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Abstract: Colombia had the longest internal armed conflict in
Latin America, and its government reached a peace agreement with the
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FARC guerrillas in 2016. This article explores the transitional justice social
representations during the signing of the peace agreement (study 1) and
their implementation, during 2019-2020 (study 2). The first study analyzes
the news related to the institutions created from the peace agreement during
2016. The second study explores different psychosocial variables associated
with its two most controversial institutions, the Truth Commission (TC) and the
Special Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP) during 2019-2020, after the beginning of its
work. The findings revealed that news articles from two principal Colombian
newspapers illustrate two anchoring categories of transitional justice with an
emphasis on victims, while the political position of the newspaper suggests
possible disagreements on what peace entails. Surveys showed that political
position and victimization are crucial for the approval and support of the
TC and the JEP, as well as correlated with the level of media consumption
regarding these institutions.
Keywords: Transitional Justice, Media Analysis, Collective Violence,
Peacebuilding.
Resumen: Colombia tuvo el conflicto armado interno más largo en
Latinoamérica y alcanzó un acuerdo de paz con la guerrilla de las FARC
en 2016. Este artículo explora las concepciones de justicia transicional
durante la firma del acuerdo de paz (estudio 1) y su implementación durante
2019-2020 (estudio 2). El primer estudio analiza las noticias relacionadas
con las instituciones creadas a partir del acuerdo de paz durante 2016. El
segundo estudio explora diferentes variables psicosociales asociadas a sus dos
instituciones más controvertidas, la Comisión de la Verdad (CV) y la Justicia
Especial para la Paz (JEP) durante 2019-2020, después del inicio de su trabajo.
Los resultados revelaron que las noticias ilustran dos categorías de anclaje de
la justicia transicional con un enfoque especial en las víctimas, mientras que la
posición política de los periódicos sugiere posibles desacuerdos sobre lo que la
paz implica. Las encuestas mostraron que la posición política y la victimización
son cruciales para la aprobación y el apoyo de la CV y la JEP, así como se
correlacionan con el nivel de consumo de los medios de comunicación en
relación con estas instituciones.
Palabras clave: Justicia Transicional, Análisis de Medios, Violencia
Colectiva, Construcción de Paz.
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Introduction
Colombia had a long internal armed conflict that left millions of
victims, and currently, it faces a post-peace agreement context with the
guerrilla known as Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP
for its acronym in Spanish) (Trejos 2013). Generally, the transition from
a violent context to one of peaceful coexistence involves disagreements
on the most appropriate way to approach the end of violence and
achieve a peaceful society (Kelman et al. 2018). The referendum results
for the peace agreement in 2016, where 51% of voters showed their
rejection, are an example of this. In a context of intense public debates
on the conflict resolution and the signing of the agreement despite its
rejection, knowing the impact of the transitional justice model becomes
essential for searching peaceful coexistence and construction of peace
cultures (Staub 2012; Arnoso et al. 2014).
Transitional justice is used as a broad term to describe the
approaches to the transition process from violent conflicts to more
peaceful and democratic states while dealing with the past and its
aftermath. Its main objectives are to make amends for past wrongs,
restore the dignity of victims, and provide justice in a transitional context
through a diverse spectrum of mechanisms such as tribunals and truth
commissions (Buckley-Zistel et al. 2015). Moreover, this model combines
restorative and retributive justice to develop sustainable peacebuilding
while including citizen participation in the design and implementation of
the mechanisms. It has four main aspects related to legal, psychosocial,
socioeconomic, and political justice (Lambourne 2009).
Due to the length and massive victimization of the Colombian
conflict, the peace agreement addresses possible solutions through
transitional justice mechanisms to multiple structural and socioeconomic
problems that caused the armed conflict and enabled its perpetuation.
However, this peace agreement sparked a public debate regarding its
legitimacy, consequences and actors involved due to a referendum
in 2016 where most citizens rejected the peace agreement. Several
authors have found that this debate has a political origin based on
the deep arguments among the country’s elites regarding the peace
agreement. This political division ended up being a central factor
between supporters of the agreement (from more liberal and centerleft currents) and its detractors (from the conservative and center-right
wing) (Matanock and García-Sánchez 2017; Bohigues, Rivas & García
2021). The rejection of the agreement through its referendum reflected
the national debate and animosity among the population (Matanock
and García-Sánchez 2017).
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One of the most important and controversial points of the
agreement is the victim’s emphasis, which created a system comprising
three institutions: the Special Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP for its acronym
in Spanish), the Truth Commission (TC), and the Search Unit for
the Disappeared. The system emphasizes measures to guarantee
the victims’ rights to truth, justice, reparation, and non-repetition
(Jurisdicción Especial para la Paz 2019).
The Colombian case is of particular interest to transitional
justice studies since it features a peace process rejected by a visible
percentage of the population, a division in the political elites caused
by it, as well as a current government with a defensive position
towards its implementation (Flores and Vargas 2018). In this scenario,
disagreements on the conceptions of peace and the appropriate way
to address the armed conflict that different political and social sectors
have had, have been a challenge for the agreement implementation.
1. W
 e all want peace but not like this: Disagreements on notions
of peace
Once a society has suffered collective violence, it is likely to assume
that the search for peace is, at least in part, a common goal for the
affected population. The concept of peace is not always global, nor
does it have a shared meaning understood in an obvious way (Galtung
1969). Usually, the transition from a violent context to one of peaceful
coexistence involves disagreements about the most appropriate way to
approach the end of violence. These discrepancies do not necessarily
imply that the groups involved do not want peace but that the
conceptions and methods to achieve it differ (Kelman et al. 2018).
These conceptions of peace are influenced by how the conflict is
lived, the group’s representations involved, and the current historical
moment of the society (Leshem and Halperin 2020). Authors find that
lay theories of peace explain differences in citizens’ preferences for
conflict resolution. In addition, other studies found that the level of
moral competence affected the preference between restorative and
retributive justice, as well as differences in the beliefs regarding justice
depending on the socioeconomic position (Gutiérrez-Romero et al.
2020; 2021).
Likewise, lay theories of peace are related to peace expectations.
Leshem (2017) finds that identifying to the right-wing of the political
spectrum predicts low peace expectations and a preference for less
concrete peace definitions that allow more subjective interpretations
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and avoid the psychological cost of conceptualizations that recognize
the others and their interests.
On the other hand, several authors examined the attitudes
and perceptions towards transitional justice mechanisms in Latin
America. These studies explored social representations of the past and
transitional justice rituals and found that political position is a relevant
factor in evaluating the usefulness and achievement of the objectives
of transitional justice institutions. In general, people identified with
the right-wing, downplaying the importance of the construction of
collective memory and the need to speak openly about the events of
the conflict. This effect appears in armed conflicts related to right-wing
dictatorships or guerrilla involvement (Arnoso et al. 2015; Cárdenas
et al. 2016; Espinosa et al. 2016; Mathias et al. 2020).
2. Social reconciliation in transitional contexts
Transitional justice aims to provide tools and create spaces for
peaceful coexistence and, ultimately, a complete process of social
reconciliation. Socio-structural, relational and social identity changes
are essential to achieve inter-group reconciliation, both as a process
and an outcome. Firstly, it implies a closer relationship between
the groups that have been involved in a conflict and seeking a
common re-signification of beliefs and objectives. Secondly, it entails
achieving the demands of the affected groups through the perceived
attainment of justice, truth, and reparation (Rettberg and Ugarriza
2016). Consequently, social reconciliation relates to the psychosocial
recovery from the harm suffered through the need’s satisfaction of the
victims, the perpetrator groups, and the general population (Alzate
and Dono 2017).
Reconciliation requires the formation of new social beliefs
that describe the multidimensional nature of peace, specifying the
conditions and mechanisms for its achievement, realistically outlining
the benefits and costs of its attainment, and emphasizing the meaning
of living peacefully and the conditions for its maintenance (LópezLópez 2017; López-López et al. 2021).
Nowadays, societies that have suffered collective violence express
the urgency of creating appropriate spaces for social reconciliation
based on recognizing the damage caused, the reintegration process,
and creating a peaceful culture with an inclusive memory (Gluecker
et al. 2021). Countries trying to overcome their history of conflict have
created transitional mechanisms such as the TC established in South
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Africa, Argentina, or Chile (Velez et al. 2020). Similarly, in Colombia,
the TC and the JEP were created as part of the peace agreement.
3. Media in the understanding of conflict and peace
Media communication acts as a socialization agent that can
contribute towards respect for life and ending violence, although it
has also been found to contribute to social conflict (Igartua 2011).
However, the study of discourse in conflicts has shown that it can be
a fundamental tool in peace culture construction since it allows the
visualization of the structures of sociopolitical, and economic reality.
The media can grant spaces to issues or actors while making others
invisible, influencing the perception and social construction of reality
since they are not limited to the description of facts (López-López et al.
2014). Consequently, the perception of armed conflicts and transitional
processes towards peace may be conditioned by the media’s handling
of information (López and Sabucedo 2007).
Therefore, in the context of political violence, these communicative
agents are essential for disseminating beliefs about conflict and
peace. As found in the study on El Tiempo, the largest newspaper in
Colombia, where warlike or pacifist discourses for conflict resolution
were identified (López-López et al. 2014). Likewise, Rincon-Unigarro
et al. (2020) found a change towards peace in the beliefs that
promoted the conflict in Colombia during the peace negotiations.
4. Objectives and hypotheses
This study sought to explore the influence of political ideology on
the social representations of transitional justice and the population’s
attitudes towards its institutions. We explored the consensus and
dissent of the Colombian population through two methodologies.
The first study analyzed news articles published by two major media
outlets of different ideological currents during the proposal of the
peace agreement, its referendum, and its subsequent signing in 2016.
The second study evaluated people’s level of knowledge and approval
of the institutions, attitudes towards collective memory, social
sharing, the perceived emotional climate of the country, institutional
trust, and social reconciliation. In both cases, the data were analyzed
regarding the political ideology of both the participants and the
media.
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Thus, we expect that newspapers portray transitional justice
differently according to their political positions. El Tiempo, as a
conservative newspaper, is more likely to emphasize the work of
political and armed leaders as the main actors to achieve peace (LópezLópez et al. 2014); it will probably exhibit lower expectations of peace
and a preference for lesser concrete definitions of peace (Leshem
2017). On the other hand, El Espectador from a more liberal current
will likely focus on dialogue as an alternative solution to the use of
violence (Grajales & Martínez 2020), and by contrast, will exhibit higher
expectations of peace, with more complex definitions where the other
and their interests are recognized (Leshem 2017).
Moreover, as seen in previous studies of transitional justice in Latin
America, we expect that the political position of participants will be
related differently to the variables regarding social sharing, attitudes
towards remembering the past, and transitional justice institutions.
Similarly, we expect knowledge and approval of these institutions to
be higher according to the level of victimization and political position,
with direct victims and people on the left approving more and knowing
more about the institutions. Finally, people on the right-wing will likely
agree more with forgetting the violent past, while people on the leftwing will show higher agreement with remembering the past.
5. Study 1
5.1. Method
Study 1 is a textual analysis of news related to the peace agreement
and its institutions in Colombia during 2016, published in the two most
circulated newspapers in the country. The two leading newspapers with
national distribution were selected: El Tiempo and El Espectador, with
different political positions. El Tiempo belongs to Luis Carlos Sarmiento
Angulo, one of the most economically powerful men and owner of
one of the largest banking conglomerates in the country (Forbes 2020).
During the last decades, this newspaper remained closely linked to the
most conservative political elites in the country, and previous findings
showed a preferably warlike discourse emphasizing military triumphs,
a competitive perspective of victory and defeat between groups,
the leaders of legal and illegal groups, as the only decisive actors,
among other warlike features (López-López et al. 2014). Recently,
this newspaper made public its preference for the current president
Ivan Duque during the 2018 elections (Editorial 2018), belonging to a
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conservative and right-wing political party characterized by its rejection
of the peace agreement (Kajsiu 2019).
On the other hand, El Espectador identifies with the defense
of liberal ideas since its foundation. Historically, this newspaper is
known for its emphasis on critical analysis, evidenced by the various
attacks it has suffered from institutional and illegal groups (Alarcón
2020). Although this newspaper also belongs to a private business
group, it has successfully maintained its editorial independence,
and during the last few years, has shown public support for peace
and reconciliation initiatives in the country (El Espectador 2021).
Grajales and Martínez (2020) conclude that during the peace process
between 2012 and 2016, the newspaper supported the president and
legitimized strategies such as dialogue for resolving the armed conflict
and negotiations for an alternative solution to the use of violence.
In conclusion, although it is evident that neither of them openly
positions themselves in the political currents of the left or right,
their coverage and discourse of the armed conflict reveal different
preferences regarding conflict resolution. Thus, each newspaper may
represent more conservative tendencies whose solution to the conflict
is mainly military (El Tiempo) and more liberal tendencies that opt for
lesser use of confrontational strategies and more spaces for dialogue
and negotiation (El Espectador).
5.2. Design
We retrieved 300 news articles published during 2016 from the
websites of El Tiempo (50%) and El Espectador (50%). The keywords
that led the search were: Peace (n = 100), Truth (n = 100), and Victims
(n = 100). These words portray the work of the three institutions
created by the Colombian transitional justice system, which in turn
are words that can globally represent the transitional process. First,
Peace is one of the main aspects of the Special Justice for Peace and
one of the words with the most impact in the national debates (e.g.,
‘peace’ agreement, ‘peace’ negotiations). Second, the keyword Truth
is the most significant from the Truth Commission and is part of the
public discussions regarding the collective memory process. Finally, the
word Victims conveys the work of the Search Unit for the Disappeared
and captures the central role of victims in the Colombian process.
The keywords and timeframe were the only filters used in the media
websites to retrieve the news articles. Table 1 shows the type and size
of news articles collected.
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Table 1
News type and size, its modalities, and percentages from total sample
Variable

Definition

Modalities

% from Total Sample

News
type

Type of news
according to its
content

News
Interview
Opinion article
Feature story
Editorial

73,00%
11,67%
10,67%
3,33%
1,33%

Size

News size in
number of words

Quartiles:
1: 0-478,50
2: 479-719,50
3: 720-1212,5
4: 1213-3900

25%
25%
25%
25%

Source: Table by authors.

5.3. Data analysis
The software Alceste for lexical analysis (Reinert 1983, 1990)
analyzed the corpus of the texts published by the newspapers. This
method reduces the problems of reliability and validity in the text
analysis (Klein and Licata 2003; Reinert 1996). Moreover, lexical analysis
is valuable when examining collective thinking as its object of study is
the analysis of language or discourse as a shared representation rather
than the text’s semantic meaning (Allum 1998). The lexical analysis
of the media allowed us to examine the dissemination of information
produced by the government and other institutions to the public.
Alceste performs segmentation of corpus into Elementary
Contextual Units (ECUs)and crosses them to create a contingency
table. A square-distance matrix is formed from this table, meaning that
two ECUs are close if they share some of the words analyzed (Reinert
1996). Ultimately, a descending hierarchical cluster analysis produces
classes of ECUs that best differentiate the vocabulary. By doing this,
Alceste helps in the text interpretation as it extracts classes of words
that co-occur and are best discriminated from each other, allowing
researchers to identify the primary lexical universes of the corpus
(Reinert 1993). Moreover, Alceste calculates the relation between levels
of independent variables and the lexical classes using independence
tests. In this study, the independent variables were Publication source,
Type of news, and Size of articles.
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After introducing the raw data in Alceste, the most significant
vocabulary in each class was selected by three criteria: a) an expected
value of the word higher than 4, b) proof of association of the Chisquare tested against the class (X2 ≥ 3.84 (p = 0,05); df = 1), and c) the
word occurs in the class with a frequency of 50% or more (Camargo
and Bousfield 2009). Retrieved data was analyzed in Spanish, and
results were translated for publishing purposes by trained researchers.
5.4. Results
The entire corpus had 276497 words, with 20912 unique words.
The descending hierarchical analysis divided the corpus into 6781
ECUs, 5277 (77%) were analyzed, and eight kinds of ECUs were
extracted from the most significant vocabulary in each class. Figure 1
displays the results of the analysis.
Results showed two main clusters that reveal the most salient issues
regarding the peace agreement in 2016. Each cluster shows a branch
or theme composed of different classes with a set of typical words
and segments (see Fig. 1). The first cluster linked to the aspects of the
transitional process (i.e., needed steps or changes to achieve peace)
is composed of Classes 2 (Peace Agreement), 7 (Reaching peace), 8
(Power relations), 4 (Collective reparation), and 1 (Justice), while the
second cluster related to the stories and events during the armed
conflict is composed of Classes 5 (Victim stories), 6 (Place memories)
and 3 (Violence testimonies).
The first cluster Transitional Process reveals the main aspects of
public concern regarding the peace agreement, more specifically, it
gathers the overall objective of peace and three of the primary points
in the agreement, the solution to the illicit drug problem, the victim
focus which aims for justice, truth and reparation, and the signing and
referendum of the peace agreement.
This main cluster begins with Class 2 with a weight of 21.51% and
is labeled as ‘Peace agreement’ as it describes the main events and
political steps from the prior negotiations, the referendum, and the
signing of the agreement. The independent variables highly associated
with this class are small (size: quartile 1 and 2) news articles published
by El Tiempo (see Fig. 2).
‘Peace agreement’ refers to former president Juan Manuel Santos
and the guerrilla FARC during the negotiations in Havana. It addresses
the referendum and agreement signing coverage focusing on the
achievement of the ceasefire as a precondition to the peace process.
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Figure 1
Hierarchical clustering dendrogram
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Moreover, this class refrains from extensive analysis (i.e., answers to
why?) and instead explains how the peace agreement will unfold
practically. As seen in the following most characteristic text segment
(ECU): “Both president Juan Manuel Santos and the guerrilla chief,
Timochenko, relied on the 6,377,482 Colombians who voted yes for
saying that, despite the no majority, they maintain their will for peace”
(X2 = 46, El Tiempo, news article, size quartile 3).
Following the Transitional Process main cluster, the second class
emerges, Class 7 with 12.15% and labeled as ‘Reaching peace’. This
class describes the needed social transformations and its expectations
regarding the future after the agreement that is society must be willing
to act: think, learn, change, and teach with the likely aim of peaceful
coexistence (significant words of this class, see Fig. 1). It is highly
associated with interviews and in lower levels with larger pieces (Size
quartile 4), El Espectador, and opinion articles (see Fig. 2).
‘Reaching peace’ illustrates other countries’ experiences and peace
processes as a strategy to analyze the Colombian agreement. These
news articles share lessons learned in similar contexts and discuss the
expectations for change in the future. Through more extensive analysis,
the armed conflict is presented as a longitudinal and historical process that
affects both past and future generations, raising the need to understand
the historical past and address the necessary changes in the pursuit of
peace: “The past continues to have an enormous impact on the present,
shaping it to a large extent. So post-conflict becomes a kind of national
mythology, something that people need to believe in, but people are not
looking realistically at what the challenges are and how they have been
shaped by the past.” (X2 = 28, El Espectador, interview, size quartile 4).
Related to the second class of the first cluster, the third class,
Class 8, with a weight of 7.46%, is called ‘Power relations’ since it
describes the new conflict dynamics related to territorial and economic
control with the demobilization of the FARC guerrillas and the
release of their territories. Like the previous class, it is associated with
interviews and long-form articles (size quartile 4) from El Espectador
(see Fig. 2). ‘Power relations’ discuss drug trafficking, the role of the
United States on Colombia’s economic and security relations, state
neglect, and the continuation of violence such as kidnappings and
threats to freedom of expression. Specifically, it mentioned other
armed actors such as paramilitary groups and the use of violence
to maintain control over the population: “the demobilization of the
guerrilla added to the historical absence of the state and the presence
of other illegal groups, gives way to new logics of territorial control”
(X2 = 42, El Espectador, news article, size quartile 3).
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Note. A
 ssociation of independent variables to the lexical classes in the hierarchical clustering dendrogram for El Tiempo and El Espectador. X2(1), p < 0.001.
Source: Figure by author.

Figure 2
Hierarchical clustering dendrogram
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The third class of the Transitional process cluster, Class 4, with a
weight of 8.75%, is called ‘Collective reparation’ since it describes the
support and development programs focused on the victims and their
communities to restore their resources and territories. These plans have
territorial, gender, and victim assistance approaches.
Moreover, it illustrates the institutional efforts from the peace
agreement to materialize support to the vulnerable and rural
populations affected by the armed conflict generating conditions of
inclusion and reparation that promote peaceful coexistence. As seen
in the following text segments (ECU): “it must provide assistance and
support to the victims. The FARC is committed to making reparations
to the communities they affected, and they will be able to do so
by participating in infrastructure reconstruction works, in demining
programs, in the substitution of illicit crops” (X2 = 60, El Tiempo, news
article, size quartile 4).
Finally, the last class of the first cluster (Class 1) is labeled ‘Justice’,
weights 14.69%, and describes the processes of justice, truth, and
non-repetition. As well as debates the efficacy of the transitional justice
system towards these objectives. It is associated with opinion articles,
interviews, and El Tiempo (see Fig. 2).
The discourse of this class uses extensive legal language to explain
the functioning of transitional justice and the creation of the JEP,
its differences with ordinary justice, and the guarantees that it can
have against impunity for crimes against humanity. An example: “the
magistrates who will form the special peace tribunal will be in charge
of investigating, judging and punishing the perpetrators of serious
crimes, and will have the responsibility to ensure that there is no
impunity” (X2 = 70, El Tiempo, news article, size quartile 2).
The second cluster, Conflict Stories, reveals the violent events that
occurred during the conflict, their social effects on the victims, the
search for the truth through the testimonies of the armed actors, and
the memory restoration of the affected regions.
This second cluster begins with class 5, named ‘Victim stories’
with a weight of 15.05%, and emphasizes the personal and family
stories of the victims that portray the violent events with a high
emotional charge. This class portrays the horrors experienced, reflects
the emotional effects suffered and the search for the forgiveness of
some of them. This class is associated with feature stories and long
articles (size quartile 4) (See Fig. 2).
This coverage emphasis is human and personal, publishing the firsthand story of the victims, including details about the violent events,
their murdered family members, and the pain experienced during the
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conflict: “They shot more, but I ran to look for my children; I only
thought about the kids. I couldn’t stop crying. I found my six children
and my husband, but I was missing one of them, and I thought they
had killed him” (X2 = 77, El Espectador, news article, size quartile 3).
The next class in this cluster is called ‘Collective action’ with a
weight of 7.75% and describes the collective demonstrations related
to the memory construction about the armed conflict in the affected
places and different squares or meeting points of the country. Their
objective is to honor the victims of violent events that have impacted
the conflict’s history, such as the terrorist attack on El Nogal Club,
the massacre in Bojayá in 2002, and the multiple violent events in
the Tumaco region. An example of the most representative textual
units reinforces the above: “They have been in libraries, galleries and
universities in Bogota, Cartagena, Medellin, Bordeaux, France, and
Switzerland. They became memory guardians of the war in the Montes
de Maria.” (X2 = 56, El Espectador, news article, size quartile 4).
Finally, class 3 emerges from the second cluster, Conflict Stories,
with a weight of 12.64%. It is called ‘Violence testimonies’ and
describes the statements of members of armed groups that have
benefited from previous demobilization processes, in which they
indicate facts, places, perpetrators, and victims. This class is associated
with news articles from El Espectador (see Fig. 2).
The last peace process in Colombia was focused on the
demobilization of paramilitary-armed groups in 2002, and this
class collected the resulting testimonies: “In 2009, in a justice and
peace hearing, another paramilitary, Freddy Rendon Herrera, alias El
Aleman, testified that Castaño had ordered Don Berna and his gang to
assassinate Garzon as a favor to Army officers” (X2 = 73, El Espectador,
opinion article, size quartile 2).
5.5. Conclusions
The textual analysis of the 2016 news from the first study reflects
the complexity and multidimensionality of the peace-building process.
In 2016, Colombia was going through a reshaping of the armed
conflict, and the actors involved initiated a social reconciliation process
through a peace agreement. However, other illegal armed groups
such as paramilitaries and drug trafficking networks began to have
greater relevance due to the state’s inability to address the structural
needs of the most affected areas by the conflict (Fundación Paz y
Reconciliación 2019). Thus, the news revealed a wide range of issues
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related to transitional justice, a concept that provoked debates from
the beginning thanks to the large and complex changes proposed in
the peace agreement. These topics delve into the public, legal and
theoretical debates about a society trying to change its violent relations
for peaceful coexistence, in addition to covering the technicalities and
explanations about its functioning and objectives.
On the one hand, the first cluster Transitional process indicates that
2016 featured the effort to decipher this new system and gave a frame
of reference to the population on a complex and controversial concept,
even though there may be differences between the information
prioritized by each newspaper. El Tiempo, the conservative newspaper,
is significantly associated with classes 2 and 1 (‘Peace Agreement’
and ‘Justice’), where the emphasis appears to be on the main events
and leaders of this process, as well as the legal consequences of
the transitional justice system and the debate regarding possible
instances of impunity for crimes against humanity during the search of
truth. Meanwhile, the liberal newspaper El Espectador is significantly
relevant for classes 7 and 8 (‘Reaching Peace’ and ‘Power Relations’),
which discuss the social transformations needed for more peaceful
coexistence, the consequences of the peace agreement, as well as the
changes in conflict dynamics regarding territorial and economic control
once the guerrilla FARC demobilized. Moreover, the lexical universe
regarding collective reparations seems to have no significant difference
between newspapers (see Fig 2).
On the other hand, the second cluster reflects the victims’ emphasis
of the Colombian peace agreement, through which victims have public
spaces to social share what happened. While this cluster focuses on
collective action and highly emotional accounts of violence, class 3
(‘Violence Testimonies’) diverts from this frame as it portrays the voice of
ex-combatants from previous peace processes that are testifying to clarify
violent events and reach the truth. In addition, this class is the only one
from the cluster associated with a newspaper, in this case, El Espectador.
6. Study 2
6.1. Method
Study 2 took place in Colombia during the implementation of the
peace agreement (2019-2020). A questionnaire (online and on paper)
was conducted to determine the perception of the TC and the JEP
due to the institution’s crucial role in the victims’ reparation and the
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perpetrator’s prosecution. We also explored psychosocial variables
associated with the reconciliation process.
6.2. Participants
A cross-sectional descriptive correlational study was designed. The
total sample was 1166 people from 22 of the 32 national departments.
The age range of the participants was between 18 and 80 years old.
51.1% were university students, and over half of the sample were
women. There is a higher percentage of women, participants with a
middle level of education and predominantly from the center and leftwing (see Table 2).
Table 2
Demographic Characteristics of the Sample

Age: M(SD)

Total Sample

Victims

Non-Victims

26.91 (11.07)

28.49 (12.10)

64.2%
35.8%

65.6%
34.2%

61.9%
38.0%

53.0%
41.1%
5.7%

51.5%
40.6%
7.5%

55.1%
41.8%
3.1%

39.5%
45.6%
14.8%

38.2%
44.7%
17.1%

41.4%
46.9%
11.7%

1.166

678

488

24.72 (9.03)

Gender
Female
Male
Education
High
Middle
Low
Political Position
Left
Center
Right
N

Note: N
 = 1166. The valid percentage (%) is reported. Education: Dichotomized according to three levels (High = University, Middle = Secondary, Technical and Technological, Low = Not in school and Basic Primary). Political position: Categorized
on a continuous scale 1-5 (Left = 1 and 2, Center = 3, Right = 4 and 5).
Source: Table by Authors.
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6.3. Procedure
An adaptation of the previously used instrument on TC in Latin America
(Arnoso et al. 2014, 2015; Cardenas et al. 2016; Espinosa et al. 2016) was
made to the Colombian context and prepared through Google Forms
platform. We also created a paper questionnaire with the same questions
for country areas with internet accessibility problems. Subsequently, data
collection began between January 2019 and January 2020.
Administration time ranged from 35 to 50 minutes. Trained
researchers applied the instrument. For the paper applications, the
researcher deposited the data in the virtual database. Convenience
sampling was used in all areas. Participation was voluntary, and the
data collected were anonymized by numerical keys. All participants
read and accepted the informed consent form.
6.4. Measures
Socio-demographic information. Age, gender, and education.
Political Position. Single ad hoc question. “Often when people talk
about political issues, they use terms like “right-wing” or “left-wing”
to describe their views. How would you define yourself according to
these terms?” from 1 = Far Left to 5 = Far Right.
Violence Exposure. Dichotomous question on whether the
participant had been a victim of collective violence because of the
armed conflict.
Knowledge about the TC and the JEP. How much information they
had about the TC and the JEP on a scale from 1 = None to 6 = Very much.
Transitional Justice information source. Eight items related to
whether they have seen or heard information about the Commission
and the JEP in different media (Radio, Newspapers, TV, social media). A
scale from 1 = None to 4 = A lot, from each source and institution.
Approval of the TC and the JEP. Single ad hoc question “Regarding
what the TC/JEP is going to do. You: “ On a scale of 1 = Strongly
disapprove to 4 = Strongly approve.
Attitudes towards remembering. Two items with statements in
favor of remembering violent events “When it comes to Colombia’s
past during the armed conflict, we must learn from the mistakes
made to avoid making the same mistakes again” and in favor of
forgetting “It is better not to open old wounds by talking about what
happened in the past because of the armed conflict” with a scale of
1 = Completely false / 4 = Completely true.
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Social Reconciliation. Adaptation of the scale of Wohl and
Branscombe (2005) with the question “What would be necessary for
reconciliation between the victims and those who caused them harm?”
and eight statements related to the aspects necessary for reconciliation
(e.g., That the perpetrators sincerely ask for forgiveness), on a scale of
1 = Not at all / 4 = Very much, (α = .85).
Social Sharing. Six items adapted from Rimé’s (2012) scale related
to the JEP, the TC, and the armed conflict (e.g., Have you talked about
the TC with other people during the last month?).
Emotional climate. Four items related to the perception of the
country’s emotional climate on a scale from 1 = Not at all to 4 = Very
much. It asks the level of perceived Solidarity, the general level of
trust in institutions, the level of perceived anger or hostility, and the
perceived sadness or passivity in the country.
Institutional Trust. Through a list of six governmental institutions
(legislative branch, executive branch, judicial branch, departmental
governments, local governments, political parties) and six nongovernmental institutions (trade unions, NGOs, TC, JEP, social leaders,
and universities). Participants were asked the level of trust in each one
on a scale from 1 = Do not trust to 4 = Very much trust (α = .85).
6.5. Results
6.5.1. Descriptive analysis
The mean scores of the scales used, the reliability coefficient
and the asymmetry and kurtosis are in Table 3. All coefficients were
acceptable. The total sample includes 58.1% of people who reported
having been victims of the armed conflict. No differences were
found among the victims in terms of gender, educational level, or
political position, although there were differences regarding age
[F(1,1164) = 33.809; p = .0001; η2 = .028].
Approval levels were found to be higher than the theoretical
average for the two transitional justice institutions (see Table 3). 21%
of the total sample reported fully supporting both institutions, while
only 6.9% for the Commission and 9.8% for the JEP said they did not
fully approve them. Regarding the information that people reported
having about the two institutions, there is more information about the
JEP than about the Commission, even so, in both cases, the scores do
not surpass the theoretical average.
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Table 3
Descriptive statistics, reliability coefficient (α Cronbach), asymmetry,
and kurtosis of the variables
Nº
items

α

Minimum

Maximum

TC Approval

1

—

1.0

4.0

2.80 (.85)

–.263

–.596

JEP Approval

1

—

1.0

4.0

2.76 (.90)

–.315

–.656

TC Information

1

—

1.0

4.0

2.07 (.90)

–.436

–.682

JEP Information

1

—

1.0

4.0

2.27 (.90)

–.238

–.723

Social Sharing

5

.78

1.0

3.83

1.81 (.65)

–.540

–.480

Social Reconciliation

8

.83

1.0

4.0

2.87 (.69)

–.629

–.084

Pro Collective Memory

1

—

1.0

4.0

3.27 (.94)

–1.090

.107

Against Collective Memory

1

—

1.0

4.0

2.10 (1.07)

–.498

–1.06

Positive Emotional Climate

2

.68

1.0

4.0

2.08 (.73)

–.443

–.185

Negative Emotional Climate

2

.72

1.0

4.0

2.39 (.79)

–.033

–.597

Government Confidence

6

.89

1.0

4.0

1.62 (.54)

–.898

1.104

Non-Governmental Confidence

6

.85

1.0

4.0

2.40 (.69)

–.073

–.383

Transitional Justice Confidence

2

.90

1.0

4.0

2.36 (.89)

–.093

–.820

Scales

Media (SD)

Asymmetry

Kurtosis

Source: Table by authors.

The total sample presents high values in the reconciliation
scale, which is related to the aspects necessary to achieve peaceful
coexistence. Regarding the perceived emotional climate, participants
report medium-low levels of positive emotional climate, with
participants on the right-wing having higher scores in comparison
with those on the left (p = .001; d = 0.27) and center-wing (p = .024;
d = 0.20) [F(2,1145) = 9.802; p = .0001; η2 = .017]. In contrast,
negative emotional climate scores are medium-high, with women
reporting higher scores [F(1,1147) = 6.234; p = .013; η2 = .005]. On
the other hand, trust in government institutions has the lowest scores
of all scales, however, trust in non-governmental institutions is close to
the theoretical mean.
6.5.2. Differences by Political Position
Political position differences are present in the sample in several
measures used (See Table 4). As per our hypothesis, people identified
with the left-wing have higher scores regarding approval and
information of transitional justice institutions, while people on the
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right-wing agree more with forgetting the past. However, there are
no differences in the variable Pro Collective Memory, which refers
to attitudes towards remembering the past for the non-repetition of
violence.
In addition, we found differences in social sharing, with people
on the left-wing reporting a greater need to talk about past violence
and transitional justice institutions. Finally, people on the left-wing
report higher levels of trust in nongovernmental and transitional justice
institutions, while people on the right-wing perceive a more positive
emotional climate; all of these differences are significant.
Table 4
Mean comparisons by political position
Scales

Left

Center

Right

F

p

η2

TC Approval

3.02a (.84)

2.69b(.80)

2.63b(.88)

23.145

.000

.039

JEP Approval

2.99a (.89)

2.63b(.84)

2.64b(.94)

22.730

.000

.038

TC Information

2.12(.88)

2.04(.91)

2.04(.95)

1.207

.299

.002

JEP Information

2.38a(.91)

2.18b(.87)

2.29(.91)

5.863

.003

.010

Social Sharing

1.89a(.66)

1.78b(.62)

1.73b(.65)

5.395

.005

.009

2.92(.68)

2.85(.70)

2.80(.69)

2.156

.116

.004

Social Reconciliation

3.27(.96)

3.29(.91)

3.24(.96)

   .177

.838

.000

Against Collective Memory

Pro Collective Memory

1.99b(1.0)

2.12b(1.0)

2.34a(1.1)

6.806

.001

.012

Positive Emotional Climate

1.98a(.69)

2.12b(.71)

2.26c(.81)

10.098

.000

.017

Negative Emotional Climate

2.43(.77)

2.38(.79)

2.31(.84)

1.576

.207

.003

1.60(.53)

1.61(.53)

1.70(.56)

2.682

.069

.005

Non-Governmental Confidence

Government Confidence

2.53a(.74)

2.35b(.63)

2.26b(.67)

13.337

.000

.023

Transitional Justice Confidence

2.53a(.91)

2.27b(.82)

2.24b(.92)

13.004

.000

.022

N

450

520

172

Note. D
 ifferent letters indicate statistically significant differences (post-hoc DMS,
p ≤ .05.
Source: Table by Authors.

6.5.3. Analysis by source of information
We also explored which sources of information the respondents
had seen, heard, or read about the Commission and the JEP. The
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political position had differences in the Newspapers and Social Media
sources, with people on the Left-wing reporting having received
more information than people on the Right and Center-wing (see
Table 5).
Table 5
Mean comparisons between political positions regarding source
of information
Truth
Commission

Left

Center

Right

F

p

η2

Television
Radio
Newspapers
Social Media

2.03 (.83)
1.80 (.87)
1.89 (.92)
2.19 (1.0)

2.09 (.87)
1.75 (.88)
1.77 (.86)
2.02 (.97)

2.16 (.92)
1.83 (.94)
1.69 (.83)
1.99 (.97)

1.538
0.728
3.969
4.682

.215
.483
.019
.009

.003
.001
.007
.008

JEP
Television
Radio
Newspapers
Social Media

2.39 (.90)
2.04 (.94)
2.13 (.99)
2.41 (1.0)

2.40 (.91)
1.97 (.94)
1.90 (.87)
2.21 (.96)

2.47 (.91)
2.01 (.96)
1.85 (.91)
2.08 (.94)

0.448
0.735
9.152
8.468

.639
.480
.000
.000

.001
.001
.015
.014

Source: Table by authors.

6.5.4. Correlational analysis
The Pearson correlation between the variables studied is shown in
Table 6. The variables directly related to transitional justice institutions
(Information, Approval, and Trust) have positive correlations yet have
some important differences with other variables. First, information
about the TC and the JEP correlates positively with all variables except
for the political position and unfavorable attitudes towards collective
memory. In contrast, approval of these institutions correlates negatively
with a political position, negative emotional climate, and institutional
trust. Similarly, trust in the TC and the JEP has negative correlations
with political position and “against collective memory” and a positive
correlation with the other variables in the study.
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Pro Collective Memory

Against Collective Memory

TC Trust

JEP Trust

Social Sharing

Social Reconciliation

Positive Emotional Climate

Negative Emotional Climate

Government Confidence

Non-Governmental Confidence

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

–.143**

–.092**

.108**

.000

–.154**

–.167**

–.055

.080**

.090**

.062*

.087**

.033

.028

.078**

.063*

.073*

.060*

1

3

1.75

—

—

—

.096**

.059*

–.072*

1-4

.90

2.07

.168**

.072*

–.019

.114**

.159**

.274**

.182**

.190**

.057

.136**

.177**

.193**

.720**

1

4

1-4

.90

2.27

.239**

.119**

.014

.058*

.168**

.293**

.257**

.218**

.018

.127**

.259**

.230**

1

5

1-4

.85

2.80

.410**

.040

.107**

.002

.300**

.244**

.426**

.455**

–.048

.282**

.775**

1

6

1-4

.90

2.76

.399**

.066*

.115**

–.002

.321**

.247**

.476**

.420**

–.040

.269**

1

7

1

9

.165**

.039

.053

1-4

.94

3.27

1-4

1.07

2.10

.343** –.075*

.084**

.148** –.013

.154**

.418**

.108** –.070*

.308** –.076**

.327** –.063*

.060*

1

8

1-4

.91

2.38

.798**

.360**

.087**

.175**

.362**

.302**

.827**

1

10

1-4

.94

2.35

.774**

.341**

.113**

.160**

.336**

.296**

1

11

1-4

.65

1.81

.318**

.087**

.114**

.075*

.243**

1

12

1

14

1-4

.69

2.87

.404**

.103**

1

15

1-4

.73

2.08

.179**

1-4

.79

2.39

.139**

.323** –.026

.187** –.051

.157**

1

13

1-4

.54

1.62

.447**

1

16

1-4

.69

2.40

1

17

Source: Table by Authors.

Note: Victimization (0 = non-victim, 1 = victim), gender (1 = female. 2 = male), political position (1 = left, 2 = center, 3 = right), * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .001.

1-3

.69

–.135**

.058*

–.051

.129** –.016

–.059*

–.012

.003

.022

.030

.037

.225** –.087**

–.006

.003

.025

.006

.025

—

JEP Approval

7

.038

Range

TC Approval

6

.068*

—

JEP Information

5

–.042

1

2

.080** –.033

—

TC Information

4

.061*

–.038

M

Gender

3

1

1

SD

Political Position

2

Variables

Victimization

1

Table 6
Descriptive analysis and correlations among target variables
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Victimization is positively related to information about the two
transitional justice institutions, the need for social sharing, and political
position. Furthermore, people identified with the left-wing have higher
approval levels towards the TC and the JEP, a greater need for social
sharing, a higher agreement with the need for reconciliation between
victims and perpetrators, and a greater trust in non-governmental
institutions. On the other hand, people on the right-wing have attitudes
against collective memory, perceive a better emotional climate in the
country, and trust government institutions more.
Regarding social sharing, it has a positive correlation with all
the variables except with political position and “against collective
memory” to which it correlates negatively. The same pattern occurs in
social reconciliation. Finally, the negative emotional climate correlates
negatively with gender and positively correlates with approval and trust
towards the TC and the JEP.
6.6. Conclusions
The results suggest that victims are also the population group
with the greatest need to talk about the armed conflict and the
transitional justice institutions. Previous experiences show that making
victims visible fosters favorable attitudes towards reconciliation in the
general population (Mathias et al. 2020). Consequently, the results
also indicate that victims are more informed and supportive of these
institutions and more approving of their work. Similar to studies on the
2016 referendum, which found that populations in conflict zones show
higher support for the peace process in general compared to other
sectors of the population (Tellez 2018).
In Colombia, the political orientation is critical to understanding
how people read the context and the country’s situation, even more
so, considering that the current government does not support the
peace agreement or the transitional justice institutions (Flores and
Vargas 2018). An example of this is the substantial differences exposed
in all the variables analyzed in study 2 regarding the political position.
Like other Latin American countries (Mathias et al. 2020), left-leaning
people have more approval, information, and support towards the
TC and JEP. They also report a greater need for social sharing and less
agreement with an attitude of forgetfulness towards the country’s
violent past. They also report seeing more information about these
institutions in all media. Interestingly, right-leaning people agree more
with attitudes towards forgetting what happened during the conflict
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and perceive a more positive emotional climate. This finding could be
understood as a tendency to downplay the importance of the armed
conflict memory and the need to talk openly about the facts of the
conflict, consistent with contexts with guerrilla involvement (Mathias
et al. 2020).
The armed conflict memory requires public and narrative spaces to
discuss what happened and attempt to explain the how and why of the
war as a collective effort in society (Martín-Beristain et al. 2010; Velez
et al. 2020). Hence, our findings show social sharing (i.e., the need to
talk about the conflict and transitional justice) is fundamental for the
approval and confidence of the TC and JEP and memory construction.
It is also related to institutional trust and emotional climate (positive
and negative). Interestingly, people that trust non-governmental
institutions also trust the TC and the JEP, have a higher need for
social sharing, and a higher agreement with reconciliation processes.
These results suggest that even when transitional justice institutions
emerge from state policies, they appear as highly independent in their
functions and objectives, which could also explain why low levels of
trust in governmental institutions do not affect confidence in the JEP
and the TC. However, this relationship between variables relates to a
political position, with people on the left-wing having the highest levels
of trust in non-governmental institutions.
7. General discussion
The search for social restructuring and peaceful coexistence through
institutions that address the problem of war from its complexity is not
only relevant but urgent and necessary for a country that seeks to
confront a violent past (Bar-Tal 2011; Martín-Beristain et al. 2010). This
article explored transitional justice conceptions in Colombia during two
specific moments: the consolidation of the peace agreement during
2016 (study 1) and its subsequent implementation during 2019-2020
(study 2). The studies conducted help make social representations of
transitional justice and attitudes towards its institutions visible through
two primary sources of information.
Firstly, from the media, which have shown to be crucial for the
structuring of opinions in favor or against peace culture building
processes (López-López et al. 2014; López-López et al. 2021) and
which are a fundamental piece in the representation of reality and in
the perceptions that the general population constructs concerning
the war and the transition process (Igartua 2011). Secondly, through
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a broad sample collected throughout the country that evaluates the
general population conceptions regarding approval, trust, and level of
information on transitional justice institutions, in addition to inquiring
about psychosocial variables that are relevant to understand the impact
of these models in Latin America (Arnoso et al. 2015; Velez et al.
2020).
The findings of both studies support the idea that political position
is a relevant factor in the way transitional justice acts in Colombia. This
political variable seems to influence the narrative regarding peace and
armed conflict. The left-wing or more liberal political positions have
more favorable attitudes towards transitional institutions and more
complex and multidimensional descriptions of the peace agreement.
In contrast, more conservative or right-wing positions show more
instrumental descriptions of the transition process and agree more
with not discussing the past as the appropriate way to approach the
end of the conflict. Also, the results show that there is an interesting
difference between how the country is perceived. On the one hand,
the more liberal newspaper tends to have news that describes
the social reality of the country and analyze the conflict and the
consequences of the current historical moment; likewise, people on
the left show a greater need to talk about the armed conflict and a less
positive emotional climate. On the other hand, the more conservative
newspaper opts for more instrumental news about the developments
of the peace agreement and delves into the legal processes related to
impunity and crimes against humanity; similarly, people on the right
have less need to talk about the past, approve and know less about the
institutions of transitional justice.
Thus, in the conservative newspaper El Tiempo, the lexical analysis
shows that transitional justice is anchored in legal justice, emphasizing
the work of political and armed leaders as the main actors in the peace
process. In other words, the discourse focuses on reducing the culture
of impunity and accountability (Lambourne 2009), specifically on the
effectiveness and guarantees of the new justice system concerning
crimes against humanity. Hence, there is no recognition of the other,
the FARC guerrillas or their interests, as necessarily a socio-political
subject, but rather a concern for the consequences of their acts and
the legal processes they must face in the process of reinsertion into
civilian life.
Likewise, previous studies in conflict contexts such as the IsraelPalestinian conflict (Leshem 2017) found that people on the right-wing
political position preferred more abstract definitions of peace to avoid
the psychological cost of recognizing the other.
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Meanwhile, the liberal newspaper El Espectador anchored
transitional justice in psychosocial and political aspects of the conflict
and the expectations for the future after the peace agreement. Peace
is portrayed as a longitudinal process that requires social changes to be
achieved and includes the various actors in the conflict and their power
relations. This discourse is an effort to recognize the different groups as
socio-political actors that should be included in the transitional process
to achieve peaceful coexistence. Therefore, sharing the testimonies
of illegal armed groups from previous peace processes contributes to
the search for truth and the construction of collective memory, even
though the socio-emotional cost of this social sharing may be high.
This involvement of the media in memory reconstruction processes
has been of vital importance in other countries that have implemented
transitional justice models. Such as the case of Rwanda, where media
encouraged contact between groups and the reduction of negative
stereotypes in the medium and long term, even if there is a short-term
impact on the emotional climate and well-being of group members
(Paluck 2009).
Similarly, the differences in the political position of the participants
in study 2 also reflect two different approaches to the transitional
justice model. In Colombia, right-wing political parties have been the
primary opponents of the agreement (Kajsiu 2019), affecting people’s
perceptions due to their political position. Thus, it makes sense that the
profile of a person with right-wing political tendencies in Colombia is
more skeptical about these institutions (approving less of their work
and having less information about them), prefers not to talk about the
past, and perceives the country with a more positive emotional climate.
In other words, the intense debates that the country experienced since
2016 about the peace agreement reflected in the newspapers seem
to linger in the perceptions of the general population and linked in
both cases to a specific political vision where each group understands
the end of the conflict and peacebuilding from different anchoring
categories.
Finally, we acknowledge that this paper has significant limitations.
The two studies conducted were not carried out consecutively (20162019). Even though the methodologies used are complementary, they
are not comparable as they use two different sources (Newspapers and
surveys). In future studies, an analysis of data from the same period
could provide a more specific perspective of this object. However,
the current findings contribute to building a global understanding
of transitional justice in Colombia. On the other hand, the selected
newspapers do not represent the totality of the debates during 2016
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regarding the peace agreement. Since they are national newspapers
with the largest audience, they do not reflect the discourses outside
the mainstream. However, they can provide a general context of the
transitional justice concepts and their treatment in public debates.
In conclusion, social reconciliation relies on acknowledging the
damage caused, and on the shared memory of the violent past
in which the groups (e.g., former armed groups, victims) involved
feel included and represented (Gluecker et al. 2021). This process,
which uses transitional justice as one of its fundamental tools, can
be affected when individuals and groups devalue what occurred and
prefer to silence and make the damage and pain of other groups
invisible. Hence, the influence of political position in the social
representations and attitudes towards transitional justice may create
different understandings of peace, which in turn can disseminate both
a discourse that contributes to the collective construction of more
peaceful societies or narratives that evade the recognition of the other,
the violent past and the need to social share what happened.
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