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Introduction 

This article is based on my Master’s thesis about the role of the United States in the Colombian peace 

negotiations in Havana between 2012-2016. The negotiations were between the Colombian state and 

the Farc-EP guerilla and the talks received substantial international support. The objective of the 

negotiation was to find a peaceful solution to the armed conflict between the parties. This article seeks 

to describe the participation of the United States in the peace talks, as well as to detect the relevance 

of their support of the peace process in its current phase of implementation.  

 

Concepts for the analysis – hegemony and imperialism 

In order to better understand the participation of the United States in the Colombian peace process, 

this article will be based on the understanding of the United States as a hegemonic power in the region 

that additionally manages to consolidate imperialistic relations with the Latin-American countries, like 

Colombia.   

The definition of hegemony that is used in this study is the one presented by Gramsci1 who defined it 

as the capacity for political, intellectual and moral direction. Traditionally, this concept was understood 

as a military concept that entailed the combination of power, leadership capacity and domination. 

However, Gramsci’s ideas renewed the concept by centering it around culture and ideology, stressing 

hegemony as something that is more intricate and ingrained than domination. Gramsci’s ideas were 

also considered novel because they allowed for the concept to be used to analyze existing societies 

and their forms of government (Anderson, p. 19:2018). In this article the concept has been used to 

describe the hegemonic relations within a state, as well as between states.   

Imperialism, on the other hand, can be defined as the competition between capitalist nation-states for 

the dominion of the expanding capitalist world-system. The nation state that manages to gain the 

dominion has to try to maintain it by means of their power and their hegemony (Gandásegui, p. 

171:2005). The relations between the United States and Colombia can be described as imperialistic 

because of the way that the U.S. delegates a place for Colombia and mobilizes all possible resources 

so that this position will be occupied by this country. This means unilaterally constructing a specific 

map that is convenient for the hegemonic country, where the social and political conditions of 

countries like Colombia are accommodated in function to their project.  

The fact that the United States is a hegemonic power in relation to Latin America implies that their 

support or disapproval in economic, political and/or military issues weigh more significantly than the 

opinions of other countries or external actors on these matters. Furthermore, understanding that 

there is an imperialistic relation with Colombia infers that there is interference from the U.S. in various 

 
1 Gramsci was an Italian philosopher, politician and journalist (1891-1937).  



topics, such as political, economic and military matters. This understanding also has specific 

consequences for the analysis of their role in the peace process.  

 

The United States in the Peace Negotiations in Havana 

The peace talks between the Colombian government and the Farc-EP guerrilla had an extensive 

international support. Thus, one of the countries that announced their support to this effort to find a 

peaceful solution to the armed conflict was the United States. In fact, this country was one of the first 

that President Santos informed about his decision to initiate contact with the guerrilla about the 

possibility of negotiating peace. This shows the relevance of this country in the internal decisions being 

made in Colombia.  

Considering that there already was a framework of cooperation of military character between these 

two countries (Plan Colombia), the change in discourse towards Latin America during the Obama 

administration must have been a significant factor in gaining U.S. support to the peace negotiations. 

This is because Santos’ government used this change in discourse as an argument when they sought 

support from the United States to the initial peace talks.  

As can be observed in the statement of the Colombian historian Daniel García Peña:  

I think that in the Colombian case Santos skillfully managed to make use of this situation. “You’ve said 

that you wish to have a new relation [with the region], well there is an opportunity for what you have 

said to become a reality.” I think that at that moment it was clear that a military defeat of the Farc was, 

well it wasn’t possible. On the other hand, I think that Santos skillfully managed to convince Obama, but 

not only Obama, and that is also the interesting part, how Santos managed to reconstruct a certain 

bipartisan support in Washington (Peña, 2019). (Unofficial translation by the author).  

This is an example of a type of diplomacy that the Colombian historian Renán Vega has named strategic 

subordination (Vega, 2015). This diplomacy is characterized by the alignment of the Colombian internal 

policies with the central axes of the foreign policy agenda of the United States, in order to gain support 

and political backing for the internal objectives of the Colombian state. This type of diplomacy has 

been used before to agree on Plan Colombia. At that time Colombia appealed to the objectives in the 

U.S. foreign policy to combat drugs and terrorism. Whereas in this case it was used to gain support for 

the peace talks.    

The official peace negotiations were initiated on November 19th 2012 in Havana with the establishment 

of a roadmap with the topics to be negotiated2 by the government and the Farc-EP. Simultaneously, 

the red lines of each party were announced. For instance, the Farc-EP said that they would not accept 

a prison sentence (De La Calle, pp. 225-226: 2019), and the government announced that they would 

not accept changing the existing political and economic system (Santos, p. 320: 2019).  

Furthermore, the international participation in the peace talks consisted of two guarantor countries 

playing a neutral role (Norway and Cuba), and two accompanying countries playing a supportive role 

with a political affinity with each party (Chile and Venezuela) (Cujabante, p. 219:2016). In addition, 

different international actors sent a special envoy to the talks: the United Nations, the European Union, 

Germany and the United States, though they didn’t participate in the negotiations.  

 
2 1) Comprehensive Rural Development, 2) Political Participation, 3) Cessation of Conflict, 4) Illicit Drugs, 5) 
Victims y 6) Implementation, Verification and Endorsement (Acuerdo Final, 2016).  



Therefore, at first glance it doesn’t appear that the United States had a central role in the peace talks, 

but rather a seemingly minor one, technically speaking, through a special envoy. Ordinarily a special 

envoy wouldn’t be of such significance during a peace negotiation, but seeing how this envoy 

represents a hegemonic state, it can be understood that any role becomes more significant in the 

dynamics of the peace talks. Their hegemony positions their participation and gives them influence 

over certain issues. According to Diego Martínez, adviser to the Farc-EP negotiation team, an example 

of this is that the special envoy from the U.S. was the only special envoy that traveled to Havana to 

speak with the parties.  

The rest of the international community never went to Havana, but Bernie Aronson was the only one 

who traveled to Havana and spoke with the Farc. In my opinion this generated an essential issue and 

that was that the other countries understood that, as a backyard issue, they couldn’t intervene because 

the United States was already intervening. So, you can see that the special envoy from the European 

Union never traveled to Havana, no, never. And when asked why he didn’t go to Havana he said no, 

because the United States were already there, due to a hemispheric policy (Martínez, 2019). (Unofficial 

translation by the author).  

The U.S. special envoy Bernard Aronson was assigned the 20th of February 2015. Up to that moment 

the United States had officially supported the peace negotiations, but after the designation of a special 

envoy their participation in the talks became more direct, although discreet. Aronson’s participation 

was announced by the U.S. secretary of state John Kerry. He said that the designation of a special envoy 

was due to a petition from the Colombian President Santos made in 2014 (U.S. Department of State, 

20.02.2015). 

When writing about the participation of the United States in the peace negotiations it is important to 

point out the fact that due to their involvement in the internal armed conflict through Plan Colombia, 

this country was not a neutral party in these negotiations. This state had a particular stance regarding 

the conflict.  

Aronson, who served as the top U.S. diplomat for Latin America under presidents George H. W. Bush 

and Bill Clinton, said he made clear to the guerrillas from the start that he was not a neutral party in the 

talks. His job was to represent the United States and support its ally, the Colombian government 

(Washington Post, 30.01.2017).  

Aronson developed a close relation with the two parties in the negotiation, as well as with the other 

supporting international actors involved. His presence established a direct line of communication 

between the Obama administration and the various key actors in the peace talks. This was confirmed 

in the interviews with several representatives of the actors present in Havana. The U.S. had an interest 

in being informed about the process, its progress, its challenges and its agreements. Even though 

Aronson didn’t participate in the actual negotiation sessions, he frequently had meetings with the 

parties and other actors. This goes to show that even though the U.S. participation was shown as 

discreet, their involvement was in fact more central and active.   

It is important to highlight that the U.S. participation in these peace talks was of significance to both 

parties in the negotiations. According to Gerson Arias, adviser to the government’s delegation to the 

negotiations, the support from the United States was essential to the government because it helped 

the process gain a broader legitimacy. In addition, it was important because they gained more support 

to the post-conflict scenario and because it was a decisive factor to help convince the opposition to 

the peace talks. However, there were two issues that the Colombian government had identified that 

needed to be discussed with the United States.  These issues were the lists, such as the Clinton list3 

 
3 Specially Designated Narcotics Traffickers list.  



and the list of terrorist organizations, and the issue of justice, especially regarding the discussion of 

extradition (Arias, 2019). In other words, there were central issues discussed in the Colombian peace 

talks that were dependent on decisions about internal policies in the United States.  

Regarding the issue of extradition, it can be observed that the government argued that even if they 

could come to an agreement with the Farc-EP on this, there could be significant problems if the United 

States were to disagree. According to Arias this was because at that moment the U.S. had solicited the 

extradition of 50 guerilla leaders for narcotrafficking crimes (Arias, 2019). The importance of the 

participation of the United States in these negotiations had to do with the interests of this state that 

the guerilla soldiers who had committed narcotrafficking crimes be extradited and jailed in the U.S. 

The petition for extradition was usually granted by the Colombian state, but in this case, it went directly 

against one of the red lines of the Farc-EP in the negotiations.  

Furthermore, regarding the lists, such as the list of terrorist organizations and the Clinton list, the Farc-

EP would face a major problem as legal politicians in a context of post-peace agreement if they were 

to remain on these lists. Only the United States had the power to decide this, so the Colombian 

government argued that their support in the peace talks was essential.  

This is an example of the imperialist relations that exist between the two countries. That is because 

the political decisions that are made in Washington end up deciding the agendas and the margins of 

maneuvering of other states, like Colombia in this case, even if these countries make internal decisions 

about the issues.  

On the other hand, the involvement of the U.S. was also important to the Farc-EP. According to them 

a more active role by the United States in the negotiations was necessary due to their permanent 

presence and influence in the political, economic and social life in Colombia (Farc-EP, 20.02.2015). 

According to Tanja Nijmeijer, member of the Farc-EP’s negotiating team, a close relation developed 

between the special envoy Aronson and the leaders of the guerrilla’s negotiating team. They could 

discuss issues such as Simón Trinidad, who had been extradited to the United States, to see if he could 

participate as a member of their team in the peace talks (Nijmeijer, 2019). It can be observed then how 

the U.S. participation had to do with the extradition issues and the lists. Even if Aronson didn’t 

participate directly in the negotiations, these issues were still discussed in his meetings with the 

parties.  

Finally, another important part of the U.S. participation in the negotiations was the meetings between 

the two parties and John Kerry in 2016, in the context of Obama’s historical Cuba visit. In the meeting 

with the government, they closely examined the progress of the negotiations, the topics that were 

agreed upon and the remaining challenges of the peace process (El Tiempo, 21. 03. 2016) (Semana, 

21. 03. 2016) (Telesur, 21. 03. 2016). In the meeting with the Farc-EP, an event that the guerrilla 

described as historical (Telesur, 22. 03. 2016), “Kerry asserted that even when they have had 

disagreements, when it comes to peace there are no differences” (Telesur, 21.03.2016) (El Heraldo, 21. 

03. 2016). (Unofficial translation by the author).  

These meetings can be understood as part of a framework of the United States’ hegemonic 

repositioning in the region, based on a different discourse, and they expressed an approval of the 

peace process from the hegemonic center. The Colombian Peace Agreement was signed in 2016.  

 

The United States and the implementation of the Peace Agreement 



It’s important to understand that the peace negotiations and the signing of a peace agreement are 

only the first steps in a peace process. The implementation is the step that will make the real changes 

in terms of peacebuilding and the resolution of the structural and cultural violence that generate the 

cycles of violence in the country. Therefore, the opportunity for peacebuilding depends on the 

implementation. It is important to point out that this phase of the peace process also has a dependency 

on the United States. As mentioned earlier, this is because of their hegemonic role and their imperialist 

relations with Colombia, which causes this state to have a big influence on the internal agenda in 

Colombia. 

Because of this, the fact that the support of the implementation of the Colombian Peace Agreement 

was not a central topic during Donald Trump’s government, was problematic. During the Trump 

administration the diplomatic support from the White House to the peace process diminished in favor 

of more attention towards the war on drugs and the Venezuelan crisis (Lutheran World Relief, p. 16: 

2020). This president even expressed opinions against the peace agreement towards the end of his 

term, in the context of his re-election campaign (El Tiempo, 28.09.2020). 

Later, when Joe Biden was elected President in 2021, many expected a change in attitude towards the 

peace agreement. He had been vice president in Obama’s government and he had supported the peace 

negotiations. In fact, Biden had openly shown his support of the implementation of the agreement in 

2018 during the Concordia Americas Summit, where he urged the Colombian president Duque not to 

ignore the agreement (RCN Radio, 17.07.2018) (El Tiempo, 20.01.2021). Effectively, his government 

did officially support peacebuilding in Colombia (US Department of State, 29.01.2021) (US Department 

of State, 06.04.2021), so the discourse did in fact change.  

Biden argued that: 

We visualize a future with security in the whole western hemisphere. There is no better place to start 

than with the determination of the Colombian people to establish a sustainable and lasting peace, 

assured Biden. He added that the peace agreement was a great advance and should not be minimized 

or ignored (El Tiempo, 20.01.2021). (Unofficial translation by the author). 

On this topic the Colombian political scientist Sandra Borda argued that:  

The most notorious change in the binational agenda probably has to do with a renewed concern for 

Human Rights and the peace agreement between the government and the Farc, which today is a political 

party. However, despite this transformation in the bilateral relations, it does not necessarily imply a 

radical change in the agenda. The Venezuelan crisis and the trafficking of illegal drugs continue being 

the central concerns in Washington, faced in different ways (Borda, p. 1: 2021). (Unofficial translation 

by the author). 

Thus, it can be deduced that, apart from a greater support for the implementation of the peace 

agreement, the bilateral agenda really has not changed that much.  

Next, at the beginning of the new presidential period in the U.S. there were concerns about the state 

of the bilateral relations with Colombia. This was because there had been reports about interference 

during the election in the state of Miami, in favor of Donald Trump, by politicians and civil servants 

from Duque’s government. However, Duque’s government denied this (Nascimento, p. 36: 2020).  

President Duque expressed that he wished the new president the greatest success and that he hoped 

that the two governments could cooperate in strengthening the common agenda on issues like 

commerce, climate, security and the fight against transnational crime (Nascimento, p. 31: 2020). This 

goes to show that his government wished to normalize relations. However, the topic of the peace 

process was not mentioned. During a phone call between Biden and Duque in June 2021, Biden 



reaffirmed the alliance between the United States and Colombia (The White House, 28.06.2021). 

However, it wasn’t until the 10th of March 2022 that the two presidents had a meeting in person. 

This meeting took place during a context of international crisis, product of the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. This crisis favored the recognition of Colombia as a strategic non-NATO ally to the United 

States. This political gesture confirmed Colombia’s role as “a cornerstone of Washington’s foreign 

policy in the region” (El Espectador, 12.03.2022) (Unofficial translation by the author). It also meant a 

deepening of the military perspective in the cooperation between the two countries. The topic of the 

implementation of the peace agreement, on the other hand, was not central in the agenda.    

It is important to mention that at the beginning of Biden’s presidency his government received various 

letters from civil society actors who expressed their concern about Duque’s precarious implementation 

of the Peace Agreement. They also expressed the need for more support from the United States to this 

implementation. One of these letters were from the movement Defendamos la Paz (We Defend the 

Peace), which was signed by ex-negotiators from Santos’ government, from the former guerilla, as well 

as from the failed peace negotiations with the ELN (National Liberation Army) (RCN Radio, 21.01.2021). 

This letter stated that:  

The Peace Process and the realization of the Peace Agreement has encountered numerous obstacles 

during the time of the Duque administration in Colombia, as well as during the Trump administration in 

the United States […]. Those who signed this agreement warn that a big part of what was agreed on has 

not been implemented, whereas other parts are being implemented at a slow pace, with few resources 

and, even, in the middle of presidential objections (El Espectador, 21.01.2021). (Unofficial translation by 

the author). 

They petitioned more support to the comprehensive implementation of the Peace Deal, to the 

protection of Human Rights Defenders and ex-guerrilla soldiers, and a change in drug policies in 

accordance with the fourth topic of the Peace Agreement (El Espectador, 21.01.2021). 

In relation to this it’s central to mention that the most important factors in ensuring a successful 

implementation of the Peace Agreement are that the Colombian government gives it priority (due to 

this the outcome of Colombian presidential elections in 2022 will have significant consequences 

regarding the success of the implementation), and that the two parts in the peace process fulfill the 

terms of the agreement. However, what this article wishes to emphasize is that it is also important 

that there is a government in the United States that supports and does not obstruct peacebuilding in 

Colombia. 

The Colombian Presidential Counsellor for Stabilization and Consolidation Emilio Archila, argued that 

“Duque has not obstructed the implementation of the Agreement” and that there is optimism 

“regarding the continued work with the new U.S. government, led by President Joe Biden, so that the 

implementation of the Peace with Legality can become an irreversible process” (Presidencia de la 

República, 21.01.2021). (Unofficial translation by the author). 

However, as mentioned before, there is significant criticism regarding the state of implementation of 

the Peace Agreement and the country’s peacebuilding efforts. In addition, it should be pointed out 

that the Peace with Legality policy promoted by the government “includes different aspects of what 

was agreed in Havana, but distances itself substantially from the deal and omits actions that are 

essential to the comprehensive implementation of the agreement, and that they are still waiting for in 

the territories” (Programa Somos Defensores, 2021, p. 42). (Unofficial translation by the author). This 

is a matter of great concern. It is interesting to observe that the United States expresses their support 

through the White House as well as through their ambassadors to the UN Security Council (United 



States Mission to the United Nations, 14.10.2021), but that there is not any mention of criticism against 

this policy.  

Previously, it was stated that one of the reasons why the U.S. support and participation in the 

negotiations were important was because of the issues of the lists and the extradition. It is therefore 

of great importance that the United States Department of State decided to remove the demobilized 

Farc-EP from their list of terrorist organizations. This had a positive impact on the implementation, 

because this action made it possible to conduct projects with the ex-combatants. On the other hand, 

regarding the extradition issue, the U.S. stated that this action does not remove the charges or future 

charges against the former guerrilla leaders, including charges of narcotrafficking (US Department of 

State, 30.11.2021). This shows their continued interest and influence over the issues of justice and 

extradition.  

Furthermore, another topic of great relevance is the fourth topic in the Peace Deal (Illicit Drugs) and 

the fumigation issue. It is of concern that “the Colombian government is nearing the reestablishment 

of a program that was suspended in 2015, that would spray herbicides from plains over territories 

where coca is cultivated” (WOLA, 26.03.21). (Unofficial translation by the author). This would become 

an obstacle to the implementation of the topic concerning illicit drugs because the peace deal 

prioritizes voluntary eradication. If the United States were to support this program, it could have big 

consequences for peacebuilding in Colombia. 

As such, it can be understood that the support or obstruction of the United States to matters 

concerning the implementation has an impact on peacebuilding. In addition to this, their opinions and 

actions end up having specific consequences on different issues connected to the implementation, 

such as the issues of the lists and the fumigation.     

 

Final Reflections 

The United States’ relations with Colombia and Latin America are of a hegemonic and imperialistic 

nature. As such, this state has a great capacity to influence the regional agendas and therefore their 

support and participation in the Peace Negotiations were central. In the current phase of the Peace 

Process (the implementation) it can be understood that although the most important factor for success 

is the will of the parts in the agreement to fulfill it, the support of the United States is also a 

fundamental factor. The current situation in Colombia is very concerning due to the panorama of 

precarious implementation, the increase in violence and the killings of Human Rights Defenders, social 

leaders and ex-combatants. The results of the future presidential elections in Colombia and the United 

States’ foreign policy’s effect on the implementation will be key in determining the future of 

peacebuilding in Colombia.     
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