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Displacement in democracy

Staffan Löfving 

This short paper is part of a project that approaches violence in demo-
cracy, not in terms of an expression of a failed or yet unfulfilled political 
development but by exploring its ongoing operation, seeing violence as 
constitutive of liberal democracy itself. I am particularly interested in 
the relation of violence to the social spaces opened or closed by political 
transformations commonly referred to as democratisation. 

Among groups of forcibly displaced in Colombia, the power of the 
government is currently perceived to restrict itself to building foreign 
relations while continuously outsourcing domestic control to parami-
litaries. State power, locally understood in terms of the metamorphosis 
of authoritarian rule, also thrives on the depoliticisation of the armed 
conflict through the criminalisation of the insurgency and the denial of the 
existence of paramilitaries; the manipulation or cooptation of media and 
foreign aid; the securitisation of urban life; and the economic complicity 
in the displacement of the rural poor. 

By paying attention to local voices struggling to reconceptualise displa-
cement in terms of new emplacements, emphasizing that the security of 
the state is violently sustained by the insecuritization of citizenry, I look for 
ways to reimagine the conditions for a political change beyond the cosmetics 
of metamorphosis. The paper deals with the role of paramilitary violence 
and foreign aid in this process; the limit to ‘partnership’, and a random, 
or even apparently cynical application of notions of ‘project ownership’. 

Amilcar1 works in one of Colombia’s many ‘civil society organisations’ 
for and of internally displaced people. When in town to run errands and 
meet with potential donors of a small scale agricultural project in the 
Bogotá suburb of Soacha in January this year, he passed an internet café. 
He dropped in to check his inbox and found a message from Aguilas 
Negras, the Black Eagles, a re-emergent group of Colombian paramili-
taries.2 The letter bore all the characteristic signs of a paramilitary death 
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sentence, with, this time, accusations against Amilcar and three other 
popular leaders of having behaved unpatriotically and for this reason 
having lost their right to life. It contained details of where they live 
and of how many children they have, and of what will happen also to 
their families unless they give up their work and abandon the place they 
currently inhabit; unless they displace themselves again.3

Amilcar talked quietly but without ever looking into my eyes as he 
spoke of this most recent episode of persecution in his life, and he showed 
me the copy of the email from Aguilas Negras. Since he received it he had 
cancelled all his meetings, and refrained from any unnecessary appearance 
in public (in fact, from any unnecessary appearance at home as well). The 
reason he went to see me was because he had misunderstood the person 
who had set our meeting up. He had taken me for someone he already 
knew, which he did not, and it now seemed to dawn on him that easy 
mistakes like that could cost him his life. 

22 years old, married and a father of two children, one born back home 
and one ‘in displacement’, Amilcar leads an organisation that could be 
labelled radical or even subversive by conventional standards. It is open 
to anyone in displacement regardless of ethnicity or place of origin, and 
it confronts the Colombian government with claims on an uncondi-
tional right to return. It rejects the very label of ‘displaced persons’ and 
works with its own members and in confrontation with foreigners like 
myself to reclaim the identity of the campesino. It is as if, they say, the 
label of displaced itself erases history, and casts shadows of doubts as to 
their rightful attachment to abandoned territories. Instead, they become 
bureaucratically categorised which, while making access to a limited 
funding and a legal framework possible (but far from granted), is also 
perceived to be limiting their space of manoeuvring and political freedom.  

Amilcar saw the death threats against him as proof of the subversiveness 
of currently reclaiming lost territories and organising for return. Over 
the course of the last two years, a large number of social organisations 
involved in a civil society network partly funded by Swedish aid have 
had their equipment, like hard drives with member identities and other 
information, stolen or destroyed by paramilitary organisations. Continu-
ous threats against office staff have made changing offices an almost 
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compulsory routine. In our conversations, Amilcar and others testified 
to the devastating implications for their work of the fear resulting from 
being under threat. Recent examples of death sentences having been 
executed were far from wanting: On February 12, 2010, two members of 
FEDEAOGROMISBOL (Federation of  Smallscale Miners of the South 
of Bolivar, an organisation within the same civil society network) were 
found dead. The links to paramilitary perpetrators and efforts at violently 
evicting people from their lands are made by both their organisation and 
by Human Rights activists currently denouncing the event.4

In discussions with international donors, my colleague, a Colombian 
sociologist, and I recommended that they re-evaluate their strategies for 
protection and accompaniment to better be able to meet the challenges to 
social mobilisation and the violence that Amilcar and other leaders of their 
so called partners are exposed to. The responses oscillated between fatigue 
and the comment that “there is nothing we can do”, to suspicions raised 
concerning either the veracity of the accounts of the displaced, or the level 
of actual or ‘real’ danger. The prevalence of threats were also measured 
against the, as the argument went, relatively few murders being committed. 

In exploring populist stories of conspiracy and revelation as empower-
ing moral allegories that seek certainty amid indeterminacy, surety amid 
insecurity, anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff argue that the labelling 
of persons paranoid 

...is another, generic form of displacement, one that seeks to locate them 
beyond the limits of ‘normal’ society. … As this suggests, allegations of 
pathology may, among other things, mark out fault lines of social, cultural, 
and ideological difference.” (2003, p 296)

In a series of interviews that I made in Bogotá and Quibdó in February 
2010, it was argued among civil society organisations that the Colombian 
government works aggressively to cut the funding of grassroots mobilisation 
from sources not organised, controlled or owned by the state, or by phony 
NGOs set up by wealthy families, local politicians, or even paramilitaries 
themselves (see also Gill 2009).

Allegedly democratic states, claiming to be steering post-war development 
on the waves of a sea of violence, represent double edged swords in the sense 
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that their capacity to govern is often weak enough to render democratic means 
of protest and advocacy of civil society organisations toothless at many times; 
there is simply no one there to listen to you when your democratic rights are 
being learned and subsequently claimed; and also, strong enough to pose a 
perceived threat through different actions of discrediting, neglect and, accor-
ding to the most affected organisations in Colombia, acts of direct violence 
through the use of paramilitaries. An increased ‘international presence’ and 
a developed strategy of accompaniment is not only needed in the promo-
tion of ‘participation’ in processes of peace and democratisation on behalf 
of civil society; it should also be considered part of the responsibility of the 
agencies funding the activities of those under threat. The donor to Amilcar’s 
organisation justified the lack of protection through reference to the state’s 
obligation to live up to its democratic commitment to protect its citizens. 
In a sole focus on the weakness, or belief in a contingent sovereignty of the 
state, such a view fails to consider its violent strength.

Notes

1. His real name and organisation are not revealed here.

2. See Human Rights Watch 2010. Full report downloadable at www.hrw.org/colombia

3. A text message sent from Aguilas Negras to a large number of leaders of Colombian civil 
society organisations in October 2010 state: “[w]e know where you are […] our rural and 
urban structures will not fail. Leave or die.” See  www.wola.org/index.php?option=com_
content&task=viewp&id=1188&ltemid=2 (accessed December 7 2010).

4. For reports in both English and Spanish, see http://londonminingnetwork.
org/2010/02/killings-of-smallscale-miners-in-colombia/  (accessed March 22, 2010).
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