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My semester spent studying Latin America brought a formerly foreign and distant subject much closer to home. As a woman and as an active and engaged citizen of a democracy, I found myself identifying with the women we studied, who organized and fought for many of the same rights that I already enjoy. The Latin America that I read about in high school text books seemed to be composed of only men, but this semester I got to see things “through women’s eyes,” and see how the rich and vivacious political life of Latin America is shaped by men AND women. 


This portfolio contains writing that focuses on politics; some pieces discuss women more than others. Not all of the revolutionary women mentioned here fought directly in political revolutions, but their strong political presence was a significant aspect in each of the four countries’ revolutions and political landscapes. My essays address both country-specific political contexts as well as the unique roles played by women.


In Chapter 1, I explore systems of executive accountability before, during and after the transitions from dictatorship to democratic state in Chile and Nicaragua. My analysis stems from Leslie Anderson’s critique of Guillermo O’Donnell, who argues that popular mobilization is not enough to sustain fledgling democracies. Anderson’s critique uses Nicaragua as an example to contend that popular political participation is critical to supporting new democracies, and I expand on her analysis to include examples from democracy in Chile. 


Chapter 2 is a critique of Marcela Ríos Tobar’s analysis of leftist women organizing in Chile against Pinochet. Her article examines activism and feminism in very broad terms, and my critique highlights what improvements could be made by including concrete and relevant examples of feminist Chilean activism.


In Chapter 3, I explore contemporary Cuban politics through an analysis and critique of Jorge Domínguez’s article The Secrets of Castro’s Staying Power. Instead of crediting external international factors, I look to the Cuban government itself for answers as to why Fidel Castro has had such strong hold on Cuban politics and how the government has remained intact throughout so many years.


Chapter 4 delves further into Cuban politics by examining the Cuban Revolution and its relation to feminism and feminist movements. I use Julie Shayne’s concept of “revolutionary feminism” to analyze the revolution and explain why there was no apparent feminist movement in Cuba. Her five criteria for the emergence of revolutionary feminism serve as the backbone of my analysis of the Cuban Revolution as a feminist movement in and of itself. 


Finally, Chapter 5 offers a contemporary look at women in Latin American politics by exploring the history and politics of Colombia as context for the kidnapping and recent release of politician Ingrid Betancourt. 


I hope, through these essays, to give readers a sense of the tremendous and diverse roles that women played in shaping the broader political atmospheres of Chile, Nicaragua, Cuba, and Colombia.

 - Chapter 1 - 

Power to the People! 

Democracy in Chile and Nicaragua


For a democratic state to function healthily, there must be a system of executive accountability to prevent too much power being vested in the elected official. Checks and balances within the government, or horizontal accountability, as well as active and engaged citizens, or vertical accountability, are thus essential aspects of any democracy. In her article on Nicaraguan democracy, Leslie Anderson seeks to challenge an argument set forth by Guillermo O’Donnell that fledgling democracies need strong horizontal accountability to prevent the emergence of an overly powerful executive. Looking to Nicaragua as an example, she argues that “popular mobilization,” an example of vertical accountability, “primarily contributes to the fortification of democracy in ways that [O’Donnell’s] argument has not considered” (Anderson 142). While her article focuses primarily on democracy in Nicaragua, her argument holds true in Chile as well. In both countries, the transition from a dictatorship to a functioning democracy relied on strong vertical accountability to support the weak horizontal accountability that already existed. 


The Nicaragua ruled by the Somoza family was hardly a democratic state. But despite the lack of many freedoms enjoyed by citizens of a democracy, popular resistance to the regime did exist. The peasant rebellion of the 1920s, opposition from workers and the Conservative Party in the 1940s and 50s, as well as student resistance in the 1960s and criticism from the newspaper La Prensa (Anderson 144), all provided avenues for citizen dissent, whether through popular mobilization or a critical press. While such resistance may not have been as visible or tolerated as the anti-authoritarian movements in Chile, popular mobilization against the Somoza regime laid a critical foundation for vertical accountability during and after the Sandinista revolution in 1979. Once the FSLN took power, popular mobilization continued. The Sandinistas encouraged peasants, workers, women, students, teachers, and public employees to organize and mobilize, while at the same time receiving criticism from the same newspaper that once criticized the Somozas, La Prensa (144). Unlike the Somozas, the Sandinistas encouraged these kinds of vertical accountability, and in 1984, the elections consolidated that accountability even further. With the election of Daniel Ortega to the presidency, the Nicaraguan government experienced even stronger vertical accountability. The government asked all mobilized groups to select representatives to the legislature, which would form the Council of State. Popular representation in this proto-legislature, combined with social mobilization, criticism from the press, and a democratically elected President gave the Sandinista government considerable vertical accountability.


Vertical accountability was more constantly visible in Chile under the governments of both Salvador Allende and Augusto Pinochet. The first-ever democratically elected Marxist leader, Allende faced criticism from the far right, mainly from wealthy elites who feared that Allende’s socialist government would mean “the end of class privilege” (Baldez 55). In September 1970, women gathered in the streets of Santiago dressed in black to march against the “death of democracy” (58). Later on, National Party leader Sergio Jarpa would make efforts to mobilize the people in order to “destabilize the government” as well as to “regain the popular support” for the National Party. The newspaper El Mercurio also criticized Allende’s government, with financial support from the United States (Baldez 71).  After the 1973 military coup that landed Augusto Pinochet in power, the government lost most of its vertical accountability. The new government did not come about as a result of democratic elections, and open criticism to the regime, in terms of both popular mobilization and the press, was severely limited. The blatant human rights abuses by the new government, however, served as an early point of departure for critical Chileans. Just three weeks after the coup, the Association of Democratic Women formed and began tracking human rights abuses, protested the new regime, and sought aid from international organizations (Baldez 129). Later on in the 1980s, as protests from women’s groups became more visible, political parties re-emerged to assume leadership of the mobilization (Baldez 152). The military dictatorship finally ended when the over-confident General Pinochet called for a plebiscite to determine whether or not he would stay in power. The restoration of electoral accountability, in addition to the popular mobilization that had been growing since the coup, allowed for Chile to return to a democratic state.

Horizontal accountability in Nicaragua grew alongside vertical accountability. Under the Somozas, government checks against presidential power were nonexistent. After the FSLN took power, however, horizontal accountability sprung from popular movements, which were asked to select a legislative representative. Those representatives formed the Council of State, which also included political actors from many different parties. The Council provided little substantial balance against presidential power, as it was largely subordinate to the Sandinista government (Anderson 145), but the 1984 election empowered the legislature by replacing the Council of State with the National Assembly, which represented the popular vote. Still, the FSLN won a significant portion of legislative seats, so opposition to the executive remained fairly small (145). Three years later, the constitutional reform established the electoral calendar and the Electoral Council. The electoral calendar set a date for future review of presidential power, while the Electoral Council was created to oversee elections – two more examples of horizontal accountability (146). While these changes were small and had little effect during the Sandinista regime, they set the groundwork for increased horizontal accountability from future governments. 


In Chile, horizontal accountability was weak under both governments. Today, horizontal accountability takes the form of presidential executive power, a bicameral National Congress that holds legislative power alongside the government, and a supreme court whose justices are appointed by the president (Silva 450). Under Allende, the same government system was in place, although the legislature had slightly more power than it does today because it met more frequently and had greater oversight protection (450). Within Allende’s Popular Unity coalition, party competition for power polarized the coalition members and caused new alliances to form among the opposition; “fostering these divisions was one way to chip away at the dominance of the opposition in Congress” (Baldez 74). Strong popular opposition to Allende was matched by concerted efforts from the Right to fight his socialist reforms. In a way, such strong partisan opposition was stronger than the pre-existing structures for horizontal executive accountability, for the Right ultimately destroyed Allende’s executive power in the 1973 coup. After the military junta assumed government control, what little horizontal accountability existed was rendered irrelevant, as Pinochet closed Congress, banned political parties (Silva 440), and filled the court with young judges sympathetic to his regime (451). The one thing that retained horizontal accountability was the 1980 constitution, which called for a plebiscite in 1988 to determine whether or not Pinochet would retain his executive role. Ultimately, that one part of the constitution is what enabled Chile to return to a horizontally accountable democracy.


Looking at both countries and their experiences with varying levels of executive accountability, one similarity stands out. In Nicaragua following the Somoza dictatorship, vertical accountability supported nascent horizontal accountability by giving mobilized citizens legislative representation. In Chile, the loss of almost all executive accountability under Pinochet was countered by small horizontal accountability in the constitution and strong popular mobilization to restore democracy. As each country emerged from a stifling dictatorship, vertical accountability was critical for supporting a weak system of horizontal accountability. Thus, the power and voice of the people, expressed through social mobilization, a free and critical press, or popular national elections, was essential for the return and growth of democracy in Chile and Nicaragua. Anderson’s article highlights the weaknesses of O’Donnell’s original argument, showing that not only was it vertical, not horizontal, accountability that proved essential for democratic success in Nicaragua, but that the same analysis can be applied to other Latin American nations transitioning into new democracies.

 - Chapter 2 -
Tobar’s Take on Chilean Feminism:

An Ambitious Introduction to the Politics of the Chilean Left


Marcela Ríos Tobar’s analysis of Chilean feminism following the return to Democratic rule in the 1990s is a good initial introduction to the topic. She clearly illustrates the progression of the left wing in Chile up to Michelle Bachelet’s 1996 election, but tries too hard to cover a broad range of information with little concrete evidence to support her claims. A stronger argument would include discussion of specific feminist political action that has taken place in Chile to support the claims she builds her argument from.


 The strongest aspect of Tobar’s analysis is her organization, which guides the reader through her essay well enough to overlook the fact that her argument lacks evidential support. Beginning with a description of how the ascendance of the left wing in Chile was unique from other Latin American countries, she clearly connects those concepts to later arguments on why women’s movements became so heavily politicized. What is missing here is specific evidence to support her assertions. Her analysis of how the ascendance of the left occurred “simultaneously with the transition from military to democratic rule” (Tobar 25, 2007) fits nicely with her assertion that “the relationship that developed between the new government … and women’s organizations” resulted from “a broader process of democratization” (Tobar 26, 2007). However, she leaves her argument at that, expecting the reader to rely on the logical progression of her claims instead of offering evidence, say, of how a particular feminist organization became involved in the political process due to the regime change. An example Tobar could have used is the group Independent Women for Free Elections (MIEL). Formed in September of 1987, MIEL was comprised of notable feminists from the Pinochet years who organized in order to register and mobilize female voters (Baldez 169). Without such evidence, the argument Tobar makes is clear and logical, but is left weakly embedded in her essay without citation of specific examples for argumentative support.


Throughout her essay, Tobar relies on the reader to accept her claims as factual basis for her further arguments. On the weakening of the fragmented feminist movement, she writes, “While many feminist and women’s groups survived as organizations well beyond the transition, the close links … between feminist groups and NGOs … and base-level women’s organizations (especially poor women’s groups) … became attenuated and pragmatic” (Tobar 27, 2007). She brings up later in her essay the fact that the feminist movement has become splintered and highly politicized, but with very little support. Four paragraphs after her initial claim, Tobar offers some explanation for the politicization of the movement: “The great majority of women who participated in feminist groups during the period of military rule were also party militants. Thus, after the transition to democracy, some feminists … have had the opportunity to work as state employees or pursue careers as political representatives” (Tobar 27, 2007). In this instance, an endnote gives the reader a statistic and a source, but for the majority of her essay, explicit examples are never offered.  


While Tobar’s analysis is by no means incorrect or ineffective, she spends too much time extrapolating from her own assertions without giving the reader concrete examples to draw from. That being said, she provides a good introduction to the recent history of Chilean feminism, and brings up interesting points that could easily serve as starting points for further, in-depth research.

- Chapter 3 -

Castro’s Staying Power: Where is the Government?


Jorge Domínguez argues that the sustenance of Fidel Castro’s regime is largely due to counterproductive Washington policies towards Cuba. Heavy attention is paid to Cuban economic structures, but not enough emphasis is given to Cuban political structures. Domínguez briefly mentions how Cuban policy strengthened itself by making a conscious effort to avoid the mistakes that brought down former Soviet states in Eastern Europe, but the bulk of his article focuses on the economy of the illegal black market and the role of the United States. For an article on the Cuban government, he pays too little attention to the tactics used by the government to sustain itself. 


What little mention the government does get is overshadowed by later arguments. Early in his article, Domínguez lays out the mistakes of Eastern European countries, and how “Following these rules, Cuba has averted the pattern that led to the demise of other Communist regimes” (99). The mistakes of the former Soviet States include too many political reforms, not enough severity when dealing with dissidents, and acceptance of formal opposition. Domínguez then illustrates how Castro’s minimal political reforms and purging of disloyal party members strengthened his regime and kept it stable, despite economic hard times (101). The examples are strong and clear, showing that the government can and does make a conscious effort to maintain stability despite economic strife. But the remainder of Domínguez’s article talks about the economics of the illegal black market and the effects of US foreign policy towards Cuba. His conclusion gives the impression that Castro’s success lies solely in his battling Washington, and that the counter-productive efforts of the United States are enough to sustain Communist Cuba: “With an enemy like this one, he [Castro] may not need friends” (107). 


To his credit, Domínguez offers a reason for the sparse role that government plays. Near the beginning of his article, he writes that “Cubans do not accord much weight to the Communist Party as an institution but think highly of individuals who are Communist Party members.” Cubans don’t elect people based on their Party affiliation; it just turns out that most people who were elected because of their personal qualities also happened to belong to the Party (98). So perhaps the irrelevance of official government titles is why official government actions get little credit for their part in sustaining Castro’s regime. But in his argument as to why US foreign policy is important, Domínguez explains that Washington’s blockades enable Castro to rally the people around the regime’s successes; in the end, the focus is turned back to government. 


The arguments Domínguez brings up are valid and interesting. He clearly illustrates how the black market has lessened the impact of economic decline, and how Washington policies are used to unify the population in support of Castro’s successes. But ultimately, Castro has been able to remain in power for so long because of his political competence. By learning from the errors of fractured Soviet states, Castro has been able to build and maintain a successful communist Cuba, and more credit should be given to his government than the influence of illegal markets or the United States.

- Chapter 4 -

The Feminist Core of the Cuban Insurrection


In the chapter on Cuba in Politics of Latin America, the historical overview gives the impression that the entire Cuban revolution was fought by men. Not a word is given to the roles women played as couriers, demonstrators, and fighters. In Julie Shayne’s The Revolution Question, however, the Cuban revolution is shown to heavily depend on the participation of women, and their role as what Shayne calls “gendered revolutionary bridges,” or the link between organized revolutionaries and ordinary civilians (Shayne 133). Shayne’s book explores the topic of “revolutionary feminism” through three different case studies – El Salvador, Chile, and Cuba. While revolutions in these three countries differed dramatically, Shayne is able to find similarities in the roles that women played. In each of the three cases, she examines “revolutionary feminism,” defined as “a grassroots movement that is both pluralist and autonomous in structure … that seeks to challenge sexism” (9). Her five criteria for the emergence of revolutionary feminism include: gender-bending, or “challenging socially prescribed roles reflective of femininity;” activist training; political opportunity structure; an incomplete revolution; and a collective feminist consciousness (10). In order for revolutionary feminism to emerge, she argues, all five factors must be present. The Cuban case fits nicely into the first half of this model, but in looking at the Cuban revolution as a whole, there does not appear to be much of a feminist movement. Women may have fought with the guerillas and been a tremendous aid in communications, but the political revolution was not supplemented with a feminist one. How, then, could revolutionary feminism have existed? By giving Shayne’s five criteria a broader context, they can be applied to the entirety of the Cuban revolution. Revolutionary feminism need not have been a mere component; the Cuban revolution was itself a model of revolutionary feminism.


Shayne’s first criterion for the emergence of revolutionary feminism, gender-bending, is apparent in almost any revolution that includes women. By their mere participation in revolutionary activity, Shayne argues, women are defying traditional views of women as quiet and domestic. In the Cuban case, women furthered this notion of gender-bending by serving the revolution in several ways. Women provided shelter and security for guerilla fighters, they served as couriers by purchasing and transporting weapons and other goods (Shayne 126), and, perhaps in the most defiant role, served as guerilla fighters in the Mariana Grajales Platoon, an entirely female combat group (120). Taking Shayne’s definition of gender-bending one step further, though, “challenging socially prescribed roles reflective of femininity” can be shortened to “challenging socially prescribed roles.” While removing the word “femininity” dramatically changes the concept, the core ideal remains – the concept of challenging societal standards. When broadened to reveal this core element, Shayne’s concept becomes a critical standard for the entire revolution. A feminist revolution cannot occur without gender-bending; a political revolution cannot occur without bending broader societal expectations. In this way, Shayne’s criteria can be extended to the entire Cuban revolution.


In a similar vein, activist training is a criterion that is important not just to women, but to the entire revolutionary movement. Cuban women often organized and participated as women, and by acting their traditional roles, women were able to take part in the revolution by adapting their femininity to serve as an activist tool. Women would transport “weapons and explosives in the big skirts that were fashionable at the time” (Shayne 126), or use “their feminine roles as wives to diminish the chances of unnecessary attention from the police, which allowed male guerillas to move about more freely than they could if they were to travel alone or with one another” (128). Organizing women in these roles were leaders like Haydée Santamaría and Melba Hernandez, two women who participated in the early attack on the Moncada Barracks on July 26, 1953. While they did not fight themselves, instead providing medical attention to the male guerilla fighters (118), their early involvement revolution allowed them to emerge as leaders and eventually train and organize other women to become active revolutionaries alongside them. From their leadership, female activists were able to emerge alongside their male counterparts, who developed guerilla activist skills from leaders like Fidel Castro and Che Guevara. Both men and women played an important part in developing the activists of the revolution; it was necessary for the entire movement, not just revolutionary feminism. 


Political opportunity structure, Shayne’s third criterion, is another example of something that is necessary for any revolution, feminist or otherwise. “Sociopolitical cleavage in the postrevolutionary period, which provides the organizational and ideological space for mobilization” (Shayne 10) is critical for maintaining any revolution. This is one weak area of Shayne’s formula. Cuban women certainly made tremendous gains after the success of the revolution: abortions were made free and legal, women were granted maternity leave for up to a year, and the 1975 Family Code established the goal of equal domestic participation between men and women (Silberman). These gains, among others, made Cuba a leader in Latin America in regards to women’s rights. And for the broader population, the revolution brought tremendous gains in healthcare and education. But the nature of the revolution – the transition to a communist state – leaves little room for “organizational and ideological space for mobilization.” Opposition to the regime is severely limited, and thus opportunities for political mobilization are scarce. But in terms of political participation, women still hold firm ground: they hold 35.95% of parliamentary seats in the Cuban National Assembly (Silberman). Again, by broadening Shayne’s definitions to the wider context of the entire revolution, the fact that both men and women are engaged in postrevolutionary politics shows how her criteria for revolutionary feminism fit the model for the entire Cuban revolution.


The last two of Shayne’s criteria are linked together and are a bit more complex. She writes, “the sense on the part of women that their revolution remains incomplete … is crucial as it is indispensable to the development of a collective feminist consciousness, the fifth and final factor” (Shayne 10). In the unique case of Cuba, where a feminist consciousness might stand in direct contrast to the ideals of socialism, Shayne writes that “Most of the women felt that the feminist consciousness that exists in Cuba is what they called an “unconscious” one; that is, women were aware of their rights to equality with men but didn’t necessarily identify that vision as feminism” (150). In her concluding analysis of the Cuban revolution, Shayne argues that since women’s needs were met, there was no sense of an incomplete revolution and as such, no emergence of a collective feminist consciousness (154). But the “unconscious” feminism described by Cuban women – that is, an awareness of the right to equality with men – can be seen, if not as a feminist “consciousness,” then as a feminist “awareness” of sorts. And despite Shayne’s argument that Cuban women did not have a sense of an incomplete revolution, she mentions groups like Magín, a short-lived but important organization that arose in the 1990s with the goal of improving images of women in the media. The organization did not identify itself as feminist, but its work to improve upon women’s issues after the success of the revolution shows that there was still work to be done despite the tremendous gains already made (148). Applying this theory to a broader context, the same themes arise when looking at the struggles for racial justice by the Afro-Cuban community. The Cuban revolution outlawed racism, claiming that in the post-insurrection state, racism did not exist. But evidence of racism exists today, especially in the tourism industry, where Afro-Cubans are not allowed to hold managerial positions (Drepaul). The revolution solved many problems, but could not eliminate all forms of racial or gender discrimination. In this sense, the revolution remains incomplete. Further, Cuba, a small island with an intimidating neighbor to the north, constantly has to defend itself from North American capitalists and the crippling embargo. The revolution was a success, but there is still work to be done in order to maintain that success. In this way, the idea of an incomplete revolution and a collective feminist (revolutionary) consciousness can be applied to the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution.


Shayne’s analysis of the Cuban revolution concludes that, while the revolution was a success, revolutionary feminism never emerged. Rather than blaming the apparent lack of feminist ideology on the hegemony of the Cuban government, though, the core of revolutionary feminism can be seen in whole of the revolution. There was no need for a separate feminist movement to mobilize, because Shayne’s criteria for revolutionary feminism can be seen in the broader aspects of the Cuban revolution. Women defied traditional gender roles while both men and women challenged their roles as passive citizens of a democracy. Both men and women were actively engaged in the logistical and combat operations of the revolution, and both men and women continue to serve the government and maintain the established revolutionary policies. Even after the success of the revolution, there is evidence of room for improvement, and Cuban citizens are quick to defend their nation and support the gains that were made, evidence of a collective revolutionary consciousness.  When looking at the Cuban case through a strictly feminist lens, Shayne’s formula does not support the argument that revolutionary feminism existed during the Cuban insurrection. But looking at the revolution as a whole, her criteria for revolutionary feminism exists in broader reaches, explaining how, while there was no clearly defined feminist movement during the Cuban revolution, the revolution itself encompassed all the ideals of revolutionary feminism.

- Chapter 5 - 

Ingrid Betancourt

Political Celebrity and Symbol of Progress for Colombia


“Colombia Plucks Hostages From Rebels’ Grasp.” “Colombian Kudos.” “Freeing Ingrid Betancourt.1​” This past July, newspaper headlines around the world joyously announced the release of Ingrid Betancourt, the Colombian-French politician whose run for the presidency and subsequent capture by the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) have catapulted her to celebrity status. Betancourt, along with the 11 Colombian security forces and 3 American military contractors who were rescued with her, was freed during “Operation Checkmate,” an endeavor that took months of clandestine planning and resulted in the hostages being freed without a single shot being fired. 


After much planning, the Colombian military gathered intelligence agents and trained them to act as guerillas and helicopter pilots. Three weeks after intense, isolated training and acting classes, the impersonators sent a message to the unit holding Betancourt that they were to gather three groups of hostages and take them to be transported to a different part of the country. Upon reaching the helicopters, the disguised Colombian military handcuffed the hostages and led them on board, followed by the FARC leader and his deputy who had brought the hostages there. Once on board, the guerilla impersonators arrested the two FARC officers and announced to the 15 hostages that they were now free (Allen-Mills). 


The successful “transfer” of the hostages, modeled after earlier transfers of FARC-held hostages to Venezuela that same year (Allen-Mills), sparked newspapers to write about the incredible rescue with the excitement of an eager young boy recounting an action-packed adventure. And just as excitedly, they pondered the possibilities of Betancourt’s political future. Thanks largely to French president Nicolas Sarkozy, who upon his victory in 2007 vowed to make Betancourt’s release a top priority (Allen-Mills), the once minor Colombian political figure has received considerable acclaim and recognition around the world. Captured while she was campaigning for the 2002 presidential election, Betancourt received less than 1% of the final vote (New York Times). Now, with her newfound celebrity from six years of captivity and torture, newspapers are eager to thrust her and any potential presidential ambitions into the spotlight. But who is Ingrid Betancourt? Why was she the FARC’s most prized hostage, and now that she is free, what can she do for Colombia?

Biography 


Born in Bogotá, Colombia in 1961 to a distinguished diplomat and former Miss Colombia who later served in Congress, Ingrid Betancourt and her sister Astrid grew up in Paris, where their father worked (BBC News). After graduating from the elite Institut d’Études Politiques de Paris (Paris Institute of Political Studies), Betancourt married her classmate, Fabrice Delloye, (France 24) which granted her French citizenship (BBC News). The couple had two children, Mélanie, born in 1985, and Lorenzo, born in 1988. Because of his work, the family traveled often and lived in several different countries, including New Zealand and Ecuador (source). In 1989, Betancourt returned to Colombia and became actively involved in politics, after learning of the assassination of Luis Carlos Galan, a presidential candidate promoting an anti-drug trafficking campaign (France 24). She divorced Fabrice Delloye in the early 1990s (source).


In 1994, Betancourt was elected to the Colombian Chamber of Representatives (BBC News), running on an anti-corruption platform. Her campaign adopted the condom as a symbol of Betancourt’s political ideology: “Voting for us is like putting on a condom, protecting democracy from the disease that is corruption (Betancourt 83). Later, she formed the Green Oxygen Party and was elected to the Senate in 1998 (BBC News). During her earlier years in office, she frequently spoke out against president Ernesto Samper, whose 1994-1998 term was swept up in a drug scandal after the president was accused of accepting millions of dollars from the Cali drug cartel to spend on his election campaign (Dugas 514). But her anti-corruption efforts gave the senator little political clout in Colombia, a country steeped in a violent and corrupt political history.

Political Context: 1946-present

Colombia’s political history can be organized into four distinct periods: La Violencia, which lasted from 1946 to the early 1960s; The National Front Regime, from 1958 to 1974; The Post-National Front Period from 1974 to1990; and from the 1991 constitution to the present. Each of these four segments of history contributed to the rich political background behind Ingrid Betancourt’s years of involvement with politics in Colombia.


La Violencia marked the years of bloody conflict between the Liberal and Conservative Parties in Colombia. After the 1946 elections, the two parties battled for local political offices. When Liberal leader Jorge Elieécer Gaitán was assassinated in 1948, the violence escalated immesnsely. Gaitán represented the popular interests of the lower and lower-middle classes, was incredibly charismatic, a self-starter, and a highly accomplished criminal lawyer. His murder sparked enormous protest from Bogotá, in the form of an urban uprising that left parts of the city in ruins and resulted in a very bloody effort from the military to return the city to order. In the aftermath, many from the Liberal Party sought to align themselves with the Conservatives to create bipartisan participation and ease political tensions. But violence continued and tensions remained high, and in 1949, the Liberals rescinded their offer of working towards bipartisanship and threatened to impeach President Ospina. In 1949, the Liberals withdrew from the election and the extraordinarily partisan Conservative Laureano Gómez was elected without contest. Of the some 200,000 deaths that occurred during the period of La Violencia, 50,000 were during Gómez’s first year in office. Partisan violence escalated, but non-partisan social conflicts were often responded to with violence as well. La Violencia got so out of control that the Gómez’s own Conservative party began to conspire against him. Eventually, the president was overthrown by a military coup in 1953. With the backing of both the Liberal Party and Ospina’s wing of the Conservative Party, General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla assumed power. Although unable to quell the violence completely, Pinilla’s military rule found some initial success in lessening the bloodshed. But the generals’s desire for consolidated executive power resulted in the Conservative and Liberal Parties joining together to remove him. In a series of pacts and agreements that restored some of the bipartisan efforts of earlier years, Pinilla was eventually removed by a military junta that ruled until 1958.


A bipartisan regime known as the National Front arose in 1958. Founded on the principle that the two parties would alternate turns in executive power every four years, the National Front also provided provisions for equal shares of political power between Liberals and Conservatives in the Senate, Chamber of Representatives, and municipal councils. While the regime was a tremendous improvement with regards to civil liberties, it was not a very democratic state. Political participation was strictly limited to the two Parties, and elections bore no weight due to the parity agreements that alternated power between the two Parties every four years. Despite the severely restricted democracy, the regime succeeded in restoring some semblance of order and civilian rule to Colombia, and virtually ended partisan violence. While Party violence receded, leftist guerilla groups formed in response to the depoliticized state, among them, the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC), the Army of National Liberation (ELN), the Popular Liberation Army (EPL), and the April 19th Movement (M-19). The FARC, today one of the most well-known guerilla groups around the world, originated in 1964 to defend the peasantry from a military campaign, and aligned itself with the Colombian Communist Party. Other guerrilla groups adhered to Marxist-Leninist ideals, but the FARC ultimately became the supreme source of leftist guerilla activity, and remains so today.


In 1974, the period of formal bipartisanship ended. Other, less rigid parity requirements still existed, but 1974 saw the return of party competition for offices that had previously been pre-divided among the Liberals and Conservatives. By the 1980s, however, the two dominant parties’ neglect of the middle- and lower-classes led to increased civic protests, electoral abstention, and political apathy. Violence also began to rise once more. Leftist guerilla movements formed the decade before found more sympathy, and grew especially under the administration of Julio César Turbany from 1978-1982, even though the president aimed to destroy the guerilla forces. In 1982, Belisario Betancur’s government chose a different approach than that of his predecessor, and sought democratic reform and peace negotiations with guerillas. Betancur’s efforts were met with congressional and military opposition and failure to adhere to peace negotiations from both sides. The FARC was the only one of the four major guerilla groups to maintain a weak cease-fire agreement with the state. It launched the Patriotic Union (UP), a legitimate political movement, but soon after its founding, UP members began to be assassinated quite frequently by right-wing paramilitary groups. Violence further increased under president Virgilio Barco in 1986, and the FARC returned to direct combat against the state. Right-wing paramilitary groups also rapidly emerged as a fierce response to leftist guerilla organizations. Also at this time, violent drug cartels grew immensely in power, most notably the Medellín cartel. In 1989, after Luis Carlos Galán’s murder brought Ingrid Betancourt back to Colombia, Barco launched a series of raids and arrests that resulted in the state assuming possession of hundreds of buildings, weapons, and cocaine. The Medellín cartel responded with even more terror and violence. The United States offered $2.2 billion dollars in counternarcotic aid through the Andean Initiative, nearly all of it towards military efforts.


War between drug traffickers and the state somewhat ironically uplifted the spirit of democracy among Colombians. A student movement led to the 1991 drafting of a new constitution that would enrich struggling Colombian democracy. Among the reforms, National Front parity policies were thrown out for good, citizen rights were laid out in detail, and executive power was curtailed. The new constitution lacked provisions for party reform and did little to address the threat of drug violence or leftist guerilla groups. Nevertheless, violence eased for a few years, until the election of Ernesto Samper. Samper, whom Ingrid Betancourt fought vigilantly against during his presidency, was accused of receiving money from drug cartels, and while caught up in the scandal, his administration lost almost all credibility and in their neglect left armed conflicts to escalate again. The 1998 election of Andrés Pastrana led to a continued dialogue between the government and the FARC, resulting in a 16,000 mile demilitarized zone to be used for peace talks. That demilitarized zone, re-militarized in 2002, is where the FARC captured presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt (Dugas 504-516).

Captivity, International Response, and the Future

On February 23, 2002, Ingrid Betancourt and her campaign manager, Clara Rojas, traveled towards San Vicente, the “unofficial capitol” of the formerly demilitarized zone (Telegraph). The Mayor of San Vicente was one of few elected official belonging to Betancourt’s Green Oxygen party; Betancourt and Rojas were traveling to attend a Human Rights Rally (GP). Despite official warnings of the dangers involved with traveling through the former DMZ, Betancourt and Rojas continued on, and were stopped by officials at a checkpoint in San Vicente, where they were then taken hostage (Telegraph). Her kidnapping was never planned; the orders from the FARC were to simply to “detain all politicians of a national stature” (Muse). 


Betancourt was held for six years before Operation Checkmate was successfully executed. During that time, she suffered illness and physical abuse (Follain), and her plight caught the attention of French President Nicolas Sarkozy, who vowed to vehemently fight for Betancourt’s release (Allen-Mills). Sarkozy’s promise turned Betancourt’s kidnapping into a hot press topic, and despite her relatively small impact on Colombian politics, the Senator became an international symbol for the fight against corruption, drug wars, and violence in Colombia. The press surrounding her captivity, added to the recent excitement about her clever and daring rescue, has given Betancourt the status she needs to become a solid contender in the next round of presidential elections to be held in 2010. 


Now that the FARC has been significantly compromised, thanks largely to efforts at improving security by current president Alvaro Uribe (Dugas 516), Betancourt’s platform of anti-corruption and anti-drug violence may find stronger footholds in the country. Uribe remains an immensely popular candidate, but rules governing term limits would have to be amended in order for him to return for a third consecutive presidential term. After a long and distressful history of partisan violence, corruption, restrictive democracy, and bloody drug wars, the victory of Betancourt’s release marks a turning point for Colombian politics. Even if she doesn’t win the presidency in the coming elections, the attention and significance afforded to her by the international community has also brought Colombia as a nation to world attention. The corrupt and violent days of La Violencia will no longer represent the common perception of Colombia; hopefully, Ingrid Betancourt’s personal role in bringing to light the problems of the country, along with her staunch political efforts to end corruption and violence, will guide the country forward towards a new and peaceful chapter of its history.
References

Allen-Mills, Tony. 2008. “Daring Jungle Sting Freed Colombian Hostages.” The Sunday 
Times, 6 July 2008.

Anderson, Leslie. 2006. The Authoritarian Executive? Horizontal and Vertical 
Accountability in Nicaragua. Latin American Politics and Society 48.2: 141-169.

Baldez, Lisa. 2002. Why Women Protest: Women’s Movements in Chile. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 55-169.

Betancourt, Ingrid. 2002. Until Death Do Us Part: My Struggle to Reclaim Colombia. 
New York: Ecco.

BBC News. 2008. Profile: Ingrid Betancourt. <
7266587.stm" 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/


7266587.stm
>. 18 November 2008.

Domínguez, Jorge. 1993. “The Secrets of Castro’s Staying Power.” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 
72, No. 2 (Spring): 97-107.

Drepaul, Nkayo. (2008, October). “Afro-Cuban Identity from 1959-2008.” Latin America 
Through Women’s Eyes, Macalester College, Saint Paul, MN.

Dugas, John C. 2009. Colombia. In Harry E. Vanden and Gary Prevost, Politics of Latin 
America. New York: Oxford University Press.

Follain, John. 2008. “Ingrid Betancourt’s Homecoming.” The Sunday Times, 13 July 
2008. 

France 24. 2007. Ingrid Betancourt: A Profile. <http://www.france24.com/en/20070212-
ingrid-betancourt-special-coverage?q=node/42684>. 18 November 2008.

GP Green Party of the United States. 2002. “Greens to Hold Vigil at the Colombian 
Embassy in D.C. Calling for Release of Ingrid Betancourt.” <http://www.gp.org/


press/pr_02_25_02.html>. 19 November 2008.

Muse, Tony. 2008. “Betancourt’s Kidnapper Says He’s Sorry.” The Associated Press, 15 
April 2008.

The New York Times. 2002. “World Briefing | Americas: Colombia: Anger Over 
Abduction.” <http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9A05E1DF1731F 
935A15751C0A9649C8B63>. 19 November 2002.

Prevost, Gary. (2009). Cuba. In Harry E. Vanden and Gary Prevost (Eds.) Politics of 
Latin America (pp. 338-367). New York: Oxford University Press.

Shayne, Julie. (2004). The Revolution Question: Feminisms in El Salvador, Chile, and 
Cuba. (pp. 9-158). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.
Silberman, Lauren. (2008, October). “Women’s Rights in Cuba Today.” Latin America 
Through Women’s Eyes, Macalester College, Saint Paul, MN.

Silva, Eduardo. 2009. Chile. In Harry E. Vanden and Gary Prevost, eds. Politics of Latin 
America, 3rd ed. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 440-451.

Telegraph. 2002. “Colombian Presidential Candidate Kidnapped.” 
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk /news/1385873/Colombian-presidential-candidate-
kidnapped.html>. 19 November 2008.

Tobar, Marcela Ríos. 2007. "Chilean Feminism and Social Democracy From the 
Democratic Transition to Bachelet." NACLA Report on the Americas 40 (March): 
25-29. 

2
PAGE  

