or instead it will
eliminate disorder and converge to complete order.

But order and disorder have been living together for a long time in
Colombia.

Consider the 1922 presidential election.

There are also many case studies of long-running disorder - Trujillo in
Valle at least since the 1920s.
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Fraudulent Ballots cast in the 1922 Colombian Presidential Election

Source: Chaves, Isaías

 

N, Leopoldo

 

Fergusson and James A. Robinson (2009) “He who
Counts Elects: Determinants of Fraud in the 1922 Colombian Presidential Elections,”

 

Unpublished.



Order and Disorder in Symbiotic Equilibrium

The natural model which predicts that this simultaneity is unstable is
not correct.

I conjecture that there are many mechanisms that make order and
disorder complements not alternatives.

Let me outline three.
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Mechanism #1: Disorder lowers the supply price of votes

The AUC developed a political project at Sante Fé de Ralito and
elsewhere in collaboration with regional politicians.

Coercion and fraud delivered electoral victories for these politicians
(see �rst slide) but they also delivered votes for national politicians.

Disorder produces votes at very low cost for politicians relative to
alternatives - buying votes, making policy concessions.

The sub-contracting of the violence allows the state plausible
deniability and to maintain international recognition.
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Mechanism #2: Disorder makes democracy �elite friendly�

Let�s start with a puzzle: as Rosa Luxemburg put it, in democracy
you cast �paper stones� (ballots not real stones). In this standard
view democracy is supposed to be a ritualized form of con�ict
resolution. By creating political equality it buys stability.

But this is not the story of democracy in Colombia. Persistent
democracy has been accompanied for decades by the highest
homicide rates in the world.
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Democracy since Independence in Latin America (From Polity IV Database)



Homicide Rates in Latin America 1950-2006 (homicides per 100,000 people)



Roots of Colombian Democracy

The origins of democracy in Colombia are very di¤erent from those in
other parts of the world

When the British Prime Minister Earl Grey proposed the First Reform
Act in 1832 he argued:

�There is no-one more decided against annual Parliaments,
universal su¤rage and the ballot, than I am. ... The principle of
my reform is, to prevent the necessity of revolution ... reforming
to preserve and not to overthrow.�

In Colombia democracy arose not from popular pressure but as a
method for Liberal and Conservative elites to share power.

It was an elite project which never substituted paper stones for the
real ones.
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Disorder and Democracy

How can disorder and democracy be in a symbiotic relationship?

The problem with creating democracy to resolve intra-elite problems
is that it is vulnerable to entry by groups with more radical policy
agendas.

Violence is a way of deterring entry - think of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán,
the Unión Patriótica, Jaime Pardo, Bernardo Jaramillo, Luis Carlos
Galán, Carlos Pizzaro...

This is one of the ways democracy has been stable in Colombia. In
Chile the military had to take over the state to murder 3,000
opponents. In Colombia one can do this without overthrowing
democracy.
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Mechanism #3: The Need for Enemies

Once you are in the order/disorder equilibrium many other
mechanisms come into play and there are many political disincentives
for eliminating disorder.

For example, imagine there is a politician who has a comparative
advantage in eliminating the guerilla (maybe because he particularly
hates them, or he has special military experience). If the median voter
wants to intensify the �ght against the guerilla then this gives such a
politician an electoral advantage over other politicians lacking this
advantage.

But such a politician has to keep the guerilla alive or he kills the
advantage - he needs enemies to sustain his electoral advantage.

James Robinson (Harvard) Order and Disorder September 27, 2010 9 / 10



Conclusions

I think there are many ways in which order feeds disorder and vice
versa.

The poor economic consequences of this are clear. The orderly side of
Colombia has delivered good macroeconomic policy avoided populism,
etc. The disorderly side has undermined property and human rights
and o¤set the good economic e¤ects of order. This is why Colombia�s
long-run economic performance is poor despite some positives.

Why did Colombia get into this equilibrium and not other Latin
American countries? My own conjecture is that this is the resilience
of the 19th century parties (Mechanisms #1 and #2 are closely
related to this).
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