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Why language matters? Colombia’s passing theory of peace
Juan-Luis Suárez and Yadira Lizama-Mué

Department of Languages and Culture, Western University, London, Canada

ABSTRACT
In 2016 the Colombian government and the Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejército del Pueblo (FARC) signed a final 
peace agreement after almost five years of the public phase of negotia-
tions in Havana, Cuba. The set of documents released by the 
Negotiation Table offers a reading on the points agreed by the parts 
for the termination of the conflict, describe the process of the con-
versations, and create the foundational language for the construction 
of peace in the country. Following Donald Davidson’s passing theory of 
language, applying natural language processing (NLP) techniques and 
performing a close reading of key documents, we aim to understand 
this language of peace, how it is used and what it can tell us about the 
concept of peace both politically, and socially within the context of 
Colombia.
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Introduction

The set of documents published by Havana’s Negotiation Table from 2012 to 2016 (see 
Figure 1) offered a window into the language and assumptions of the Government of 
Colombia and the FARC in their attempt to understand each other’s worlds and come up 
with a peace agreement, finally signed in the Teatro Colón of Bogotá on 24 November 2016. 
This article is not only an analysis about the language used during the negotiations, but also, 
how the language is used, and what this use might tell us about the concept of peace within 
the context of Colombia.

The first part of this paper involves a theoretical discussion about communication and 
language following the ideas of Donald Davidson grounded in his passing theory of language.1 

This discussion is framed by the current context of heightened global distrust of many social 
and political institutions2 whose main missions can only be performed and accomplished if           

CONTACT Juan-Luis Suárez jsuarez@uwo.ca
1Donald Davidson, ‘Truth and Meaning’, Synthese 17 (1967): 319.
2Francis Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity (New York: The Free Press, 1995), 26; Michael Ignatieff, 

The Ordinary Virtues. Moral Order in a Divided World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2017), 25; Mark Thompson: Enough 
Said: What’s Gone Wrong with the Language of Politics? (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2016); Rafael Monroig, ‘Social Networks, 
Political Discourse and Polarization During the 2017 Catalan Elections’ (master’s thesis, University of Western Ontario, 2018), 
https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/etd/5556; Michael D. Conover, ‘Political Polarization on Twitter’ (paper presented at the Fifth International 
AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social Media, Barcelona, Spain, July 17–21, 2011); Cass R. Sunstein, Republic.com (New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2001); Armingeon, Klaus, and Kai Guthmann. ‘Democracy in Crisis? The Declining Support for 
National Democracy in European Countries, 2007–2011�, European Journal of Political Research 53, no. 3 (2014): 423–42, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12046; Russell J. Dalton, Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices: The Erosion of Political 
Support in Advanced Industrial Democracies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Ronald F. Inglehart, Cultural Evolution: 
People’s Motivation are Changing, and Reshaping the World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018); and Jacques 
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language is considered a valid tool for communication by the people governed by them. For 
institutions to function properly, language must be perceived to be able to convey truth in 
a truthful manner3 no matter how distant the positions of the interlocutors may be, and, 
importantly, language must not be employed to reify the semantic content used within the 
specific language deployed to solve any issues.

In communicative terms, a great deal of the success or failure of a peace agreement such as 
Colombia’s becomes dependent on where negotiators stand between two linguistic positions: 
to achieve the highest level of precision in the definition of the key terms that will become the 
foundations of the agreement, or to take advantage of language’s indexicality to exploit the 
creative power of indexes so that neither the past nor the future pointed at in the negotiations 
and the final agreement are completely closed to further interpretations. We have noticed 
that the documents of the Colombian peace negotiations reflect both the advantage provided 
by the creative power of indexes,4 but also benefit from a high level of indeterminacy in some 
of the key concepts of the final peace agreement. We think that this communicative tactic 
serves better the objectives of facilitating communication and interpretation between the 
parties to overcome the initial separation of their respective ‘prior’ positions about peace and 
the conflict.

Figure 1. Histogram of publications by the negotiation table.

Thomassen, Rudy Andeweg, and Carolien van Ham, ‘Political Trust and the Decline of Legitimacy Debate: a Theoretical and 
Empirical Investigation into their Interrelationship’, in Handbook on Political Trust, eds., Sonja Zmerli and Tom W.G. van der 
Meer (Northampton, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing Limited, 2017), 509–26.

3Bernard Williams, Truth and Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2002), 88–92; 
Francis Fukuyama, ‘The Pandemic and Political Order It Takes a State’, Foreign Affairs, August, 2020, https://www. 
foreignaffairs.com/articles/world/2020-06-09/pandemic-and-political-order; Wade Davis, ‘The Unraveling of America’, 
Rolling Stones Magazine, August, 2020, https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/political-commentary/covid-19-end-of- 
american-era-wade-davis-1038206/; Francis Fukuyama, ‘The Thing That Determines a Country’s Resistance to the 
Coronavirus’, The Atlantic, March, 2020, https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/thing-determines-how- 
well-countries-respond-coronavirus/609025/; and Donald Davidson, ‘Truth and Meaning’.

4However, the effectiveness of indexicality in Colombia’s peace negotiation is not the subject of the analysis presented 
here. Given the richness of the topic, the authors are working on such analysis for a separate publication.
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The second part of the article examines the actual content of the documents used 
during the peace negotiations to figure out how this communicative balance was 
achieved. To do so we have built a dataset with the text of all 137 documents published 
during the public phase of the negotiations (Table 1). After offering an overall analysis 
of the most frequently used words across all documents as a map of the language of the 
negotiations, we focus on the language around the ‘conflict’ and its inseparable term, 
‘victims’. The attempt to avoid the word ‘war’ and its replacement by ‘conflict’, ‘internal 
conflict’ and ‘armed conflict’ provoke a cascade of linguistic effects related to the 
temporality of peace, the political and legal condition of victims, and the analysis of 
the causes of Colombia’s war. The frequent co-location of ‘conflict’ and ‘victim(s)’ ends 
up shaping up the basic understanding of ‘peace’ in the Colombian negotiations, in 
a semantic context in which ‘peace’ is never explicitly defined5 but left to gain its actual 
meaning from the words that surround its appearances across the various peace papers.

Finally, we compare the most used words of these reports with the top list of words in 
the Final Agreement, showing that the process of dialogue towards conceiving peace has 
an equivalent in the transformation of language detected in the final peace agreement.

Sharing the conflict

The context in which the 2016 peace agreement in Colombia was negotiated and voted 
against in a plebiscite, was defined by a global growth of scepticism towards truth, 
language and institutions that results in what Carlos Pereda has called ‘a religion of 
absence’, that is, the impression that the ‘world we both inhabit, with many other people, 
our intersub-jective world – it would seem that they are taking it away from us. And it 
would seem that I no longer have the capacity to distinguish between truth and 
falsehood.’6 At the local level, a crucial element was, and still is, the debate about the 
existence (or not) of a conflict in Colombia, and what the word ‘conflict’ really means in 
the Colombian context. The question of whether there was a conflict in Colombia, if the 
state took part in it or if what happened was an uprising by terrorist groups lasting several 
decades, has determined not only various readings of Colombian history, but also has 
fostered the creation of narratives imbued with different moral connotations and, 
especially, different legal interpretations of the events surrounding the many types of 
abuse experienced by Colombian populations throughout fifty years of protracted vio-
lence. In the framework of Donald Davidson’s theory of language, both interpretations 

Table 1. Documents published by the negotiation table.
Type Number of documents

Final Agreement 1
HCCCV 12
Drafts of Joint Agreements 13
Joint Media Releases 107
Reports 4

5Ex-President Juan Manuel Santos referred to the two meanings of peace in ‘Dejar la paz en paz’ [‘Leave peace in peace’], El País, 
August 11, 2019, https://elpais.com/elpais/2019/08/09/opinion/1565369564_477957.html (accessed August 12, 2019.

6Rafael Jimeénez Cataño, ‘Conversation with Carlos Pereda in Mexico: not giving in to the Post-truth Temptation’, Church, 
Communication and Culture 4, no. 3 (2019): 351–62, https://doi.org/10.1080/23753234.2019.1664920.
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about the existence and nature of a conflict in Colombia would belong to what he calls 
‘first meaning’, that is, a use of language characterised by the unambiguous intention to 
produce certain results or a proper interpretation of the world described in the linguistic 
act: ‘words and sentences as uttered by a particular speaker on a particular occasion. [. . .]. 
Roughly speaking, first meaning comes first in the order of interpretation’.7 The con-
sequence of this type of language use is that, unless the speaker and the hearer share some 
knowledge of what they are talking about, the speaker will not be understood and 
communication will fail. But this lack of a common ground is what in the first place 
confirms that there was a conflict that needed some type of resolution or, in the 
alternative interpretation, that there was no conflict and therefore any peace talks 
would be redundant and unnecessary. The broken communication can be detected in 
the existence of alternative, diverse, ‘prior theories’ for the speaker and the hearer so that 
they do not really share ‘a system which makes possible the articulation of logical 
relations between utterances, and explains the ability to interpret novel utterances in 
an organized way’.8 It has to be noted that those divergent prior theories cover not the 
semantic content that the parties use to describe the world but the rules about logical 
relations among utterances. Davidson puts it in the following way: ‘ . . . communication 
does not demand that any two people speak the same language. What must be shared is 
the interpreter’s and the speaker’s understanding of the speaker’s words’.9

For Pereda, Davidson’s argument by which ‘in interpreting a speaker, the interpreter uses 
her “theory”, and the speaker uses the same theory in order to produce speech (speaker or 
hearers need not know that “theory”, but only speak and understand in accordance with 
it)’,10 is not completely valid because prior to any communication there is a ‘intelligibility 
presumption’ or pre-condition, by which a speaker ‘must presume that her hearer under-
stands to some extent the language she is speaking’.11 The speaker does not give this 
presumption of intelligibility away once the communication is underway; on the contrary, 
this serves the role of a ‘“continuous internal condition” of communication’.12

In explaining Davidson’s rejection of the traditional role philosophers and linguists have 
conferred upon conventions, rules and regularities to explain communication, Stroud has 
described Davidson’s position as rejecting that ‘communication by speech requires that 
speaker and hearer share a common set of conventions, rules or regularities’13 since there 
are cases in which people communicate successfully even if they do not share a language or 
the same words and meanings. For Stroud a problem arises from Davidson’s characterisation 
of the way we assign meanings to words in such situations, – the passing theory of meaning – 
as a theory, not because the phenomenon Davidson describes is inaccurate or non-existent, 
but because we do not apply a theory to assign meanings to whatever utterances we have 
been exposed to in each occasion. For this to be considered a theory of meaning, it would 
require predictive power and according to Stroud, Davidson’s describes ‘a transient 

7Donald Davidson, ‘A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs’, in Truth, Language, and History: Philosophical Essays Volume 5 
(Oxford: Claredon Press Publication, 2005), 252–3.

8Ibid., 254.
9Ibid., 257.
10Carlos Pereda, ‘Is There Such Thing as A Language?’, Crítica: Revista Hispanoamericana de Filosofía 30, no. 88 

(1998):73–91.
11Ibid., 84.
12Ibid., 84.
13Barry Stroud, ‘The Theory of Meaning and the Practice of Communication’, in Meaning, Understanding, and Practice. 

Philosophical Essays (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 198.
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achievement; it says only what the speaker meant by certain words on that occasion’.14 

Stroud’s argument is specially relevant to our case as it speaks to the possible predictive 
power of the passing theory of peace that we will describe below and the stabilisation (or not) 
of the concept of peace emerging from the negotiations in Colombia once the peace 
agreement was assigned and the state and society needed to implement it in the following 
years. For, as Stroud, puts is ‘speaking or communicating, involves saying something, which 
is a case of doing something, and no theory of meaning for a language can tell you what 
a person is going to do or how he is going to do it, and no such theory alone can tell you what 
a person is doing on a particular occasion, or how he is doing it’15

The prior theories that the negotiators of the Government and the FARC brought 
to Havana in 2012 did not totally disappear during the negotiations, as it has been 
proven by the re-interpretations of the peace agreement and negotiations by several 
participants. However, there was an explicit effort on each party to frame their own 
discourses taking into account what the interlocutor’s prior theory about Colombia 
was at the moment of entering into the conversations. This awareness of the other’s 
prior theory was crucial for each of the parties if they wanted to be understood16 

and, consequently, intended to keep at least part of their own theoriesin the material 
content of the negotiation. The result was the General Agreement that established 
the themes around which the negotiation would happen.17 This General Agreement 
included mentions of the conflict18 and, its inclusion in the document implied the 
parties’ disposition to use a language that the interlocutor could make their own 
since it was not totally heterogeneous with their own. This inclusion signalled the 
parties’ willingness to be understood, but did not guarantee the process’ success.

So even if this exercise around prior theories does not guarantee any fixing of 
meaning of the concepts that will become the foundations of the peace talks, it 
resembles a kind of triangulation in the sense that Davidson clarifies this concept in 
his responses to Stroud, McDowell and Burge: ‘social interaction, of which triangu-
lation is the most basic form, is necessary to the success of ostention’,19 and it is 
through ostensive situations that the ‘sorts of objects and events ostended’ is 
connected to ‘the meaning of the words learned’.20

14Ibid., 199.
15Ibid., 201.
16Ibid., 260.
17Sergio Jaramillo et al., Acuerdo general para la terminación del conflicto y la construcción de una paz estable y duradera 

[General agreement for the termination of the conflict and building a stable and long-lasting peace], Havana, 2012, 
https://shorturl.at/agqz1. The themes were: Integral agrarian development policy; Political participation; The end of the 
conflict; Solution to the problem of illicit drugs; Victims; and Implementation, verification and endorsement.

18Ibid., 1. The text establishes that the parties have reached the decision to put an end to the conflict as ‘essential 
condition’ to achieved a stable and long-lasting peace.

19Donald Davidson, ‘Responses to Barry Stroud, John McDowell, and Tyler Burge’, Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 67, no. 3 (2003): 691–699, 694.

20Donald Davidson, ‘Responses to Barry Stroud, John McDowell, and Tyler Burge’, 692. For Stroud, triangulation is better 
defined as ‘a process of interaction between perceivers and objects in the world they perceive. The process in itself does 
not require language, nor is language always the result. Triangulation occurs whenever one creature sees and focuses 
on a certain object while also noticing another creature attending both to that same object and to the first creature’s 
attending to it. [. . .]. The point is that this is an essentially social process. No one can do it alone; it takes at least two 
agents, and it takes interaction between them and objects in their shared world.’ Barry Stroud: ‘Davidson and 
Wittgenstein on Meaning and Understanding’. Barry Stroud, Seeing, Knowing, Understanding: Philosophical Essays 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 258.
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A passing theory of peace

For communication to be successful is not enough that the interlocutors put forward 
their prior theories. This is necessary since when the conversation takes place, for the 
hearer it indicates how they are ‘prepared in advance to interpret an utterance of the 
speaker’,21 while for the speaker ‘their prior theory is what he believes the interpreter’s 
prior theory to be’.22 The second part of this exchange is determined by their respective 
‘passing theories’, which for the interpreter is ‘how he does interpret the utterance[s]’23 of 
the speaker and for the latter his passing theory ‘is the theory he intends the interpreter to 
use’.24 Only when both passing theories coincide communication is successful and 
understanding complete.25

Within this framework, a peace negotiation is defined as an exercise in commu-
nication so that the parties go beyond their original prior theories and come up with 
a passing theory,26 that guides them in how to interpret each other. The very 
process of negotiating, the four years that the Government and FARC delegates 
spent in Havana talking about Colombia, was an exercise in understanding that 
their prior theories were more similar than previously thought and, eventually, of 
making their passing theories the same. Having their prior theories closer to each 
other does not necessarily mean that both parties agree on their interpretations of 
the world, or the Colombian conflict, but that their preparation to interpret what 
the other says and their understanding about how the other is going to interpret 
their own utterances, respectively, bridge the initial divide and get closer as they 
keep talking.

Developing a passing theory that can be comfortably used by both parties is crucial for 
a peace process. In fact, it can be argued that the successful result of any peace process is 
the creation of a passing theory that makes explicit how the parties are to interpret each 
other and how they intend to be interpreted by the adversary. As the peace conversations 
progress, the negotiation starts to build a passing theory – through the mode of negotia-
tion and the themes included in the agenda – that the parties can share and through 
which they decide to interpret their opponents’ prior theories and how they will listen 
and intend to be listened to when addressing political issues related to the conflict. It is 
also a proposal about how they will interpret each other after the negotiations have ended 
and the peace agreement has been finalised and approved. Therefore, the result of 
a successful peace negotiation is anagreement that also contains the initial passing theory 
that citizens and political adversaries, former enemies, will use to interpret each other 
moving forward. Once the final goal of the negotiation has been achieved and a peace 
agreement has been reached, that is, once the military side of the conflict has been 
stopped, the very agreement becomes the passing theory that the parties establish to make 

21Davidson, ‘A Nice Derangement’, 260.
22Ibid., 260–261.
23Ibid., 260.
24Ibid., 261.
25Ibid., 261.
26Or a set of passing interpretations adjusted for each single instance or occasion of communication between the parties, 

if we agree with Stroud’s criticism of Davidson. ‘The passing theory is where, accident aside, agreement is greatest. 
S speaker and interpreter talk, their prior theories become more alike; so do their passing theories. The asymptote of 
agreement and understanding is when passing theories coincide’. Ibid., 261.
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communication possible and successful in the new context in which language, politics 
and the law are the only means to solve conflicts.27

This passing theory for peace in Colombia can be found in the language of the peace 
agreement and the documents of the negotiations, and it revolves around two crucial 
elements: the definition of peace and the nature of the conflict. The first proposes 
a definition of peace as precise as possible, which in the case of Colombia’s peace 
conversations is achieved only partially as that definition is replaced with the continuous 
use of the expression ‘a stable and long-lasting peace’. In fact, a full description of peace is 
never included in the documents or the Final Agreement and this absence becomes 
a crucial component of Colombia’s passing theory of peace.

The second component of Colombia’s passing theory refers to the legal and political 
definition of the social and political situation that made it necessary to resource to a four-year 
long negotiation accompanied by several international actors, ending in a peace agreement. 
This situation is not described as war, but loosely as a conflict, internal conflict, and internal 
armed conflict. The use of ‘conflict’ was necessary to integrate the perspective of victims as 
the very definition of victims is predicated on the existence of a conflict. It was also necessary 
to build the block of transitional justice into the final agreement. However, the lack of an 
explicit description also becomes an important component of Colombia’s passing theory 
because it shows the lines the negotiators were not willing to cross due to the unforeseeable 
juridical and political consequences of fully describing ‘the conflict’ one way or another, 
especially for the various political groups that supported either account and the very out-
comes of the negotiations. These possible consequences carefully considered by the negotia-
tors are still experienced today in Colombia’s politics since imposing a definition of that 
situation either as terrorism or as internal conflict is still used with the intent of controlling 
the narrative about the past and managing the effects of applying the transitional justice 
component – the Commission of Truth and the Special Jurisdiction for Peace – of the peace 
agreement. The most damaging consequence of this partisan fixation to control the definition 
of ‘conflict’ or to establish its non-existence, is the attempt to lock-in the language and 
meaning of peace in what would equate to invalidating a shared passing theory of peace, and 
the return the political actors to the prior theories they used before the peace negotiations. In 
fact, it would preclude the country from moving into a post-conflict political scenario.

The language used during the peace negotiations contains not only the conceptual 
scaffolding of the legal and socio-economic institutions needed to create and sustain the 
conditions for peace and stability in Colombia, but also the assumptions about how the 
parties intended this peace to be understood and interpreted.28 The language of peace in 
Colombia shows the boundaries each of the parties were not willing or able to cross in 
reaching a peace agreement, as they finally did in November of 2016, at the moment of 
selecting by mere usage of language the key concepts that would support the whole edifice of 

27The unanimous decision of the Constitutional Court of October 2017 that ratified legislative Act 2, 2017 by which the 
agreements must be respected during the next three Presidencies partially solves this problem because it inserts it into 
the obligations of the state. At the same time, it hides it from the agenda of the nation’s political priorities, from the 
conversation in which the realisation of a peaceful Colombia must consist. In part, this displacement is the best measure 
of the political and legal success of the Peace Accords. On the other hand, it is also a good measure of the cultural 
failure of the conversations.

28‘Words have power. They can save, cure, uplift, devastate, deflate, and kill. And unconscious priming with words 
influences pro-and antisocial behaviours’. Robert M. Sapolsky, Behave: The Biology of Humans at Our Best and Worst 
(New York: Penguin Press, 2017), 92.
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the agreement. They agreed upon the language they would use, but the texts also show they 
agreed that they were not able to make it more explicit than what the words of the documents 
of the negotiation indicate. Both the language they chose to use and the shortcomings in how 
they decided to use it throughout the negotiations. This set of linguistic decisions by both 
parties constitute the final passing theory of peace inscribed in Colombia’s 2016 peace 
agreement that reflects Pereda’s understanding of language as ‘a repository of tradition’.29

Data and methodology

We used a combination of methods to analyse the language of peace documents. First, we 
applied NLP – a computational approach to textual analysis widely used to analyse and 
interpret large text corpora. NLP tools are especially effective in exploratory phases of the 
research as common operations such as n-gram detection,30 topic modelling,31 and 
automatic summarisation.32 NLP provides and points out the different forms of contexts 
from which the semantic meaning emerges. Then, it is the task of the researcher to come 
up with the most likely interpretations for those meanings according to the contexts in 
which words and sentences were produced.

Additionally, we performed a close reading of all the relevant documents and cross- 
referenced the main themes in the documents with the bibliography on those issues. The 
result is a combination of textual analysis methods that seeks to determine what the language 
of the peace negotiations says, and some of the possible interpretations emerging from the 
choice of words that the parties made as reflected across a large corpus of documents. Having 
access to the language around peace, its use and evolution is crucial to understanding the 
diverse meanings, the difficulties and the possibilities created by choices of words.

The immediate goal of this exercise in language analysis is to describe the linguistic 
behaviour of the parties during the negotiations, to try to make sense of the utterances 
that they issued when trying to reach a peace agreement so that we unearth the passing 
theory they end up sharing when doing so. For this, we turn to the statements themselves 
as published in the documents approved by both parties during the negotiations.

Results and discussion

The language of Colombia’s peace negotiations

The main problem with the interpretations by the negotiators, when applied to the language 
they were using in the peace process, has to do with memory and quantity.33 The documents 
published in Havana spanned almost five years of the lives of the participants and, most 
importantly, of the peoples and country they represented and of the international community 
who accompanied them. Those documents intended to cover wide aspects of Colombia’s 
military, social and economic reality. Also, the consequences of the Final Agreement would 

29Carlos Pereda: ‘Is There such a Thing as a Language?’, Critica 30, no. 88 (1998): 73–91.
30Christina Lioma and C. J. Keith van Rijsbergen, ‘Part of Speech N-Grams and Information Retrieval’, Revue Française de 

Linguistique Appliquée XIII, no. 1 (2008): 9–22.
31David M. Blei, ‘Probabilistic Topic Models’, Communications of the ACM 55, no. 4 (2012): 77–84. https://doi.org/10.1145/ 

2133806.2133826.
32Juan-Manuel Torres-Moreno, Automatic Text Summarisation (Wiley-ISTE, 2014).
33Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011).
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intersect with many pieces of legislation and administrative regulations, that is, larger amounts 
of language designed to regulate the lives of Colombians. Keeping track of all of this language 
and anticipating its consequences are difficult tasks that in many cases do conflict with the 
summaries or headlines that the protagonists create to guide the process, or to communicate 
with the public. The second part simply conflicts with the human ability to foresee or control 
the future. For example, on several occasions, both parties stated that the peace process and the 
Final Agreement would have the victims at the centre. However, a simple track of the words 
whose lemma is ‘victim’ over the documents published shows that the victims only occupy the 
centre stage at a particular moment in the over-four-years of the negotiations.34

This means that parsing the language of negotiations is crucial for an objective and 
true understanding of its consequences, shortfalls, and possibilities. Most of this depends 
on the frames that language creates through the articulation of words and the projection 
of metaphors.35 In a linguistic process as long, rich and complex as the peace negotiations 
in Colombia those frames and metaphors may change inadvertently.

In contexts of dramatic political polarisation and opposing views on reality, getting the 
language right is as important as getting the parties to end a fifty-plus-year war because the 
main quality attached to peace by the parties, that it would be ‘stable and long-lasting’, would 
depend on the clarity that the language would project into both new legislation and future 
political debates. Paying close attention to the language of peace helps to understand the 
variety of scenarios that might be deployed in the interpretation of the peace agreement, to 
support it as well as to destroy it.

Table 2 shows the frequency of the most-used n-grams that begins to describe the 
many semantic and political undercurrents occupying the negotiations. These words are 
to be interpreted as openings into the main sub-themes that made up the ways in which 
people talked about, and framed the conflict, and will therefore be vital to informing the 
language of peace in Colombia. The passing theory that the parties are building through-
out their negotiating is carved out of these sub-themes, which can be read as a transition 
from their respective prior theories to that passing theory.

Table 2. Ten most frequently used unigrams and bigrams.
Unigrams Occurrences Bigrams Occurrences

national 2,225 FARC EP 1,340
agreement 1,826 national government 965
FARC 1,667 national FARC 448
conflict 1,620 final agreement 446
government 1,591 human rights 440
Colombia 1,382 United States 338
politics 1,369 armed conflict 316
EP 1,347 special peace 307
peace 1,322 special jurisdiction 301
state 1,165 CFHBD DA 279

EP: People’s army 
CFHBD DA: Bilateral and definitive ceasefire and hostilities and leaving weapons.

34Juan-Luis Suárez and Yadira Lizama-Mué. ‘Victims of Language: Language as a Pre-Condition of Transitional Justice in 
Colombia’s Peace Agreement’, in Transitional Justice in Comparative Perspective: Preconditions for Success, ed. Samar El- 
Masri, Tammy Lambert, and Joanna R. Quinn (Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 97–127, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030- 
34917-2_5.

35George Lakoff, ‘The neural theory of metaphor’, in The Cambridge handbook of metaphor and thought, ed., Raymond 
W. Gibbs, Jr (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 17–38, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511816802.003.
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We can understand the role of the top unigrams, extracted from the Havana conversa-
tions, as a linguistic instrument that maintains and allows for communication to occur 
through common semantic ground, providing a framework that will host the parties’ 
shared passing theory. This results in a linguistic paradox: the repetitive character of 
these words and its mooring function coexist with the fact that they are not yet properly 
defined. The paradox carries a problem related to peace, because some of these words are 
the bridge that connects the prior theories that the parties came to the conversation with, 
and the passing theory that they will build and share, and will eventually signal how to 
interpret one another in a post-conflict scenario. The life of these words (unigrams) are 
significant, because their use in the post-conflict scenario implies that they are key concepts 
that will inform new legislation, juridical acts and administrative documents. Their inclu-
sion in these post-conflict documents traces their history as being attached first to the 
negotiation; then to the creation of a language of peace; their inclusion and representation 
in legislative documents post-conflict signals to the country that there is a connection 
between the ideas and words used to negotiate the peace agreement and the ensuing 
language of legislation that produces and directs a new language of peace within the 
context of Colombia.36 A full list of these concepts and a clear definition of what the 
parties mean when they use them is therefore a pre-condition37 for success in the post- 
conflict political scenario that the peace agreement is proposing, and also of the mechan-
isms of transitional justice that the agreement describes. In the Colombian conversations 
the rest of the unigrams provide the framework of the conversations – who the actors are,38 

what they are talking about, etc. – and the connection of these with the themes – the items 
in the agenda of the General Agreement – of the negotiations and the Final Agreement.

The missing definition of peace

The transition from prior theories to a shared passing theory is carried out through two 
key concepts: ‘peace’ and ‘conflict’. ‘Peace’ occupies the number nine rank of the top 
unigrams, in part due to its use in one of the main semantic frames of the negotiations 
that talked about the ‘building of a stable and lasting peace’. This framework can be 
detected through the most frequent bigrams in which peace shows up as ‘special peace’ – 
referring to the special jurisdiction for peace of the transitional justice section – and as 
‘building peace’ – in what can be described as the engineering metaphor of peace that has 
become recurrent across the world to talk about peace as a construction process.

In terms of the distribution of the term ‘peace’ during the negotiations, Figure 2 shows 
the frequencies by type of document. The use of the word ‘peace’ is low in volume but 
constant throughout the four years of negotiations as demonstrated in the joint media 
releases that the parties published during that period. It peaks in three types of distinct 

36Carlos Pereda’s (‘Is there such a thing as a language?’, p. 90) concept of ‘language as a Natural Institution’ becomes 
relevant here as the language of the peace agreement is literally to start a whole set of new institutions in Colombia.

37We consider that accurate language is an ameliorating factor that, if used properly, can legally set the grounds to foster 
pre-conditions of transitional justice needed to achieve the desired state of peace. Suárez and Lizama-Mué, ‘Victims of 
Language’, 99.

38For instance, the list of top bigrams (Table 2) – combinations of two words with semantic significance appearing 
together – confirms the previous interpretation, with ‘FARC EP’ as the first and ‘national government’ as the second 
most repeated bigrams in a list tilted towards some of the terms most used in the report of the HCCCV.
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documents: the HCCCV, the partial agreements around each of the themes during the 
negotiations, and the Final Agreement.

However, after ‘special’ and ‘building,’ there are only two adjectives that recurrently 
qualify and point at the meaning of peace that the parties had in mind when negotiating 
a solution to the Colombian conflict. ‘Stable’ and ‘lasting’ are the only notable adjectives 
that accompany and qualify the type of peace targeted by the negotiators, in what looks 
like an insufficient metaphorization of one of the most important concepts of the process. 
This scarcity about what peace means, and what the metrics to assess the ‘stability’ and 
‘durability’ of that peace are, resurfaces through topic modelling39 (Table 3). In this case, 
the only topic directly related to peace occupies number nine on the list of most salient 
semantic topics found in the corpora of the negotiations.

The lack of adjectivation and metaphorization of what peace means throughout the 
corpora has one advantage and two critical problems. The advantage is that the lack of 

Figure 2. Number of ‘peace’ in the documents released by the negotiation table.

Table 3. Ten topics with higher significance across all documents.
Topic

1 delegation conversations table Havana cycle agenda ‘media release’ Colombia point national
2 MM ZVTN CFHBD PTN DA guns CI security monitoring verification
3 state war violence Bogotá Colombia years conflict politics guerrilla military
4 agenda page new conversations dialogues format web governments ‘town halls’ negotiation
5 victims truth conflict rights repetition justice reparation jurisdiction commission special
6 zones pathways Guaviare normalisation Arauquita points Caquetá Antioquia Arauca Villarica
7 younger age exit camps 15 UNICEF table protocol leaving transitory
8 participation politics movements organisations agreement warranties social communities rights peace
9 agreement final peace lasting stable ending construction 2016 conflict national
10 APN decontamination explosives cleaning project pilot ENT mines artefacts antipersonnel

APN: Norwegian people’s aid, ENT: Non-technical study, MM&V: Monitoring and Verification Mechanism, ZVTN: 
Transitory Normalisation Zones, PTN: Transitory Points of Normalisation, CI: International Component of the 
MM&V.

39Topic modelling is a machine learning technique that detects patterns such as word frequency and distance between 
words to form clusters of words and expressions that appear most often in a corpus. We applied the LDA method to 
detect the 10 most frequent topics across all the negotiation documents. David M. Blei, Andrew Y. Ng, and Michael 
I. Jordan, ‘Latent Dirichlet Allocation’, Journal of Machine Learning Research 3 (2003): 993–1022.
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adjectiviation and metaphorization, allows for the development of a passing theory that 
revolves around what the parties are able to share without compromising their own prior 
theories or alienating the sectors of the population that supported those prior theories 
coming into the negotiation. In this respect, the parties trade off clarity for ambiguity in an 
effort to create a passing theory that they can really share. The two critical problems are 
related to the population and to the language to be used in the post-conflict scenario. The 
problem with not clearly defining the meaning of peace for the population is that the 
community cannot find a semantic common ground between what peace means in their 
daily lives and the language they use to refer to that absence of violence, economic stability 
and interpersonal trust,40 and the arcane language contained in the thousands of pages 
that were coming out of the Havana table. And, for the connection with post-conflict 
language, this lack of precision translates into the possible attempt by different parties to 
interpret the ‘peace’ of the agreement in such ways so that this interpretation becomes 
definite and it is used to lock out other parties out of the implementation of the agreement, 
essentially killing the passing theory that makes possible the post-conflict scenario.

The first issues compel us to understand, what does ‘peace’ mean in the daily life of 
Colombians.41 In understanding this question, from a semantic and metaphoric perspec-
tive, we are able to better articulate a definition of peace, granting the Colombian people 
the linguistic tools needed to both personally and collectively guide themselves and their 
country progresses in building a language of peace, and therefore a lasting socially 
constructed peace. The second issue connects the first issue with the institutional fabric 
of the country as the meaning of ‘peace’ punctuates the negotiations at key moments; 
marks the moment of the end of violence; but it is also a state of co-existence that lives on, 
or should, in the post-conflict. This transition is done through the definition of the second 
key concept in Colombia’s passing theory of peace: the conflict.

No victim without a conflict

We focus on the use of ‘conflict’ instead of ‘war’ as the former is the term chosen to describe 
the situation the parties are attempting to change. While analysing the use of ‘conflict’ we 
discovered that the ‘victims’, who were supposed to be the focus of the agreement, only show 
up whenever the ‘conflict’ needs to be characterised. The peace agreement pushes the ‘national 
government’, the ‘FARC’ and the image of ‘Colombia’ as the main linguistic assets to 
guarantee peace, and has a very low use of terms related to the ‘victims’.42

The General Agreement states that the negotiations agenda in Havana revolved around 
how to end the conflict and build a stable and lasting peace. Agreeing to a common under-
standing of the causes of the conflict, or at least sharing the conflict from each of the parties’ 
standpoints, was a prerequisite to later agreeing to end the war. Together, these two compo-
nents – ending the conflict and building peace – made up the largest section of the semantic 

40Pamina Firchow, Reclaiming Everyday Peace. Local Voices in Measurement and Evaluation After War, (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018).

41Pedro Valenzuela, ‘The Values of Peace in the Colombian Peace Agreement: Discursive Progress and Empirical Hurdles’, 
Peacebuilding 7, no. 3 (2019): 297–313. https://doi.org/10.1080/21647259.2019.1629522.

42This fact does not exclude that the whole legal section devoted to the integral system of transitional justice is designed 
to satisfy the needs and claims of the victims.
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content in Colombia’s peace agreement as observed by reading the titles of the six points 
included in the negotiations agenda.

Giraldo has explained that the political and ideological reasons behind the recurrent trend 
since the Second World War was to use words that hide a civil war among which he cites 
‘irregular war’, ‘no-conventional war’, ‘local war’, ‘domestic conflict’, or ‘internal armed 
conflict’, among many others.43 The main consequence of this proliferation of terms is 
a ‘conceptual stretching’44 through the inappropriate extension of a concept to cover as 
many empirical cases as possible and the creation of an ‘arcane language’ that makes it difficult 
to understand what the terms refer to in the absence of ‘civil war’.45 For Giraldo, the 
substitution of ‘war’ for ‘armed conflict’ is a manner of concealment that attempts to 
circumvent the prohibition of having wars, but ultimately only adds confusion to the very 
language of war. Also, not using ‘war’ makes it more difficult to protect the innocents, the 
victims, by creating a normative vacuum which the parties take advantage of by refusing to use 
the legal and moral rules of war. In spite of this linguistic trend, according to Giraldo, 
‘Colombian political violence of the last five decades must be characterized as war’.46

As reflected in the general and final agreements, the negotiators decided to use the term 
‘conflict’ instead of ‘war’.47 This was useful in that it allowed for the unpacking of the 
underlying causes that explained the existence of the military operations; of the war itself; 
and consequently, helped to draft the sections of the Final Agreement that focused on the 
demilitarisation of the guerrillas. However, it also projected a double meaning into the term 
‘peace’, which needed to respond to two different temporalities embedded in each of the 
semantic frameworks. The first framework refers to the continued economic and social causes 
that originated the war and, for the most part, assumes a societal-level approach to war.48 This 
view gets represented in points one to five of the Final Agreement. The second frame identifies 
peace with a single historical event concentrated by the signing of the agreement. This event 
would emanate a new historical order that would be achieved, initially, through the sixth point 
of the agenda, by which the signing of the Final Agreement marks the start of the implemen-
tation process. Essentially, achieving the second meaning of peace – ending the war, as in point 
six – did not guarantee the achievement of the first meaning of peace – changing the 
conditions that gave rise to the war, as in one to five. Bringing together these two meanings 
has proven to be one of the main political and communication challenges of the peace process 
in Colombia. This difficulty is also linguistic, and it has substantially slowed down the political 
process initiated by the publication of the General Agreement on 22 August 2012. This 
document includes in point 2.1 a description of the nature of the accord that clarifies that it 
is about beginning ‘direct and un-interrupted conversations about the themes of the here- 
established agenda, with the purpose of reaching a final agreement to end the conflict that 
contributes to building a stable and lasting peace’.49

43Jorge Giraldo Ramírez, Guerra Civil Postmoderna (Bogotá: Siglo del Hombre Editores S.A, 2009), 43–4.
44Ibid., 45.
45Ibid., 46.
46Jorge Giraldo Ramírez, ‘Política y guerra sin compasión’, in Contribución al entendimiento del conflicto armado en 

Colombia (Bogotá: Ediciones Desde Abajo, 2016), 451–97.
47From a different perspective, Carlos María Perea has advised about the consequences of conceptualising peace without 

taking into account the types of violences that are outside war and are typical of many Latin American countries. 
‘Extreme Violence Without War and its Social Reproduction Implications for Building peace in Latin America’ 
Peacebuilding 7, no. 3 (2019): 254–67.

48Jack S. Levy, ‘The Causes of War and the Conditions of Peace’, Annual Review of Political Science 1 (1998): 139–65.
49Jaramillo et al., General Agreement, 5.
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As important as it seemed to describe the Colombian situation as a ‘conflict’, this is 
a term that only appears 15 times in the three first preliminary agreements on rural 
reform, political participation, and illicit drugs. With three out of six themes already 
agreed-upon, the fifty-plus-year-old war was being resolved by having eliminated ‘war’ 
from the vocabulary and without little mention of the ‘conflict’ or its meanings.

Something similar can be found in the Joint Media Releases issued in 2012 and 2013, in 
which ‘conflict’ does not appear among the 20-most used words, and when it does, it refers to 
the word ‘conflict’ in the title of the General Agreement. During the five years of press releases, 
it is only after 2014 that ‘conflict’ reoccurs systematically in the content of those releases. It is in 
the Joint Media Releases of 2014 and 2015 that both ‘conflict’ and ‘victims’ suddenly appear 
not only as part of the list of most frequently used words but in the top two of those years. 
During the final year of negotiations, language defaults back and ‘victims’ disappears from the 
list whereas ‘conflict’ drops down to ninth in the documents prepared for the media. This is 
also the pattern we find in the interim reports of the Table (four published during the four- 
plus years, including the HCCCV), in which ‘conflict’ occupies second of the most common 
words, right beneath ‘Colombia’ and above ‘politics’, ‘war’, ‘national’, ‘Bogotá’ and ‘violence’, 
while ‘victims’ doesn’t show up in the top 20. This pattern emerges even when we consider the 
HCCCV, which out-weights in extension all other documents published by the Negotiation 
Table and, however, ‘victims’ are not for the most part present in the language most used in 
those historical reports. The reason is that in spite of the title and mandate of the Commission, 
for most of the authors the victims are not the angle chosen to shed light on the causes of the 
conflict, something that would have been much easier had the conversations been just about 
ending the war.50

The link between ‘conflict’ and ‘victims’ becomes apparent in Figure 3 showing the 
frequencies of these two terms in all the documents published by the Table, except those 

Figure 3. Number of the lemmas ´conflict-´ and ´victim-´ in the documents published by the negotiation 
table.

50Luc Huyse, ‘Victims’, in Reconciliation After Violent Conflict: A Handbook, eds., David Bloomfield, Teresa Barnes and Luc 
Huyse (Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2003), 54–65.
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by the HCCCV. There is a clear temporal relationship between the appearances of ‘conflict’ 
and ‘victims’ as both happen mainly around the document that deals with the victims.

However, the documents by the HCCCV seemed to put that idea into question. The 
blue line in the graphic below shows a large increase in the occurrences of ‘conflict’ as the 
mandate of the historians was clearly summarised in the title of the own Commission. 
The surprising result of the quantitative analysis of the HCCCV is that there is no 
equivalent increase of the appearance of ‘victims’ along with ‘conflict’. It is as though 
the historians got lost in analysing and explaining the causes and nature of the conflict in 
terms that only tangentially would need the conceptual presence of the victims.

As explained before, the decision to describe the Colombian situation as a ‘conflict’ had 
been delineated since the title of the initial agenda was established. The choice of words 
avoided two risks: first, the qualification of the situation in Colombia as a war or a civil war; 
and second, the qualification of that situation as a problem of terrorism. It inherited the 
language of Law 1448 (2011), the law of victims supported by the government of Juan Manuel 
Santos and passed by the Colombian Congress on 10 June 2011. This definition would fulfil 
the condition according to which ‘definitions of victims depend on definitions of potential 
beneficiaries of reparations’ in processes piloted by ‘the legal political ‘vernaculizers’‘.51

Conclusion

The content analysis of the published documents from Havana’s Negotiating Table show two 
underlying currents. These two currents made the 2016 peace agreement possible, and they 
also contain the conceptual boundaries within which that peace needs to be implemented in 
order to be successful. The first of these elements is created by the intersection of the semantic 
domains of the ‘conflict’ and its ‘victims’. Acknowledging that Colombia has been living in 
a conflict was necessary to justify why the parties entered a dialogue in 2012, and making the 
victims the central stakeholder of that conflict – not the parties – avoided sterile discussions 
about ideology or the origins of it, that is, who is to blame for the damages and the length of the 
situation. The intersection of the conflict and the victims draw the passing theory that the 
parties were willing and able to embrace to make it to the final line of the peace agreement. 
A peace agreement is no more than a passing theory about the language and interpretative 
modes the rivals can assume to interpret each other’s position, but it also includes the 
methodology to deal with new events – with the future – once the ‘post-conflict’ phase starts 
and political institutions are to be the forums for negotiating those problems. What the 
Havana documents show is precisely this passing theory of peace, the possibility of forming 
a truly functional ‘community of minds’,52 which along with the specific items decided upon 
in the final peace agreement, marks the way Colombians are to talk to each other if their future 
is going to be peaceful.
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