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This dissertation is a history of the political relationship between ordinary

Colombians and the presidency during the middle of the twentieth century (1944-

1957), a period roughly coinciding with Colombia’s Violencia.  The objective of this

project is to understand the role that non-elite citizens played within the Colombian

political system.  It is based on analysis of two major bodies of primary sources.  First

there are published works by presidents which, when compared to these leaders’

actions, reveal both the rhetorical and actual priorities of these administrations.  The

second primary source is a series of letters written by lower and middle class

Colombians to their presidents.  This correspondence provides insight into the

expectations and underlying assumptions that this population had about politics.  In

addition to analyzing these letters qualitatively, this dissertation also includes a
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quantitative linguistic analysis of this source, utilizing the Linguistic Inquiry and

Word Count software application.

The central argument of this dissertation is that mid-twentieth century

Colombian politics was dominated by political personalism.  Ordinary Colombians,

excluded from the elite inner circle of political power, “la rosca,”  reacted to their

exclusion from politics through the tools they had at hand.  They therefore viewed

their presidents through lenses of personal morality and religion.  They perceived

their leaders as father figures and as heroes, but also as deceivers and villains.  People

saw the government’s historical role through similar personal lenses, either lionizing

or demonizing their presidents in the process of comparing them to figures of the

past.  In short, Colombians saw the president as the personification of government,

the nation, and national destiny.  The use of this kind of cultural filter rallied people

around their chief executive in times of crisis, but also turned people against him

when they believed he was violating their values.  This fact helps to explain why

Colombians tended to name their political movements after leaders rather than after

explicitly-defined political ideologies.



ix

Table of Contents
List of Figures ........................................................................................................... x

Introduction............................................................................................................... 1

Notes to Introduction: ......................................................................................... 18

PART ONE: LA ROSCA, THE INNER CIRCLE....................................................... 21

Chapter One: The Liberal Republic, 1930-1946..................................................... 22

Notes to Chapter One.......................................................................................... 61

Chapter Two: Conservative Resurgence, 1946-1953 ............................................. 68

Notes to Chapter Two ....................................................................................... 108

Chapter Three: Populist Leaders........................................................................... 117

Notes to Chapter Three ..................................................................................... 153

PART TWO: EL PUEBLO, ORDINARY COLOMBIANS..................................... 161

Chapter Four: Letters to the President .................................................................. 162

Notes to Chapter Four....................................................................................... 187

Chapter Five: Taking Politics Personally ............................................................. 189

Notes to Chapter Five ....................................................................................... 232

Chapter Six: Competing Visions of the Nation .................................................... 242

Notes to Chapter Six ......................................................................................... 262

Chapter Seven: Politicizing the Past ..................................................................... 268

Notes to Chapter Seven..................................................................................... 285

Chapter Eight: The Religious Polemic ................................................................. 291

Notes to Chapter Eight...................................................................................... 329

Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 338

Select Bibliography............................................................................................... 349

Vita........................................................................................................................ 361



x

List of Figures

Figure 1.1: Unionized Workers in Colombia, 1935-1947 .......................................... 57

Figure 1.2: Estimated Percentage Increase of Union Membership............................. 57

Figure 4.1: Regional Origins of Letters .................................................................... 168

Figure 4.2: Population by Department and % of National Population ..................... 169

Figure 4.3: Estimated Class Distribution of Writers................................................. 171

Figure 4.4: Letter Writers’ Occupations ................................................................... 173

Figure 4.5: Reasons for Corresponding .................................................................... 175

Figure 4.6: Correspondents’ Gender......................................................................... 176

Figure 4.7: Stated Political Affiliation of Letter Authors ......................................... 177

Figure 4.8: Intended Recipients of Letters................................................................ 178

Figure 4.9: LIWC Data and Class............................................................................. 183

Figure 4.10: LIWC Data and Party ........................................................................... 184

Figure 4.11: LIWC Data and Presidency.................................................................. 185

Figure 4.12: LIWC Data and Region........................................................................ 186



1

Introduction

The People and Colombia’s Historical Landscape

This is a history of the dialogue between the Colombian people and their

presidents.  It is a history about political expectations, about hopeful expectations for

the future and apocalyptic visions of the nightmare to come.  It is about the glorious

march towards progress and the febrile decay of civilization.  This is a study of unity

and division, of peace and violence, of the sacred and the profane, of loyalty and

betrayal, of the beatific and the diabolical.  It is about champions of the downtrodden,

perspicacious gentlemen intellectuals and sinister conspiracies against all that is holy.

It is about honor, justice, heroism, revenge, love of nation and hatred of the enemy.

It is about a relationship which is fundamental to understanding the

Colombian political system, but it is a difficult endeavor to classify.  Since it is about

political parties and statesmen, it might at first seem to be a political history.  Then

again, it is also a cultural history since its primary concern is with the shared customs,

habits and values which surrounded politics.  For that matter, one might consider this

project an intellectual history in that it is a study of the fundamental political ideas of

the Colombian polity and its leaders.  For these reasons, this project is an eclectic

approach to understanding how Colombians thought about politics.

The chronological context of this study is the span of years between 1944 and

1957.  This period witnessed some of the most dramatic political transitions in
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Colombian history.  In 1945, one of the most celebrated Liberal presidents of his day,

Alfonso López Pumarejo, resigned from office embroiled in corruption and paralyzed

by political deadlock.  In 1946, the Conservative Mariano Ospina Pérez won a

presidential election from an internally-divided Liberal party which had run two

candidates.  One of those candidates, the charismatic man-of-the-people Jorge Eliécer

Gaitán became the chief of the Liberal Party in 1947, but was then assassinated in

April, 1948, sparking the worst riot in Colombian history.  In 1949, the brother of

Liberal presidential candidate Darío Echandía was shot dead by police, which

provoked Echandía into calling for Liberal abstention due to a lack of guarantees for

voters’ safety.  In 1950, Conservative Laureano Gómez, certainly the Conservatives’

most polemical leader, won the presidency unopposed after the Liberal abstention.  In

1953, Gómez was forcibly ejected from power in a military coup—extremely rare in

Colombian history—and replaced with the most recent military dictator in Colombian

history, Lt. Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.  Finally, in 1957, Rojas, who had claimed to

favor no political party, was also eventually deposed by military coup in order to

place into power an unprecedented power sharing arrangement between the Liberal

and Conservative Parties known as the National Front.1

These tumultuous years facilitate the study of political perception because

within this period it is possible to examine a wide variety of government philosophies

within a relatively short timeframe—nearly fifteen years.  That fact helps to keep

comparisons between different political expressions chronologically closer together

so that economic, political, socio-cultural and religious structures would not have
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changed drastically over time.  Furthermore, the political volatility of these years

exacerbated party tensions during this period which in turn led to greater levels of

loyalty within the parties themselves.  Consequently, Colombians articulated their

party ideologies with greater clarity, with increased fervor and with greater frequency

than they did in more stable periods.

Another, related reason for studying this span of time is that it roughly

coincides with Colombia’s infamous Violencia (1946-1964)—more specifically, the

period in which the Violencia took the form of a two-party struggle (1946-1957).

The Violencia was a vicious, bloody, undeclared civil war characterized by mass

executions, systematic torture, guerrilla warfare and many forms of intimidation,

assault and terror that ultimately left over 200,000 human beings dead and millions

more traumatized.2  Up until 1957, however, this conflagration was fought largely for

political reasons; civilians took up arms in the name of one of the two political parties

of Colombia— either Liberal or Conservative.  What is more, the violent acts which

so thoroughly devastated Colombian civil society were most often perpetrated by

those outside the central government than those within it.  In fact, when the violence

first erupted in 1946, the national political leaders at the top echelons of the

Colombian government subscribed to the doctrine of what is known as

“convivencia”—a spirit of getting along—and a government policy of “National

Union.”3  This kind of discrepancy between elite and popular politics is one of the

main reasons I choose these years to compare these two groups’ politics.  Similarly,

because the Violencia is such a well-studied phenomenon, there is simply more
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available evidence and secondary analysis about how people and politicians behaved

during this period of time.4

The fact that I concentrate on these years, however, does not mean that this is

a history of the Violencia.  For scholars of twentieth century Colombia, political

violence is the proverbial elephant in the room; we must acknowledge it or risk

ignoring something voluminous, heavy and obvious.  Fortunately, the phenomenon

has been very well-documented ever since the seminal 1963 release of La Violencia

en Colombia by Germán Guzmán Campos, Orlando Fals Borda and Eduardo Umaña

Luna.5  The Violencia by now has had its fair share of chroniclers and analysts in the

fields of sociology, anthropology, history, political science, literature, the visual arts,

psychology and other disciplines as well.6   Standing on the ample shoulders of these

scholars, those of us who study twentieth century Colombia are now at a point where

we can refer to these previous studies of violence and redirect our fields of vision to

other facets of that society.7  This study, then, is not about the Violencia but about an

alternative to violence.  It concerns those who attempted to communicate with their

president rather than take up arms, a population that employed peaceful methods to

express their political thoughts and concerns.  In this sense, this study is a history of a

process which ran parallel to violence.  If, as some Colombianists assert, Colombia

experienced a “partial collapse of the state” during the Violencia, this dissertation

concerns the part of the political system that survived.8

It is about the indelible imprint that the democratic process made upon

Colombians.  Put another way, this is an analysis of the Colombian political
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landscape.  As Historian John Lewis Gaddis contends in his recent book, The

Landscape of History, the study of the past is a soup of dependent conditions, ideas

and structures.  In attempting to isolate independent variables, he charges, social

scientists risk oversimplifying historical complexity, favoring neat theories over the

accurate portrayal of the past.9  In this dissertation I employ an approach based on

that argument, attempting to convey the complexity of Colombians’ political

mindsets rather than aiming to reify Colombian political culture.  In studying politics

as a landscape, my objectives are akin to those of French scholar Michel Foucault,

who built his career around examining power’s pattern of diffusion.  Foucault

discusses how one can detect and understand the nature of political power at the

highest levels by the way it expresses itself to prisoners or to residents in asylums.10

But Gaddis also suggests that a different kind of structure might serve as a metaphor

for a reverse-Foucauldian pattern.  That is, social patterns and styles of behavior of

the non-elite classes might, in some historical circumstances, seep upwards in a

society and mark the upper ranks of power with their imprint.  Just as Foucault’s

Panopticon might be seen as a sort of conduit for the power of the state, there might

be institutions, structures or other aspects of a society that might emanate from

relationships among non-elite classes and absorb upwards. 11  In looking at politics as

a dialogue, I demonstrate how concepts of the Colombian nation traveled both to and

from centers of power—in both Foucauldian and reverse-Foucauldian patterns.

In order get at these complex processes, I utilize two kinds of primary sources.

First, I look at writings by Colombian Presidents and elite politicians in order to
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understand their political thought, especially on the role of the Colombian people in

politics.  By comparing these politicians’ writings to their actions, we can evaluate

their priorities and determine how they conceived of the process of government.  The

second major primary source I analyze is a corpus of letters from ordinary

Colombians written to the presidents of Colombia.  These letters offer rich insights

into the workings of the Colombian polity because they expose the underlying

assumptions Colombians had about politics.12  I reconstruct the dialogue between

citizens and president through comparing and contrasting these two kinds of sources

and analyzing their intersection.

In examining these documents over the eight chapters that follow, I conclude

that ordinary Colombians and their presidents shared a relationship that was

simultaneously distant and personal.  It was distant because the inner circle of

political power was beyond the means most to penetrate.  Politicians Jorge Eliécer

Gaitán and Gilberto Alzate, whom I discuss in depth below, were among the most

articulate politicians on both the left and right respectively to criticize the oligarchic

nature of Colombia’s two-party political system.  They claimed that national

politicians were out of touch with the people and they both warned of dire

consequences for the nation if politicians were to continue ignoring the majority.

While my analysis largely corroborates these claims, I contend that the

distance between politicians and people ironically made their relationship a more

personal one.  Many ordinary Colombians reacted to this seemingly-impregnable

barrier through the analytical tools they had at hand.  They interpreted the presidency
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using standards of personal morality and religion. They saw their leaders as father

figures and as heroes, but also as deceivers and villains.  People also saw the

government’s historical role through similar personal lenses, either lionizing or

demonizing their presidents in the process of comparing them to figures of the past.

Colombians saw in the president the personification of government, the nation, and

national destiny.  The use of this kind of cultural filter both rallied people around their

chief executive in times of crisis, but also turned people against him when they

believed he was violating their values.  This fact helps to explain why Colombians

tended to name their political movements after leaders rather than after explicit

political ideologies.

I further contend that this brand of political personalism was neither thrust

upon ordinary Colombians by elites nor was it entirely an invention of ordinary

Colombians; it was a two-way, mutually reinforcing relationship.  That is, while some

politicians did employ political personalism for their own ends, it was not just a

political strategy. In many cases, in fact, Colombian politicians attempted to tone

down personalistic politics, but their constituents demanded a more a personal

political relationship from their leaders.  I describe below, for instance, how President

Mariano Ospina Pérez, (president 1946-1950), who had almost nothing in common

with more personalistic and populist leaders, nevertheless received many letters

lionizing his personage and referring to him as a father figure and as a hero.13

Ordinary Colombians, in short, played an active part in shaping that political

relationship.  I argue that, paradoxical as it may seem, personalism came to dominate
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the Colombian polity because of the impermeable nature of the barriers to the inner

circle of politics.

Mid-Twentieth Century Colombia: Economy, Demography, Technology

Colombia at mid-century underwent some dramatic changes which forever

altered the nation’s political and social environment.  Colombia became fully

integrated into the world economy much later than many other nations of Latin

America, most of which found lucrative export resources in the middle and late

nineteenth century.  In fact, it was not until approximately 1910 that Colombians

began to focus their energies on coffee, a resource that they could produce effectively

and cheaply and which could generate large amounts of revenue.  Concentrating on

the mild Arabica variety of coffee, which can be grown at the moderate altitudes of

the Andes and which prospers when shaded by banana plants, Colombia’s geography

and climate were ideally suited to production of this commodity.  Between 1900 and

1950, then, per capita gross domestic product tripled, spurred both by increases in

demand for coffee in the United States and a rise in the amount of settled land that

could support the raising of this valuable crop.  Coffee, during that same period, rose

in importance from consisting of less than half of the nation’s total exports in 1900 to

72% of exports in 1950.  Between about 1910 and the 1930s, growers of coffee were

predominantly owners of small plots of land, while the greatest wealth was generated

by middlemen—the purchasers, roasters and exporters of the beans.  Since coffee was

such a labor-intensive product, economies of scale did not give large property holders
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significant advantage, so there was little incentive for wealthier landowners to

purchase large tracts.  Between 1930 and the mid 1970s, however, small coffee lands

became even smaller through partitioning and inheritance, leaving even those lands

too small to produce reliable crop yields.  In the late 1940s, then, competition over

coffee lands became intense and larger holders began to dominate increasingly large

percentages of production.  This process of land consolidation, coupled by a decline

in uncultivated potential coffee lands upon which to settle, seems to have led to or

exacerbated some of the political violence which plagued Colombia from 1946-

1964.14

Still, the coffee boom increased the nation’s overall wealth and prosperity and

fueled a number of wider national trends, including an increase in population and a

spate of technological and infrastructural improvements.  Between 1900 and 1950,

the national population increased from under 4 million citizens to nearly 12 million,

at a rate well above the Latin American average.  Meanwhile, as more viable coffee

lands were exploited, the government and the wealthiest participants in the coffee

economy reinvested some coffee revenues into the national transportation

infrastructure.  Most notably, the Magdalena River, which served as the main artery

from the mountainous, coffee growing interior to the port of Barranquilla on the

Caribbean coast, witnessed a great increase in steamship activity during the first half

of this time span.  After the 1930s, railways to the Pacific port of Buenaventura

superseded the Magdalena route.  Outside of the cities of Bogotá, Medellín, the coffee

region, and the commercial ports, however, transportation networks were in poor
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shape or nonexistent.15  Moreover, isolation between Colombia’s different regions

remained strong, as the new transportation improvements did not significantly lessen

natural barriers to communication and transportation; the three cordilleras or chains

of the Andes which run through Colombia continued to divide the population.

Such barriers only began to break down after the introduction of two

innovations to Colombian society.  First of all, the airplane provided those who could

afford it with the opportunity to fly virtually anywhere, and airports sprang up in

every major population center.  As a result, for the first time in history, politicians

now could travel the entirety of the country without having to embark on major land

voyages lasting weeks or even months.  By 1950, airplanes shipped some 150,000

tons of cargo and 800,000 passengers per year.16  The radio, meanwhile, became

another tool for the diffusion of national politics, reaching virtually all population

centers around the country.  Consequently, by the 1930s and 40s, the radio waves

became an arena within which political contenders fought their battles.  So great was

the influence of this technology that some even went so far as to criticize the medium

itself as a sign of moral and intellectual decay.  Such critics charged that it provided

anonymity to those who hid behind its microphones, and allowed them to make

scandalous accusations without facing public consequences.17

In sum, shifts in Colombia’s economy, population, and access to new

technologies during the middle of the twentieth century had profound consequences

for the nation as a whole.  The coffee economy opened up contact between Colombia

and the rest of the world, and it served as the catalyst for a slow and incomplete but
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nevertheless very real dissolution of the daunting geographic barriers lodged between

Colombian regions.  This period, in short, was one in which the national government

and economic elites had greater resources than ever before, while simultaneously

enjoying unprecedented access to the national populace.18  It is within this context

that the story of this dissertation unfolds.

Historiographical Perspectives

My approach to this time period diverges sharply from most historical

assessments of the years of the Violencia which operate under some variation of a

‘pressure cooker’ theory.  According to that genre of argument, some facet of

Colombia’s political, social or economic structure made nonviolent solutions

impossible for the Colombian people; they had no choice but to embrace violence.

The political scientist Paul Oquist’s Violence, Conflict, and Politics in Colombia, for

instance, finds the cause of the Violencia in what he calls “the partial collapse” of the

Colombian state.  He argues that the national government determined who would and

who would not receive subsidies for land and economic development, and had

assumed an increasingly important role in land politics since the 1930s.  As the two

major political parties sparred for national control, their struggle became increasingly

intense until all civil authority broke down.  The result, he contends, was a society

polarized into two rival parties spanning all socioeconomic classes, locked in mortal

struggle.19  Oquist’s point is useful in that he describes how critical the national

authorities had become to the rural population.  He fails, however, to explain why the
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Colombian people interpreted the national leaders’ crisis as a call to violence.  By

conducting a top-down analysis, he does not consider the cultural backdrop;  i.e.,

those shared beliefs, ideas and perspectives that compelled rural people to understand

the political crisis the way they did.

Historian Eduardo Sáenz Rovner’s discussion of the Violencia deftly

describes the socioeconomic system in detail, but does not account for popular

reactions to that system.  In his Ofensiva empresarial, Sáenz discusses mid-century

Colombia from the perspective of the gremios, the part-private, part-public

institutions that guide and regulate major Colombian enterprises.  He explains how

two of these groups, the National Federation of Coffee Growers (FEDECAFE) and

the National Association of Industrialists (ANDI) backed different political parties,

leaving each with a different set of short-term economic interests.  These differences

compelled the parties’ national leaders to feud over national economic direction, in

turn inciting violence from their constituents.20  Sáenz handles the question of

economic motivation in greater detail than Oquist, but still does not show how a

divergence in elite economic interests led to a campaign of fratricide that plagued

most Colombian departments.  In the final analysis, he does not show why force was

necessary to reconcile the gremios’ conflict of interests.

Charles Bergquist conducts yet a different kind of economic analysis of the

Violencia in Labor in Latin America (1986).  In his section on Colombia, he

demonstrates a causal connection—which he admits is tentative—between coffee-

growing and violence.  From the late 1920s until World War II, he argues, small scale
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growers of coffee dominated much of Colombia’s production.  Coffee prices were not

consistently high enough to encourage the production of large coffee lands.  These

kinds of enterprises required a steady labor force, on-site processing, and efficient

transportation, all of which required high overhead.  Instead, smallholders dominated

much of coffee production, while independent processors and merchants bought the

beans from them.  After the war, however, prices soared and suddenly the large scale

growers became more plentiful.  Bergquist argues, moreover, that these big coffee

interests began to encroach on the smaller growers’ lands.21  The ensuing conflict was

the spark that led to the national Violencia.  Bergquist’s argument is nevertheless

incomplete if only because he himself admits that his data are only a partial

explanation.  Some regions where violence flared up were not coffee-growing areas,

and some heavily-contested coffee areas did not face much violence.  Moreover, he

does not discuss what attitudes in the smallholders’ minds led them to violence

instead of, for instance, flight or recourse to the government.  He describes in great

detail the economic backdrop of some parts of postwar Colombia, but does not

explain why this economic and political crisis led to bloodshed.

Sociologist Daniel Pécaut, in his Orden y violencia, asserts that since the turn

of the twentieth century, Colombia’s two-party government had as its main

occupation the creation and maintenance of national order.  It desired this order,

Pécaut explains, so that it could preserve elite social and economic interests.  This

drive by elites to control other classes threatened what bare material resources the

Colombian masses had and placed them on the defensive.  However, due to so-called
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‘inherited’ party loyalties, entire villages had remained devoted to either Liberalism

or Conservatism ever since Colombian independence.  As a result, these would-be

revolutionaries poured their revolutionary potential into the traditional political

parties, instead of fighting against the system which kept them subservient.  The

result of this false consciousness was nationwide civil war.  Pécaut grasps the power

dynamic and explains the intense pressure placed upon the Colombian people by the

nation’s economic and social elites.  He does not, however, explain the incredible

regional variation throughout Colombia during the Violencia.  Entire departments

experienced no widespread political violence.  Furthermore, even within those

departments that experienced the most bloodshed, large segments of the population

escaped violence entirely.  This massive and nuanced study, based on the Bogotá

press and secondary sources, does not use the kind of primary source data that is

conducive to understanding the mood on the Colombian street.22

In sum, national-scope analytical works about the era of the Violencia have a

tendency to downplay or even ignore how ordinary Colombians interpreted their

political realities.  A different approach that endeavors to get around this problem is

the regional study, such as Mary Roldán’s recent Blood and Fire about the Violencia

in Antioquia, James Henderson’s When Colombia Bled about Tolima, or Carlos

Miguel Ortiz Sarmiento’s Estado y subversión en Colombia about the Quindío.23

These studies partially fill this gap by providing great insight into the responses of

local elites and combatants to the Violencia.  Where these books fall short, however,

is in their analysis of the national sociopolitical picture.  These studies, in taking on
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relatively small geographic areas of Colombia, have limited utility at understanding

the undeniably national phenomenon of the Violencia.  For that matter, they also tend

to focus on opinions presented in regional newspapers and in memoranda written by

local government officials.  While such documents provide valuable insight into the

political climate of the time, they are nevertheless the opinions of regional elites, as

opposed to those of the common people.

Those few studies which have discussed the opinions of non-elites have

tended to fall into two categories.  First, there are works such as that of Gonzalo

Sánchez and Donny Meertens which proficiently details the lives of those directly

involved in the violence itself—the so-called “political bandits” in this case.24  Other

works tend to center on the events of the violence itself and read more like

chronologies instead of providing analytical insight into the causes of this tragic

period.  In fact, even the first major academic work on the Violencia, Germán

Guzmán, Orlando Fals Borda and Eduardo Umaña Luna’s two volume Violencia en

Colombia, is widely lauded for its rich, detailed study of the phenomenon, but has

been criticized by some scholars for its lack of a synthetic theory of the strife.25

Finally, the even fewer recent scholars who have concerned themselves with

political perception have looked exclusively at elite sources, and are therefore

incomplete.  The recent works of Carlos Mario Perea, Porque la sangre es espíritu,

and Darío Acevedo Carmona, La mentalidad de las élites sobre la Violencia en

Colombia, for instance, are both excellent studies of the moral landscape of

Colombian elites.26  As competently as these works discuss the opinions of
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Colombia’s national leaders, however, these authors disregard the fact that the vast

majority of those who participated in the Violencia did so outside of Bogotá’s circles

of power.  These two works, both chiefly informed by elite Bogotá newspapers, do

not recognize that the Violencia was overwhelmingly a rural phenomenon committed

by and against those without access to the power of the national press.  As a result,

the task of getting at the underlying causes of this strife need to go beyond elite

political sources.  My dissertation’s focus on perception of politics by Colombia’s

popular classes is not a superior approach to these excellent studies, but it is a

different take which can provide new perspectives in understanding this chaotic time.

Plan of Dissertation

I have organized this project into two major parts, corresponding to the two

sides of the dialogue.  Part one is a history of the role of ordinary people within the

formal Colombian political system.  Specifically, it is a survey of the major

presidential administrations between 1930 and 1957 and the way that those presidents

conceived of the Colombian populace.  I compare the writings and speeches of the

leaders to their actions and accomplishments during this period of time.  I also

provide some historical background in order to place these administrations within the

context of the secondary scholarly literature.  After this introduction, chapter one

concerns the presidencies of the Liberal Republic (1930-1946), focusing particularly

on the rise, pinnacle and decline of Alfonso López’s Revolución en Marcha.  Chapter

two concerns the Conservative resurgence (1946-1953), paying special attention to
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the rift between Ospinistas and Laureanistas.  Chapter three concentrates on three

national populist leaders, two of whom, Liberal populist Jorge Eliécer Gaitán and

Conservative populist Gilberto Alzate Avendaño, never made it to the presidency.

The third, Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla began his political career as president of the

republic by way of a rare Colombian military coup.

Part two begins with chapter four, a description and quantitative analysis of

the letters in the Archivo de la Presidencia de la República upon which I base the

remainder of the dissertation.  The subsequent four chapters are thematic qualitative

analyses centered largely on those letters.  Chapter five is about the role of

personalism within political discourse.  Chapter six concerns nationalism and

concepts of the Colombian nation by ordinary citizens.  Chapter seven is about how

ordinary Colombians used the concepts of history and destiny, past and future, to

shape their political visions.  Finally, chapter eight is about religion and religious

notions, both those propagated by local elites and by ordinary citizens, and their

relationship to politics.
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PART ONE:

LA ROSCA, THE INNER CIRCLE
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Chapter One: The Liberal Republic, 1930-1946

Introduction: The Presidential Politics of Liberalism

Between the surprise Liberal electoral victory of Enrique Olaya Herrera

(1930), and the equally surprising Liberal defeat at the hands of Mariano Ospina

Pérez (1946), Colombian Liberal leaders had the opportunity to set the nation’s

political agenda.  As a group, these men shared a number of common objectives.

They generally agreed , for example, that there was a need for secularization of

education and civil registry, while also concurring that Catholicism had a major role

to play in the nation’s spiritual life.  They shared the view that Colombia should

further develop its export economy and its industrial base, that international fascism

was a major threat to peace in the world, that electoral democracy was the best system

of government, and that civilians should command the nation’s military.  In addition

to these issues, they also shared certain values.  They believed, for instance, in being

well-read in both literature and non-fiction, from both the classical and modern

periods.  They also valued oratory and journalism as both means to ends and as art

forms in themselves.  They held an appreciation for the visual and musical arts,

especially those examples created in Europe and the United States, and therefore took

great pleasure in traveling to the cultural centers in these nations.  And, with the

exception of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, Colombia’s national Liberal leaders, like nearly all

of their Conservative counterparts,1 believed that they were culturally and

intellectually superior to ordinary Colombians.2
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Even if these Liberal leaders held these ideals in common, however, they had

points of contention between them.  Their most bitter disagreements were first, the

degree to which the Colombian government was obliged to better the lot of the

Colombian lower classes, and second, the means to that end.  Presidents Enrique

Olaya Herrera (1930-1934), Eduardo Santos (1938-1942), and Alfonso López in his

second administration (1942-1945) for instance, both believed that openly addressing

inequalities of class was a divisive proposition and therefore a threat to Liberal Party

unity.  These politicians therefore feared that going too far in encouraging

autonomous political participation of the masses—and especially of poor urban and

rural workers—would inspire in those classes an insatiable appetite for political

power.  By contrast, Alfonso López during his first presidential term (1934-1938) and

dissident Liberal outsider Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (head of the Liberal Directorate from

1946-1948) held that ordinary Liberals, including the Liberal poor, should be

encouraged to play a more active role in society.  These two leaders thus deliberately

courted these outsider classes by making efforts to improve their material condition

and erode their political isolation.

I contend, then, that the chief difference between these two groups lies in their

visions for the role that ordinary Colombians played within Colombia’s political

system.  These distinctions are the subject of this chapter.  Specifically, I detail how

the aforementioned Liberal leaders expressed their views of the people in their public

writings, speeches, and correspondence.  Yet if the task of determining how these

politicians did perceive those outside of the central power structure seems simple,
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then it is an illusory simplicity.  After all, these Liberal leaders knew where their

arepa was buttered.  That is, the labor union movement, the Liberal campesinos and

the pro-working-class intellectual strains in the Liberal Party, the skilled and artisan

middle classes, all were potential voters to back any aspiring Liberal politician; the

pueblo could make or break a Liberal politician’s career.  In addition, given how

close the Conservatives were to winning the 1930 election, Liberal presidents in the

1930-1946 period were justifiably concerned that any serious intra-party split could

knock the Liberals power—as it eventually did in 1946.  Thus no Liberal president

would have dared to state publicly that he wanted to curb the general populace’s

access to political power.  Instead, as I demonstrate below, records of speeches are

replete with glowing references to the positive role that lower classes and el pueblo

should assume in Colombian civil society.

So why study these statesmen’s rhetoric at all?  If all national politicians trod

so gingerly around questions of popular participation in politics, why should we

bother to consider their public words on these matters?  Because there are different

kinds of rhetoric when it comes to popular classes.  First, there is the genre that is less

useful to our purposes in which politicians speak of giving their support for various

working-class causes.  These speeches are predictable because they represent

attempts to gain and maintain favor of potential voters.  Second, however, is a

different kind of rhetoric in which the presidents made concrete promises to their

constituents.  In these cases, employing historical hindsight, we can evaluate whether

or not the presidents actually carried out these promises and make a comparative
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judgments as to which leaders’ language matched their deeds and which leaders

spoke merely to assuage their followers’ concerns.

Enrique Olaya Herrera and the Promise of Equality (1930-1934)

Not much has been written in recent years about the first president of the

Liberal Republic, Enrique Olaya Herrera (b. 1880, d. 1937, president from 1930-

1934).  Furthermore, unlike in the case of his successors and many of his

predecessors, Olaya’s writings and speeches have not been published systematically.3

This is especially odd since Olaya was the first Liberal to be elected to the presidency

after a half-century of Conservative rule and, if for that reason alone, he merits more

scrutiny by scholars.

As a consequence of this dramatic change on the national political front,

Olaya was extraordinarily popular when he assumed the presidency.  While he

received a mere plurality of the votes in the elections of 1930, Olaya’s supporters

were especially energetic given the liberals’ long absence from power.  Moreover,

Olaya enjoyed other advantages which helped to propel him into popular favor and

therefore the presidency.  There were the increasing readerships of the Liberal press,

especially the national dailies El Tiempo and El Espectador.  There was also the fact

that a number of high-profile events had recently painted the Conservative

administrations in a poor light, most notably the massacre of banana workers in 1928.

The result was that while he was on the campaign trail, he was consistently greeted by
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spontaneous demonstrations backing his candidacy.4  On the whole, then, Olaya had

the backing of an enthusiastic and activist body of Liberal supporters.  If this group

was not massive enough on its own to deliver Olaya into the presidency, it was large

enough to encourage other Liberals to vote and to energize this party, long out of

power.

However, Olaya’s reputation , both among his contemporaries and among

historians, is not that of a Liberal partisan but of a conciliatory oligarchical leader

who appealed to elites of both parties.5  Some critics even charge that in his advocacy

for stronger economic relations between Colombia and the United States, that he

encouraged the interests of U.S. commerce at the expense of national sovereignty and

the plight of Colombian workers.  Writes the leftist activist and scholar Diego

Montaña Cuellar:

The political mission of Olaya was to constitute a bourgeois
political front formed by centrist Liberals and Conservatives which
would serve the interests of [Yankee] imperialism.6

To evaluate such claims, we need to examine Olaya’s historical contributions

to Colombia.  Olaya’s political career flowered during Colombia’s rapidly expanding

export economy which took shape in the early years of the twentieth century and

particularly in the 1920s.  This great economic boom was due partially to the $25

million which the United States paid to the Colombian government.  These funds had

been part of the Urrutia-Thompson treaty designed to placate Colombians who

accused the United States of fomenting Panama’s independence.  Much of this
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injection of capital—called the “dance of the millions”—was reinvested into

Colombia’s export economy.  Between 1913 and 1930, Colombia greatly increased

its outward disposition.  U.S. commercial activity in Colombia increased by 520%

during these years, while British commercial activity also increased by 269%.7  These

figures are corroborated by others in specific Colombian industries.  For instance, in

the year 1923 Colombian oil production amounted to only about 318,000 barrels or

about  0.04% of world oil production.  By 1930, however, it reached 20.3 million

barrels or 1.4% of the world’s production.8  More important to Colombia’s economy,

the coffee industry experienced a similar boom in the decades before 1930.  At the

turn of the twentieth century, between 1900-1904, Colombia’s coffee industry

produced 542,000 60 kilogram sacks of coffee.  Between 1930-1934, it produced

3,149,000 such sacks, for a total of 12% of the international market.9

In fact, Olaya himself was related to this export economy in more ways than

the mere chronological association between his presidency and this economic export

boom.  As the Minister of Foreign Relations under the administration of Conservative

Carlos E. Restrepo (President from 1910-1914), he fostered a strong relationship with

the United States and helped to smooth relations between the two nations, which had

still been turbulent given the 1903 secession of Panama.  In 1921, Conservatives

again called on Olaya to serve a role in their government.  Jorge Holguín (President,

1921-22), charged with completing the presidential term of Marco Fidel Suárez

(President, 1918-21), appointed Olaya to publicly defend the Urrutia-Thompson

Treaty from nationalist critics in Colombia.10
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In short, by the time Olaya came to office in 1930, he already enjoyed an

excellent reputation both in Washington and among Conservative politicians.  Before

he implemented his national economic plan, he traveled to Washington to present it to

the U.S. government.  Writes historian Marco Palacios, he trusted that Washington

would respond favorably to this move:

He was certain that he could attract foreign investment,
guarantee the flow of foreign financial capital and gain the support of
the Department of State.11

A more polemical analyst than Palacios, Montaña Cuellar writes in his

Memorias that Olaya’s strategy in courting the United States represented a bourgeois

collusion against popular interests.  Montaña’s assertion is that Olaya would bend

over backwards to favor U.S. oil company demands upon the Colombian government.

Indeed, as David Bushnell made clear in his Eduardo Santos and the Good Neighbor,

Olaya went so far as to delay his nomination of the Minister of Industry until his

choice was approved by U.S. government representatives in Colombia.  The end

result was that the new minister was guaranteed the favor of the United Fruit

company and U.S. oil interests.12

In comparing Olaya’s rhetoric to these actions, it is significant to note that it

only selectively reflects this pro-U.S. disposition.  For example, in a speech to the

Jockey Club, on January 29, 1930, then-candidate Enrique Olaya Herrera openly

discussed what he termed as Colombia’s severe economic problems.  The solution he

offered was that the nation needed to encourage more U.S. investment into the coffee
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and oil  industries.  In particular, he expressed concern over the fact that

representatives in the U.S. Department of Commerce had, in 1927, deemed

Colombian industries a poor investment.  Specifically, the Department’s report stated

that Colombia was not sufficiently organized to merit significant attention from U.S.

investors.  It complained, for instance, that Colombia’s public works programs were

based largely on “patriotic desires” instead of upon a methodical, technical and well-

ordered analysis of Colombia’s economic needs.13

While this kind of analysis does indeed jibe with Olaya’s actions, his speeches

to audiences of popular composition tended to avoid discussion of the outward-

looking aspect of his government—arguably the centerpiece of his administration.

Instead, to popular audiences he talked about education, about how much opportunity

Colombia held for its impoverished citizens, and about the value of hard work.  For

instance, in 1930 he addressed a huge throng of supporters in the Plaza de Bolívar in

Bogotá, and identified what he described as a critical problem for the organization of

national order: the education of the people.  Writes Olaya:

…And I say “the people” because I do not want to suppose an
absurd distinction of social classes, here where all of us are workers,
where the working masses are the very base of our democracy, where
we have all emerged from the most humble ranks and where the force
of our collective growth is in work, which is the only thing that
dignifies and ennobles us [energetic applause].

I come from a magnificent democracy, whose prosperity has
exceeded known limits….  And what is the base of that prosperity?
The strict application of the principle of equality, by virtue of which
ever citizen bases his own elevation on the effort of the people.  It is
not rare, but very common, to meet great magnates, extremely
wealthy, who have enormous fortunes, amassed through their own
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daily efforts and constant intelligence, having come from the most
humble trappings… Within that impressive democracy, the worker…
can have the assurance of being protected by the principle of equality
which gives him the right to reach even the highest positions, because
his prosperity is as much in his own interests as it is in the interest of
society and the fatherland. [Delirious applause]14

He also mentioned education within this context, declaring that

everyone—workers, professionals, businessmen— all should have equal access to

schooling with which to improve their lives, which in turn would help to build a

greater society for all Colombians.15

Despite his talk of equality of opportunity and his fanciful vision of Colombia

as a classless society, Olaya did very little for the Colombian working class, a fact

true even in the area of workers’ education.  Historian Aline Helg in her La

Educación en Colombia, explains that it was not until the government of Alfonso

López in 1934 (which I discuss below) that the national government made any serious

effort to transform the educational system from the fundamentally elitist one which

had been in effect during Conservative administrations.  On the contrary, Olaya’s

transitional government made certain to appoint Conservatives to the position of

Minister of Education—no fewer than five of whom served during Olaya’s

presidency.  Moreover, Olaya’s Liberal detractors claimed that his  government

actually cut the Ministry of Education’s budget, showing how its funding decreased

in comparison to the coffers of the Ministry of Public Works and War.  Finally, under

Olaya’s administration, departmental assemblies voted in favor of subsidizing

secondary education for the current crop of wealthy students, instead of funding
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elementary schools for the majority of Colombian citizens.  The only notable

educational reform during Olaya’s term was the granting of accreditation to girls’

schools to award the degree of bachillerato to its students, a degree required for

admission to college.16  This critically important reform notwithstanding, poor

Colombians of either sex still were more likely than not to be prevented from

acquiring a formal education.17

As in the field of education, Olaya’s government also passed a few crucial

pieces of labor legislation, but in general did not do much for the majority of

Colombian workers.  For instance, the passage of Law 83 of 1931 officially

recognized workers’ right to collective bargaining through labor unions.  At the same

time, however, this law also contained numerous restrictions on union activity. For

instance, it limited unions to so-called apolitical activities and gave the government

the right to dissolve those unions which violated this prohibition.  Additionally, while

Law 83 allowed those who interfered with union activity to be fined, it limited these

fines to between 20 to 200 pesos which, according to historian Miguel Urrutia, was

“...a price that any company would gladly pay for destroying a union.”  Finally, Law

83 declared that unions could not limit others’ right to work, essentially outlawing

‘closed shops’ and easily facilitating the hiring of scabs in order to drastically weaken

the power of unions.  Finally, Olaya’s government passed a eight-hour work day for

Colombian laborers; required companies to provide paid vacations for their

employees; and required business owners to pay for their own employees’ benefits,

thereby preventing employers from subcontracting in order to shirk their
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responsibilities to their laborers.18

In short, the Olaya administration got the proverbial ball rolling in terms of

labor legislation, but did not do much to aid the majority of Colombian citizens.  The

government created an apparatus for legitimizing labor organization, but

simultaneously made a conscious effort to restrict the rights of laborers so as to

weaken these same organizations.  Furthermore, since all of this legislation was

directed towards unionized workers, only those workers who were already fairly

organized were able to take advantage of these laws.  Between 1930 and 1934, fifty

percent of all recognized unions were in Colombia’s large cities-- especially Bogotá

and Barranquilla.  Union workers were primarily those involved in artisan sectors,

employees of agricultural and livestock industries, and transportation workers.

Smallholder producers of coffee, renters of coffee land, industrial workers in

Medellín, and most salaried workers in the country remained unorganized.  The result

was that by the end of the Liberal Republic in 1945, only some 5.5% of workers were

unionized.19  In both education and labor relations, then, Olaya’s administration

attempted to pass laws in order to bring more Colombians under the protection of the

government.  Such reforms were passed haphazardly, however, and were not

designed to benefit the majority of Colombian citizens.  He passed some reforms, but

reform was not the aim or overall disposition of his administration.

Olaya understood ordinary Colombians, especially the poor, to be a major and

necessary component in his political power base, but he also understood it as a body
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which could be a potential obstacle to his political objectives, such as improving

Colombia’s relationship with the United States—a link he saw as critically important.

Ordinary Colombians made up a mass from which there could emerge truly

enlightened individuals, but on the whole it was an uncultured and even primitive

mob that had to be dealt with delicately.  Class divisions, meanwhile, were a potential

fissure in the Liberal coalition in Olaya’s opinion and he sought to call as little

attention to them as possible.

Alfonso López Pumarejo and the Rhetoric of Revolution (1934-1938)

Scholars have been much more interested in studying Alfonso López

Pumarejo (b. 1886, d. 1959) than in Olaya, his immediate predecessor.  This interest

López comes for at least three reasons.  First, López did not oversee a transitional

government as did Olaya, which made his administration the first openly,

unapologetic Liberal presidency.  Second, López used his mandate to transform

himself into a committed reformer during his first term in office and for this reason

his administration represented a significant break from those of the past, at least—as I

discuss below—in terms of its tone and rhetoric.  Finally, as the result of López’s

openly Liberal government and of his program of reform, López became one of the

most popular presidents among Liberals, and therefore one of the most fiercely

reviled by partisan Conservatives.

All of this partisanship surrounding López emerged as a result of his reform

initiatives.  Specifically, he passed a series of acts and laws ostensibly designed to
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address some of the most salient problems affecting Colombia’s masses.  López

labeled this period of reform the “Revolución en marcha,” (“Revolution on the

march”), but it was certainly not a revolution in the sense of an overthrow of the

government.  On the contrary, López openly stated that his desire was to adapt the

Colombian government so as to open up the political system to a larger, poorer polity

rather than subvert the socioeconomic system of Colombia.  In fact, while many

Liberal politicians had gone through brief phases in their lives in which they used

Marxist writings to analyze Colombia’s national realities, López himself never went

through such a period.20  Instead, López was an unabashed capitalist.  He was raised

by wealthy parents, his father was a successful merchant and founder of a prosperous

bank, and Alfonso López received his education in economics, finance and politics in

prestigious schools in both London and New York.21  It might at first glance, then,

seem surprising that López was the author of one of the most popular reform

initiatives in twentieth century Colombia.

In fact, López’s reform program did challenge some of the previously-

established rules of class relations in Colombia.  Probably the most radical part of this

“revolution” was the so-called “land law,” or law 200 of 1936.  This piece of

legislation decreed that landowners had to be using their land productively in order to

maintain claim to it.  If they were not doing so, the government could place higher

taxes on such lands or purchase them outright.  Most importantly, law 200 allowed

campesinos who were living on and farming these lands—usually on the edges of

large estates—to claim them legally.22
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This reform was only constitutionally sanctioned because, early that same

year, López’s government effected a series of reforms of Colombia’s Constitution of

1886.  Directly related to the land law were the revisions that transformed the private

property ownership of land from an inalienable right to a right that could be

subordinated to serve broader social concerns.  Another portion of this constitutional

reform removed a clause from the Constitution that required that the Catholic doctrine

be the basis for all public education.  This part of the reform was chiefly designed to

bring a higher level of skill to Colombia’s workers.  It was to improve the quality of

technical skills for professionals and campesinos alike.23  Finally, this reform

overturned a literacy requirement for suffrage, which had been restricting the size of

the electorate ever since the 1850s.24

One more important aspect of López’s first administration was his refusal to

crack down on overtly political labor activism.  Olaya’s labor reform, as I mention

above, was only a partial gesture, since Olaya himself was careful to avoid appearing

too partisan.  As historian Richard Stoller makes clear, however, López embraced

partisanship, holding that it was in principle beneficial to democracy.25  As a result,

the López administration at times openly encouraged unions to organize, and it used

the power of the central government to force arbitration between labor and

management-- often to labor’s advantage.26  In short, these reforms, along with the

creation and implementation of a progressive taxation policy, served to demonstrate

López’s active courtship of popular classes.27

This support is consistent with López’s writings and his rhetoric alike. In
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numerous speeches and writings, he affirmed that the Colombian government sought,

encouraged and needed the support of the poor majority in order to thrive.  For

example, in December, 1937, after listening to prominent Liberal congressmen

deliver a pair of speeches in praise of López’s government, López denied that the

government served his own personal agenda.

...[T]he labor of the past three years of government has not
been the capricious imposition of a minority, but the faithful
interpretation of popular will, of the same desires which in 1929
mobilized the multitudes with the courageous and resolute reclamation
of a better Republic, with a wider base, in which all Colombians would
be able to influence the destiny of the nation.  It is, in other words, the
certainty that this revolution of our political existence will not go
down in history as the enterprise of a man or of a group of men, but as
the work of the Colombian majority, as the fruits of a great political
party which defines its presence in Power with a laudable period
characterized by institutional changes, by increased justice, by
economic progress, by just Public Administration.28

While this sort of language is not entirely dissimilar to that employed by Olaya

Herrera when addressing large throngs of popular class supporters, there are marked

differences as well.  Whereas Olaya claimed that all Colombians were workers and

postulated that Colombia was a class-free society, López often openly invoked the

rhetoric of class struggle.  Moreover, López employed this language not only when

orating to Liberal workers, but also when communicating privately with captains of

Colombian industry.

López wrote an example of this kind of correspondence towards the end of his

administration on April 1, 1938, in a letter to Mariano Ramos R., the President of the

Cámara de Comercio of Cali.  This body and the Ferrocarril del Pacífico requested
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that the government accept—or refuse to oppose—a resolution passed by the railroad

to fire eighteen of its workers.  The labor agitation had become violent, injuring the

previous manager of the railroad, according to railroad authorities.  The Chamber of

Commerce, then, viewed these eighteen workers as political agitators who, through

their violent language and propaganda, fomented this violent atmosphere.  López

responded by saying that, in fact, the government would indeed get involved to the

extent that it would engage in a serious study to determine whether or not the firings

were warranted.  He further promised that the government was committed to bringing

to justice those responsible for the assault.

At the same time, though, he staunchly defended the workers’ right to

continue to incite workers using metaphors of violence and threats of disorder in their

speeches, and to continue to publish what he nevertheless called “outlandish”

[“extravagante”] literature.  This right was, López argued, “…indispensable in order

for them to create a propitious atmosphere for their claims…” and he further argued

that such pugnacious rhetoric would gradually decline as they garnered the public

support they needed.  This was a typical response from López: he condemned

violence of labor activists, but even in doing so, he and his administration made a

serious effort to understand the anger and the specific grievances of laboring classes

and to make at least some effort to address their concerns.29

That notwithstanding, while Lopez tolerated some socialist and even

Communist activities under his administration, he was very careful to distinguish his

own movement from these others.  Even when his Conservative detractors delighted
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in labeling López a ‘fellow traveler’ for making a Mayday speech alongside the head

of the Partido Comunista de Colombia, Gilberto Vieira, López never accepted that

credo.  On the contrary, López, like Franklin Delano Roosevelt in the United States,

and like Lázaro Cárdenas in Mexico, defined his movement as a way to fight against

the influence of overtly revolutionary ideas.  Workers and peasants, he argued, now

understand that Liberalism offered them a government responsive to their needs.

Our proletarian classes know already that they have to choose
their defenders from either the government or communism, without
having recourse to both simultaneously, because the former does not
accept impositions nor parleys with those who speak in the name of a
rebellion against the legal and constitutional regime which the
Republic has freely chosen.30

In a stronger version of this same point, López responded against allegations

that the Revolución en Marcha was a part of or complicit with the United Front

strategy of the second Communist International.  His response in an interview in the

Bogotá newspaper La Razón was decisive: it was not.

These masses know already that the problems of workers and
campesinos will not be resolved with bayonets… [they know] that
medical and educational services have been increased and perfected,
that… proletarian children are being nourished by national prestige;
that the system of taxes is fairer and that work opportunities have
increased….

I understand that Liberalism today is not and could not be
individualistic, Manchesterian liberalism.  I deny too that it is a
liberalism in danger of being subordinated or devoured by the ideas of
socialism. Ultimately, I see it as something very similar to what they
referred to in England, fifty years ago, as radicalism: a liberal,
interventionist party.31
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López, then, made certain to define his program as distinct to Communism

and as a program allied ideologically to Britain.  In so doing, he attempted to quiet his

critics on the right who were constantly red-baiting him, while also trying to draw his

supporters away from the influence of the revolutionary left.  Even given these

moderate objectives, however, López made an effort unprecedented in Colombian

history to listen to the voices of poorer Colombians.  Government arbitration was a

favored tactic of the López administration to resolve labor disputes and strikes.

David Bushnell writes:

In general, the López administration made its mark as protector
of the working class not so much through specific social legislation as
through something López conspicuously did not do-- namely, put the
state and its agencies at the service of employers in either rural or
urban labor disputes, as Conservative governments had consistently
done.32

One result of this policy was a conflict between the López administration and

the United Fruit Company, which in turn brought Colombia’s relationship with the

United States to the fore.  Disputes over wages, over United Fruit’s control over

Colombia’s banana industry, and of United’s power relative to that of Colombian

banana planters led the López administration to attempt to pass measures designed to

limit that company’s power.  In both 1936 and in 1938, the López administration

fought successfully against bitter opposition to pass such legislation.  In both cases,

however, the Conservative-dominated Supreme Court declared important facets of

these laws unconstitutional thereby removing the so-called ‘teeth’ of the legislation.

Even so, the fact that López dedicated so much effort towards fighting against United
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Fruit’s influence markedly accentuates the López administration from the fanatically

pro-U.S. administration of Olaya Herrera.33

For his part, López was by no means against the United States.  On the

contrary, he made certain to have his Foreign Minister explain the government’s

actions against United Fruit not as an attack against U.S. companies in Colombia in

general, but against a particularly pernicious enterprise which had demonstrated

repeatedly a disrespect for Colombian sovereignty.34  This position was corroborated

by the fact that even during the struggle between López and United Fruit, he still

managed to maintain strong relations between his government and Standard Oil.  The

consistent thread between these objectives, writes historian Stephen Randall, was to

maintain Colombia’s sovereignty by protecting its right to deny conceding

monopolistic control of Colombia’s natural resources to foreigners.35

Between 1934-1938, Alfonso López saw the Colombian masses as a source of

tremendous power which could be harnessed for political gain.  Both a political

pragmatist and ardent nationalist, López held that with proper education, care and

nurturing, with due respect and caution, Colombia’s masses could turn the nation into

a stronger force.  Like his predecessors, he feared what might happen if the masses

turned against the government; unlike his predecessors, though, he believed that the

masses could be reasoned with and encouraged to become ardent supporters of that

government.  He did at times have a didactic relationship with the popular classes,

explaining to them on occasion the perils of violent means or the dangers of accepting
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foreign ideologies.  At the same time, though, he also believed the government should

listen to what the popular classes and their representatives had to say and be careful to

halt extreme examples of their exploitation.

That said, courting the masses and serving the masses’ interests are not

necessarily the same thing.  On the contrary, historian Christopher Abel points to

numerous incomplete aspects of López’s reform and implicates the Revolución en

Marcha as being counterrevolutionary.  He argues that López’s agrarian reform

affected only a few regions, and not much land was actually distributed.  Similarly,

Abel points out that educational reform failed to significantly increase the number of

students in the primary schools.  He concludes, then, that

The “Revolución en marcha” had deceived many.  Lopismo
exploited to its fullest extent both the tone and symbolism of
revolution.  Having elevated popular aspirations to the point at which
it could not satisfy them, Lopismo left in its wake a Liberal party, both
fragmented and discontented.36

As Abel points out, then, the results of the reforms of López’s so-called

‘Revolution,’ were largely incapable of ameliorating the conditions of Colombia’s

poor majority.  That notwithstanding, Abel’s allegation that López intentionally

deceived the masses underestimates the very real consequences of his reforms—not

just his rhetoric—upon Colombians’ view of central power.  The Revolución en

Marcha altered Colombian Liberals’ expectations of the government.  It helped

further politicize the Liberal masses.  When Jorge Eliécer Gaitán promised to build an

activist government in Colombia, then, people believed that this pledge was—and
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could be—more than the ephemeral promises of someone seeking electoral office.37

Historian Richard Stoller gives López much more credit than does Abel,

although he too acknowledges that the immediate, material gains made by López’s

initiative was very limited.  However, he argues that López was primarily employing

radical language in order to bring a new constituency of labor union voters into the

Liberal fold.38  Stoller’s primary criticism of López’s administration, then, is not that

he intentionally deceived his constituents, as Abel claims.  On the contrary, Stoller’s

contention is that López was ignorant of the power of regional and local elites in

shaping Liberal policy in Colombia.  Stoller holds that the president did not

understand the hereditary ties that held Colombian political parties together.  Liberals

and Conservatives gained their political disposition from their parents, and likewise

passed these adherences on to their children.  Stoller, then, alleges that regional

Liberal elites were already deeply entrenched in their positions due to these familial

loyalties and that therefore they would not be unseated by a change in ideological

bent directed from Bogotá.  That is, Colombian Liberals would remain loyal to

Colombian Liberal leaders, regardless of their ideological disposition towards the

working classes.  Ideology took a back seat to emotional and cultural allegiances,

thereby rendering much less effective López’s initiatives.39

Both Abel and Stoller’s theories here are useful in explaining why López’s

success as a reformer did not equal his rhetorical goals.  He may simply have been

duplicitous in his orations in favor of the working classes, or he may have been

ignorant about the way local and regional politics functioned.  Some evidence exists
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for both approaches, but neither theory enjoys the categorical support of the evidence.

I believe that a third possibility is equally plausible, that López’s experience

internationally led him to believe that workers were gaining power and that they were

going to become dangerous without government intervention.  As Stoller and Abel

argue, then, López wanted to co-opt the proletariat and increase their trust in the

government.  As Stoller explains, however, such a courting of the popular classes

does not have to have been an intentional deception but also might have been a

negotiated—albeit temporary—political arrangement.  At the same time, López’s

subsequent “orphaning” of the Colombian labor movement need not have resulted

from López’s ignorance.  In fact, it seems unlikely that such a politically-astute leader

like López would have so severely misjudged his own nation’s political system.

Rather, López saw the proverbial writing on the wall.  He saw how many countries

around the world were dealing with increasingly partisan and politically effective

proletarian classes, leading López to attempt to nip any potential for popular revolt in

the bud.  Such action does not mean that he was ignorant of the familial loyalties

within Colombian politics, but that he believed that this system could change to a

system in which class struggle became a more potent political force, as it did

throughout Europe and the Americas.40  As a result, he chose the path pioneered by

Lázaro Cárdenas in Mexico and by Franklin D. Roosevelt in the United States; give

ground to popular demands in order to stay in power while maintaining government

control over the nation.

This position complements well a different but related point made by
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sociologist Daniel Pécaut.  Pécaut discusses how the López administration made use

of the Second Communist International’s use of the concept of the “popular front

against fascism” to bring labor unions under the aegis of the mainstream Colombian

government in general and that of the Liberal Party in particular.  Pécaut indicates

that the high number of communist and communist-influenced labor organizers were

willing to force an alliance with López for a number of reasons.  First, they believed

that the small size of Colombia’s industrial proletariat meant that they would not be

able to attract their own numbers into the communist party because it was not yet

ready, in their eyes, to serve as the proletarian vanguard.  Second, their real fear of the

Colombian right wing and the fascist and clerical-authoritarian elements within the

Conservative Party meant that they needed a powerful ally in order to survive.  The

result was that when the umbrella union, the Confederación de Trabajadores de

Colombia (CTC), formed in 1938, it was run by a majority of Liberal leaders and its

members voted nearly-unanimously for the Liberal Party in national elections.41  The

difference between Pécaut’s analysis here and my own is that Pécaut concentrates

more specifically on the demographically small organized labor movement in

particular and therefore has a greater difficulty explaining the Revolución en marcha

as a broadly-based national reform package.

In either case, if López’s desire to stave off future class conflict is indeed what

led López to spearhead his reform program, it may have been based upon a flawed

assumption.  It turned out that the masses were far less capable of organizing along

class lines than López feared, largely because of the resilience of the familial party
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system to which Stoller refers.  The other aspect of this resilience is based on the fact

that fierce partisanship between the parties tended to dilute significantly class politics.

As Conservatives attacked Liberals and vice versa, party members of all classes

closed ranks around their political leaders, allowing these organizations to keep class

conflict on a back burner.42  It was within this atmosphere that López Pumarejo

launched the Revolución en marcha.

What, then, does this situation tell us about López’s opinion of the popular

classes?  As I hope the above discussion has demonstrated, López’s true perspective

on this question is difficult to understand.  It may have ranged anywhere from a

fearful suspicion and consequent deception of the proletariat, to a benign but ignorant

attempt to aid the Colombian pueblo as a whole.  As I explain above, however, I hold

that he probably fell between these two extremes.  He did seem to believe that the

working classes—especially the nascent but better-organized urban proletariat—had a

potential to be revolutionary, as Pécaut also claims of López.  This fact demonstrates

conclusively that regardless of López’s motivations that he trusted in the fact that

these classes could be reasoned with or that at least one could appeal to them on the

basis of their interests.  Thus, by the standards of the presidents who preceded López,

his policy amounted to an unprecedented support of the working class on the part of

the government and it would help define the Colombian people’s relationship to their

leaders for the next decades.
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Eduardo Santos: Rethinking the Colombian Working Class (1938-1942)

If López tried to walk a fine line between elite and popular interests, Eduardo

Santos walked deliberately and openly on the elite side of that line.  Just as Olaya had

come to political prominence in Colombia through his work in foreign affairs, so too

did Eduardo Santos (b. 1888, d. 1974, president 1938-1942) serve as Minister of

Foreign Relations in Olaya’s government.  Also like Olaya, his diligent work with the

United States impressed his counterparts in the Department of State and helped to

seal important ties between the two nations during Santos’ presidency.  This was

especially true during the Second World War in which Colombia provided important

rhetorical, moral and material support for the United States in particular and the

Allied cause in general.43

However, unlike Olaya, Santos had already established himself as a political

heavyweight before he assumed an official position in the government.   He achieved

this prominence through his work as owner and editor of the wildly successful

newspaper El Tiempo.44  Santos turned this publication into the single most influential

newspaper in Colombia.  His resulting sway on Colombia’s political scene was so

extensive that Alfonso López Pumarejo’s son and future president Alfonso López

Michelson would come to write:

Eduardo Santos was, from the 1920s until his death, the most
powerful man in Colombia and the most persistent influence on its
style of being— what we might call the national mood.45

However, while virtually all observers seem to agree that Santos wielded
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tremendous influence on Colombian politics, they are less uniform on the matter of to

what ends Santos wielded it.  His reputation among historians is that of a conciliator

like Olaya, but also as someone responsible for turning national momentum away

from the reforms of the Revolución en Marcha.  In fact, when López’s favored

candidate, Darío Echandía lost the Liberal caucus of 1937 to Santos in a power

struggle between the pro-and anti-reform factions in the Liberal Party, López saw the

writing on the wall and for the sake of party cohesion declared that there would then

be a “pause” in the pace of reforms.  This pause continued during Santos’

administration and, while he did not seek to overturn many of López’s

accomplishments in office, neither did he actively create many new ones.

Notwithstanding this reputation, however, Santos was a complicated man.

For example, although he did eventually enjoy a favorable reputation among U.S.

diplomats, many of Santos’ early editorials came out decisively against Yankee

imperialism in Latin American nations.  David Bushnell, in his influential and

seminal Eduardo Santos and the Good Neighbor quickly dismisses these early anti-

United States editorials, explaining that “...in essence, the newspaper did not

demonstrate any sort of systematic anti-Americanism—merely a reasonable concern

for Colombian interests”46  While Bushnell appears to be correct that Democratic

U.S. State Department officials under Franklin Delano Roosevelt did not hold Santos’

past writings against him, Santos did indeed systematically attack U.S. imperialism in

his editorials in El Tiempo.  From at least 1914 until he assumed his office in Olaya’s

cabinet, Santos consistently and sharply criticized the United States for intervening
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against Latin American sovereignty.

Especially poignant were his criticisms of U.S. military action against the

nationalist rebel leader Sandino in Nicaragua:

The recent intervention by the United States into the internal
politics of Nicaragua… rekindles the old theme of imperialism, which
periodically exasperates the presses of journalism on the continent and
sends shivers down the spines of the patriots and statesmen of the
southern part of the hemisphere.47

and

The American government has enslaved Nicaragua, make no
mistake, and has forged a policy of open conquest there—a policy
which shall not be forgiven for all the dialectic of Mr. [Woodrow]
Wilson or the oratory of Mr. [William Jennings] Bryan.  Yet we
cannot forget that in their actions the Yankees have also enjoyed the
effective collaboration of the Government of Nicaragua and of a
sizeable Nicaraguan party.  The prologue to this impending foreign
conquest has been the treachery of children, the descent into evil of a
party, the disgrace of a government that has helped to shackle its own
its people.48

Or, later, referring to a 1928 speech which U.S. president Calvin Coolidge

commenced by asserting that the United States respected the sovereignty of smaller

nations: Santos marveled at how the U.S. president could claim to look towards a

bright future in the U.S. relationship with Latin America when past relations were

tainted by U.S. imperialistic designs.  He asks:

How can we ever expect the United States to reconsider its
actions and embrace the ideals of international justice if the White
House considers all of what it has done thus far to have been just?…

The past, with its Santo Domingo, its Haiti, its Panama, and
its… Cuba, paralyzed by the Platt Amendment and other restrictions.
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It is the present with its still bleeding, still smoking Nicaragua, its soil
trampled by [U.S. Admiral] Latimer’s marines, its skies torn apart by
airplanes, souls of iron, iron and death strewn about the earth.49

Santos’ attacks in the 1920s against the United States’ policy in Nicaragua were

systematic and relentless, articulate and passionate.

By the time Enrique Olaya Herrera took power in 1930, however, Santos

seems to have dropped his objections to U.S. foreign policy towards Latin America.

At the very least his past sympathies towards Central American and Caribbean

nationalists did not hamper his willingness to embrace U.S. policies and business

deals with Colombia.  He worked in Olaya’s pro-U.S. administration and managed to

gain the confidence of U.S. personnel in the process.  For example, in the editorials of

El Tiempo, he came out strongly in favor of upholding contracts with U.S. petroleum

interests in Colombia, and generally attempted to smooth economic relations between

the two nations.50

Therefore, whenever Santos was faced with the choice of courting and

supporting either Colombian organized labor or U.S. corporate interests, Santos chose

the latter every time.  In fact, his support for organized labor was exceptionally weak.

Historian Marco Palacios attempts to put such conflicts in perspective by citing the

relatively tiny size of Colombian unions.  He explains that Santos was not interested

in favoring unions-- which still numbered fewer than 100,000 workers-- when such

an action carried with it the risk of alienating other sectors within Colombian society

and abroad.51
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Palacios’ assertion here, however, ignores the fact that Santos himself was a

particularly virulent anticommunist who was suspicious of labor radicalism.  As soon

as he took possession of the presidency, for instance, he immediately vocalized a

condemnation of political agendas within Colombian organized labor.  On one hand,

he acknowledged Colombians’ right to organize, explaining that:

 ...the union, as an element of order, can facilitate to an
extraordinary degree the organization of labor and it can provide solid,
clear and stable bases to the relations between management [patronos]
and workers.... There cannot be a republican spirit that would attempt
to ignore or diminish that fundamental human right.52

Santos hastened to add, however, that while he acknowledged the importance

of unions, he objected with equal determination those who would use unions

demagogically.  Such individuals would include in Santos’ estimation anyone who

saw connections between unions and politics.  This list included not only union

activities influenced by communists and anarchists, but also those used to forward

political agendas of Conservative Catholics as well.  Quoting—and therefore

supporting—then Minister of Government Alberto Lleras Camargo’s statement to a

national union congress in Cali the previous year, Santos explained that “‘All union

activity with a political end is a corruption of the social system.’“53  Politics and

union activity did not mix in Santos’ estimation.

Santos took this argument still further, arguing that a “disciplined minority” of

opportunistic and authoritarian subversives were working in Colombian unions.

Again quoting Lleras Camargo, he contended that:
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“It has been attempted artificially to stimulate in Colombia a
class struggle which does not jibe with national reality, because our
rudimentary economic culture has not yet caused the deep divisions
which separates great masses of men in more developed countries.
That which we refer to as class struggle is nothing but indiscipline,
foolishness, lack of social sense and is far removed from social order,
amounting to nothing but utter disregard for legitimate authority.”’54

In an earlier speech, on March 3, 1937, Santos made a similar assertion,

arguing that the so-called “social question” transcended the simple issue of  workers,

but included “...the entire Colombian panorama....”  He argued:

There exists in our cities, and to convince oneself of it one only
need open one’s eyes, the problem of proletarian daily living
conditions; it exists in the countryside, throughout all parts of the
nation, in the poorest part of the people, the problem of malnutrition,
of sufficient clothing, of deplorable hygienic conditions. 55

Santos continued, assuring his audience that his government would endeavor to take

up a “hygienic crusade” in order to cure the worst effects of poverty for Colombian

citizens.

But the social question to which Santos referred was not simply one of

poverty.  On the contrary, in the very same speech he also urged Colombians to

consider the needs of the middle class and of public employees, clerks and other low-

level white collar workers.  Of the middle class, in fact, he argued that,

“The middle class constitutes the vital nucleus of the Republic; in villages,

towns and cities it is the best element of order, of progress and of intelligent work.”

Despite their important role, Santos contended, members of the middle classes still

had tremendous difficulty in educating their children, in paying rents, and in finding
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healthy and reasonably-priced housing.56

By associating the problems of the working classes with those of the middle

class, Santos evidently attempted to defuse class tensions which had come to the

forefront of national political rhetoric in the López administration. In short, like

Olaya, Santos believed—or at least publicly asserted—that class struggle did not exist

in Colombia because Colombian society was not significantly stratified along class

lines.  Indeed, Santos’ belief that class divisions should be downplayed is visible in

his infrequent mention of class issues in his speeches during his presidency.57  This is

an important point because it is indicative of the way that Santos and other Liberal

leaders within his camp thought about politics.  This attitude is further evident in the

copious memoirs of Carlos Lleras Restrepo, who was Santos’ Finance Minister.  Only

rarely does Lleras mention issues of class or poverty in the sections of his memoirs

corresponding to the years of the Santos presidency.  When he does, it is under only

very particular circumstances.  For instance, when unions would threaten to strike,

such as when the public service employees of Medellín struck in July 1939, Lleras

would describe this event under the simple label of “social agitation.”58  Another

mention of workers in 1940 comes when Lleras comments on the May Day

celebration during the years of the Santos administration.  Santos’ Administration, via

its Minister of Labor, Hygiene and Social Security, José J. Caicedo Castilla, delivered

news to the May Day crowd that the government officially endorsed a suite of laws

that favored workers’ rights.  Explains Lleras:
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What was of true importance was the giant popular gathering
that the unions achieved on May Day, labor day.  I can still picture, not
without a certain sense of melancholy, the pictures of the bleachers of
the bullring, overflowing with that vibrant throng.  How close back
then were the Liberal Party and the Government to the forces of
organized labor!59

The fact that Santos left speeches like these to members of his cabinet instead of

addressing the crowds of laborers directly, stands in contrast to López’s approach to

labor issues.  The fact that Lleras recalled the working classes in his memoirs only

when organized laborers—a tiny minority of Colombian workers—were either

demonstrating against the government or in favor of it, provides an indication of how

this strain of Liberalism viewed the workers.  And even such references as these are

few and far between.  The vast majority of Lleras’ political memories from these

years concern the tumultuous international affairs that gave birth to the Second World

War, the debates between Conservatives and Liberals in Congress, various legislative

initiatives, U.S.-Colombian financial ties, economic and so forth.  As then Minister of

Finance, his focus on the latter two categories of events seems logical.  However,

given how meticulously he details other political information, his sparse mention of

class issues seems telling.60

His rhetoric aside, however, Santos did engage in a few strategies by which to

aid poor Colombians.  Most importantly, he refused to overturn López’s modest labor

and land reforms, halting but not reversing the pace of political reform.  Of equal

significance, he succeeded in improving access to elementary education for a larger

number of Colombia’s poor.  This achievement led eventually to a greater percentage
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of poor Colombians who were able to reach functional levels of literacy.  For the

most part, however, the practical achievements of his government mostly benefited

those with at least a moderate degree of both property or capital.  He increased the

size of the Caja Agraria and put credit, both short and long-term, under the control of

the government.  He also made it easier for processors and would be industrialists to

receive credit and made it a priority of the government to construct plumbing, schools

and other infrastructural improvements.61

Santos’ contributions to the Colombian government were not as clearly

directed towards the poor as were those of López, but they did make an impact.  That

notwithstanding, the major difference between the two politicians was less

substantive than it was rhetorical.  López, by publicly embracing the idea of class

conflict and promising a “revolution” for Colombia’s oppressed agricultural and

industrial workers, electrified the aspirations of the poor to an unprecedented extent.

Eduardo Santos would come under attack by poor and leftist Liberal Party members

who wanted to see a greater government commitment to explicitly working class

issues.  It is not a coincidence, then, that the stellar rise to political prominence of

Jorge Eliécer Gaitán coincided with the administration of Eduardo Santos.  Santos’

public abandonment of working class issues inspired many Liberal workers and party

radicals to seek leadership outside of the official party.  It is why Gaitán’s attacks on

the two-party system and the “oligarchy” behind it, resounded so fully with many

Liberal workers.
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Santos’ actual opinion of the working classes, then, is difficult to determine

since he seems to have been so disinterested in treating their problems as separate

from those of wealthier Colombians.  He clearly demonstrates his hopes for the

middle classes, but his perspectives on the poor are more difficult to extract.  Yet that

fact alone is extremely significant.  In fact, a number of historians have identified

Santos as both a Francophile and a strong admirer of Colombian independence leader

Francisco de Paula Santander who himself a Eurocentric 19th century leader who

identified himself with a classical form of liberalism—essentially a middle class or

bourgeois movement.62  This aspect of Santos’ ideological profile, in addition to his

published speeches, best explains his own class disposition.  He believed, in short,

that the middle class was the dynamic force behind society which was best poised to

drive the nation’s futures.  It was thus liberalism’s duty to encourage and foment the

development of this group over the interests of other classes.

The Second López Government: Creating a Political Vacuum (1942-1945)

López returned to office in 1942, and the expectations of poorer Liberal

Colombians returned along with him.  However, the political climate within the upper

echelons of power, as well as within López himself, had changed dramatically by

1942.  López began his second term with a long speech about how international

affairs were going to be the foremost priority of his new administration, and how the

nation was entering a difficult era of crisis.63  From his opening address, then, López

made it clear that the priorities of his second administration were going to differ
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starkly from those of his first.  Marco Palacios writes that

...López, restorer of Liberal mystique and champion of social
reform, unmade his image and defrauded the people without gaining
the confidence of the right wing.64

Similarly, Mauricio Archila Neira refers to both the presidencies of Santos and the

second administration of López as the “orphaning of the working class.”65  Even so,

Archila observes simultaneously that,

If, as it appeared, López was becoming less of a ‘Lopista,’ the
working class—especially the portion of it affiliated with the
CTC—continued to be Lopistas.66

Archila goes on to point out that such continued adherence to the ideals of the

Revolución en Marcha was evident in the staggering growth of legally-organized

labor unions during López’s troubled second administration.  In 1943, workers and

organizers created 76 new unions; in 1944 they organized another 172; and in 1945

no fewer than 441.  In 1946, after López resigned from office , the number of unions

declined back down to 110.67  An astute reader might at this point contend that the

number of unions is not necessarily indicative of an increase of unionized workers; it

might also refer to increased fragmentation of unions accompanied by static or even

declining membership.  However, other numbers corroborate Archila’s point, as seen

in Figures 1.1 and 1.2.
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Figure 1.1: Unionized Workers in Colombia, 1935-1947

From
Year

Number of
Unionized
Workers

To
Year

Number of
Unionized
Workers

Percent
Increase

1935 42,678 1939 82,893 94.23%
1939 82,893 1942 95,443 15.14%
1942 95,443 1947 165,595 73.50%

Figure 1.2: Estimated Percentage Increase of Union Membership
Source for Figures 1.1 and 1.2: Miguel Urrutia, The Development of the

Colombian Labor Movement (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991),183.

As these charts indicate, Archila’s estimates based solely on increase in the

number of unions does seem to be indicative of increased union membership during

López’s two administrations.  Note especially Figure 1.2 which demonstrates that

from 1939 to 1942, years roughly coinciding with the Santos administration, the
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increase in union membership continued but at a far slower rate than in the other two

ranges.  In the span of years between 1935 and 1943, roughly the time of the

Revolución en Marcha, union membership nearly doubled.  And despite López’s

attempts to pause popular activism during his second administration, unionization still

increased dramatically from 1942 to 1947.68

In short, even if López had indeed “orphaned” the working class, organized

workers still believed their father was alive and well.  In fact, they tended to attribute

López’s lack of support for labor issues on the president’s political opponents, both

rightist Liberal and Conservatives alike.  It seems in retrospect that López himself

became more interested in building an elite consensus than in continuing his first

administration’s modest activism on behalf of the working classes.69

The reasons for López’s desire to foster that consensus was due simply to

political expediency.  By the 1942 election, the most immediate threat to López

emerged not from the a movement of politicized working classes, as he may have

expected during his first term, but from Conservatives and rightist Liberal elites.  In

the election of 1942, López came under fierce attack by the Conservative newspaper

El Siglo, run by the Conservative statesman and propagandist Laureano Gómez.70  In

that election, López faced the rightist dissident Liberal candidate, Carlos Arango

Vélez, who had the support of many Conservatives as well.  While López beat

Arango 673,169 votes to 474,637, El Siglo had launched a relentless attack on López.

It continuously red-baited López and at one point even claimed that López’s

campaign called directly for the downfall of private property and of the Catholic
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family.71

Yet, as Marco Palacios states in his quotation, above, Conservative attacks

against López during the election did not end after López had won.  On the contrary,

Conservative attacks on López and on Liberalism increased in both frequency and

ferocity during this period.  López’s main difficulties pertained to the repeated

accusations of corruption and illegality which would plague his second

administration.  Gómez’s newspaper, for instance, helped create a scandal out of

alleged ties between the objectives of López’s administration and Freemasonry.  For

another example, in July, 1943—the second year into López’s new term—El Siglo

accused his administration of beating to death the boxer Francisco A. Pérez,

nicknamed “Mamatoco” after his birthplace.  Mamatoco, 35, had been a boxing coach

for the Bogotá branch of the national police and he had begun to write a small

newspaper in which he publicly condemned the police for legal irregularities.  While

there was a lot of evidence that the Bogotá police had been complicit in Mamatoco’s

murder, El Siglo managed to make connections between this killing and the entire

judicial system, and eventually claimed that López ‘s administration was tied very

closely to a criminal conspiracy to assassinate any vocal political dissenters.72

Other scandals also rocked López’s administration, and in each case, El Siglo

was at the forefront in reporting and amplifying them.  For example, it featured

numerous articles accusing López of corruption and nepotism surrounding López’s

son, future president Alfonso López Michelsen, and his extralegal acquisition of a

nationalized German coffee threshing company, “Trilladora Tolima.”  López
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Michelsen was further accused of benefiting from a number of other scandals in

which his familial connections allegedly granted him privileged access to property

and political favors.73

Even as the Conservative press repeatedly denounced the administration’s

corruption, Laureano Gómez and other prominent Conservative leaders courted the

favor of the country’s military, which for its part was becoming increasingly

discontent with López’s handling of the presidency.  The eventual result was the July,

1944 military coup attempt in the traditionally Conservative city of Pasto, in which

the president was briefly captured by a small junta of Conservative officers.  As

López was whisked by car through the Conservative town of Yacuanquer, the people

shouted “Down with the assassins of Mamatoco!” indicating just how much of an

impact El Siglo had on the Conservative populace over the previous few years.74  The

end result was that López was shaken and eventually resigned, allowing his fellow

Liberal Alberto Lleras Camargo to assume the presidency for the final year of

López’s term.75

To put it bluntly, López’s second administration was a disaster.  It appears

that he began by trying to placate the Santista wing of the Liberal Party by

abandoning his more pro-working class agenda.  Even if López had attempted in

earnest to continue his limited support of the working classes, however, his crisis-

ridden second term left him no room to do so.  El Siglo and Laureano Gómez had

placed López on the defensive and he seems to have spent most of his term
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scrambling to consolidate his allies.  Whether he significantly changed his opinions

about the necessity of courting the working classes is therefore impossible to say.  It

is clear, however, that when given a choice between supporting the lower classes and

his own political survival, he was quick to choose the latter.  That is, despite the fact

that López had given far more overt encouragement and public support to the

working classes than any Colombian president before him, he did not cast his lot

inextricably with their cause.
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Chapter Two: Conservative Resurgence, 1946-1953

Mariano Ospina Pérez: Technocracy and Convivencia

Mariano Ospina Pérez (b. 1891, d. 1971, president from 1946-1950) was in

many ways the quintessential Colombian oligarch.  He was the son of wealthy

Antioquian parents; the grandson of Mariano Ospina Rodríguez, a prominent senator

and politician; and he was the nephew of former president Pedro Nel Ospina

(president from 1922-1926).  Had Ospina Pérez  served as president before the 1930s,

his elite pedigree might well have led him to the same kind of laissez-faire attitude

towards Colombia’s popular classes typical of 1920s Conservative presidents.1  But

times had changed since those Conservative administrations.  With the Liberal

Republic and the Revolución en Marcha came a greater involvement of the lower

classes in politics.  Since the election of 1930, all adult Colombian males had the

right to vote, regardless of wealth or literacy levels.  At the same time, the rhetoric of

Alfonso López’s “Revolution” had awakened in the minds of poorer Colombians the

hope that an activist government was possible, one committed to aiding the poor and

opening the political system to outsiders.  While, as noted above, Liberal elite

ambivalence made this possibility increasingly distant after 1938, the notion of a

progressive administration had been waved tantalizingly over the heads of the pueblo
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and their expectations had risen as a result.  Consequently, elites of both parties now

had to address concerns of the greater Colombian polity or risk social upheaval.

For his part, Mariano Ospina Pérez did so even before assuming the

presidency.  For example, during the presidential campaign on April 1, 1946, Ospina

addressed his supporters and other observers in the building which housed the

Conservative newspaper El Siglo.  The oration, entitled, “El problema social

colombiano,” (“Colombia’s Social Problem”) reveals much of Ospina’s conception of

the nation’s poor.  The speech specifically concerns the government’s role in the lives

of Colombia’s poorer residents; the candidate specifically explains that the subject of

his current speech is not about the “...extremely important role that Christian charity

and the associations that it inspires...” should play in society, because such a

discussion would be vast enough for an entirely different speech.  Instead, Ospina

addresses only the role of government, which he contends is a question which is

larger, more complex and of greater importance than is usually recognized.2

Among these critical roles the government should assume, Ospina continues,

was to guarantee standards of sanitation and health and to combat immoral conduct

among Colombians.  For instance, he advocated an extensive campaign to publicize

nutritional information to all Colombians.  This campaign, he continues, should not

be directed exclusively towards adult workers, but also towards women and children

who need such education even more.  Ospina’s justification for such education,

significantly, comes not from his own contact with the pueblo, but from a comparison

to how other countries are governed:
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Today in every country that is even moderately civilized, it is
part of daily education for all social classes, in the schools, in
gatherings, in posters and signs, in practical demonstrations—in other
words, through all available methods of communication, the minimum
requirements and nutritional value of every product available to
different social classes, while among us these elemental notions
remain a scientific secret that only a few hundred specialists possess.3

The moral component of Ospina’s proposed campaign primarily targeted alcohol and

its deleterious effects on the populace.  Ospina further urged that the power of the

government at national, departmental and municipal levels be used to combat alcohol

consumption and to encourage people to replace intoxicating drink with healthy, non-

alcoholic ones.4

Within Ospina’s programs for nutrition and alcohol abuse prevention we can

see the germ of his ideas of national social amelioration.  That is, most of Ospina’s

solutions for Colombia’s “social problem” involved the government playing a

supporting role in people’s lives, but the onus of improvement would be on the

people themselves.  The people, he argued, needed to learn to live ethical, frugal and

self-disciplined lives and the government would serve to guide their progress in these

respects.  In solving some of the nations problems, he advocated increasing people’s

personal autonomy.  This emphasis is also evident in the kinds of people whom he

advocated aiding.  In an extensive discussion of national poverty, for instance, Ospina

postulated that it was the duty of the government to extend credit to small farmers and

small business owners.  Equally important was to make more apparent the presence of

the police in out-of-the-way rural areas in order to guarantee the integrity of small

farms.
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However, the majority of Ospina’s recommendations involved the initiation of

government studies of the economic issues that affected Colombia’s poorer workers.

For example, advocated government analysis of cost of living in order to determine a

minimum wage; a study of soil in order to recommend to small farmers the amount

and varieties of fertilizer to use on their land; a study of farm workers’ “physical,

intellectual [and] nervous fatigue” in order to guarantee more efficient agricultural

production and improve rural quality of life; and other similar studies.5  Mimicking

Enlightenment analogies of the nation as a human body, Ospina tried to address the

so-called social problem by treating it as an illness.6  He sought to remedy that

malady by diagnosing it more thoroughly, determining what made poorer Colombians

happy or depressed or fatigued, just as the malady of need could be remedied by

making agricultural production more efficient and scientific.  Salaries, he continued,

should  be adjusted along these lines; citizens should be paid so that they can afford to

purchase the food, shelter and clothing that they need to survive and thrive.7  For the

years of administration, even through the mayhem that weighed down upon the late

years of his presidency, Ospina remained faithful to this government strategy of

increasing the material conditions and educational opportunities for the poor.8

Related to this technocratic approach to Colombian poverty was Ospina’s

fervent desire to remain bipartisan, maintaining that the policy of National Union was

essential to preserving the integrity of the government; he maintained this policy from

the day he took office until after the assassination of Gaitán on April 9, 1948.

Bipartisanship, he maintained, was the sole method though which Colombians would
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be able to thrive and get over age-old problems of poverty and violence.  Regarding

social policy, for instance, Ospina was convinced that political negotiation and

understanding between the country’s two major parties would lead to a better society

for all Colombians.  Ospina explained, in his verbose rhetorical style:

The eminently democratic composition of our two historic
political parties... with supporters from all walks of life, from all
economic sectors and from all parts of the country, on one hand
explains the prestige that today distinguishes our nation because of its
unbreakable loyalty to republican tenets and to the principles of law, of
liberty and justice, and has favored, on the other hand... a good
understanding which serves to solve the problems that it faces in
regard to the question of social welfare, in the form of a generous
desire to compete through the advocacy of juridical norms instead of a
violent feud of interests or of individual or collective appetites.9

This excerpt, as well as many others like it,10 indicates that on a fundamental level

Ospina trusted Colombian citizens, or at least he trusted in the Colombian electoral

system.  He saw a multi-class society which allowed for peaceful negotiation of

political issues in order to bring about a more harmonious society.

Despite Ospina’s attempts to put this idealistic vision of Colombian

government into practice, however, his election to office coincided directly with the

emergence of the Violencia.11  In fact, a critical observer might contend that Ospina’s

interpretation of the doctrine of National Union was in fact a calculated response to

the wave of Gaitanista agitation on behalf of the Colombian pueblo which was on the

rise ever since the 1946 presidential campaign began.  In other words, Ospina’s

sentiment might be interpreted as a demonstration that the president’s fear of his

country’s people led him to desire a broad, multi-class bipartisan coalition against the
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mounting forces of Gaitanismo; Ospina mirrored the cautious tones towards the

rhetoric of class struggle adopted by his moderate Liberal predecessors Olaya, Santos

and, eventually, López in his second term.

Yet despite this resemblance, Ospina demonstrated on numerous occasions

that his commitment to bipartisanship—Convivencia in the parlance of the

day12—transcended mere rhetoric; Ospina’s effort was genuine.  His sincerity in this

respect is corroborated by U.S. intelligence and diplomatic correspondence.  For

example, during the first half of his administration, Ospina staunchly supported the

right of the CTC to affiliate with the international Communist labor union movement.

This was not due to any sort of ideological sympathy towards Communism; on the

contrary, Ospina was an adamant anti-communist.  Instead, the President contended

that the Colombian citizens who made up the CTC, had the right to affiliate with

whomever they desired.  According to Ambassador’s report to Washington of his

discussion with Ospina:

He [Ospina] said that he did not take seriously the charges
being made against the Communists in Colombia.  He was anti-
Communist, but the way to treat Communists was not through
arbitrary measures but by improving the standard of living of the
people, and he believed that just demands had to be met whether they
were made by Communists or others.13

The U.S. ambassador emphatically opposed this line of reasoning and argued

with Ospina that the CTC was being controlled by Moscow and therefore represented

an external force meddling in Colombia’s sovereignty.  Such arguments and the

implied pressure behind them did not dissuade Ospina, who continued this policy
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throughout the first two years of his administration.14  During this period, despite

Ospina’s obvious distaste for Communists and other leftist labor activists, his

dedication to the electoral process and his aspirations to make Colombia a republic

which represented all of Colombian society prevailed over these personal misgivings.

Without a doubt, part of the reason for Ospina’s willingness to rise to the

defense of the CTC in this situation had to do with his own concerns about violence

being committed on the part of lower class Colombians.  This attitude is evident in

Ospina’s concerns about the bloodshed in the Colombian countryside that followed

his election.  At the beginning of the Congressional session of 1947, Ospina made it

clear that he was well aware of this national wave of violence.

[One] …unfortunate reality is that which may be observed in
different regions, where violent urban groups, who obey the orders of
unscrupulous leaders, are dedicated to sowing terror amongst the
habitants of the countryside and the fields.  They do so in order to
impede them from approaching the voting areas and being able to
consume all of the fortune from such scandalous fraud, supplanting in
this way the free will of the people.  The natural timidity of the rural
masses is thus exploited in order to assure the arbitrary possession of
municipal governments whose money is then distributed joyously
among the electoral officials, their friends and families.  It is through
this practice that they organize a nefarious and exclusive bureaucracy,
which leaves these districts in a lamentable situation, backward and
miserable.15

This passage demonstrates three facets of Ospina’s attitude towards the popular

classes.  First, it is clear that he understood the political nature of the violence that

surrounded the nation’s electoral process.  Secondly, if he privately believed that such

electoral irregularities were the responsibility of Liberals more than that of their

Conservative peers, that partisanship is not evident within this speech; he blames both
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parties equally.  Third, it gives an indication of Ospina’s condescension towards the

campesino class, as his assumption of their “natural timidity” makes clear.16

And Ospina voiced other concerns about the conduct of the lower classes.  For

instance, as he did in he campaign speech, he impugned the morality of poorer

citizens by stating that it was their excessive consumption of alcohol that exacerbated

political crises.17  And even when he complimented the people, his apprehension

about their conduct seeps through, as is apparent in his 1947 discussion of the then-

impending 1948 IX International Pan-American Conference:

The Government has the most absolute confidence that the
Colombian people will be on their best behavior, as is their duty given
the international solemnity to which I am referring…18

Given Ospina’s demonstrated awareness of the national political crisis, his concern

over labor and popular demonstrations which took place during this period in Bogotá

and his fear of Gaitán’s ever-growing political movement, we may safely assume that

the president would have had less than the “most absolute confidence” that everything

would proceed without incident.

Despite his apprehension, however, Ospina stayed the course of bipartisanship

during the first two years of his rule.  In fact, he deliberately avoided antagonizing the

Liberal Party and refrained from invoking some of the most controversial parts of the

Conservative Party’s platform.  For example, unlike Laureano Gómez whom I discuss

below, he did not use rhetoric of a holy war to justify his rule.  Ospina was certainly a

devout Catholic, but throughout his public writings there are no examples of heavy-

handed attempts to associate the government’s struggles with those of the Church
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outside of both institutions’ commitments to providing charity and support to the

poor.19  Even as the parties grew ever more polarized, Ospina insisted that the

presidency was a nonpartisan institution.  In September, 1947, as Gaitán charged that

Ospina had illegally imported tear gas and that this action “…demonstrated Ospina

Pérez’s and the Conservative party’s total disrespect for the poor and for the law.”20

On the nineteenth of that same month, the president addressed those accusations by

demonstrating convincingly that the gas was imported legally and, in fact, was done

so at the behest of the Liberal Lleras Camargo government that had preceded

Ospina’s.21

As most readers may be aware, however, the period following this increasing

polarization would lead to the end of the policy of National Union and the collapse of

convivencia in general.  Before I discuss the factors that led Ospina to abandon this

hard-fought battle to maintain a bipartisan government, however, I want to evaluate

Ospina’s rhetoric of class with the realities of his government.  After all, even if

Ospina philosophically believed in a government that should represent a wide variety

of parties and political doctrines, though, that belief falls far from addressing the

egregious lack of access to power that Colombia’s poorer citizens suffered.  In this

respect, then, Ospina resembled Olaya, Santos, and Alfonso López (during his second

term), in that he acted slowly on behalf of the poor, while avoiding any sort of

rhetoric that might be seen as inflammatory.  In the area of education, for instance,

Ospina resembled his Liberal counterparts in advocating increased literacy for the

masses.  His justification for doing so was to better foment the country’s industrial
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development—to create a larger pool of skilled laborers upon which Colombian

industry could draw.22  Moreover, while this educational campaign of Ospina did

indeed improve literacy rates, these gains were due not to government policy but to

increased urbanization; greater migration to the cities led to more compact

neighborhoods which in turn made schooling cheaper and easier to deliver on a mass-

scale.  Therefore, while illiteracy levels did fall in the countryside, the real gains

came in Colombia’s expanding urban sector.  Overall, however, the rates of change

were modest by the standards of previous administrations.23

Thus, Mariano Ospina Pérez’s education policy neither revolutionized the

nation in terms of public access to education, but neither did it squelch prior gains.

But it did differ in quality from previous Liberal efforts in two significant ways.

First, it gave rhetorical stress to the role of the Roman Catholic Church in educating

Colombian youth.  As Aline Helg points out, Ospina’s administration neither restored

pre-1930 Church privileges in educating the country nor did it dismiss anti-clerical

teachers.  Instead, it tolerated and gave free rein to private Catholic schools to

continue their work.24  Secondly, after the 9 de abril, Ospina geared his

administration’s education policy not only towards improving literacy and technical

proficiency among his citizens but also towards teaching about the nation’s history

and government.  The idea was to decrease tension between the major Colombian

parties by teaching citizens of their shared national heritage.25

As was the case with his policies on education, then, Ospina’s administration

left a mixed record on the labor front when compared to most of his predecessors; he
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neither remarkably set back nor significantly advanced conditions for the Colombian

working classes.  But Ospina did dramatically change the form and allegiances of

Colombian organized labor.  Journalists and scholars, including Vernon Lee Fluharty

and Diego Montaña Cuellar, have directly attributed the rise of the Unión de

Trabajadores de Colombia (UTC) to the Ospina administration.  Their argument is

that Ospina wanted to supplant the national prominence of the Confederación de

Trabajadores de Colombia (CTC) by creating a parallel union body, removing

organized labor’s traditional ties to the Liberal Party.  This idea has been refuted by

those such as Miguel Urrutia who have shown that, at least according to the UTC’s

founding documents, it was created by the Catholic Church.26  Yet notwithstanding

the specifics of its origins, the Ospina administration was ecstatic to witness the

development of the UTC.  This was because Ospina agreed emphatically with the

UTC’s objective: to create an “apolitical” union movement that would function

according to Christian principles.  Indeed, on the very day Ospina accepted his

party’s nomination for the Presidency, he made his opinion on this matter crystal

clear:

A sincere advocate of strengthening the labor union as an
indispensable instrument for the achievement of …[material and
physical gains for workers and for bargaining collectively on laborers’
behalf,] I am opposed to the intervention of unions in the heated arena
of party politics because, beyond being illegal, it interferes with the
union’s ability to function, distracts from its activities, divides its
members and limits its capacity to benefit its workers, instead
distancing them from the union’s noble purpose—the defense of the
interests of the working class—whose problems should merit
preferential attention from all government programs.27
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Ospina openly advocated the right of workers to organize for their own

interests and he publicly declared union goals as noble ones.  This was a marked

distinction from the Conservative presidents who predated the Revolución en Marcha,

and who responded to strikes through violent means. On the other hand, Ospina

upheld the myth that it is possible to have an apolitical union.  In fact, in Colombia, as

elsewhere, there is no such thing as an apolitical union; even such seemingly

mundane union goals as the right to collectively bargain and to pursue legal recourse

for grievances requires the support of legislators and judges.  Since both politicians

and judges are appointed by other politicians, who are in turn appointed by elected

officials, it was—and remains—impossible to separate politics from union efforts as

if they were completely different kinds of activities.  Moreover, in Colombia, as in

the United States and elsewhere, the law stated that the government may declare

illegal those strikes which interfere with public services.  Since politicians are the

ones who define what constitutes a public service, again the unions needed to exert

their influence over the electoral system merely to pursue their most modest of

interests.

In this case, Ospina differed somewhat from his Liberal predecessors who did

not mind unions engaging in political activities—at least so long as those activities

favored the Liberal Party’s candidates.  On the other hand, Liberal politicians

deliberately subverted Communist elements within the CTC so as to assure Liberal

dominance—a level of hostile intervention into labor politics that Ospina did not

seem willing to commit.28  This refusal to intervene directly in the politics of the CTC
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may simply have been due to the fact that Ospina benefited from the fact that

Communist involvement within that union helped to divide the Liberal Party and to

sully the Liberals’ reputation in Washington and Europe.  Even if this is the case, the

fact remains that in terms of action, Ospina exercised more political restraint in

combating the goals of the labor movement than did his Liberal counterparts.

This exercise of restraint, then, brings us to the most important question

regarding President Ospina’s administration: If the president believed in

bipartisanship and in the right of the lower classes to organize in their interests, why

did he eventually elect to impose the state of emergency over the country, hamper the

democratic process in Colombia, and flood the armed forces with partisan

Conservative personnel?

The immediate answer to this question is that Ospina’s hard fought battle to

maintain a bipartisan and republican spirit changed after Gaitán’s assassination and

the subsequent riots of April 9, 1948.  This paroxysm of devastation and bloodshed

left the continued existence of the Ospina government in doubt, but even after April

9, the two parties embarked on months of negotiation to reach some sort of national

solution.  As tensions between the parties increased precipitously, national debates

became increasingly polemical and political skirmishes in the countryside grew

deadlier. This political polarization came to a head the morning of November 9, 1949,

after the Liberal presidents of the Senate and the Cámara publicly announced that

they would begin a Congressional investigation of Ospina’s role in the assassination

of Gaitán, an investigation the Liberals claimed was supported by the Constitution.
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Ospina’s response was to once and for all act contrarily to his prior policies.

He declared a national state of emergency, shut down Congress and sealed off the

Capitol with military troops.  His justification for such an action was that the

Congressional Liberal majority had itself acted unconstitutionally by devising

legislation that enfeebled the Executive branch of the government.  For instance,

Ospina condemned a bill which would reorganize the National Police, a responsibility

of the Executive branch of government, under the direct control  of Congress.  Liberal

Congressmen parried that the far more serious breach of the Constitution was

Ospina’s closure of the Congress itself and that Congress had the authority to propose

the kinds of laws they did.  Regardless of the legality of any of these moves, what is

certain is that the Liberals congressional majority virtually would have insured their

victory if they had been allowed to continue unchecked.  Ospina’s draconian

response, then, was an act of desperation to ensure his own party’s control over the

national government.  Thus, Ospina’s state of emergency, the coup de grace to the

policy of National Union, was delivered by one of that policy’s former adherents.

The state of emergency remained in effect throughout the rest of Ospina’s presidency

and continued with only brief interruptions through the administrations of Laureano

Gómez and Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, until the beginning of the Frente Nacional power-

sharing agreement of 1958.29

The state of emergency, however, was not necessarily designed by Ospina to

endure for such an extended period of time.  In fact, there are clear indications that

even during the post-April 9 crisis Ospina retained a willingness to maintain the ethos
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of convivencia.  On October 7, 1949, for instance, he proposed that the government

postpone elections for four years and create an interim power-sharing agreement

between the two parties, an early version of what would later become the Frente

Nacional.  But, as Herbert Braun contends:

The talks ended in failure only five days after the president’s
proposal.  Neither side showed much interest.  The Liberals were
confident of victory [due to their electoral majority, and Laureano]
Gómez had his eye on the presidency.30

Even with his proposals rejected, Ospina had made an effort at this late date to return

to convivencia.

Ospina’s conception of the Colombian people, then, seemed to stem from two

major influences: his training as an engineer and his sense of duty to the nation.

Through the eyes of an engineer, he saw Colombian society as a machine whose

function and efficiency could be studied and improved.  His advocacy of technical

education, nutritional awareness, and his charge that the government study poverty,

for example, all demonstrate his technocratic side.  Furthermore, his willingness to

return to the negotiating table with his enemies indicates that he was constantly

attempting to repair the broken machine of the nation.

His nationalist idealism and patriotism led him to believe in the ideals of

Colombia’s two-party system.  In this sense, he held that ordinary Colombians could

be trusted to share the reins of the electoral system with the leaders.  Such optimism,

however, had its limits.  His imposition of the state of emergency demonstrated that
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his trust of the people was extremely limited, but even then his willingness to

compromise was still evident; it was those political leaders of both stripes who were

opposed to convivencia who made the final decision in thwarting democracy and

maintaining the state of emergency.  Further, as his defiant stance towards the U.S.

Ambassador regarding Communist influence in the CTC indicates, Ospina governed

based upon principles instead of sheer political expediency.  Even if he was not above

bending the law in times of crisis—a sin of which his opponents were also

guilty—Ospina saw it as his duty to oversee a fair and just government according to

the principles of republicanism.  This sense of duty and commitment to representative

government, however, was not equivalent to a belief in egalitarianism.  Some of the

elitism which springs from the pages of his writings must have originated in Ospina’s

upper class—one might even say aristocratic—personal background.  Yet, as I

discuss below in chapter four, this background also instilled in Ospina a sense of

noblesse oblige, an obligation to help out those less fortunate than himself.  These

facts help to explain some of the limits of Ospina’s administration on accomplishing

much in terms of education or of leveling the national socioeconomic playing field.

Laureano Gómez: “El Monstruo”

With the possible exception of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, no single Colombian was

as simultaneously loved and reviled as Laureano Gómez Castro (b. 1889, d. 1965,

president from 1950-1953).  Gómez was born in the small town of Ocaña in the

department of Santander.  The son of a fierce-tempered merchant jeweler, Gómez was
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raised into adulthood with a strong Catholic faith, combined with a belief that

Colombia should assume a higher place in the world than the impoverished state in

which its lack of world trade left it in the late nineteenth century.31

Gauging president Gómez’s opinion of the people is a difficult task because of

four major challenges.  First, he did not achieve as much as he wanted from his

ambitious presidential program because he was in poor health for the majority of his

term owing to a massive heart attack he suffered in late October, 1951; he was bed-

ridden or otherwise incapacitated for the rest of his term.  He therefore placed the

more moderate Rafael Urdaneta in stewardship of the office who, in turn, did not

pursue Gómez’s policies with the same relentless vigor.  Second, more important than

his poor health, however, was the fact Gómez, and therefore Urdaneta as well, were

forcibly ejected from the presidency in 1953 by a joint Ospinista - Military coup

d’état which eventually placed Lt. Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla into the presidency.

Third, Gómez, like his counterpart Alfonso López Pumarejo, performed a number of

ideological and policy reverses during his political career which also makes it

difficult to isolate and understand who was the ‘real’ Laureano Gómez.32  A fourth

and final obstacle is that, as a number of recent scholars have noted, past historical

accounts of Gómez were written by historians who were primarily informed by

Liberal sources.  The result of this perspective is that Gómez was portrayed in the

worst possible light by his Liberal contemporaries who were frustrated with his

formidable oratory skills, his tactical savvy, his relentless pursuit of victory and his

often audacious sense of political timing.  Such an intimidating character led many of
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Gómez’s opponents to refer to him as “el Monstruo” or “the Monster.”  However, it

is important to realize that this nickname was also used by his contemporaries to

demonstrate a kind of respect, even affection.  Writes historian James Henderson of

this moniker:

It was a nickname suggesting his opponents’ dread of the
Conservative leader’s devastating oratory and his admirers’ awe of
him.  Today, however, a majority of Colombians accept the nickname
in a literal sense.  This is so, in large part, because the image of a
monstrous Gómez has been the one presented to them in the pages of
their most widely read newspapers and in most historical volumes.

Henderson attributes this one-sided portrait of Gómez to the fact that two Liberal

families ran two of the most widely circulated newspapers in the nation: the Santos

family’s El Tiempo and the Cano family’s El Espectador.  These two publications

were responsible for shaping Colombian popular opinion, and the fact that they are

widely available today has shaped many historical works.33  Of course, the fact that

Gómez’s El Siglo was also widely circulated and that these older issues remain

readily obtainable dilutes Henderson’s contention.34  On balance, however, it is true

that El Tiempo’s circulation and influence reached a wider audience than did El Siglo

and most historians consider Santos’ daily to be Colombia’s most important political

voice.35

That said, even if Gómez’s political positions are difficult to isolate, his

opinions regarding the Colombian people are well-established and documented; he

was a prolific journalist and orator and mused regularly on political and moral issues

alike.  Most notably, Gómez differed in his opinions on democracy from his
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immediate predecessor Mariano Ospina Pérez.  Ospina, as noted above, attempted to

broker bipartisan power-sharing agreements with his Liberal colleagues except when

it appeared absolutely impossible to do so.  Laureano Gómez, on the other hand,

resembled the early López in his belief that extreme partisanship is a political virtue,

not a social ill.  As historian César Ayala writes in his brief biographical article on

Laureano Gómez:

Liberal ideologues designed their counter-propaganda in
reaction to Laureano Gómez’s political disposition.  Gómez—both in
life and in death—served to rally and to unify Liberals in moments of
division.36

But Gómez differed politically from both López and Ospina in a more

fundamental and philosophical way:  Gómez is on record stating openly that he

opposed government by the majority.  As James Henderson attempts to explain in his

Conservative Thought in Twentieth Century Latin America: The Ideas of Laureano

Gómez, Gómez held that democracy in its mid-twentieth century form was a corrupt

concept.  He wrote that contemporary democracy, influenced by the Enlightenment,

advocated equality among human beings and that therefore democracy’s main

objective was to free the poor masses from their economic misery instead of to

govern justly.  Such a strategy, Gómez reasoned, leads to socialism and eventually

communism because it is used by demagogues to stir up passions of equality in the

masses and use that political energy for these leaders’ own selfish purposes.

Democracy becomes an “oppressive and tyrannical God-State” because leaders

manipulate these poor masses into substituting their faith in God for a fanatical faith



87

in the government.  Gómez’s alternative was what he called a “hierarchical

democracy.”  Simply put, this refers to a government that would not attempt to make

more equal the impoverished masses; that is, it acknowledges that some are more

fit—morally, intellectually and even racially—to rule than others.  It was a system in

which the majority is not ‘fooled’ into to believing that they are equal to their social,

intellectual, economic, religious or political betters.37

But Henderson is charitable to attempt to demonstrate a coherence in Gómez’s

political philosophy in this regard.  From even a cursory glance at Gómez’s writings,

it is obvious that his objections to contemporary liberal democracy had little to do

with fear of demagoguery.  After all, while Gómez did eventually oppose Nazism

and—to a far lesser extent—Italian Fascism, he pronounced the extremist

authoritarian regime of Francisco Franco in Spain as a model government—even a

model democracy!38  Gómez’s objection to democracy was more about the fact that

he, along with many other Colombian Conservatives, was desperately struggling to

preserve the privileges of an outdated and minority-backed Church-State relationship

at a time when the Church itself had not yet resolved to compete in the so-called free

market of faiths.39  The result was that he had to qualify his support of democracy in

order to remain true to Colombia’s electoral political traditions while simultaneously

achieving his own social objectives.  His espousal of hierarchical democracy was a

way for him to reject whatever the people decided in Colombia. Gómez’s embrace of

democracy was merely political opportunism.
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That criticism notwithstanding, Gómez’s goals did not always contradict his

support of common Colombians.  In fact, being an opportunist meant that when it

suited his party’s ends, he would directly advocate the empowering of Colombian

citizens.  In one well-known instance in 1939, then, he opined that communities of

Conservatives who were victims of persecution by Liberals and by the Liberal

government had the right to take up arms to defend themselves.  This position

followed the outright killing of at least eight Conservatives and wounding of at least

eighteen others in the town of Gachetá, Cundinamarca.  The Conservatives, who were

in the majority in Gachetá, had been engaged in a peaceful pre-election political rally

in support of Conservative candidates for Congress.  When Liberals—with the tacit,

prearranged support of the Liberal police—began to taunt and even beat

Conservatives, the Conservatives fought back at which point the well-armed Liberals

responded with lethal violence.  To avoid further massacres like this, wrote Gómez,

communities of Conservatives should anticipate Liberal attacks by eliminating

aggressors ahead of time.  Gómez concluded by urging a degree of caution; such

precautionary strikes should only be committed when:

...(1) Public authorities do not wish to, or cannot defend [the
community] effectively; (2) There must be solid probability of
effective results....; (3) One must be able to locate with certainty,
subject to the approval of directors of the collectivity, the individuals
who plot aggression against it in order that defense be exercised upon
them.40

Unfortunately for Colombia, Gómez himself defined the enemies of

Conservatism and Catholicism both hazily and fanatically, based on imaginary
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criteria and fantastical, mystical standards of evidence.  The number of groups whom

Gómez’s considered to be doing evil in Colombia reveals the jefe’s conception of

those who truly constituted the Colombian nation and who did not.  Specifically, he

defined no fewer than eight different kinds of ‘opponents’ to Christian civilization in

Colombia: Jews, Communists, Masons, Protestants, Socialists, liberals (in lowercase)

in general, the Liberal Party in particular, and, finally, those moderate Conservatives

who allowed these other forces to operate unobstructed.  The sheer length of this

enemies list demonstrates the level of Gómez’s unwillingness or inability to trust

virtually anyone.

Judaism, Gómez maintained, was composed of a small group of individuals

who had infiltrated many countries around the world, but who maintained themselves

distinct from the other citizens of those nations.  The result, in Gómez’s view, was

that Jews were a small, highly-educated, tenacious people whose sole loyalty was to

their own nefarious aims to take over the world.  Gómez, like other anti-Semites and

conspiracy theorists, extrapolated a quasi-logical argument based on false or half-true

postulates in order to construct a mythological enemy; a tightly-disciplined,

monolithic and rarely fallible cabal set upon world domination.  From this starting

point, Gómez had no choice but to see any action a Jew took, any word he or she

spoke, any sentence he or she published, as serving as a means to the end of world

domination.   Gómez even blasted the biographer Stefen Zweig for the latter’s praise

of the Catholic philosopher Desiderius Erasmus. Gómez’s attack on the author was

that Zweig wrote that
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...for Erasmus, there existed no antagonism, nor any moral
impossibilities in uniting the thought of Jesus and that of Socrates....41

This was proof positive for Gómez that Zweig wrote not for the purposes of

understanding Erasmus’ life, but to forward the meticulously calculated plan of the

Jewish conspiracy which desired to undermine the faith of Catholicism in favor of a

dogmatic faith—or lack thereof—in heartless, cold rationalism.42  Carlos Lleras

Restrepo similarly pointed out that so profound was Gómez’s preoccupation on this

matter that when the Liberal government had hired a handful of German-Jewish

refugees to aid in public schooling, Gómez accused them publicly of “corrupting the

youth” by their very presence.43  Indeed, corruption was inherent in the very nature of

Judaism, according to Gómez:

Judaism, which is a system of universal domination which has
no objective other than to bend the universe to its will and which, due
to the small size of its population, is constrained to be unable to act if
it is limited exclusively to its own elements; it needs means of
influence, means of domination, of dissolution of its adversaries.  It
cannot act alone.  If the Jew were to be limited to being a Jew and to
attempt the domination of the world and the subjugation of all of the
“goyin” [Yiddish: goyim]—as they call those who are not Jews—they
would fail.  He needs a policy, a tactic, some strategy.  Thus appeared
the doctrine of Communism unto the world.44

Communism, the second group on Gómez’s list of enemies was also alleged

to be a Jewish product.  Gómez’s proof was simple: Marx, Trotsky and other early

Communist theorists were of Jewish parentage.  The fact that none of them had any

ties to the practicing Jewish community—and indeed both expressed public contempt

for religion of all kinds—was of no consequence to Gómez.  Nor did Gómez seem to
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be fettered by the fact that many other high-placed Communist leaders—Joseph

Stalin principle among them—had no ties whatsoever to Jews, or that Trotsky and

others from Jewish families had been killed violently by Stalin and the Soviet

Communist Party; Trotsky had already been skewered by an ice pick-wielding agent

of Stalin some two years prior to Gómez’s speech.  No matter: to Gómez,

Communism was the proletarian branch of the world Jewish conspiracy.  It gave false

hope to the dispossessed by promising them equality.45

Outside of Gómez’ objections to Communism’s alleged Jewish origins and to

its theoretical underpinnings, Gómez believed that Communism was also an

immediate and tangible threat to Colombia itself.  In fact, he held that Colombia was

a major objective of international Communism agitators.

Among the nations of the world, Colombia has been one of the
most threatened because, due to well known circumstances [i.e., the
eventual failure of the Revolución en marcha] it became impossible to
harmonize Communism with our democratic institutions and had
begun to draw the Republic into the sinister peak of leftist
totalitarianism, which is nothing but the traitorous mask behind which
the Communist hides.

…
Among other examples, the Labor Congress of Cali46 was an

exact replica of the Bolshevik assemblies abroad; it was developed
using a foreign program in which the gregarious chorus, conducted by
an international baton, intoned the familiar chant of resentment.  Their
activity was tireless and dangerous because it is hidden and because it
mimics various forms of liberalism.  Yet there it is, latent, perseverant,
lying in ambush at the crossroads, waiting for the Republic to turn its
back so as to make it disappear.47

Notice that even in this less abstract example, Gómez was more interested in the

conspiratorial nature of Communism than in describing his practical concerns about



92

real life Colombian Communists.  There was, after all, ample evidence that known

Communists had been a big part of the CTC’s Cali conference of 1937-1938, and that

these leaders openly espoused ideas of Marxist revolution.  Yet Gómez most likely

wished to keep away from mentioning the actual events of the conference, since even

at the CTC’s very inception a serious split developed between Communists and

Liberals.  For that matter, the Liberal Party leadership managed to secure assurances

from the CTC that its members would not engage in excessive strikes.48  It is

ahistorical, of course, to fault Gómez for failing to see the future, but it is equally

clear from his writings that he refused to see the moderating influence that the Liberal

Party gained by affiliating itself with the CTC. As I mention in chapter one, after all,

the fact that the Liberals had such strong bonds with that union allowed its more

rightist leaders to remove it entirely from its association with the international

Communist movement.  Gómez, however, was less interested in giving Liberals the

benefit of the doubt in this case, and more disposed towards manufacturing a Liberal

scapegoat so as to energize and radicalize his Conservative supporters.

From the Communist conspiracy, Gómez turned to the Masons, the next group

whom Gómez accused of sinking their poisonous tendrils into Colombian society.

His longest speech on the subject was pronounced before the Senate on August 11,

1942, in which there raged a debate on whether or not Masonic lodges deserved basic

guarantees under the law, given their character as a secret organization.  Masonry,

Gómez predictably asserted, was yet another product of the world Jewish conspiracy.

Jews, he continued, were not content with merely controlling the proletarian masses,
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but also greedily thirsted to control the intellectual and skilled populations as well.

Jews therefore supposedly created Masonry in order to extend influence on these

middle and upper classes of mankind.

Why did Judaism create Masonry?  To meddle decisively in the
affairs of the world!49

Gómez’s notion of this supposed Jewish-Masonic connection comes directly from

European anti-Semitic sources who then were gaining increasing stature worldwide,

culminating in Nazism and the Holocaust.  The idea that Jews secretly controlled the

Masons—themselves a secret society—originated in the famous anti-Semitic forgery,

The Protocols of the Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion.  The text of the

Protocols, said by the forgers to have been written by the most secret sector of the

secret Jewish conspiracy, mirrors Gómez’s thought.  In the Protocols, the supposedly

Jewish narrator openly discusses the conspiracy:

Gentile Masonry blindly serves as a screen for us and our
objects, but the plan of action of our force, even its very abiding-place,
remains for the whole people an unknown mystery.50

and

Meantime, however, until we come into our kingdom
[defeating all non-Jews]... we shall create and multiply free masonic
[sic] lodges in all the countries of the world, absorb into them all who
may become or who are prominent in public activity, for in these
lodges we shall find our principal intelligence office and means of
influence.  All these lodges we shall bring under one central
administration, known to us alone and to all others absolutely
unknown, which will be composed of our learned elders.... Their
composition will be made up of all strata of society.  The most secret
political plots will be known to us and will fall under our guiding
hands on the very day of their conception.51
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Returning to Colombia, Gómez accepted wholeheartedly both the premise of

the Protocols as well the specific conspiracies mentioned within.  In his passionate

address against the supposed Masonic threat in Colombia, for instance, he claimed

that a secret Masonic (and therefore Jewish) plot was responsible for the French

Revolution and the resulting Terror and irreverence towards Catholicism.  This is an

idea forwarded by the Protocols, in which the sinister plotter explains:

Remember the French Revolution, to which it was we who
gave the name of “Great”: the secrets of its preparations are well
known to us for it was wholly the work of our hands.52

And Gómez:

The French Revolution was a Masonic phenomenon,
committed by Judaism by way of that intermediary.53

Yet Gómez was not simply a parrot of paranoid anti-Semitic and anti-Masonic

conspiracy theories; he was also an innovator of paranoid anti-Semitic and anti-

Masonic conspiracy theories.  He blamed the plotting masterminds of international

Masonry and Judaism, for instance, for defrauding the government of Colombia in the

first French effort to build a transoceanic canal through he then-Colombian territory

of Panama.  Masonic judges, he further contended, refused to prosecute French

irregularities, which eventually led to the utter failure of the Colombian-French effort.

He claimed that since Jewish-German backers of this plan were involved in the

alleged fraudulent arrangements, and since Masonic judges acquitted them of

wrongdoing, that this was proof enough of the Jewish-Masonic conspiracy to take

over the world.54
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To be fair to Gómez, the existence of Freemasonry in Colombia was not in

itself a fabrication.  In fact, Colombia possesses a long tradition of Freemasonry—just

as it has a long history of ideological skirmishes between Masons and Conservative

elements within the Catholic Church.  In fact, Simón Bolívar himself passed an 1828

decree which banned secret organizations of all kinds, and he justified this law on the

basis that it would prevent fissures in the unity of newly-independent Colombia.55

Yet Bolívar took this initiative also to gain the support of many right wing

Catholics—clergy and practitioners alike—who correctly stated that the Papacy was

publicly opposed to Freemasonry’s existence.  Indeed, Popes had issued bulls as early

as the eighteenth century condemning Masonry and by the 1820s, the Holy See began

excommunicating known Masons.  In general, the Roman Catholic hierarchy’s

criticism of Freemasonry was based on the supposition that it was a parallel religion

to Catholicism and therefore denied the supreme authority of the Church.

Furthermore, Masonic philosophy advocated freedom of religion, civil matrimony,

freedom of the press, and putting controls over what they deemed the excessive

Church.  Thus, Masonry and the Liberal doctrine resembled one another in many

respects.  They were not synonymous, however, as many Conservatives, as well as

priests and monks were themselves Masons.  Yet in the eyes of many Conservatives,

Masonry threatened the Church’s monopoly over the minds and souls of the

Colombian people.56

Gómez, then, drew his suspicions from a long history of anti-Masonic

sentiment on the part of doctrinaire Conservatives.  Further fuelling his suspicion was
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the fact that many prominent twentieth century Liberal leaders themselves supported

Freemasonry and many were probably Masons themselves.  Early in Alfonso López’s

first administration, Masonry gained status as a legal organization and it also enjoyed

the support of many Liberal politicians in both the executive and legislative branches

of government.57  And finally, Gómez was hardly the only Catholic Conservative of

his day to blame Masonry for the evil they perceived to be running amok throughout

Colombia.  Monsignor Miguel Angel Builes of Antioquia, for instance, went so far as

to blame Masonry for the fact that women wore pants and claimed that this choice of

dress was a conspiracy to make women immodest.58  And, as I discuss below,

Franciscan Friar Alberto E. Ariza made transparent his ill will towards Masonry

during his stint as editor of the Chiquinquirá newspaper Veritas.  Such a rich

historical and contemporary context for anti-Masonry in Colombia hardly justifies

Gómez’s fanciful conspiracies in anything approaching fact, but it does at least help

to explain from where he derived his concerns.

Gómez, meanwhile, held other groups responsible for launching assaults on

Colombia’s moral purity.  Not only did he see Jews and Masons conspiring against

him, but he also counted among his enemies the fourth group on his enemies list: the

worldwide forces of Protestantism.  Refreshingly, Gómez does not ascribe to

Protestantism the same mystical controlling influence that he does to Judaism and

Masonry.  Instead, Protestantism is one of several categories by which he defined the

enemies of Catholicism and the corrupters of morality in Colombia and abroad.  He

would use the stain of Protestantism, for instance, to discredit his domestic political
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opponents practically whenever they cited—in any context—thinkers from England,

the United States or from other Protestant countries.59  On one hand, Gómez’s

objection to Protestantism was simply that of a zealot who took exception to any

movement that opposed or ran parallel to the truth of the Catholic Church.60  On the

other hand, however, Gómez also ascribed to Protestantism a number of events in

history which he considered to be especially odious.  Significantly, one of these

events was the French Revolution which, as I mention above, he also blamed Judaism

and Masonry.

The failure of Protestantism which attempted the freedom of
criticism and led instead to a wretched enslavement of life, did not
contain the efforts of independent reason.  As a daughter of the
Reform, appeared the revolution, which was one step further: the
decided intent to exclude all Christian influence over life, the
proclamation of breaking Christianity, the massive undertaking, the
decisive experiment to conserve dignity and to guarantee these efforts
in an independent sphere, away from the influence of Christ.  But the
revolution did not achieve its objectives.  It made its declaration of the
rights of man in order to violate those very rights to an immeasurable
degree by way of the guillotine’s blade.  The revolution was a failure
because it did not comprehend, could not, did not bring humanity even
a single day of proof of that disaffected liberty and that atheistic
dignity announced so vaingloriously in its subversive proclamations.
The revolution brought only tyranny and the degradation of mankind.61

Gómez’s take on Protestantism is simple and monolithic: it was a challenge to the

Church and led to subsequent challenges to authority which, in turn, contributed to

violence and a decline in human society.  In this version of the French Revolution,

Gómez’s secret conspiracy of Jews and Masons is replaced with a very different

enemy of civilization.  He sees here a group of idealists who, in their human
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arrogance, attempt to create a Tower of Babel, only to witness their naive undertaking

crumble into dust.

As the above citation also shows, Gómez tied Protestantism very tightly

together to another concept which he found equally repugnant: liberalism.  This was

liberalism with a lower-case ‘l’; a product in Gómez’s opinion of both the

Enlightenment and Protestantism.  One of his most salient attacks on liberalism was

his address to the Conservative Party Convention in Popayán on November 27, 1938.

In this speech, Gómez again invoked his interpretation of the failed French

Revolution and the ideas of the French Philosophes to make his point that liberalism

as a philosophy was folly.  Taking the slogan of the French republicans, “Liberty,

equality and fraternity,” Gómez proceeded to show how each of these three virtues

were historically perverted by the very forces of liberalism who espoused them.  First

he tackled liberty.  For liberals, he explained, liberty is a simple rational quality bereft

of spiritual content.  In other words, it is the physical liberty of people to do whatever

they want.  Gómez goes on to quote Pope Leo XIII, who discussed how such a

physical or rational liberty ignores the entire realm of the soul and of spirituality,

therefore of God.  The result is that under liberalism, humanity is free—even

encouraged—to exercise its own imperfection, whereas a Catholic model of liberty

would pursue perfection in a spiritual relationship with God.  Yet even this state of

affairs gives too much credit to liberalism, according to Gómez.  He further opines

that liberalism even deprives citizens under its command of their physical liberty.

They are so obsessed with total equality of individuals that they eventually strive to
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level the entirety of society.  According to Gómez in this example, such a forced

equalization of society resulted in the Jacobins’ executions of those who strove to

distinguish themselves from the rest of society.

The idea of liberalism ignored that old adage, rich in wisdom,
that teaches that true equality consists of treating equally that which is
equal, and unequally that which is unequal.62

From Liberty, Gómez turns to fraternity, which he also claims has been

perverted by liberalism.  He begins this attack by again criticizing liberals’ obsession

with the individual.  From here, he discusses the world trend of

capitalism—economic liberalism.  To be sure, he argues, capitalism creates strong

bonds between men, but these are not bonds of fraternity but strings of control,

passionlessly calculated to extract profit from the weak.  Again, he quotes the

previous Pope:

Leo XIII squarely designated [capitalism] as a “devouring
usury” which revives tyranny in its most odious form; over the
workers through its abuse of economic conditions; over agricultural
producers through hoarding which the “trust” makes possible; over
consumers through the monopoly; over small capitalists and
industrialists, which the greater ruin and crush; over the entire nation,
sucked dry by plutocratic oppression; and over the same State which
has to bow its head before the international bank, generally directed by
the lucid mind, the cruel hand and the dark conscience of Shylock.63

Like his attack on Protestantism, his vision of liberalism is as a naive pretension to

justice but which finds itself in its woeful ignorance contradicting itself and leaving

mayhem in its wake.  With his concluding reference to the banks controlled by the

Shakespearean caricature of the evil Jew Shylock, Gómez also demonstrates how his
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conspiracy theories tie into his take on liberalism.  Liberalism is not intentionally evil

like the black hand of the Jewish-Masonic-Communist conspiracy, but it is

unwittingly playing into the hands of this secret, enigmatic boogeyman.

This contempt of liberalism leads directly to the next name on Gómez’s

extensive enemies list: the group which identified itself with the liberal ideological

bent: the Colombian Liberal Party.  Laureano Gómez not only criticized Liberals of

the left, but also—perhaps even more so—moderate Liberals.  This position is

strikingly clear in an editorial in Gómez’s El Siglo written in December, 1938 entitled

simply “The Worst Enemy: The Moderate.”  In it, he expressed his contempt for

moderates by conceptually dividing the world into two contending camps:

The two extremes in the battlefield are held on one side by the
Christian conception of culture and of life and on the other by the
doctrine, dogmatically impious, of historical materialism and of the
preponderance of economic facts.  The first position is the one that we
Conservatives defend.  The second is held by communists.64

He continues, going so far as define the world in terms of “...two religions,

Christianity and Marxism....”65

The world so divided, Gómez then attempts to demonstrate that  that the

Communists have momentum on their side so that therefore anyone who is not firmly

in the camp of Christian civilization is aiding through inaction the power of the

Communist camp.  By this logic, then, moderates—both Liberals and

Conservatives—are the greatest threat because they sap strength from the forces of

Good, from Christianity, by appearing to be reasonable.
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He [the moderate] prefers the pact, the secret treaty, the shady
deal, the provisional agreement.  It does not matter to him whether or
not the negotiation of today is unfavorable to that of yesterday and that
the one tomorrow would be still worse.  He always wants to be in the
middle position, although in order to conserve that position, he
constantly must yield ground.  Communism knows all too well that
mentality and it exploits it.66

This Manichean view of the universe, then, is the root of Gómez’s willingness

to popularize the position, held also by some members of the Colombian clergy, that

one cannot be simultaneously a Catholic and a member of the Liberal Party.67  This

doctrine was a vital part of the demonization of Liberalism.  This aspect of Gómez’s

take on the Liberal Party is well-documented by secondary sources about Colombian

history, especially in recent years concerning political language and ideologies in

Colombia during the twentieth century.68  Specifically, Gómez believed that the

Liberal Party of Colombia was directly attempting to subvert the Church’s influence

on the Colombian nation and to impose its own secular, rationalist vision on the

Colombian people.  Like international liberals of Europe, the members of the

Colombian Liberal Party were unwitting dupes of Communism and the international

conspiracies which Gómez believed were behind it.

The end result of this vilification of the Liberal Party was that when Gómez

believed he had a chance at assuming the presidency, he seized that opportunity even

though he enjoyed only the support of a minority of Colombians.  That is, he and his

most die-hard supporters believed that it was just to prevent Liberalism from re-

assuming power by any means necessary because they themselves were inherently in

the wrong.  In fact, he and his compatriots directly accused the Liberal Party of being
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influenced and supporting Communism.69  With such a philosophy in mind, Gómez

could easily rationalize a seizure of power with only a slight amount of democratic

window-dressing so as to appear part of Colombia’s democratic legacy.

Consequently, in late 1949, he used the national state of emergency previously

put into place by Ospina more or less following the 9 de abril to accuse Liberals of

operating outside of the law, to incite open violence against Liberal leaders and to

assume the presidency despite having only minority support.  Within a period of only

a few months surrounding the presidential election, Gómez and the Ospina

government closed the Congress, made impotent the Liberal majority in the Supreme

court, and shut down other Liberal-dominated offices of the national government.

Meanwhile, in the countryside, Conservative campesinos were carrying safe-conduct

cards with photographs of Laureano Gómez that stated specifically that its bearer was

not a Liberal and that therefore should not be harmed.70  The violence increased

throughout the countryside as mobs of Conservatives exacted revenge, both real and

imaginary, against Liberals.  While it would be an oversimplification and an

exaggeration to say that Gómez caused this violence, he certainly provided a

language and a rationalization for it by helping to utterly malign the rival political

party.71

Due to his heart condition, Gómez generated fewer documents while in office

than most of his fellow presidents.  Still, there is enough evidence to demonstrate that

as president Gómez’s ideological focus from the 1930s and 1940s, which I have thus

far discussed, remained largely intact.  In 1951, for example, Gómez presented the
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prestigious medal called the Cross of Boyacá to José Manuel Rivas Sacconi.  Rivas

was Director of the Caro y Cuervo Institute, a Colombian organization devoted to the

study and perpetuation of Colombian culture and society.  His speech to honor the

occasion is a nominally apolitical speech and therefore lacks some of the tempestuous

tone of, say, his attacks against the Liberal republic.  Even so, many of his prior

themes are evident when he attacked what he defined as the plagues of mediocrity

and of rationalism in Colombian society.

In superior beings, life is in the custom of manifesting itself
initially as an insubordination against the empire of the force of
gravity.  In intellectual life it is this tendency that which constitutes the
creative element.  It struggles against inertia, against passivity, against
quietude.  It struggles over all against routine, against equalizing
tendencies, against what is average, and, over all, against mediocrity.72

We may presume that this passage provides insight into Gómez’s personal arrogance;

it is almost certain that he considered himself one of the “superior beings” mentioned

here.  Yet this passage reveals more about Gómez than simply his vanity.  He

continues from this paragraph, criticizing the way that the majority of people of his

day fail to strive for excellence, instead falling prey to “routine, conformism or fear of

thinking.”  Gómez takes this criticism even further, decrying the decline of human

thought.  His evidence for such decline begins with a criticism of the mass media.

The empire of propaganda is one of the signs of the mental
inferiority of our time, which is doing away with the individual’s
power of investigation.  The few are put in charge of thinking for the
community, and their knowledge is supplied to us by way of a cloying
apparatus, our only source of spiritual nourishment.73
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From this point, Gómez complains that “…at times, when people do try to think, the

result is more disastrous…” because rationalism in and of itself leads people to

believe that human existence is senseless.   He holds up existentialism as an example

of a philosophy based upon this sort of nihilism.

Instead, as many readers might expect, Gómez favors a Christian approach to

avoid these intellectual pitfalls.

Across from the irrational stands the optimism of Christian
philosophy from which man’s limitation is nourished by infinite
notions.  And, against the iconoclasts or against those who still do not
wish to think, we reaffirm the intellectual tradition of the West—a
critical tradition, that is to say, life-infusing.  Tradition is not the old,
neither is it the past, but it is that which has been known to last, which
has triumphed through the ages.74

Gómez concludes his celebration of Rivas’ work by discussing how the scholar

perpetuated the study of western thought and tradition, the Latin language, and fought

for the preservation of Colombia’s noble culture.75

Laureano Gómez venerated western tradition and condemned those who did

not share his views on culture—facts made obvious in this 1951 speech.  This

component of Gómez’s ideology is crucial to understanding not only his contempt for

his enemies, but also to understanding his political philosophy and even why

conspiracy theories resonated so thoroughly in his intellectual development.  Gómez

was, first and foremost, an elitist.  He believed that most people of his day were

intellectually immobilized in a quagmire of mediocrity and conformism.  He
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witnessed the lower classes slow, erratic rise from political anonymity in the 1930s

and 1940s, and, rather than celebrating their ascension, he bemoaned how elites had

been dragged down to meet them.  Elitism, after all, was the glue that held together

the Conservative administrations of the past.  While the hereditary rule of the Spanish

aristocracy had dissolved with independence, an elite class, nearly impenetrable by

ordinary Colombians, continued to rule.  It was a learned class, schooled in Latin and

in classical political theory at European academies and those who could not afford

that level of education did not deserve to be allowed in.

Gómez’s notion of a superior society was also predicated on the supposition

that the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church should the guarantor of social order.

The Church, at least in the eyes of Gómez and those who thought like him, was also

an elitist institution.  One’s rank within the hierarchy was decided by the central

authorities in Rome who, inspired by Heaven and with Divine approval, would use

their influence to keep society on the course towards righteousness.  I hasten to point

out here that by no means all clergy or practicing Catholics bought into such a strict

ordering of the world; as I discuss below there were far more varieties of religious

expression and opinion than that which Gómez and his supporters preached.  But this

particular notion of social order was indeed based upon a sort of elitism preordained

by celestial forces.  For Gómez, then, the enlightened few in both Church and

government were those who earned the right to shape society.

This elitism now begins to shed light on the Conservative leader’s seemingly

irrational— even vicious—conspiracy theories.  For Gómez and his peers, the poor
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was a naïve mass of mediocrity, incapable of acting on its own accord.  Therefore, the

only way they could be acting on their own is if they are being spurred on by an

alternative hierarchy of elites.  It is here that we can start to understand Gómez’s

thoroughly counterfactual notions of a tightly-knit conspiracy of Jews, Masons,

Communists, Socialists, Liberals and Protestants, all either working in league with

one another or serving as unwitting dupes.  This conspiracy is a mirror image to

Gómez’s own social ideal.  The Church tries to bring social order; the conspiracy

seeks to destroy that order by limiting the Church’s power. Christian culture brings

spiritualism and optimism; rationalistic philosophy brings bureaucracy and fatalism.

Western society values classical education; the mass media and popular culture seek

to homogenize society. Conservatism favors political leaders who distinguish

themselves through their education and intellectual prowess; Liberalism favors rule

by the mob and the lowest common denominator.  Conservatives base their

governments upon time-tested, Spanish traditions of politics and serve the best

interests of the Colombian nation; Liberals base their governments upon new trends,

manufactured abroad by wicked conspirators, and will lead—of follow their foreign

masters—down a path of national destruction.

In this sense, Gómez’s view of the people was typical of many elites who

faced a slow opening of society to the lower classes.  Writing about the original

popularity of the Protocols of Zion among European conservatives, Stephen Eric

Bronner writes:
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The idea of a Jewish conspiracy ... fit nicely with a broader
conservative political philosophy of restoration, obsessed with the
ways in which the “crowd” and the “mass” were being misled by the
new critical spirit of modernity.  The French Revolution undertaken
against a monarchy rooted in ancient traditions... could only have been
the work of an outsider or Antichrist intent on deceiving the French
people; only the Freemason or the Jew, or most likely both, could
possibly have fomented a cataclysm of such proportions. 76

In other words, many ideological conservatives like Gómez could not conceive of a

world in which the people had volition of their own.  When they challenged the

concepts of aristocracy and the hierarchies of the Church, they had to be led from

without.

It is worth making as a final note here that Gómez, for all his elitism, rarely

felt the need to base his superiority upon criteria of race or gender.  He was not

opposed to racial characterizations of his opponents, evident in the fact that he did not

prevent his newspaper El Siglo from race-baiting his political opponents.77  And in

the late 1920s Gómez himself once charged that, as a nation, Colombians were

inferior to Europeans due to their African and Indigenous racial origins; although, to

be fair, during that period Liberals were equally likely to make such

characterizations.78  In the bulk of Gómez’s writings, however, it is fair to say that he

generally avoided race as a topic of concern.

Meanwhile, on the status of women, Gómez was neither particularly

regressive nor progressive.  In contrast to some other religious Conservatives, for

instance, he composed no tirades against women’s physical education or against the

rights of women to ride horses or wear pants.79  More remarkably, in his 1953 attempt
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to reform the constitution, Gómez proposed giving women the right to vote five years

before that right was first exercised.  In fact, since the woman was the moral center of

the Christian home, and Gómez supported the Christian family as the central unit of

society, he actually proposed that the votes of married people—both men and

women—be counted twice.80  Thus Gómez’s view of ordinary Colombians was

elitist, but it was an elitism based more upon upbringing, behavior and divine

providence than upon biological heredity.

To Gómez, then, the people by themselves amounted to a faceless, amorphous

mob, capable of little without leaders to drive them along.  They could accomplish

holy feats if led properly or they could cause great destruction if led astray.  Down

which path they would be driven depended upon which hierarchy won the war for

their minds and souls.
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Chapter Three: Populist Leaders

Populism as a Leadership Strategy

In the two prior chapters, I looked at mainstream Liberal and Conservative

politicians and their relationship to ordinary Colombians.  These were men who

operated from within a tiny core of leaders who ran the formal political system of

Colombia.  In Colombian parlance, these politicians are known as the “rosca” which

literally refers to the threads of a screw but refers in this context to the small minority

of economic, social and political insiders—the ‘in-crowd’ of power.  In this chapter, I

examine an even smaller group of politicians who managed to ascend to the top ranks

of national government, but who did so through non-traditional channels.  The three

whom I discuss in this chapter, the Liberal Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, the Conservative

Gilberto Alzate Avendaño and Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, all attempted to circumvent the

rosca by appealing directly to ordinary Colombians.  Since their political fortunes

were tied to this majority, their opinions of the majority were considerably more

favorable than those of their mainstream counterparts whom I have discussed in the

previous two chapters.

These three men all resemble the leadership style known as populism.

Historians and political scientists understand populism as a variety of government

which shares at least six common factors.  First, populist leaders tend to foster their
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cults of personality, appealing to their supporters first through charisma and only

afterwards on the basis of  technical excellence, administrative talent, and other

similar criteria.1  Secondly, populism is by historical standards a recent phenomenon,

beginning in the late nineteenth century and lasting to the present day in

industrialized or industrializing societies with sizeable urban populations.  Its late

arrival is partly due to the third feature: populists employ the apparatuses of modern

governments and technologies to secure and consolidate their rule.  For example, the

prototypical populist presidents Juan Perón in Argentina (president from 1946-1955

and 1973-1974), Getúlio Vargas of Brazil (president from 1930-1945 and 1951-

1954), and the populist leader Victor Raúl Haya de la Torre, all attempted to co-opt

their country’s organized industrial trade union movements to use as bases of

support.2  They also used broadcasting technologies such as the radio, newspapers,

the telephone, airplanes, and automobiles to reach the widest audience possible.  This

mass appeal of populism is related to its fourth common feature in that populism is a

multi-class phenomenon which attempts to rally citizens from many walks of life and

occupations.  That is, even though populists court the support of the poor, they do not

claim to pursue those goals to the exclusion of others, as do their Marxist

counterparts.  In fact, many populists borrow from other political philosophies such as

Marxism, fascism, corporatism, Christian democracy, and many others, but they do

not define themselves based upon those doctrines.  Fifth, populists base their

movements upon nationalist sentiment, using their charisma to drum up patriotic

feelings and to nurture pride in country.  As a result, they liberally saturate their
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rhetoric with references to national symbols, heroes, metaphors, anthems and poetry

and claim to represent the best of what the nation has to offer.3

The sixth and final trait of populism merits special attention: populists tend to

use their popular support and personal clout to shape the law to their political

advantage.  In Brazil, for instance, the so-called Estado nôvo (1937-1945) of Getúlio

Vargas was a system in which Vargas himself changed the constitution to allow

himself to rule with few limits imposed from other government sources.  He engaged

in heavy censorship of the press, disbanded congress, illegalized political parties, and

declared that his government of “peace, justice and work” would reign over the

nation; he himself became the government.4  Juan Perón, in his first administration

(1946-1955), did not go as far as Vargas, but he also censored the press, even closing

Buenos Aires’ oldest and most-respected newspaper, La Prensa.  While he did not

shut down Congress, he did exile those congressmen who most vocally opposed him.

Perón also employed a heavy hand with the nation’s supreme court, ejecting all of the

justices and appointing his own followers to fill their places.  He also intervened

heavily in the nation’s universities, firing professors who opposed his politics, and

suppressing student movements opposed to Perón.5  In general, then, populists used

their personal influence over the political system to bypass, change or break the law.

But populism was not only a way around law but around the status quo in

general as well.  In the pages that follow, I attempt to demonstrate how Gaitán, Alzate

and Rojas each attempted to use populist strategies to circumvent the seemingly

impermeable rosca.  In keeping with the theme of part one—how Colombian
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politicians viewed ordinary Colombians—I also discuss how these leaders’ populism

shaped their understanding of the role of the people.  Recent scholarship, after all, has

demonstrated that political relations are not simply the result of strategies, carefully

crafted by great men. On the contrary, populism—as is true of all forms of

government—is built upon the intersection of a dialectical relationship between the

people and their leaders.  Leaders may attempt to shape public opinion, but they also

must react to the existing trends, aesthetic criteria and norms of conduct expected by

the populace. 6  Populism in mid-twentieth century Colombia is a story of this

negotiation.

Jorge Eliécer Gaitán: Filling a Political Vacuum

In chapter one, above, I indicated that Alfonso López Pumarejo, despite his

tight relationship with the CTC and the package of reforms known as the Revolución

en Marcha, did not throw his lot inextricably in with the working classes.  Jorge

Eliécer Gaitán did.  Gaitán (b. 1898 – d. 1948, jefe único—sole leader—of the Liberal

Party, 1947-1948) made a reputation for himself as an political advocate for

Colombian laborers.  It was Gaitán, then a young Bogotano Congressman, who had

publicized before Congress the Army’s 1928 massacre of striking banana workers on

the Caribbean Coast.  His direct connection to the people became legendary; during

his years in Congress when the Cámera’s daily legislative sessions closed, he would

directly address throngs of his supporters on the streets of Bogotá, inspiring them to

become politically active and warning his elite political enemies that the people were
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a force with which to be reckoned.  Gaitán’s willingness to deal directly with ordinary

Colombians continued to characterize Gaitán’s political career until his untimely

death in 1948.7

Scholars tend to agree with this aspect of Gaitán’s popular appeal, citing

extensively his incredible ability to communicate to and on behalf of Colombia’s

popular sectors, especially in the cities and on the Caribbean coast.8  Where they

differ, however, is on the question of why Gaitán so completely staked his political

career on the masses.  Probably the best-known historical work on the subject is that

of Herbert Braun, who argues that among Gaitán’s many reasons for remaining with

the popular classes was the fact that Colombian elites directly excluded him from

politics.  Braun cites racial reasons for this exclusion.  Gaitán, a Mestizo, looked

different than those of the upper classes, appearing more like an Indian than like other

politicians of his standing.  The result was that he was easily lampooned by both elite

Liberals and Conservatives alike as a savage.  He was smeared with the epithet “black

Gaitán” or “el negro Gaitán,” and treated as outside of the political mainstream.9

Even when elite politicians attempted to placate him by offering him

government positions of national prominence, they continued to treat him distantly.

For example, in 1936, López appointed Gaitán the mayor of Bogotá.  Even this

position, however, was not enough to gain Gaitán admission into Bogotá’s prestigious

Jockey Club, the social center of Colombia’s elite political life.  He applied twice and

was denied admission both times, making him the only mayor of Bogotá to be refused

admission during the club’s prominence.  In short, Braun argues that Gaitán never
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quite fit into the elite political scene; indeed, elites in both parties eventually

collaborated to remove him from his charge as mayor of Bogotá in the beginning of

1937.

In Braun’s view, this proverbial glass ceiling into which Gaitán continuously

collided was an indication that he had a greater desire to remain in national politics

than he did to represent the Colombian masses.  Writes Braun:

He did not rally the pueblo around him; instead, he defended
himself as a leader who had the right to be above his followers....10

Braun’s point, then, is that Gaitán repeatedly came within striking distance of

becoming part of the political elite and wanted desperately to be accepted by this

body.  Whenever he was excluded, he turned closer to the people, since it was his

only path to political success.

This idea contrasts strongly with a number of other pro-Gaitán voices which

remain evident in contemporary Colombian discourse.  Among these voices are those

of Alberto Zalamea and of Gaitán’s own daughter Gloria Gaitán, who are but two

representatives of a group which might be dubbed contemporary Gaitanistas.  They

usually cite Gaitán’s numerous speeches and writings in which he swears his loyalty

to the people of Colombia and his unwavering defense of their rights and well-being.

For example, Zalamea makes his case by rejecting comparisons between Gaitán and

Alfonso López.

Gaitán did not understand López’s values.... López liked the
trappings of power although he did not use it all the time (which
explains the many times that he would leave himself halfway down the
road from his original conception).  What López liked was to savor
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power the way one would savor a glass (in English fashion) of
Scotch.... Politics was only conceivable as a game of intelligence.  It
was a game of chess....

For Gaitán, that was not sufficient.... ‘Power to do what?’...
Gaitán, when all was said and done, was not a politician like López,
himself a completely political animal.  Gaitán was an apostle.  For him
the realities of politics were not a game; the realities were the misery,
the anguish, the tragedy of his brothers and sisters, the men who live
outside the presidential palace, waiting, hoping...11

The question of whether Gaitán would have abandoned his own popular political

pursuits had he been better accepted by party elites; or, whether his advocacy of the

masses was something intrinsic in his being that made him fundamentally different

from Alfonso López and other traditional Liberal leaders, is a hypothetical question

and therefore more a topic for speculation than for a historical investigation.  But

there are other ways to compare Gaitán with López that do not involve exploring such

parallel universes.

One difference, for instance, is to look at how the two leaders chose to express

their support of the popular classes.  López did so largely through his support of

organized labor, through a modest—albeit radical by his predecessors’

standards—program of land reform, and through support of the CTC, probably for the

purpose of maintaining control over this organization.12  López’s dealings with the

working classes most frequently were conducted via organizations of representatives.

Not only did he do so through organized labor unions such as the CTC, but during the

Olaya administration, when López was gathering support for his own future run at the

presidency, he traveled throughout the nation, addressing local Liberal clubs and
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societies and their leaders.  Furthermore, his own brand of radicalism originated out

of an already-existing movement known as Acción Liberal, the support of which was

crucial to supporting his presidential bid.  He was not an organizer of the masses,

then, but an organizer of smaller political groupings, a leader who would work with

pre-existing organizations for their mutual advantage.13  Gaitán on the other hand, as

we shall see, was the only major politician of his era who consistently embraced the

popular classes as a group, a fact that does indeed point to a substantial difference

between the two men.  While he did eventually choose to make some strategic

alliances with local organizations of Liberals throughout the country, he preferred to

build his own and to appeal to the pueblo directly whenever possible.

Before I discuss these political strategies, however, we should first look at

Gaitán’s ideological conception of the people in order to understand the objectives of

his political career.  The espousal of the so-called masses is prominent and

unequivocal in his own writings and speeches.  During his brief stint as Minister of

Education under Eduardo Santos, for instance, Gaitán stressed the need to expand

elementary education for Colombia’s poor.  Among his many points was his urging

that education be improved in order to better inform Colombian voters so that they

might better function in a democracy.  At first glance, such advocacy resembles

President Olaya’s rhetoric in the early 1930s in making a connection between

education a necessary component of voting within a democratic society.  Unlike

Olaya, however, Gaitán also accentuates the “unjust inferiority complex sowed into

the Colombian soul....” (“injusto complejo de inferioridad sembrado en el ánima
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colombiana....”) brought on by a lack of access to education.  While Olaya seemed to

be paying lip-service to republican ideals of education, Gaitán seems to possess a

genuine empathy for the Colombian people.14

Such empathy is not the same thing as a belief in complete equality of all

Colombians.  Herbert Braun, referring to this address and others, points out that

Gaitán’s conception of education was not necessarily egalitarian in that Gaitán

acknowledged that people possessed different talents, different interests, and different

levels of intelligence.  However, as Braun himself also acknowledges, Gaitán

believed in equality of educational opportunity for Colombians, and that this alone

distinguished him by leaps and bounds from his fellow Liberal leaders.15  His

comparatively greater commitment to this kind of economic justice  is speculative of

course; his brief service as Minister of Education was cut short when it became clear

that Conservatives feared his desire to allow government control of the education

system to supersede that of the Church.  However, judging by oratory, Gaitán seems

to have placed a far greater emphasis on this matter than did his Liberal

contemporaries.

And equality of opportunity for poorer Colombians is a theme that saturated

the vast majority of Gaitán’s writings and discourses.  Among the most famous of the

latter is his 1945 speech, “El país político y el país nacional,” which blasted elite

Colombian politicians as being unresponsive to the political voice of the general

populace.  The other part to this argument was his concern that the people themselves

had adopted blind servility towards the impermeable political system and the leaders
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who represented it.  As in his above condemnation of the national inferiority

complex, then, Gaitán again shows a level of empathy towards the people and in this

case used it to rally them around his candidacy for president.16  In short, according to

both his speeches and his writings, Gaitán was a more consistent advocate for the

poor than his other Liberal colleagues on the national scene.

Yet this is an unfair comparison; it is of course difficult to compare Gaitán

with the likes of Olaya, López and Santos because these men had the opportunity to

preside over the nation, while Gaitán’s bid to do so was cut tragically short by his

assassination in 1948.  Even so, there are some indications of the kind of decisions

Gaitán made as a political candidate that do, in fact, serve as a basis for comparison.

Probably the best such basis may be found in his campaign for the 1946 presidential

election.  Historian William John Green, in his dissertation, “Popular Mobilization in

Colombia,” discusses how Gaitán and strategists within his movement struggled with

the dilemma of whether or not they should work within the patronage networks which

dominated Colombian politics.  Such networks dominated electoral politics during

this and other periods in Colombian history; it had been essential to garner the favor

of regional and local elites in order to win elections.  Simply put, successful

Colombian politicians traded political favors for votes.17  In considering whether or

not Gaitanismo lost its radical edge during and after the 1946 presidential campaign,

Green attempts to determine whether or not Gaitán bought into this patronage system.

His answer is complex.  On one hand, it was extremely difficult to avoid the

system outright.  Green gives an account, for instance, of a large property owner who
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offers Gaitán the votes of his 350 clients in exchange for two four-ton trucks.  While

Green does not say whether or not Gaitán accepted such proposals, he does argue that

Gaitán did indeed use local bosses to further his cause.18  On the other hand, Green

also points out that by the end of the election, Gaitanismo was creating “deep rifts” in

the old clientelist system.  He did so in two ways.  First, the enthusiasm and activism

of Gaitán’s followers led local bosses or gamonales—especially those in cities—to

make more conscious efforts to appeal to voters by pursuing issues of interest to

them.  This was unusual, in that gamonales usually exercised their power through

series of personal favors, not by appealing to citizens’ political issues. But the second

way that Gaitán circumvented local patronage networks was simply by using his own

powers of persuasion, his charisma, his mystique, to replace local gamonales with

himself.  Writes Green, “[G]iven the prevalence of regionalism, Gaitán the ‘caudillo’

was still necessary to transcend the hold of local politics and unite the Liberal left.” 19

Green suggests that such manipulation of local networks through the use of

Gaitán’s personal appeal was temporary measure until he could bring about a greater

role for the masses in local politics. Again, whether or not this is so is difficult to

determine because of Gaitán’s early demise.  What does seem clear is that Gaitán

resisted the use of these networks in order to continue his attempt at building  a

national movement independent of boss politics and in order to increase political

participation on the part of his supporters, which explains why some Gaitanista

patrons had to provide different incentives to their clients than did patrons of different
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stripes.  In short, although the evidence is still anecdotal at this point, it does appear

that Gaitán had a far greater commitment to the working and professional classes,

both in speech and in deed.  One could argue that Gaitán was simply an opportunist.

His direct appeal to the people did seem to be the only road open to him politically,

once he was shunned from political life by national Liberal elites.  A case might also

be made that by placing himself in the role of a national caudillo he was practicing a

form of demagoguery more than one of democracy.20

Even accounting for these possibilities, though, Gaitán had a far more

egalitarian view of the masses than did his fellow Liberal leaders.  While López’s

modest reforms and rhetorical support did inspire massive popular support, the depth

of his commitment to mass politics was weak, especially in light of his lackluster

second term in office.  And while reports by contemporary Gaitanistas of his selfless

adhesion to democratic ideals is probably overstated, it is difficult to deny the clear

empathy for the working classes which Gaitán conveys in his oratory; he treated the

poor as if he were a kindred spirit, as if he were from their ranks.

Gilberto Alzate Avendaño: Right Wing Populist

Gilberto Alzate Avendaño (b. 1910, d. 1960) was an influential Conservative

politician from the large town of Manizales in Colombia’s coffee zone.  In spite of

Alzate’s prominence and historical legacy, he held relatively few important national

positions of political power during his short lifetime of just fifty years.  Instead, his

strength was as a leader of opposition, both against the administrations of the Liberal
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Republic and against the leaders of his own Conservative Party.  In either role, Alzate

has been dismissed cursorily by many historians as a fascist who parroted

mechanically the caustic tirades of Franco, Mussolini or even Hitler.21  Meanwhile,

other writers have lionized Alzate as a champion of the people and an advocate for

the poor.22  Such characterizations both have bases in fact but are both gross

oversimplifications of Alzate’s legacy.

Gilberto Alzate first gained national prominence at the age of 27, when he

spearheaded a campaign against what he deemed to be Laureano Gómez’s tyrannical

grip on the Conservative party.  Even at this early moment in his career, he

demonstrated his ability to turn a phrase—often with the subtlety of a

steamroller—when he referred to Gómez’s control of the party as “discipline for

dogs.”  At issue was Gómez’s insistence that the Conservative Party abstain from the

1937 presidential elections.  Gómez had claimed that Liberals—both civilians and the

governmental officials—had employed a calculated strategy of aggression,

intimidation, and fraud which rendered futile Conservative attempts to vote.23  Alzate,

along with other Conservative dissidents of both the right and left, openly opposed

this Laureanista policy in the July, 1937 Conservative National Convention.  Gómez

replied by expelling at least one moderate member of this ‘revolt’ from the

Conservative Party and remaining intransigent in the face of the others’ objections.24

In response, Alzate, along with another of Gómez’s opponents from the right wing,

Silvio Villegas, began to argue that Mariano Ospina Pérez would be a good

Conservative candidate for the position.  In the newspaper Diario de Colombia,
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Alzate, the newspaper’s editor, contended that abstention from voting was not a

solution to the challenges faced by Conservatism under Liberal rule.

The political dilemma is not to be found between whether one
votes or abstains, but between whether one votes or fights the system.
These are our only ways to gain power.  One legal, the other
extralegal.  The ballot or insurrection.  It is useless to look for an
intermediate route, to search for a way to bisect the angle....  If a
government is made illegitimate through its practice and if it removes
from the opposition all legal recourse, then the opposition must rise up
in insurrection through violence or through secret subversion.25

This, then, indicates why Alzate is generally considered among historians to be

further to the right of Gómez.  Alzate criticizes his party chief whom he felt was

carrying out too moderate a policy.  This is especially ironic given Gómez’s

categorical and public disdain for political moderates, not to mention his stated

criticism of majority rule.26  The nature of Alzate’s rejection—that if Conservatism is

to refrain from voting then it should revolt—also seems to situate Alzate to the

political right of Gómez.

Further, more substantial evidence of Alzate’s extremism was his support for

the forces of the Fascist regimes of Spain, Italy and Nazi Germany.  What he seemed

to admire the most about these governments was the fanatical degree of their

patriotism.  For example, he openly endorsed the writing of a French nationalist who

compared his native land to a field, made fertile only through the love of its citizens.

Wrote Alzate, “This is the kind of language the country needs.”27  This was the ultra-

nationalist sentiment—the flag waving, the parades, the military pomp and the sincere
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oaths of loyalty—that Alzate admired in Fascism.  At the same time, he was careful

not to espouse a blind mimicry of Fascist doctrine in Colombia.  It is telling, for

instance, that in his above polemical stance in which he argued that Conservatives

either needed to vote or revolt, he chose the former strategy.  He wrote in a letter to

his political associates:

I do not believe in the virtues of inorganic suffrage, nor do I
recognize that the will of the nation emanates from a scrutiny similar
to an agricultural census, but there are no obstacles preventing us from
seeking power through ballots.  Suffrage or insurrection, the electoral
conquest of the Reich or the march on Rome [of Mussolini] do not
depend on doctrine but on circumstances.  One should not confuse
form with essence.28

In this passage, Alzate did not acknowledge the fact that the Nazi seizure of power

was achieved only through a brutal series of political killings and intimidation of their

opposition.29  That said, it is also significant in evaluating the politics of Alzate that

he was the one advocating the electoral system here, while Gómez had vilified it and

cried fraud.  Furthermore, Alzate pursued this course of action by backing the

moderate Mariano Ospina Pérez.  In short, attempting to evaluate who was further to

the right, Alzate or Gómez, is not very informative in terms of telling us what these

politicians actually believed.

For that matter, such fluctuations between right-wing dogma and cautious

moderation characterize much of Alzate’s career.  On the right wing, he seemed to

espouse Gómez’s Manichean view of the political universe.  He argued in 1937, for

instance, that there were only two ideological poles in the modern world: one Rome

and the other in Moscow, right versus left, Communism versus Catholicism,
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implicitly, good versus evil.30  Furthermore, he argued that Liberalism was

inextricably tied to Communism, taking issue with Alfonso López’s assertion in the

previous chapter that Liberalism was born in Manchester:

There is no need to equivocate.  All that remains of the old
style of liberalism is its name and a vague mythological foundation
which has a certain sentimental resonance among the crowd.  But the
regime, that which the previous generation of politicians
[centenaristas] called with little literary originality the ‘ship of state,’
is not found anchored to the sea wall of Manchester, but is instead left
adrift in the turbulent waters of the Russian harbors....

The present government of Colombia belongs to the Left. With
each passing day it further emphasizes its revolutionary affiliation.31

But even this polemical quotation carries with it a mixed message.  Unlike

Gómez, who argued that Liberalism had always been a wicked philosophy with roots

in Protestantism and an imaginary Jewish conspiracy, Alzate claims that the Liberal

Republic of the 1930s had failed to live up to the ideals of its founders.  The problem

in Alzate’s mind was that Communism had subverted liberal ideals, not that

liberalism itself was evil.  Again, then, Alzate appears to be both to the political left

and right of Laureano Gómez and the official leadership of the Conservative Party.

In fact, Alzate rejected such categorization of right and left, of reaction and

revolution, of conservatism and liberalism.  He argued instead that all of these were

antiquated notions that failed to take into account the complexity of twentieth century

reality.32  For that matter, in 1946 he argued that Conservative Colombians should

foment what he called “la revolución a la derecha” or “the revolution to the right.”

Revolutionary activity, he contended, was not the sole property of the left.  On the
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contrary, quoting French political theorist and playwright Thierry Maulnier, Alzate

argued that only through revolutionary fervor and ideology can one counteract the

work of leftist revolutionaries:33

[Our movement] desires to return to the authentic
Colombianity, to the non-transferable values and to the roots of that
spawned our fatherland. That is the future of the past, tradition turned
destiny.34

It is in this aspect of Alzate’s ideology that his similarity to Gaitán becomes

apparent.  Alzate argued with passion that the mass mobilization of the people was

required in order to bring back the authentic spirit of the Colombian nation.  This

desire for an increased involvement of the people in politics was not merely a

rhetorical tact but is evident in his actions as well.  For example, in 1943 he

apparently served as legal representative and organizer of a strike by Manizales

automobile drivers.35  His witty, irreverent and often self-deprecating responses to a

police interrogation concerning the labor action demonstrate his willingness to

challenge authority and endeared many Colombians to his cause.  I include much of

the text here not only for its content but also to convey a proper impression of

Alzate’s mischievous tone:

—Do you know or presume to know who told the drivers... that
the police would not dare to massacre them, because the regime was so
weak that it could not resist a nosebleed?

—The phrase seems like mine; it has a certain ring of
familiarity.  I never supposed that the government would break a
justified strike by force, committing mass murder of a defenseless
group of people..... I stand by my point about the debilitating effect of
nosebleeds.  The medical policy of bleeding the people would lead to a
deterioration of Liberalism’s condition.
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...
—Were you not aware of the legal codes that prohibit a work

stoppage in public transportation services?
—Of course I had seen them.  Nevertheless, a strike is by its

nature a negative act of force, which cannot be neatly contained within
legal texts.  The strike is not about paragraphs but is about resolving a
social situation created on the street.  It is foolish to talk about illegal
work stoppages.  The worker does not need permission to stop
working, either individually or collectively.  What does he do?
Simply, as Lacordaire said, he crosses his arms and goes.  How can
this act be sanctioned?

...
—The governor says that you tried to incite the people against

his—
—The governor has what we psychiatrists call a

mythomaniacal constitution.  His fits of hysteria, his fantasies, his
shameless distortions of the facts prove conclusively this diagnosis.  I
have always opposed violence since I deem it both counterproductive
and ineffective.  I understand a strike, in the fashion of Mirabeau, as
the expression of the power of the people, which in order to be a
formidable force needs to do nothing more than stand still.36

Alzate’s last section here seems particularly important for at least two reasons.

First, his choice of names to invoke is telling; Honoré Gabriel Riquetti Mirabeau

(1749-1791) was a spokesman for the so-called third estate before and during the

French Revolution who once organized something akin to a sit-down-strike.  After a

session in the Estates General when the king ordered the hall to disperse, Mirabeau

and his followers refused to budge, at which point he famously declared that he

would not leave except at the point of a bayonet.37  Thus did this leader demonstrate

the power of civil disobedience.  Alzate’s invocation of the name of Mirabeau—or

more properly the Comte de Mirabeau, a title of nobility— is an acknowledgement of

the people’s strength when united together for a cause.  But is also a point about the
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Mirabeau himself, the individual who controls those people.  It is the

acknowledgement that a man with prestige among the people wields a powerful

political tool.  The second reason that Alzate’s allusion is important is that it helps us

further compare Alzate with Laureano Gómez; the latter figure saw the French

Revolution as a wicked event inspired by a conspiracy.  The Revolution clearly did

not have the same stigma for Alzate, who saw it as an exercise of popular mobility

with some praiseworthy qualities.

In fact, Alzate, like Gaitán, then, publicly lauded the power of the people.

And like Gaitán, Alzate seems to have believed his own rhetoric in this regard.

Perhaps related to the discussion of the French Revolution, Alzate was especially

suspicious of attempts to re-establish hereditary aristocracy in Colombia.  For

instance, in 1951 during Laureano Gómez’s presidency, Alzate tenaciously protested

the fact that Gómez’s son, Álvaro Gómez Hurtado, had taken effective control of the

Colombian Senate.  To the younger Gómez he charged:

I warn you that [government] hierarchy is not produced
through heredity but through the will of the people as expressed
through the ballot box….38

Finally, it is critical to point out that Alzate contested fiercely the plebiscite

which led to the 1958 National Front power-sharing arrangement between the Liberal

and Conservative Parties.  In 1957 as the arrangement was being conceived, Alzate

argued that it was an inorganic compromise which made illegitimate the entire

Colombian government.  That government, he asserted, would be incorrectly gauging
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the popular will if it were to allow a questionnaire to create a dictatorship.  He further

cited political theorist Carl Schmidt, who referred to the plebiscites taken by

Napoleon Bonaparte in order to establish a hereditary monarchy in France.  In

general, he, in common with Alfonso López Pumarejo and Laureano Gómez, was an

advocate of partisanship and lively debate.  Yet López and Gómez both would

eventually support the National Front agreement, while Alzate remained convinced

that the agreement would stifle such debate.  He contended that an artificial

imposition of parity in the legislature would lead to a polity that was alienated from

the political process.

Up until now, the parties—despite their rancorous dialectic and
their secular antagonism—have served the country by being structured
vertically, containing all socioeconomic classes and thereby mitigating
the tensions which exist between them.  Yet if there is to be made a
classist political policy from above, it is inevitable that this social
cohesion will be shattered, giving way to a new political alienation and
unleashing class struggle upon us.  Gaitán was only the voice or
medium through which the Colombian masses expressed their latent
desires.  The way he conducted himself politically serves as an urgent
signal.  Now the state of the masses’ spirit, the changes experienced in
their form of life, the economic and social situation of the nation
makes more imminent the avalanche of these forces.  All they need
now are leaders, myths and flags to stir them to march.39

This cogent prognostication of Colombia’s present tragedy is the kind of

penetrating analysis that accentuates Alzate’s disposition towards the Colombian

people.  He believed in the intrinsic power of ordinary Colombians to seek their own

interests.  Alzate did not always think such popular politics was a good thing; in this

above case he clearly feared that an unguided popular expression would lead to
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anarchy or to open class struggle.  Instead, Alzate believed that the Colombian people

needed guidance from the Conservative Party and the Catholic Church in order to

truly meet their own interests and those of the nation as a whole.

In this sense, Alzate greatly resembled Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in that he

understood political power as being something that came from the popular classes.40

Moreover, like Gaitán, Alzate exercised his influence over this group in order to gain

national prominence over Laureano Gómez—and later his son—who had effectively

barred him from the upper echelons of the Conservative Party.  While Alzate

certainly admired Franco, Mussolini and Hitler during the 1930s, his respect for these

leaders seemed to come more from the way they inspired lower class reactionaries to

their causes rather than for the ruthless ways they crushed their political opposition or

for Nazi Germany’s attempted genocide of its Jewish population.41  It was this idea of

mobilizing Colombia’s right wing popular classes that resonated so fully with Alzate

and, in the manner of Gaitán, made him an advocate of mass participation in politics.

Gustavo Rojas Pinilla: Tyrant and/or Man of the People?

In November, 1949, one of the State Department’s analysts in Washington,

Albert Gerberich, wrote that he was “skeptical” about assertions made by the Ospina

government that “terrorists” were vying for control of the city of Armenia (Quindío).

Gerberich based his skepticism on the fact that Armenia was in the district of the

Third Army Brigade in Cali, under the command of Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.  He

explained:
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[Rojas] is one of the most dangerous elements in the Army
today and is capable of leading a coup d’état to establish L. Gómez
firmly in power, if he believes it would be helpful.  He cannot tell a
Communist from a Liberal and sees a Red hiding behind every coffee
bush.42

Nevertheless, after Rojas took office, the United States government under Dwight

David Eisenhower declared the Rojas administration to be a model Latin American

nation and began to send hitherto unprecedented amounts of military aid to the

General.  The arms sent to Rojas included even napalm, an especially indiscriminate

antipersonnel—and therefore anti-civilian—technology.  The trust between the U.S.

Government and the Rojas administration had been transformed one hundred-eighty

degrees.43

Scholars writing around the time of Rojas’ presidency, held similarly mixed

and contradictory reactions to Rojas.  Some saw the general as successfully appealing

to lower class interests, while others viewed his rule as a gross subversion of the basic

guarantees of a democracy.  Gonzalo Sánchez in the Nueva Historia de Colombia

recognizes this phenomenon in scholarship of Rojas, pointing to two U.S. authors

who wrote contemporaneously to Rojas’ rule.  These scholars, Vernon Lee Fluharty

and John D. Martz, squared off in two books over the question of Rojas’ merits:

Fluharty’s Dance of the Millions published in 1957, and Martz’ Colombia: A

Contemporary Political Survey from 1962.44  Fluharty enthusiastically painted Rojas

to be the savior of the interests of the Colombian people against the oligarchy of

wealthy, politically-connected Liberal and Conservative elites.
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Rojas has turned the clock forward on social achievement for
the masses.  He has given them status, and a sense of their importance,
if only because his government has emphasized their welfare.  That
lesson they will never forget, and nothing less will be acceptable from
other governments to come....

In this sense, paradoxically, the military dictator is making a
substantial contribution to democracy.  Every social, educational,
political, and economic gain in status is a step toward the creation of
the substantive bases upon which true popular democracy may one day
rise in Colombia.  It is an irrevocable departure from the lopsided
“Athenian democracy” which applied the Rights of Man to only a few
in the nation....”

[Rojas’ government] is a step forward for all the people, one
step more into the background for the supremacy of oligarchies.  Out
of it may someday come the type of collective thinking and living
which will produce real democracy, rather than its pale, spurious
reflection.”45

Martz, in acute contrast, aggressively contends that Rojas was a tyrant, pure

and simple.

Examination of the Rojas Pinilla era must recall the man
himself, for he was… a creature of passions rather than of logic….
[T]he general was usually told precisely what he hoped to hear; his
narrow and uncurious mind went no further....

Added to Rojas Pinilla’s failures as a demagogue... were his
shortcomings as a politician.  Perhaps the greatest of these was his
inability to grasp an elemental understanding of public opinion and of
national life.  When the general entered the Palacio de Nariño
[Colombia’s presidential palace] as tenant, he stepped into a dream
world in which he was supported unquestioningly by 90 per cent of the
populace, revered by all social classes, and opposed but feebly by a
few selfish politicians, newspaper owners, and iniquitous priests.
There is little doubt that almost to the end the dictator blandly assumed
his position to be as strong as when he was acclaimed on that turbulent
day, June 13, 1953 [when he first assumed office]....

All this seems a harsh indictment for any man, yet the power-
hungry narcissist was perhaps the most utter failure of any dictator in
recent times….46
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Part of this massive discrepancy between interpretations is due to the

contradictory nature of Rojas himself as is evident by the peculiar nature of his

political career.  He made the transition from military leader to politician abruptly in

1953 when he assumed power after deposing Laureano Gómez.  Scholars of all

stripes seem to concur that Rojas initially gained tremendous popular support from

stepping into power when he did.  Most politicians of the day agreed that the nation

had no hope of peace until the polemical Gómez was out of power.  All but the

staunchest supporters of Gómez, then, welcomed Rojas.

During the early years of Rojas’ administration, as even Martz agrees, he used

his position as president to reconcile the warring Liberal and Conservative factions in

Colombia.47  For example, he offered an amnesty to Liberal guerrillas who had been

fighting in the Eastern Llanos and promised to bring an end to the inter-party violence

that had plagued the nation since at least 1946.48  He also invested a lot of

government funds into the country’s transportation infrastructure. His administration

built El Dorado airport in Bogotá, a number of tourist hotels, roads, railroads,

hydroelectric projects, bridges and other similar constructions.  At the same time, he

established for the first time in Colombian history a tax on stock dividends, and raised

taxes for the wealthy in general.49  In many ways, then, Rojas attempted to use the

presidency as a source of power and as a sort of bully pulpit with which to rectify

some of the deeper inequalities that plagued the nation.

If most scholars agree that the early part of his administration was generally

successful, most also acknowledge that the later years were marred by controversy
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and failure.  Specifically, as Rojas’ unelected presidency proceeded, his

administration became characterized by conduct best described as dictatorial.  First of

all, he seemed to possess a paranoia regarding Communism that was only paralleled

in the McCarthyist United States.  Even though he had offered amnesty to Liberal

guerrillas, he refused to do so for openly Communist ones and the military under his

rule pursued such guerrillas in relentless and often bloody campaigns.  One of the

most intense of such actions was the so-called “Villarica War” of 1955 in which the

Army turned its full attention to removing a band of leftist guerrillas.  Consequently,

as is often the case in guerrilla wars, the Armed Forces attacked not only combatants

but also civilian populations who expressed sympathy not necessarily with the tactics

of the guerrillas but with their abstract, long-term goals.  James Henderson neatly

summarizes the incident:

Suffice it to say that the Colombian army grossly overreacted
against a lightly armed citizenry among whom the presence of
communists was wildly exaggerated.50

In his concern about the forces of international Communism, Rojas even went

so far as to officially ban the Communist Party of Colombia, a step which even

Falangist supporters like Gómez had been unwilling to take against these civilian

Marxists.51  Both Rojas and the U.S. government alleged that Moscow directly

controlled the Colombian Communist Party’s actions and therefore it could not be

considered a legitimate Colombian political organization.  In truth, while Rojas might

not literally have seen a Communist behind every coffee bush, there is ample

evidence that he considered leftists and socialists of many stripes to be Communists
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and therefore believed them unworthy of protection under Colombian laws.  The end

result was that the Rojas administration severely alienated Colombia’s far left.  That

fact notwithstanding, Communists and even socialists who were independent from the

Liberal Party constituted a small minority of the population and therefore Rojas was

praised by many Conservatives and not a few Liberals for his handling of them.52

Instead, Rojas tends to receive criticism not for how he handled the nation’s

leftists but for how he cracked down on more moderate opposition.  Nearly all

scholars—including even Fluharty—agree that Rojas erred in his intolerance for

political opposition.  He responded to organized, vocal challenges to his regime with

an iron fist.  In 1953, for instance, Rojas temporarily closed El Siglo for printing

letters by Laureano Gómez that questioned the government’s legitimacy.53  But if

censoring Gómez seems understandable, as Gómez was by this point so utterly out of

popular favor, other instances of the administration’s press censorship were far more

arbitrary.  In 1955, when Liberal El Tiempo claimed that Rojas had a hand in

covering up the murder of Liberal newspapermen, the General responded by closing

down El Tiempo.  As in the case of banning the Communist Party, the closure of El

Tiempo was another act that even the heavy-handed Laureano Gómez had been too

subtle to perform when he was in office.  The remaining Liberal Bogotá dailies, most

notably the widely-circulated  El Espectador, were also shut down by Rojas the

following year.  Significantly, both El Tiempo, El Espectador and others were able to

reemerge after their closing, assuming the names El Intermedio and El Independiente

respectively.  These reappearances demonstrate that Rojas’ administration was either
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more lenient or less powerful (or, as Martz argues, less competent) than other

dictatorships in Latin America.  Further demonstrating his fervent desire to control

popular opinion, in 1955 Rojas established an official daily government newspaper,

aptly named Diario Oficial in the hope that this government organ would replace the

country’s independent newspapers.

Aside from the shutting down of opposition presses, even more serious was

the fact that his government gained a reputation for corruption and blood lust in the

last years of its existence.  In 1956, most notably, the so-called “bull ring massacre”

probably left dead some eight civilian noncombatant Colombians and caused many

Colombians to suspect the intentions of Rojas’ administration.  In late January of that

year at Bogotá’s bullring, the Plaza de Santamaría, a bull had been dedicated to María

Eugenia Rojas, the daughter of the President, whose husband had been in attendance.

This ceremonial act, following the closing of El Tiempo, drew at least some whistling

(tantamount to booing in Colombia) and catcalls from the audience.  The crowd then

cheered when it became clear that Liberal political leader Alberto Lleras Camargo

was also in attendance.

As a result of this apparent insult, military officers in charge of the plaza’s

security ‘packed’ the next week’s corrida with a large number of men—either

plainclothes “peacekeeping” officers or vindictive undercover operatives, depending

on which version of the story is to be believed.  This time, some of these officers

started up a chorus of “vivas” in support of Rojas and, according to Rojas’ detractors,

to bait and expose opponents of the government.  When some individuals did react
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with hostility or failed to express approval of the government, the officers began to

beat them.  Time magazine reported eight dead and graphically described a man being

dragged down the stairs feet first, resulting in his death.54  While falling far short of

the brutality of massacres by military dictatorships in other nations, Rojas’

administration did occasionally stoop to political bullying, and occasionally the

outright murder of its citizens.  What is more, it engaged in this kind of violence for

personal reasons; Rojas’ political opponents, like Martz, saw the General as a petty

egomaniac who would kill to retaliate against a personal insult.55

It would be easy to simply stop here and conclude that Rojas was essentially a

tyrant whose ego so clouded his judgment that he would use any means at his

disposal to crush political opposition.  But Rojas had a much larger popular following

than scholars like Martz acknowledge, and Fluharty’s assertion that the general

attempted to uplift the common Colombian is not so easily dismissed.  For instance,

he was at least on par with other Colombian political parties on the question of labor

organization.  As I mention above, during the Liberal Republic, López’s political

support for the Confederación de Trabajadores de Colombia (CTC) enabled the union

to address some of the pressing needs of a small sector of  laborers in important

industrial, extractive and transportation sectors.  During Ospina’s presidency and

through that of Gómez, the CTC was dismantled politically and replaced with the

Catholic Church-sponsored Unión de Trabajadores de Colombia (UTC).  Therefore,

when Rojas entered the Palacio, he supported and officially endorsed yet a third

confederation of unions, the previously-small Confederación Nacional de
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Trabajadores or CNT.  The government’s endorsement of the CNT was Rojas’

attempt to exert influence over the labor movement, since much of the UTC

leadership openly opposed him by 1954.  The CTC, for its part, had already been

decimated at this time due to Conservatives’ draconian crackdowns on labor under

the state of emergency after the 9 de abril, 1948.  Rojas’ treatment of labor, then, may

not have been particularly enlightened, but it was no more partisan or politically

opportunistic than that of his predecessors.  Thus, while there were allegations that

his Labor Minister wrote the CNT’s main statement of purpose, such direct ties

between Colombian presidents and organized labor had sufficient precedent.56

But the best example of Rojas’ long-term efforts to help the Colombian poor

is visible not in his work with organized labor but in his creation of the social welfare

institution known as the Secretaría Nacional de Asistencia Social (National

Secretariat for Social Assistance) or SENDAS.  While I discuss SENDAS in greater

detail in chapter five, it is also worthwhile to mention it here since it served as a

conduit between the government and the poor.  SENDAS, created in 1954, was

managed by María Eugenia Rojas, daughter of the general who would become a

national politician in her own right.  She ran SENDAS throughout its short lifespan

until 1957 and to the present day argues that the institution was an instant target of

elites in both the Liberal and Conservative parties:

The social drama, the problem of distribution of wealth, the
lack of adequate housing, and the responsibility of the State towards
vulnerable sectors of the society, all are determinant themes in the sad
abandonment of our people.  These ills that we suffer are not unique,
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but previous governments had refrained from dealing with many of
them.

...
Perhaps no institution has sparked in Colombia a greater level

of unjustified and arbitrary resistance by elite plutocratic sectors as has
SENDAS.  The stuffed shirts stood up and protested against a
dependency on the State which was occupied by the women without
resources, the children crushed by wretchedness, the defenseless
elderly.  Each shelter which was opened, each glass of milk given to
an infant, each student dormitory, each peso put to work to move men
who turned in their arms and who left the guerrillas, each center of
protection, each child with his new toy, each expectant mother
attended to, was subject to strict scrutiny and to impious criticism by
the powerful.  The work of SENDAS was labeled by the opposition
press as populist.  The upper economic circles have never looked
sympathetically on the fact that investment in the popular sectors
should be a high priority and therefore the elites restrict themselves to
dismissing such an idea as being “populist.”57

While I analyze this proposition in chapter five, for our current purposes it is

sufficient to recognize that President Rojas also saw his presidency in this light; he

felt he was opposing a system of plutocracy, an oligarchy and an oligopoly which

sought to keep the majority of Colombians down.

Regardless of Rojas’ own feelings of self-importance, there is no doubt that he

actively promoted this image of himself as champion of the masses; he told Colombia

that he was a hero whose purpose was to save civilization.  Such an attitude is clear

from Rojas’ writings and his deeds while in office.  While documents penned by

Rojas himself during his actual presidency are notoriously difficult to find,58 there

does remain a documentary trail of sorts.  For instance, there are the records of the

Office of State Information and Propaganda (Oficina de Información y Propaganda

del Estado or ODIPE), which presented Rojas to Colombians and to the outside
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world.  This group and its director, Jorge Luis Arango, were the ones who apparently

first coined Rojas’ grandiose moniker, “the second Liberator.”59  This reference to the

first Liberator, Simón Bolívar, would continue to be employed by Rojas and by his

most fervent supporters throughout his administration and beyond.  The fact that it

was chosen by one of Rojas’ own employees indicates that Rojas himself sought to

cultivate this heroic image.

Rojas further propagated the image of himself as hero in his favorite tool for

the mass-distribution of propaganda: the radio.  He did so, again via the ODIPE, by

creating a series of presidential radio commercials, recorded on records and then

disseminated to different radio stations around the nation.  They were distributed

along with instructions that they were to be played before all standard programs and

they were to be shuffled so as not to repeat the same one too often.  Different sound-

bites were targeted to different audiences, but the General’s heroic image is

transparent in all of them, as is perhaps embarrassingly evident the following

examples:

—Campesinos of Colombia: The soldiers are your children;
they, guided by his Most Excellent Señor Lieutenant General Gustavo
Rojas Pinilla, shall save Colombia.

—Colombian mothers, the future of your children is happily
assured by the government of his Excellency, Señor Lieutenant
General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.  He represents the shining future of our
Nation.

—Don’t waste your time talking about politics. Take
enthusiastic advantage of the opportunity to study.  That is the way to
collaborate efficiently with the government presided over by his
Excellency, Señor Lieutenant General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.
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—With the help of God and the workers of Colombia, the
Government of His Excellency Señor Lieutenant General Gustavo
Rojas Pinilla shall assure the happiness of the fatherland.60

One need not have a Ph.D. in history61 to recognize this as heavy-handed propaganda.

Broadcast to peasants, mothers, students and workers, respectively, Rojas wanted his

people to adore him.  Such deliberate efforts to personalize the presidency provide an

important insight into Rojas’ attitudes towards ordinary Colombians.  Just as his

opponents blamed him for wielding political power to personal ends, he desired to

become personally revered by his followers.  In many of these messages there were

specific references made comparing the government to the people’s family.  And

even in those which did not use words of family, such as the above spot aimed at

students, the tone of the message strongly resembles that which a father might take

with his children.

A cynical reader may attempt to dismiss these messages as just a form of

disingenuous propaganda.  But there is further evidence that Rojas also saw this

personal relationship as a two-way street; that is, Rojas believed it was his

presidential duty to help the people.  He demonstrated this creed more coherently

following his expulsion from office in 1958 and the subsequent  congressional

tribunal which found him guilty in 1959.  His military presidency, he insisted, was in

fact the most democratic in all of Colombian history.  His was the first administration

that sincerely addressed problems that the poor and middle classes.  SENDAS, public

improvement programs, and the government’s general concern for the welfare of the
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Colombian people were factors that made his unelected regime a democratic one, he

explained.  The Liberal and Conservative National Front, on the other hand, strove to

use the power of the government to undermine the welfare of the people.  For

example, Rojas maintained in a long essay entitled “Lo que no me dejaron decir en el

Senado,” (“What They Would Not Let Me Say Before the Senate”) that as soon as he

was removed from office, the political oligarchs began to work on devaluing the

Colombian peso.  In Rojas’ eyes, such a move was designed to bring greater wealth to

the rich while further pauperizing the poor.  The peso’s devaluation led to increased

prices, especially of imported goods, and in general the people suffered as a result of

this economic policy.  This, concludes Rojas, is the consequence of the so-called

“free trade” of the oligarchs.  Rojas then proceeds to discuss what he thinks is truly

free about free trade:

The real freedom which exists today for the middle and
working classes is the freedom to die of hunger and the freedom for
defense that is made in the newspapers of the political and economic
privileges of these same families, the same castes, the same groups
who have come to dominate the country, with the nonsense of the
empire of citizen guarantees and of the reestablishment of democratic
institutions.  This is called oligarchic democracy, which favors the few
and not popular democracy which the majority is owed.62

Rojas continues, criticizing the high cost of medicine for ordinary people and

charging that the new government has named pharmaceutical business  interests in

charge of national development decisions.  Specifically, he alleges that Colombians

have come to understand that the economic interest group known as Drogerías

Aliadas (“Allied Drugstores”) has taken over the Ministry of Development since
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Rojas’ departure from power.  In making this allegation, Rojas, himself a lifelong

member of the Conservative Party, cites Gaitán to make his point, simultaneously

criticizing Laureano Gómez by name:

“The People,” who—as Jorge Eliécer Gaitán said—”are
superior to their party leaders”—although Laureano Gómez continues
calling them ignorant and abject— understood the threat to their health
implied by naming [these pharmaceutical interests] to the government.
And today, two years later, people realize that price increases and
speculation on the prices of drugs, without which the government
could take measures to treat this problem, nor is Congress writing
legislation to put an end to this inhuman exploitation.63

This is a theme that continues throughout Rojas’ writings following the 1957

fall of his administration.  He simultaneously lauds the Colombian people and decries

an elite collaboration against both the people and against his former government.  His

May 10, 1957, removal from power was the “...union of oligarchs against the

government,” versus the “...binomial people-Armed Forces”64  They conspired to

make him look bad before the United States government, they influenced the military

into  betraying the government, they kept him from defending himself at his hearing

before Congress, ignored his government’s accomplishments,  emphasized, distorted

and even fabricated its mistakes, and ultimately even led to a resurgence of

violence.65

Congress’ so-called elite conspiracy against Rojas resulted in a sentence by

which Rojas would be stripped of his medals and military pension and be denied the

privileges of both voting and running for office.  The Supreme Court of Colombia

eventually responded by throwing out that verdict, agreeing with the general’s
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assertion that he had never been permitted a proper defense.  The result of the whole

trial was that Rojas’ theories of an oligarchical conspiracy against him rang true to

many Colombians and led to the General’s political resurgence.66  This comeback, in

turn, led to Rojas’ equally controversial 1970 presidential bid in which his apparent

victory from early returns was reversed at the last minute—following a national

curfew no less—by late poll results for his opponent, Conservative Misael Pastrana.

With the final official count showing Rojas only a percentage point short of victory,

with headlines on early editions of newspapers already printed with claims of Rojas’

victory, the elite machinations against Rojas were again seemingly corroborated.67

Does this appearance of impropriety mean that Vernon Lee Fluharty was

correct in seeing Rojas as Colombia’s savior?  Or is John Martz right to vilify Rojas

as an egotistical caudillo lacking any semblance of political skills?  In fact, it is clear

from his administration’s actions that his legacy was mixed.  On Fluharty’s side,

Rojas honestly did attempt to use the government as an institution of public advocacy,

aspiring to aid both the desperately poor through SENDAS and the middle and

professional classes through publicly funded infrastructural improvement.  The

accomplishments of Rojas’ administration were real and at least demonstrated a

competence not acknowledged by Martz.

Even so, Martz and other critics have a point in citing Rojas’ contempt for the

democratic process.  He clearly believed himself to be beyond the maneuvering and

influence jockeying of electoral politics.  Rojas’ heavy-handed attempt to inflate the

CNT over the CTC and UTC was indicative that he was not above bullying his way
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into power when it suited him.  While, again, his policies towards the CNT were not

any worse than those of his predecessors, the point here is that he was willing to take

political shortcuts when it suited him.68

The evidence I have presented indicates that Lt. General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla

had a personal understanding of ordinary Colombians.  He wanted to guide and

protect the people, educate and improve their standard of living.  The image of

himself that he presented in his radio addresses was as a second Liberator—an vision

of his presidency which he and the propaganda wing of his administration both

developed and continued to nurture.  Government aid to workers, his public works

and infrastructure improvement initiatives and, most importantly, SENDAS, all

served as a complement this campaign.  Rojas used government services not only to

gather popular support behind his presidency but also, later, to justify his military

dictatorship within the democratic traditions of Colombia.  They demonstrated to the

masses that Rojas was in charge, and that he was taking care of them—the way a

father takes care of his children.

But this example of Rojas’ paternalism does not necessarily mean that he used

it as a cynical tool to gain the people’s support.  It is true that he had a lot to gain

from the people’s trust, especially since he was attempting to blaze a path to power

which fell outside the traditional two-party system, not to mention that he wanted to

present his presidency as a legal administration. But he truly believed that he had an

obligation to help the Colombian people.  In 1957, he gave up power willingly “in
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order to avert a civil war,” when he could have mounted a defense of his dictatorship.

Instead, he told his loyal officers that he had to leave “temporarily” but that the

military junta which deposed him was still charged with “defending the people from

Colombia’s political oligarchies.”69  In the final analysis, it seems that he must have

internalized this image of himself as the second Liberator.
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Bushnell, Making of Modern Colombia; and many, many others.
9 A small compilation of El Siglo’s caricatures is reprinted in Braun’s Assassination
of Gaitán.
10Braun, Ibid.
11 “Gaitán no entiende los valores de López.... A López le gusta el aparato del poder
aunque no lo utiliza siempre (de ahí que muchas veces se quede a mitad del camino
de su concepción original). Lo que le gusta es acariciarlo, como acaricia la copa (a la
inglesa) del scotch.... La política solo es concebible como un juego de la inteligencia.
es un ajedrez....
“Para Gaitán eso no es suficiente....  ‘El poder ¿para qué?’... Gaitán al fin y al cabo no
es un político como lo es López, animal político al ciento por ciento.  Gaitán es un
apóstol.  Para él las realidades de la política no son un juego, las realidades son la
miseria, la angustia, la tragedia de sus hermanos, los hombres que están fuera del
Palacio, esperando...”
Alberto Zalamea, Gaitán: autobiografía de un pueblo (Bogotá: Zalamea Fajardo
Editores, 1999),  138-139.  Final elipses are Zalamea’s.  See also Gloria Gaitán,
Bolívar tubo un caballo blanco, mi papá un Buick, Tomo I (Bogotá: Gloria Gaitán
Jaramillo, 1998).
12 See chapter two, above.
13 Richard Stoller, “Alfonso López Pumarejo and Liberal Radicalism in 1930s
Colombia,” 378-391.
14Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, Obras Selectas (Bogotá: Imprenta Nacional, 1979), II: 275-
299.
15Ibid., and Braun, 74-75.
16Gaitán, Obras Selectas, I:157-169.
17 I discuss this idea of clientelism in far greater detail later in this dissertation.
18 William John Green, “Popular Mobilization in Colombia: The Social Composition,
Ideology, and Political  Practice of Gaitanismo on the Atlantic Coast and Magdalena
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River, 1928-1948.” (Austin, Texas: The University of Texas at Austin, Dissertation,
1948),  292-298.
19 Ibid.,  300-301.
20 I discuss the concept of personalism in Colombian politics in much greater detail
below.
21See, for instance, references to Alzate in the Nueva Historia de Colombia, V. II,
passim.
22See, e.g., Gilberto Alzate Avedaño, Alzate: Variaciones en torno a un nombre,
Biblioteca de Escritores Caldenses (Manizales, Colombia: Imprenta Departamental,
1980); and Bernardo Mejía Rivera, Editor, Gilberto Alzate Avendaño, From the
Biblioteca de Escritores Caldenses (Manizales: Imprenta Departamental, 1985).
23 See, e.g., “Eduardo Santos” in the Nueva Historia de Colombia,  351-356; Safford
and Palacios, Colombia,  266-268.
24 Henderson, Modernization in Colombia,  235; Carlos Augusto Noriega, “Gilberto
Alzate Avenaño” in Biblioteca Virtual, January, 1999, (January, 2002)
<http://www.banrep.gov.co:80/blaavirtual/credencial/109gilbertoalzate.htm>.
25 “El dilema político no se planteaba entre votar o abstenerse, sino entre votar y
sublevarse.  No hay más que dos vías para llegar al poder.  Una legal y otra
extralegal.  Las urnas o la insurrección.  Es inútil explorar una ruta intermedia,
buscarle una bisectriz al ángulo....  Si un gobierno se hace ilegítimo en su ejercicio y
expulsa a la oposición de los cuadros legales, ésta debe actuar insurreccionalmente,
con violencia o clandestinidad.”
Gilberto Alzate Avendaño, Obras Selectas (Bogotá: Fondo de Publicaciones, Cámara
de Representantes, 1979),  81.  Note that there are two volumes in my bibliography
entitled Obras Selectas by Gilberto Alzate.  From this point on, when I make
reference to this title in my notes, I am referring to this, the 1979 Cámara de
Representatntes edition, unless otherwise noted explicitly.
26 See chapter three, above.
27“Este es el lenguaje que necesita el país.”
Alzate, Obras selectas,  89.
28 “Yo no creo en las virtudes del sufragio inorgánico, ni reconozco que la voluntad
de la nación emane de un escrutinio parecido a un censo pecuario, pero no existe
ningún obstáculo para buscar el poder en las urnas.  El sufragio o la insurrección, la
conquista electoral del Reich o la marcha sobre Roma, no dependen de la doctrina
sino de las circunstancias.  No hay que confundir las formas con las esencias.”
Alzate, Obras selectas,  83.
29 The literature in this field is vast.  See, e.g., Hans Mommson, The Rise and Fall of
Weimar Democracy (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Ian
Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship, Third edition (London: Edward Arnold, 1993); Alan
Bullock, Hitler: A Study in Tyranny (New York: Harper & Row, 1971).
30Alzate, Obras Selectas,  85.
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31 “No hay que equivocarse.  Del antiguo liberalismo sólo queda el rótulo y un vago
fondo mitológico, que tienen cierta vigencia sentimental para las muchedumbres.
Pero el régimen, lo que llamaban los centenaristas con escasa novedad literaria, “la
nave del estado”, no se encuentra anclado en el malecón de Mánchester, sono que se
dirige entre tumbos hacia las dársenas rusas....
“El gobierno imperante en Colombia pertenece a la izquierda.  Cada vez acentúa más
su filiación revolucionaria.”
Alzate, Obras Selectas,  85.
32Alzate, Obras Selectas,  101.
33Alzate, Obras Selectas,  117.
34 “[Nuestro movimiento] quiere volver a la auténtica colombianidad, a los valores
intransferibles y las raíces genitales de la patria.  Ese es el porvenir del pasado, la
tradición vuelta destino.”
Ibid.
35 Curiously, the only published information available about this strike that I could
discover is in the one-paragraph blurbs which introduce this interrogation in various
compilations of Alzate’s selected works.  In fact, the text of the blurb is identical in at
least four different compendiums of Alzate’s work.  They read:

“El 8 de octubre de 1943, el doctor Gilberto Alzate Avendaño fue sometido a
indagatoria en Manizales, por el funcionario que tuvo a su cargo la investigación de
los sucesos ocurridos con motivo de una huelga de choferes, de quienes era aquél
apoderado y dirigente.”

See, Alzate, Obras Selectas,  108; Alzate, Alzate Avendaño: Vida y mensaje, ed. José
Peñalosa (Bogotá: Fundación Gilberto Alzate Avendaño, 1996),  149; Gilberto Alzate
Avendaño, Obras Selectas, [no editor listed] (Manizales: Biblioteca de Escritores
Caldenses, 1991),  20; Gilberto Alzate Avendaño, Gilberto Alzate Avendaño, ed.
Bernardo Mejía Rivera (Manizales: Biblioteca de Escritores Caldenses, 1985),  105.

The one exception is a different one-paragraph blurb in yet another collection, which
reads:

“El 6 de Octubre de 1943, estalló en Manizales una huelga de choferes…. El 8 del
mismo mes, la policía abaleó al pueblo, resultado cuatro muertos y varios heridos.  El
doctor Gilberto Alzate Avendaño fué [sic] puesto preso en los Cuarteles de Milán.”
See Gilberto Alzate Avendaño, Gilberto Alzate Avendaño: Sus mejores páginas, ed.
Arturo Gómez Jaramillo (Manizales: Editorial Renacimiento, 1961),  137.

There is no mention of this strike, for instance, in Mauricio Archila’s list of strikes
from 1919-1945.  However, Archila himself admits that the appendix is not
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necessarily comprehensive.  See Mauricio Archila Neira, Cultura e identidad obrera,
435-446.

With such a paucity of data, I am not able at this time to provide information as to the
union affiliation, if any, of the strikers, their long-term objectives, how their
affiliation with Alzate began, and other relevant information.
36 “—¿Sabe usted o presume quién sería la persona que dijo a los chóferes... que la
policía no se atrevería a masacrarlos, porque el régimen estaba tan débil que no
resistía una hemorragia nasal?
“—La frase parece mía.  Tiene cierto aire de familia.  Yo nunca supuse que el
gobierno disolviera a bala una huelga justificada, consumando el asesinato en masa
de un pueblo indefenso.... Mantengo mi concepto sobre el efecto debilitante de esa
clase de hemorragias.  Esa política quirúrgica de desangrar al pueblo, va a costarle
muchos quebrantos al liberalismo.
“—¿No conocía usted los preceptos legales que prohiben el paro en los servicios
públicos?
“—Claro que los he visto.  Sin embargo, una huelga es por naturaleza un acto
negativo de fuerza, que no puede encuadrarse cabalmente dentro de los textos legales.
No se trata de discutir sobre parágrafos, sino de resolver una situación social creada
en la calle.  Es una majadería hablar de paros ilegales.  El obrero no necesita permiso
para abandonar, individual o colectivamente el trabajo.  ¿Qué hace?  Simplemente,
como decía Lacordaire, coge  sus brazos y se va. ¿Cómo se puede sancionar ese
hecho?
“—El gobernador dice que usted trató de soliviantar al pueblo en contra suya—
“—El gobernador tiene lo que los psiquiatras llamamos una constitución
mitomaníaca. Sus raptos de histeria, sus fábulas, sus desvergonzadas tergiversaciones
de los hechos prueban el acierto de este diagnóstico.  Yo siempre me opuse a la
violencia por considerarla contraproducente e inútil.  Yo entiendo una huelga, al
modo de Mirabeau, como la expresión de poder del pueblo, que para ser formidable,
no necesita más que permanecer quieto.”
Alzate, Obras Selectas,  108-114.
37 There are many different versions of this quotation, but the gist remains the same
through all of them.
38 “Le advierto que la jerarquía no se produce en forma hereditaria sino por la
voluntad popular expresada en las urnas.…”
Quoted in Carlos Lleras Restrepo.  Crónica de mi propia vida, XI:118.
39 “Los partidos hasta ahora, pese a su rencorosa dialéctica y a su antagonismo secular
le han servido al país para encuadrar verticalmente todas las clases mitigar los efectos
de la tensión que existe entre ellas.  Mas si se hace política clasista desde arriba, es
inevitable que se rompa la cohesión social y se produzca una nueva alienación
política, desencadenando la lucha de clases. Gaitán era apenas altoparlante o medium
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a través del cual se expresaban los anhelos latentes de las masas colombianas. Su
actuación política tiene un valor de indicio vehemente. Ahora el estado de espíritu de
las masas, los cambios experimentados en su forma de vida, la situación económica y
social del país hace más inminente la avalancha de esas fuerzas. Sólo les faltan
líderes, mitos y banderas para ponerse en marcha.”
Alzate, Obras Selectas,  163.
40I am not implying that I am the first scholar to compare Gaitán and Alzate.  For a
direct comparison between the two leaders, see Guillermo Hernández Rodríguez,
“Gaitán and Alzate: Empalme entre dos destinos” in Alzate: Variaciones en torno a
un nombre (Manizales: Biblioteca de escritores Caldenses, 1980),  203-220.  César
Ayala makes a similar comparison. César Augusto Ayala Diago, Resistencia y
oposición al establecimiento del frente nacional: los orígenes de la Alianza Nacional
Popular, ANAPO. Colombia 1953-1964. (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de
Colombia, 1996),  149-155.  In addition to biographical and historical works of this
nature, I personally met many Colombians of many different walks of life during my
research year in Bogotá (1998-1999) who expressed the sentiment that Gaitán and
Alzate were the only two politicians of the twentieth century who genuinely cared
about the fate of average Colombian citizens.
41 Carlos Augusto Noriega writes that Alzate’s adherence to the Fascist cause in
Europe stemmed from the fact that he saw the triumph of the Axis as a victory for the
political right wing worldwide.  See the Revista Credencial Historia, Bogotá (Enero,
1999) available through the Biblioteca Luis Angel Arango’s WWW site at
<http://www.banrep.gov.co:80/blaavirtual/credencial/109gilbertoalzate.htm>.
42 N.A. Gerberich to Mills, Bogotá  (Office Memorandum, 16 November, 1949), R.G.
59. 821.00/11-1649.
43 See Sofer in Sánchez, Grandes potencies, passim.
44 Nueva Historia, II: 160.
45 Fluharty,  316-317.
46 John D. Martz, Colombia: A Contemporary Political Survey (Chapel Hill, North
Carolina: University of North Carolina press, 1962),  242-245.  A similar take on
Rojas’ incompetence which nevertheless elevates him in comparison to his
predecessor, Laureano Gómez, is also evident in Tad Szulc, Twilight of the Tyrants
(New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1959), Ch. 6.
47E.g., Martz, Colombia,  173-181 and chapter 11, passim.
48See, for instance, Henderson, Modernization in Colombia,  363-369; Vernon Lee
Fluharty, Dance of the Millions, 143-311 passim.
49See, e.g., David Bushnell, Making of Modern Colombia,  215-222; James
Henderson, Modernization in Colombia, 363-379; Nueva Historia, II: Chapters. 5 and
6.
50Henderson, Modernization in Colombia,  371; Henderson, When Colombia Bled,
191-202.
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51 Bushnell, Making of Modern Colombia,  222.
52James Henderson, When Colombia Bled: A History of the Violencia in Tolima
(University, Alabama: The University of Alabama Press, 1985),  191-202.
53Henderson, Modernization in Colombia,  368.
54See Fluharty, Dance of the Millions,  295-300; Martz, Colombia, 217-221; For first
hand accounts of this event, see Jorge Serpa Erazo, Rojas Pinilla: Una historia del
siglo XX (Bogotá: Planeta, 1999),  249-259.
55 Ibid.
56 See, e.g., Henderson, Modernization in Colombia,  337-338.
57 “El drama social, el problema de la distribución de la riqueza, la falta de vivienda
popular adecuada y la responsabilidad del Estado frente a los sectores desamparados,
son temas determinantes en el triste abandono de nuestro pueblo.  No son los únicos
problemas que nos agobian, pero muchos de ellos no habían tenido ningún
tratamiento por parte de anteriores gobiernos.
...
“Tal vez ninguna institución ha despertado en Colombia una gratuita resistencia, en
los altos sectores plutocráticos, como SENDAS.  El notablato se puso en pie y
protestó contra una dependencia del Estado que se ocupaba de las mujeres sin
recursos, de los niños aplastados por el pauperismo, de los ancianos indefensos.  Cada
dormitorio que se abrió, cada vaso de leche brindado a un infante, cada residencia
estudiantil, cada peso encaminado a estimular a los hombres que entregaron las armas
y dejaban las guerrillas, cada centro de protección, cada niño con su bello juguete,
cada parturienta atendida, fue motivo de estrictas auditorias y de las criticas
despiadadas de los poderosos.  La obra de SENDAS era señalada por la prensa de
oposición simpatía que la inversión dirigida a los sectores populares pueda tener un
carácter prioritario y por eso se limitan a descalificarle tildándola de ‘populista’.”
María Eugenia Rojas, Rojas Pinilla: Mi padre (Bogotá: Panamericana Formas e
Impresos, S.A., 2000),  190, 192.
58 For instance, Jorge Serpa Erazo, a biographer of Rojas, explains in his introduction
that he authored his biography because the most abundant sources on Rojas were
written by the mainstream press such as El Tiempo, and El Siglo, which would both
eventually become Rojas’ greatest detractors.  Serpa Erazo, Rojas Pinilla,  17.
59 Silvia Galvis and Alberto Donadío, El Jefe Supremo: Rojas Pinilla, en la Violencia
y el poder (Bogotá: Planeta Editorial, S.A., 1988),  261-262 note 1.  For more on
Rojas’ supporters, see chapter 5, below.
60 “—Campesinos de Colombia: Los soldados son vuestros hijos; ellos, guiados por el
Excelentísimo Señor Teniente General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, salvarán a Colombia
“—Madres colombianas, el futuro de vuestros hijos está asegurado felizmente con el
gobierno de su Excelencia el señor Teniente General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.  El
representa el porvenir brillante de la Patria.
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“—No malgaste el tiempo hablando de política.  Aprovéchelo dedicándose con
entusiasmo al estudio.  Así colabora eficazmente con el gobierno que preside el
Excelentísimo Señor Teniente General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.
“—Con la ayuda de Dios y de los trabajadores de Colombia, el Gobierno del
Excelentísimo Señor Presidente General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, asegurará la felicidad
de la Patria.”
Galvis and Donadío, El Jefe Supremo,  268-269.
61 …although I would still like one.
62 “La verdadera libertad que hoy existe para la clase media y los trabajadores, es la
libertad para morirse de hambre y la libertad para la defensa que se hace en los
periódicos de los privilegios políticos y económicos de las mismas familias, de las
mismas castas, de los mismos grupos que han venido dominando al país, con la
monserga del imperio de las garantías ciudadanas y del restablecimiento de las
instituciones democráticas.  Se trata de la democracia oligárquica, que favorece a
unos pocos y nó [sic] de la democracia popular que la mayoría reclama.”
Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, Rojas Pinilla ante el Senado: el gobierno militar ante la
historia (Bogotá: Editorial “Excelsior”, 1959),  802.  Emphasis by the editor.
63“‘El Pueblo, que,—como decía Jorge Eliécer Gaitán—, es superior a sus
dirigentes’—aunque Laureano Gómez continúe llamándolo ignaro y abyecto,
comprendió la amenaza que para su salud implicaba ese nombramiento, y hoy,
después de dos años, se dá [sic] cuenta de que continúan las alzas y la especulación
con el precio de las drogas, sin que el gobierno pueda tomar medidas, ni el Congreso
dictar leyes para poner fin a esta explotación inhumana.”
Ibid.
64 “...union de oligarquías contra el Gobierno,”” “...binomio pueblo-Fuerzas
Armadas.”
See, e.g., Rojas Pinilla, Rojas Pinilla ante el Senado,  720, 732, 741.  Such
characterizations of the Frente Nacional are found throughout this volume.
65Rojas Pinilla, Rojas Pinilla ante el Senado, passim; especially  460-905.  For the
official account by the Colombian Senate, see: Senado de la República, Comisión
Instructora, El proceso contra Gustavo Rojas Pinilla ante el Congreso de Colombia:
Documentos compulsados y compilados por Gastón Valencia, Secretario de la
Comisión, Three volumes (Bogotá: Imprenta Nacional, 1960).
66For a balanced assessment of this period, see César Augusto Ayala Diago,
Resistencia y oposición,  119-146.
67David Bushnell points out that the late resurgence of Pastrana was most likely due
to the fact that Rojas was popular in the cities while Pastrana did better out in the
countryside where poor roads and communication made turning in ballots a longer
affair.  Bushnell,  Making of Modern Colombia,  229-230.
68Urrutia, Development of the Colombian Labor Movement,  224.
69 Ayala, Resistencia y oposición,  75.
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PART TWO:

EL PUEBLO, ORDINARY COLOMBIANS
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Chapter Four: Letters to the President

Introduction: Challenges to Finding Ordinary Colombians

One of the chief primary sources which informs part two of this dissertation is

a body of letters written by ordinary citizens to their presidents from the mid 1940s

until the end of the administration of Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla in 1957.  These

letters, which I researched and compiled in the Archivo de La Presidencia de la

República (APR) of Bogotá have the potential to improve our knowledge of

Colombian politics by providing a voice to those who did not have access to formal

political expression.  That said, as I express briefly in the introduction, above, there

are a host of minefields involved in undertaking such a project.  There are limits to

how representative a letter to the president can be of popular opinion.  We can

speculate, for instance, that those who write letters to the president have a number of

traits in common that might be atypical.  The very fact that they have written to the

president at all indicates that they believe on some level that their letter will affect

him in some way or at least be of interest to him.  This belief might indicate that the

writers of these letters are more self-assured than their compatriots because they think

their message is worthy of interest.  Or they might simply have more faith in the

president or in the structures of government as a whole.  Furthermore, those who

write to the president are also presumably more politically involved, even to an



163

atypical degree.  They are probably either readers of newspapers or at least people

who listen to and participate in political rhetoric.

Another problem with these documents concerns the way they have arrived in

the APR.  As I mention briefly above, each president during this period had his own

presidential secretaries who in turn organized their own system for responding to and

for archiving correspondence.  Thus, for instance, the private secretary to President

Laureano Gómez (president from 1950-1953) did not keep many letters from poor

people requesting monetary aid, while the secretary for Rojas Pinilla kept many such

letters from the poor, especially during his attempts to garner popular support towards

the latter two years of his four-year rule.  Additionally, some presidential secretaries

redirected petitions for certain government services to other offices in the

government, while others did not take the time to do so.  In short, there are some

kinds of letters that are probably overrepresented in the APR, while other subjects are

doubtlessly underrepresented.

The APR itself houses a wide variety of letters to the president, but not all of

these should be considered as representative of ordinary Colombians’ voices.  In fact,

one thing that is striking about the APR’s holdings is how varied these letters can be.

For example, there are many letters to the presidents authored by very powerful men

who were directly involved in designing the architecture of Colombia’s central

government.  In 1947, for  instance, when then Liberal Party chief Jorge Eliécer

Gaitán ordered all Liberals to leave President Ospina’s cabinet, many of these career

politicians wrote long resignation letters to Ospina, extending extremely heartfelt
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apologies and privately mourning the decline of Convivencia.1  Other documents

which I had to categorize separately were those by the presidents themselves as they

have at least some of their own correspondence in the archive.  These letters by the

presidents and their staffs are usually replies to letters in the archive and were kept as

official records.  As a result, these documents tend to be mixed in with other letters

and could not be studied systematically; this is the reason that part one, above, is

based more frequently on published presidential writings and orations than on these

letters.

Other documents are inappropriate because they come from other nations.

Alfonso López, for example, seems to have archived a series of Mexican intelligence

briefings on suspected communists for a short time.2  Also in the APR is letter sent to

Alfonso López by a group of Cuban Freemasons which declared López to be an ally.3

Later, during Laureano Gómez’s presidency, that president received correspondence

from a group of Ecuadorian conservatives who argued that Gómez was a model for

their vision of a pan-Latin American right wing leader.4  In sum, many foreigners had

business in Colombia, but these documents also usually fall outside the scope of the

current project.

In addition to those letters which are tangential to the present project, there are

also a number of subjects which I would have liked to have covered but for which I

lack evidence.  The main omission in this respect is the lack of letters which explicitly

address questions of race.  This paucity of discussion of racial issues may be

explained by the fact that race was not a topic deemed worthy of mention in letters to
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the president during this period of time.  Elites did write on the subject of race, but in

1940s and 50s Colombia, discussions of race do not seem to have been a topic that

the lower classes wanted to mention to the president.5  That said, some letter writers

did bring up racially-relevant topics, at least implicitly, but such expressions are

useful only anecdotally.  During the López administration, for instance, a self-

proclaimed Lopista wrote the president asking for some aid from the government—a

genre of letter I discuss in detail below—and emphasized how black she was,

apparently in order to gain the president’s pity.6  In addition, a number of letters

written by wealthy Conservative elites discuss how badly Colombia needs European

immigration in order to whiten the nation—an idea with much precedent in other

parts of Latin America.7  Very few other documents, usually from mostly Afro-

Colombian or Indian regions, expressed passing reference in which they advocated

racial tolerance, such as in the following opening to a declaration directed to

President Rojas Pinilla:

The undersigned, all of legal age and neighbors of this Town,
without discriminating against either race nor sex, nor political
affiliation, nor social class…8

The vast majority of these letters, however, do not mention race at all and there

simply is not enough data in these documents to base a more complete discussion of

the topic.  That said, I do discuss the notion of race in a metaphorical sense in chapter

five.  Colombians often referred to their party affiliations in racial terms, discussing

inherited party loyalties and having their political party within their bloodstream.  In
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that sense, I at least am able to touch upon some conceptions of race and racial

categories and what these meant to ordinary Colombians.

Despite all of these aforementioned shortcomings, however, letters to the

president do serve as a valuable primary source for the purpose of getting at the

political views of ordinary Colombians.  They offer a fresh perspective on politics for

at least two reasons.  First, they represent the easiest method by which Colombians

could communicate directly with their president and the national political system.  In

fact, it was the best way to make those connections without having to go through any

intermediaries.9  That state of affairs means that Colombians were free to express

their notions of the presidency and of the government with less reserve than in other

contexts.  Second, the letters are also valuable for the simple fact that they provide a

different perspective on politics, one rarely heard since the letter writers did not have

access to the same media organs as did their elite counterparts.  In the next chapters, I

discuss the letters in a qualitative manner, describing both the intentions of their

authors and, when possible, some meanings which we can glean from the use of

language within them.

Quantitative Composition

Before turning to what the individual letters actually say about politics, it is

also important to examine them as a group in order to understand about the people

who chose to communicate through this medium.  As I mention above, I did not study

all of the letters in the APR;  I had to look at the holdings of the APR selectively,
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based on a number of criteria.  First of all, the letters had to be relevant to informing

our knowledge on the relationship between ordinary Colombians and the president,

which was the theme of this study from the outset.  As a result, there are certain kinds

of letters that I did not enter into my database.  For example, I excluded letters that

were clearly written as daily government business which made no references to

politics; certain kinds of receipts, certain discussions of employment decisions at the

presidential palace, and other similar kinds of inter-governmental correspondence

would not be counted.  I also filed separately letters written by the President, the

presidential secretaries, the first lady, and other similar personnel from the

presidential palace, so as not to confuse them with documents written to the president

himself.  The result is a sample of 558 letters from those whom I define as ordinary

Colombians, dating from 1940 to 1957, which I have categorized into the five

categories: department of origin, class of writer, writer’s job, purpose for writing,

gender and political party.

The breakdown of letters by department (figure 4.1) indicates from which

regions citizens wrote to the president.  In reading these data, there are a few notes

that need to be addressed.  First, in a few cases people considered themselves to be

from a different part of the country than the locale from which their letters originated.

For instance, there are a number of letters to the president in the database which

concern violent seizures of land in the rural countryside, while the letters themselves

are from a city where the displaced person took refuge.  In cases such as these, I

reported only the actual location of the letters themselves.  In all circumstances, I



168

have used the older departmental names; for example, the region listed as Caldas

includes the modern day departments of Caldas, Risaralda and Quindío.  The one

exception is that I separated Cundinamarca from Bogotá, despite the fact that the

capital officially belonged in that department up until the creation of the Distrito

Especial in 1974.

Region Count % of total
Antioquia 70 12.5%
Araúca 2 0.4%
Atlántico 12 2.2%
Bogotá 160 28.7%
Bolívar 17 3.0%
Boyacá 67 12.0%
Caldas (Viejo) 35 6.3%
Casanare 1 0.2%
Cauca 11 2.0%
Chocó 4 0.7%
Córdoba 2 0.4%
Cundinamarca 34 6.1%
Huila 10 1.8%
Magdalena 7 1.3%
Meta 1 0.2%
Nariño 8 1.4%
Norte de Santander 19 3.4%
Putumayo 1 0.2%
Santander 21 3.8%
Tolima 28 5.0%
Valle del Cauca 47 8.4%
Unknown Origin 1 0.2%
Total 558 100.0%

Figure 4.1: Regional Origins of Letters
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Department 1947 % total 1957 % total
Amazonas 6,500 0.06% 8,200 0.06%
Antioquia 1,405,500 13.33% 1,783,600 13.50%
Arauca 11,300 0.11% 14,300 0.11%
Atlántico 366,500 3.48% 532,900 4.03%
Bolívar 968,300 9.18% 752,000 5.69%
Boyacá 777,500 7.37% 829,000 6.28%
Caldas 1,006,400 9.54% 1,222,200 9.25%
Caquetá 21,100 0.20% 68,000 0.51%
Cauca 427,400 4.05% 489,700 3.71%
Chocó 112,100 1.06% 141,000 1.07%
Córdoba N.A. N.A. 363,800 2.75%
Cundinamarca 1,390,200 13.18% 1,885,500 14.28%
Huila 233,800 2.22% 337,700 2.56%
La Guajira 53,800 0.51% 113,400 0.86%
Magdalena 426,400 4.04% 460,600 3.49%
Meta 52,100 0.49% 76,300 0.58%
Nariño 537,400 5.10% 614,200 4.65%
N. de Santander 409,700 3.89% 406,500 3.08%
Putumayo 15,800 0.15% N.A. N.A.
Islands 6,600 0.06% 5,300 0.04%
Santander 718,500 6.81% 815,700 6.18%
Tolima 691,400 6.56% 803,300 6.08%
Valle del Cauca 889,600 8.44% 1,460,500 11.06%
Vaupés 7,800 0.07% 9,900 0.07%
Vichada 9,200 0.09% 14,200 0.11%
TOTAL 10,544,700 100% 13,207,500 100%

Figure 4.2: Population by Department and % of National Population
Source: Jan Lahmeyer, compiler, Population Statistics,
University of Utrecht, Netherlands. (26 March, 2003),

<http://www.library.uu.nl/wesp/populstat/Americas/colombip.htm>
The home page for this project is at

<http://www.library.uu.nl/wesp/populstat/populhome.html>
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Almost one third of the entire sample of letters originates from Bogotá, yet the

population of Bogotá and Cundinamarca combined during the 1944-57 period was

under fifteen percent (see figure 4.2).  This disparity may be explained in a number of

ways.  First of all, as the city that houses the central government, Bogotanos had a

greater level of interest in national politics; it was closer to home.  Furthermore, many

Colombians interested in political careers doubtlessly moved to Bogotá in order to be

close to the pulse of the nation.  Equally important, is the fact that Bogotá was also

the best educated and most literate part of the country, resulting in a greater

likelihood that Bogotá residents would express their political questions and concerns

through a written medium.  The other area disproportionately over-represented in the

letters is Boyacá; its population was only seven to eight percent during these years,

but twelve percent of the letters’ authors were boyacenses.  This discrepancy could be

due to the fact that Gen. Rojas Pinilla was himself from Boyacá, and that Ospina’s

general secretary, Rafael Azula Barrerra, was also from the region.  The most under-

represented department here was Valle Del Cauca, with up to eleven percent of the

national population by 1957, but with only about eight percent of the letters coming

from that region.  With the exception of Bogotá, however, such discrepancies are

minor.  The letters roughly correspond to the national population.

 In Figure 4.3, I offer an estimate of the class composition of the authors of

these letters.  The first four categories are based upon reported levels of class; that is,

letters in which the author directly states his or her economic status.  The next four

categories are those in which the authors did not directly report their economic status.
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In these cases, I have attempted to determine the apparent level of literacy of these

letters.  I did so based on the number of spelling errors made by the authors, as well

as the kind of vocabulary they employed.  Of course, this approach is only a sort of

shorthand way of gauging class.  After all, a very well educated person might be

reduced to penury, just as a very wealthy person might be a poor speller.  These

caveats notwithstanding, I believe that education level, as evident though writing

style, offers a good approximation for access to wealth.  The next category, “Group

and/or mixed” refers to letters written by groups of people, including petitions, group

declarations, and so forth, in which class is not obvious and I have elected to remove

these from categorization.  The last four summary categories are simply the sums of

the previous totals: reported upper class plus the highly literate category, and so forth.

Class Count % of total
under- desperately poor 67 12.0%
lower- working class 27 4.8%
middle- artisan/skilled 137 24.6%
top- elite 98 17.6%
unknown- barely literate 14 2.5%
unknown- moderately literate 75 13.4%
unknown- highly literate 81 14.5%
unknown- not enough text to estimate 7 1.3%
group- mixed 52 9.3%
Total Upper 179 32.1%
Total Middle 212 38.0%
Total Lower 108 19.4%
Total unknown/mixed 59 10.6%
Total 558 100.0%

Figure 4.3: Estimated Class Distribution of Writers
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Again, all of these categories are merely estimates.  Ambiguous or nonexistent

references to class make such estimates difficult.  Furthermore, we should remain

skeptical when letter writers make overt references to their economic states.  After all,

someone who is attempting to convince the president that he or she is worthy of

aid—a common theme of these letters, as I discuss below—may very well overstate

his or her poverty in order to elicit favor.  Others might attempt to attempt to inflate

their own importance by overestimating their financial resources or position in their

community.  Finally, there are difficulties with the many discrepancies between class

and political prestige.  For example, in 1946 one letter author reported that he was the

ex-mayor of a town in Antioquia but that he was also desperately impoverished.  In

this case someone who was politically astute and well-connected enough to have

served as a mayor was in dire straits financially and his class is therefore unclear.10
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Occupation Count % of total
Unknown 175 31.4%
Activist / organizer 59 10.6%
Clergy 51 9.1%
regional politician 51 9.1%
Unemployed 31 5.6%
labor leader 25 4.5%
Retiree 20 3.6%
white collar / professional 19 3.4%
departmental politician 18 3.2%
farmer / smallholder 16 2.9%
Attorney 15 2.7%
military- officer 14 2.5%
Educator 10 1.8%
Journalist 9 1.6%
Police 8 1.4%
housewife/mother 7 1.3%
lobbyist / representative 7 1.3%
Student 6 1.1%
military- enlisted 5 0.9%
gov’t clerk / employee 3 0.5%
Prisoner 3 0.5%
Judge 2 0.4%
informal economy 1 0.2%
landowner, large 1 0.2%
Masonic clergy 1 0.2%
unskilled worker 1 0.2%
Total 558 100.0%

Figure 4.4: Letter Writers’ Occupations

Closely related to the category of class is that of occupation.  As is evident in

figure 4.3, a plurality of letter-writers were directly involved in politics.  Those in the

category of activist represented themselves as members or leaders of non-
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governmental political organizations.  Such organizations included everything from

small-town political clubs to groups with national agendas, such as the Comité

Femenino ‘Policarpa Salabarrieta,’ a feminist organization.11  The two next groups

are clergy and local politicians, both of which contain a great range of socioeconomic

classes.  The local politicians range form small-town mayors and local elites to

municipal secretaries and other local governmental bureaucrats.  The category of

clergy includes everyone from bishops to missionary priests and the humblest monks

and nuns.  Similarly, the unemployed refers to both the perennial jobless and the

wealthy, briefly down on their luck.  Those whom I define here as labor leaders are

local or departmental officials and organizers.  The remainder of the categories also

include a similarly broad span of economic levels.  Among these occupations, the

prevalence of those with some political background is not surprising, as they were the

people with the most obvious interests in writing to the government.  However, also

represented here are many non-political professions as well.
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Purpose Count % of total
political suggestion (P) 90 16.1%
declaration of loyalty (P) 82 14.7%
report of violence or injustice (I) 50 9.0%
praise for president (P) 51 9.1%
request for alms- individual or family (A) 44 7.9%
request for alms- group (A) 43 7.7%
report of criminal/suspicious activity (I) 41 7.3%
job solicitation (A) 30 5.4%
request for institutional aid (A) 23 4.1%
criticism of president or ruling party (P) 22 3.9%
clarification of political opinion/position (P) 12 2.2%
request for government protection (A) 10 1.8%
statement of support for particular policy (P) 9 1.6%
criticism of society in general (I) 9 1.6%
request for audience (no explanation) (S) 9 1.6%
official business (from politician) (P) 9 1.6%
criticism of someone in gov’t (not pres) (P) 6 1.1%
press release or official bulletin (P) 5 0.9%
formal greeting, salutation (S) 7 1.3%
attempt to correct alleged lie/rumor (A) 3 0.5%
endorsement of someone for office (P) 3 0.5%
Subtotal (P)olitical 289 51.8%
Subtotal (A)id request 153 27.4%
Subtotal (I)nformational 100 17.9%
Subtotal (S)ocial 16 2.9%
Total 558 100.0%

Figure 4.5: Reasons for Corresponding

In Figure 4.5, we again see the unsurprising result that most letters to the

president concerned politics in one form or another.  All of the documents under the

P-categories are letters which primarily concern affairs of government, political

parties, and other traditional political topics.  However, requests for aid (A) were also
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very common, constituting over a quarter of the letters in the sample.  As I discuss in

the next four chapters, these requests for aid tell us a great deal about popular

expectations for the most important elected official in the nation.  In this section too,

however, these categories are not always etched in stone.  Many letters, for instance,

have multiple purposes and in categorizing them I made a deliberate effort to limit

each subject field to just one of them, attempting to gauge the most important purpose

for writing.  This estimation is naturally a judgment call and might be interpreted in

different ways by different researchers, but other similar attempts to categorize these

letters should probably yield similar results.

Gender Count % total
male 483 86.6%
female 53 9.5%
unknown 22 3.9%
Figure 4.6: Correspondents’ Gender

In Figure 4.6, by contrast, it is clear that writers were overwhelmingly male.

We might wonder if the anonymous letters which make up the “unknown” category

are more likely to have been written by women than men, reasoning that women

would avoid tipping off the president to their gender in order to gain greater

credibility.  Even if that were the case, however, male authors still constitute over

85% of all writers.  In some ways, this too is not unexpected because politics was the

theme of most of these letters and because women suffrage was not exercised in

Colombia until 1957, following the ouster of Rojas Pinilla.  In short, women were
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marginalized in government and therefore they did not hold the same leverage over

their president as did males who could vote.

Party Count % of total
Liberal 98 17.56%
Conservative 137 24.55%
Other Leftist 6 1.08%
Other Rightist 0 0.00%
Non-Colombian 2 0.36%
Unknown 315 56.45%
Total 558 100.00%

Figure 4.7: Stated Political Affiliation of Letter Authors

In figure 4.7, we find the statistic of political affiliation.  It is interesting that

the majority of letters’ authors are listed as unknown.  Part of this result is due to the

fact that I only reported a letter writer as pertaining to a given party when he or she

explicitly stated that affiliation.  Yet this fact is also significant, as it means that most

people who wrote to the presidents did not feel the need to state their party.  I have

two hypotheses for this circumstance.  First, it is possible that ordinary Colombians

believed that the president should examine the writers’ message based on the content

of its ideas, rather than upon petty partisanship.  In fact, as I demonstrate below, there

did exist a strong bipartisan tendency amongst this group.  A second reason that

correspondents might have avoided mention of their party is that party loyalty was

felt so strongly that they assumed the president would recognize it immediately, and

that it was therefore unnecessary.  The fact that Liberals appear less frequently in this
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database is due to the fact that the years of my project cover only five years in the

Liberal Republic (1940-1946), while Conservative administrations ran for eight

(1946-1953).  Lt. Gen. Rojas Pinilla’s military administration, which made efforts to

be bipartisan, was nevertheless more Conservative than Liberal in terms of the

composition of his cabinet and supporters alike.12  Finally, many labor unions and

other organizations made an attempt to appear above the political fray—even when

they were directly linked to either the Liberal or Conservative parties.13

To President Count % of Total
López, Lleras 129 23.12%
Ospina 131 23.48%
Gómez, Urdaneta 49 8.78%
Rojas 245 43.91%
other, unclear 4 0.72%
Total 558 100.00%
Figure 4.8: Intended Recipients of Letters

Last among these basic statistics, figure 4.8 illustrates how many letters were

written to each president.  As I mention above, Gómez and Urdaneta received fewer

letters from non-elite Colombians.  This fact is corroborated by this chart, as Gómez

received fewer than half of the letters written to Ospina and López.  Moreover, it is

evident from this table that Conservatives in general were recipients of less

correspondence from ordinary Colombians than their Liberal and independent

equivalents—or at least they archived such materials with a lower frequency.  After

all, non-elite writers to López and Lleras penned nearly as many letters as those who
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wrote to Ospina, but since the scope of this dissertation goes only from 1944 to 1957,

that means that López and Lleras received the same number of letters in two years as

did Ospina during his full four year term in office.  Such a statistic, then, suggests that

López, during his second term, probably received approximately as many letters as

did Rojas, who received the most by far during the period covered by this

dissertation.  It is important to remember, however, that it remains unclear how

presidential secretaries decided which letters to archive, which to forward to other

agencies, and which to discard outright.  Thus, figure 4.8 in general should be taken

with a healthy dose of skepticism.

Computerized Linguistic Analysis: LIWC

Up to this point, my quantitative discussion has been limited to information

about the authors and origins of the letters.  What is less clear at this point is what

these documents actually say.  I evaluate the content of these documents qualitatively,

based on a number of political themes in the chapters that follow.  However, there are

also ways to evaluate the letters’ content as a group and to compile statistical

information on that data.  Computer software used in the field of social psychology,

for instance, can help us to analyze quantitatively the corpus of documents as a

whole. Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC), a software package developed by

social psychologists James Pennebaker, Martha Francis and Roger Booth, locates

patterns in language which can help to determine emotional state of a writer, as well
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as a number of other psychological and semantic indicators.  Writes Pennebaker of

this software:

In trying to describe the same event, people express themselves
in remarkably diverse ways…. Language and word use can reflect
people’s personality, mood, social situation, social class, and a variety
of other aspects about them.

…
[O]ver the years, it gradually became apparent that it was far

more important to see how people talked about a given topic rather
than what they were talking about.  People’s linguistic styles provided
far richer psychological information than their linguistic content.

He continues, explaining that this dissection of language usage can prove to be a

strong predictor of emotional state.  For example, a study comparing the writings of

depressed undergraduate students with those of a control group indicates that the

depressed group consistently refer to themselves with the first person pronoun, “I” at

a far higher frequency than those who have not been similarly diagnosed.14

LIWC works by searching text for words that match its dictionary—for the

purposes of the present study, there is a Spanish dictionary available.  It counts how

frequently such words are utilized, placing them into one or more of over seventy

different categories.  It then displays the percentage of the text that contains words

from each subject.  The categories fall into four major groupings.  First are, “standard

linguistic dimensions” such as use of pronouns, prepositions, and negations. Thus, in

the Spanish dictionary, the subject “I” includes the words yo, me, mi, conmigo, as

well as many common verbs that end with a first-person, singular ending.  The

category “Self” refers to the sum of all “I” words as well as a similar set of first-

person plural words.  The second major grouping, “Psychological processes” includes
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positive or negative emotional words, causation and inhibition.  A sub-category

within this class, “Causation,” includes words which are indicators of deductive

processes, and include as entonces, porque, and variations of the verb asumir.  The

next major grouping is “relativity” which is full of categories representing time, space

and motion.  One of those time categories, “Present” looks for Spanish verb endings

corresponding to the present tense.  Finally, “personal concerns” include categories

such as occupation, recreation, economic topics, religion, and physical functions.15

An example is the topic “Anxiety,” including words with any text containing, for

instance, the root “abrum-,” referring to constructions of abrumar, meaning to crush

or overwhelm.16

These categories are not flawless.  For example, LIWC would count a Spanish

word like papa towards both the food and the religious categories, since it can mean

both potato and Pope.  Even more problematically in a Catholic country, it includes

the word Virgen within a category of “physical states and functions,” but not in

religion. Moreover, it does not pick up many culturally-specific terms.  It would not

detect mention of Chiquinquirá, the religious center of Colombia, as a religiously-

weighted term.  Conversely, if an individual were discussing the town of Santa Marta,

LIWC would mark it as a religious reference regardless of its actual context, since

santa is part of that category.17  Finally, LIWC does not pick up combinations of

words, so even the clearly deductive term por eso—therefore—is not part of the

Spanish dictionary’s deductive category since it contains a space.  These caveats
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aside, the software provides general impressions of meaning from large quantities of

text and can serve as an approximate research tool even if it is not perfectly precise.

To apply this software to this project, I typed and corrected errors and

orthographic mistakes of 293 of my sample of 558 letters written by ordinary

Colombians.18  I then cross-referenced that data with four demographic axes: class of

the author, party of the author, president to whom the author wrote, and region.

Based on that information and the aid of a statistical software package, I determined

which LIWC categories contained significant differences along the aforementioned

axes (a= 0.05).  What follows represents the results of that process.

In figure 4.9, we see how lower class Colombians tended to speak about

themselves with greater frequency than their middle class or upper class compatriots.

That difference is most likely due to the fact that poorer Colombians often wrote to

their presidents asking for succor of some kind, and, in so doing, they would describe

their own personal circumstances.19  Similarly, the poor were significantly more

likely to focus on the present tense, having more immediate needs than others.  The

relative lack of attention paid by the wealthy to family is more difficult to explain.

One possibility might be that upper class letters to the president were generally more

businesslike than those from other Colombians, a hypothesis further supported from

the fact that the wealthiest category here tended to talk more about financial concerns

than did the middle classes.  That the poor also discussed money more than the

middle classes seems natural, since they were asking for alms.  The categories of
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causation and senses seem the hardest to intuit from this data.  On the topic of

causation, perhaps wealthier and therefore better educated Colombians had more

experience employing formal deductive reasoning than others.  Meanwhile, the poor

in attempting to describe their poverty used more evocative sensory language.

Class Self I Present Anx Family Cause Money Senses
Lower 3.074 2.419 4.815 0.133 0.787 0.454 0.469 1.835
Middle 1.688 1.055 3.943 0.122 0.636 0.375 0.302 1.463
Upper 1.216 0.604 3.900 0.261 0.413 0.609 0.585 1.405

Figure 4.9: LIWC Data and Class
Average (mean) %

In figure 4.10, it is clear that Conservatives used religious language more

frequently than did Liberals.  As I discuss in part one, Conservatism was strongly

associated to the Church and the Roman Catholic religion, a fact which LIWC seems

to corroborate.  The metaphysical category includes religious and spiritual language,

which explains why this difference is also higher than others.  Conservatives also

seem to have used the first-person plural, listed as “We,” more far more regularly

than did their Liberal counterparts.  This condition might be explained by the fact that

the years of this study include the Rojas years in which a large group of Liberals

corresponded to the General, but did not necessarily identify with him the way

Conservatives would have done.
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Party We Religion Metaphysical
Liberal 0.353 0.215 0.329
Conservative 0.727 0.432 0.523

Figure 4.10: LIWC Data and Party
Average (mean) %

In figure 4.11, I have broken down the data by the presidential term in which

the letters’ authors wrote.  I denote López to refer to both López’s second term, as

well as Lleras’s interim presidency, and Gómez to refer both to Gómez’s and

Urdaneta’s shared term in office.  Those who wrote to López used the first-person

plural far less frequently than those writing to other presidents, possibly reflecting the

scandals that accompanied López’s final term in office.  That reaction to scandal is

also evident in the high anxiety level indicated in those who wrote to him, as well as

in the low level of positive feelings expressed by the writers.  The category

“Communication” refers to the use of a wide variety of expressive terms, ranging

from words for speaking or listening—hablar, escuchar—to words for argument or

even fighting—luchar, pelear.  Those who wrote to Ospina and Rojas most

frequently used this kind of language, while those writing to López and Gómez, the

more polemical presidents, tended to use less communicative vocabulary.  Both

Ospina and Rojas began their presidencies with pledges to maintain a bipartisan

spirit, and this fact seems to jibe with LIWC’s analysis.  Similarly, letters to Ospina

and Rojas also fall to a greater extent into the category of “Other References to

People,” and “Social.”  The former includes first-person plural, all second person and
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all third person pronouns, while the latter includes the previous two categories as well

as categories of friendship, family and references to humans in general.

If it is unsurprising that López received fewer letters with religious language

than Ospina and Gómez, it is very surprising that those writing to Rojas would have

utilized still more of that vocabulary than Gómez, given that the Laureanista platform

was so intertwined with religious criteria.  Equally surprising, correspondents to

Gómez seem to have mentioned religion with nearly half the frequency of those

writing to Rojas.  This may corroborate an assertion I make in chapter eight: ordinary

Colombians’ religiosity did not mirror that of those politicians who most vocally

employed religious rhetoric.  Finally, as I discuss in chapters five, six and seven,

ordinary Colombians strongly associated the past with the great and heroic leaders of

the two major political parties.  That might account for the fact that writers to Rojas

evoked the past with such relative frequency.  What is odd is that correspondents to

Gómez and López also discussed the present less than those who wrote to Ospina and

Rojas.

Presidency We Past Present Anx PosFeel Religion Metaph Social Comm Othref

López 0.320 0.840 3.525 0.244 0.340 0.242 0.308 7.346 0.698 4.817

Ospina 0.752 1.181 4.146 0.091 0.646 0.558 0.628 8.582 0.867 5.745

Gómez 0.515 0.846 3.153 0.163 0.444 0.364 0.463 7.513 0.623 5.031

Rojas 0.716 1.240 4.012 0.153 0.513 0.626 0.677 8.884 1.016 5.658

Figure 4.11: LIWC Data and Presidency
Average (mean) %
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In my final attempt to use LIWC to analyze these letters, I examined the role

of region on this linguistic data.  I began by simplifying the regions listed in figure

4.1, combining the departments of the Caribbean coast into a single region Caribbean;

placing rural Cundinamarca, Boyacá, Tolima, and the Santanders into a single Eastern

Cordillera region; and defining Cauca, Huila, Nariño and Valle del Cauca as the

Southwest.  After cross referencing the LIWC data with this material, the only

relevant category that contained a significant difference was that of “Family,” as seen

in figure 4.12.  Interestingly, writers from the Caribbean Coast and, to a lesser extent,

from the city of Bogotá, both mentioned family with greater frequency than others.

Region Family
Bogotá(1) 0.719
Antioquia(2) 0.557
Caribbean(3) 0.972
Eastern(4) 0.404
Old Caldas(5) 0.517
Southwest(6) 0.452

Figure 4.12: LIWC Data and Region
Average (mean) %

Such mysterious statistics reveal both the advantages and limitations of using this

kind of software to evaluate a complex set of historical data.  On one hand, it can be

effective in pointing scholars towards new questions and in redirecting research

towards new directions.  On the other hand, actually interpreting and explanations

these trends requires a more qualitative approach.  I take on that task in the remaining

chapters.
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Notes to Chapter Four

                                                
1 See, for instance, Fabio Lozano y Lozano to Ospina Pérez in APR: ARC Caja 619
([no month] 1947): bound section: Bogotá, 3/1/1948; Delio Jaramillo Arbeláez
(Ministro del Trabajo) to Ospina Pérez  in APR: Caja Despacho Sr. Presidente #1
(1948): Bogotá, 3/17/1948.
2 Guevara, Andrés de (“Director” of something called the Buro de Investigación
Política) to Alfonso López (actually says “Muy estimado amigo nuestro”) in APR:
Caja 535 (Abril-Mayo, 1945): Tomo 2 (Mayo): México [I think] (Foreign Origin),
5/21/1945.
3 Respetable Logia ‘Francisco Vicente Aguilera’ # 11304 (de Bayao, M.N., Cuba)
(signee is Eugenio Fonseca Alvarez, Sec permanente) To Alfonso López in APR:
Caja 535 (Abril-Mayo, 1945): Tomo 1 (April):Bayamo, Cuba (Foreign Origin),
4/17/1945.
4 Revelo P., Carlos (Presidente, Comité Juvenil Conservador Pro-Ruperto Alarcón
Falconi) & Guadalupe Villagomez M. to Laureano Gómez in AGN/APR: Caja
Despacho Sr. Presidente (1952): Tulcán (Ecuador-- foreign origin), 3/8/1952.
5 See, for instance, anthropologist Peter Wade’s broad-based study on race in the
Chocó, the Atlantic coast and Antioquia.  Peter Wade, Blackness and Race Mixture:
The Dynamics of Racial Identity in Colombia (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1993).
6 Angelina López de Montaña to Alfonso López in APR: Caja 536 (June, 1945):
Bogotá, 6/4/1945.
7 E.g., Mario Fernández de Soto to Luis López de Mesa in APR: ARC Caja 619w.s.:
[no desc] (1947 [no month]): Cali (valle), 3/7/1947.  For a discussion of other
attempts to whiten Latin America through immigration, see Richard Graham, editor,
The idea of Race in Latin America (Austin: The University of Texas Press, 1990).
8 “Los suscritos, todos mayores de edad y vecinos de este Municipio, sin
discriminaciones raciales ni de sexos, sin distingos de colores políticos ni de capas
sociales…”
Jorge Lozano G. (Secretario Alcaldía) to Director de Información y propaganda del
Estado in APR: ARC Caja 930 [no month]: Condoto (Chocó), 3/14/1955.
9 Intermediaries were especially prevalent in a clientelistic political system like that of
Colombia.  I discuss Colombian patron-client relations in detail in the next chapter.
10 Manuel Gutiérrez T. to Ospina Pérez in APR: Caja 555 BIS (1946 [no month]):
Abejorral (Antioquia), 9/2/1946.  I compromised here and classified this author as
middle class in an effort to represent both his current status but also his potential for
future opportunities.
11 See, e.g., Angela Lopera (Presidenta, Comité Femenino ‘Policarpa Salabarrieta’) to
Alfonso López in APR: Caja 536 (June, 1945): Puerto Berrío, Antioquia, 6/22/1945.
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12 Bushnell. [cite]
13 Like affiliates of the Liberal CTC or the Conservative UTC.  See below.
14 Pennebaker, J.W. “What our words can say about us: Toward a broader language
psychology. “ in Psychological Science Agenda (No. 15, 2002),  8-9.  Emphasis is the
author’s.
15 James W. Pennebaker, Martha E. Francis, Roger J. Booth, Linguistic Language and
Word Count: 2001, user’s manual (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum Publishers, 2001),  12-18.
16 See the Spanish language LIWC dictionary file for more details.
17 Many of these difficulties can be corrected.  LIWC dictionaries are highly
customizable and a researcher can easily add or delete single-word terms as he or she
sees fit.
18 I hope to analyze the rest of the letters, as well as a body of documents written by
elite politicians, and articles in some local presses in a follow-up study to this
dissertation.
19 For more on these kinds of letters, see Chapter 5.
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Chapter Five: Taking Politics Personally

Introduction: The Political is the Personal

Political movements based on individuals have had a far greater impact on

Colombian history than have ideologically-based ones.  Three major examples from

Colombian history may serve to illustrate this point.  First of all, participants in the

Comunero Rebellion of 1781 united under the motto, “Long live the King, and death

to bad government.”  They felt that if there were problems with how they were ruled,

the fault was of the King’s advisors and servants, not of the King himself, who was

thought to be infallible and divinely ordained to rule.1  Second, a century and a half

later, the leftist trend in Liberalism known as Gaitanismo could not remain a coherent

political force after its leader, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was gunned down by a mysterious

assassin.  Without Gaitán’s fiery oratory and charismatic presence, the movement tore

itself apart in the face of internal conflict.  Finally, today, as well as throughout

Colombia’s history as an independent nation, the country’s two major political parties

still trace their lineage back to single individuals: Simón Bolívar in the case of the

Conservative Party, and Francisco de Paula Santander in the case of the Liberals.  The

historical ties to these leaders add important legitimacy to these two parties and

therefore have made third parties a more difficult proposition.2  These three examples

span the entirety of Colombian history and each is a fundamental pillar in the

architecture of Colombian political history in its own right.
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The common trait among these events and movements is that in each case

Colombians organized themselves around a single man. Revolutionaries, radical

reformers, social democrats, populists or reactionaries saw themselves first and

foremost as Gaitanistas, Lopistas, Santistas, Alzatistas or Laureanistas.  In fact, this

sort of dependence upon an individual leader leads to a situation in which ideologies

take a back seat to the personalities of the individuals at the head of these movements.

Gaitanista Liberals, for example, seem to have accepted Gaitán’s own unique mixture

of social conservatism, socialist-influenced economics and faith in the people.3  In

each of these cases, distinctions between politics and the individual leader become

blurred.  The personality, thoughts, and character of that figure become tantamount to

the movement itself.

Before I discuss political personalism further, however, I want to make it clear

that I do not claim that this is a phenomenon unique to Colombia.  In fact, there is

ample evidence to suggest that individuals from many nations often view politics

through similar lenses.  Above, for instance, I mention how other Latin Americans,

specifically Argentines and Brazilians, personalized politics through the individuals

of Juan Perón and Getúlio Vargas, respectively.4  And political personalism is not

limited to Latin America.  Scholars of the history of the United States also have

identified many personalistic traits in the way that the U.S. citizenry relates to its

presidents.  For example, James Oliver Robertson writes that throughout the history

of the United States, presidents have become personalistic symbols for the nation as a

whole.
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The focus on the Presidency is part of our nationalism, our
search for national unity and wholeness in a single person.  All the
logic and mythology of individualism… has been taken up and
applied, in the mythology of modern nationalism, to the whole nation
through the symbolic and representative President of the United
States.5

Robertson then describes how U.S. citizens have come to expect their presidents to

exercise their individual wills upon the government.  Moreover, these presidents are

expected to do so for moral reasons, to take on ethical challenges and to use the

“bully pulpit” as Theodore Roosevelt coined, to improve the nation.  Citizens of the

United States, then, have expected their president to be progressive heroes, waging

war against evil and decadence.6  Similarly, Pulitzer Prize-winning historian of the

United States Garry Wills has written many books which focus on the image of the

U.S. presidency in the popular eye.  In a number of these biographies, he discusses

how U.S. individualistic tendencies, Classical and Transcendentalist political thought

and the so-called ‘cowboy’ mentality have both shaped and been shaped by the

personalities of U.S. presidents.7

This kind of dialectical relationship is what I refer to as political personalism:

the conception of politics through a symbolic, individual leader.  While this trend of

personalizing politics is not a common topic of discussion on its own in Latin

American history, many historians have approached the question within the process

of studying other phenomena.8  That is, rather than addressing political personalism

per se, scholars refer more commonly to four specific varieties of personalism:
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caudillismo, populism, paternalism, and a single phenomenon known as either

patronage or clientelism.

Caudillismo is a common subject of study for historians of Latin America.

Textbooks define caudillos as military men or heavy-handed landowners who took

power forcibly in Latin America following the Wars of Independence in the first half

of the nineteenth century.  Writes Peter Winn in his book Americas:

What these diverse caudillos shared was a disdain for
institutions and due process, a personalist view of politics, and an
impatience with opposition.... [T]he caudillo treated the resources of
the state as his own, a spoils system that provided the cement for...
political stability...9

The caudillo’s personal impact on his society was so great that his movement could

not survive without his individual personality and charisma to ignite his followers’

spirits.  John Charles Chasteen recounts the history of Gen. Aparicio Saravia, a

Uruguayan insurgent leader who fought against the Uruguayan army.  Although his

army enjoyed “superior resources,” it voluntarily disbanded once it became clear that

Saravia himself had been mortally wounded.10  This example was typical: caudillos

were invaluable to their movements.  When the caudillo fell, his movement collapsed

along with him.

Even if all caudillos rule by charisma and personal appeal, the obverse is not

necessarily true; not all who rule through charisma and personal appeal are

necessarily caudillos.  One of the other commonly-studied varieties of leadership that

shares these traits is known as populism, which I discuss in chapter three, above.  As
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should be clear in comparing populism with caudillismo, the two political

characterizations share a lot in common.  They both are based on individual

personalities and charisma and they both are movements which seek broad-based

support.  The first and most obvious difference, however, is one of chronology;

caudillos are usually considered relics of the nineteenth century while populists are a

more recent development. That said, many journalists and polemicists will often refer

to many modern day political figures as caudillos as a way of deriding them.  Many

other political analysts will dub a present-day popular leader a caudillo to invoke an

image of a combative, forceful warrior loved by the people.11  Another major

difference between populists and traditional caudillos is that populists tend to gird

their movements within the trappings of contemporary political systems, while

caudillos created theirs in lieu of—or in reaction against—existing government

structures.  However, as I demonstrate above, if populists have the reputation of

working within existing political systems more than did their nineteenth century

predecessors, they are nevertheless known to take generous liberties within those

systems.  As such, the personality of the individual leader comes to dominate—or

even become synonymous with—the government.

Another form of personalism in government which blurs the borders between

government and leader is known as paternalism.  Paternalism is a condition by which

a president, leader, employer, landowner or other male authority figure, comes to

resemble a father to those under his control or responsibility.  Beyond that

rudimentary definition, paternalism can be an ambiguous subject to examine because
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there are multiple interpretations of its fundamental meaning.  For instance, one

school of thought conceives of paternalism as a deliberate ploy by those in power to

tie their subjects to their rule.  In this scenario, leaders diffuse and reinforce patterns

of paternalism in order to gain advantage from their followers.12  Others in recent

years have demonstrated that paternalism is a concept which is also internalized by

the leaders themselves.  For example, historian Warren Dean describes how each

morning, slaves were forced to bow in front of the planter’s window and receive a

blessing from him.13  Dean concludes that such rituals of deference demonstrate that

slaveholders were ultimately more interested in keeping their slaves and cultivating

the prestige that they gained from controlling people’s lives, than making a profit.14

Still other scholars conclude that paternalism can be used by the weak as a medium of

negotiation with the stronger elements in society.  In both Latin American and

European historiography, historians have demonstrated how land tenants could use

paternalistic language to demand rights to receive adequate provisions from their

landlords.15

A fourth and final category of personalism that has received attention from

historians is the phenomenon alternately known as either “patronage,” “clientelism,”

or “patron -client relations.”16  These terms describe networks of personalized

relationships in which a powerful individual— the patron— trades favors in exchange

for loyalty from members of the lower classes— the clients.  On one side of this

unequal exchange, the patron is an individual with superior influence, resources and

political power who can provide employment, material goods, social services, access
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to legal services and so forth to those who are less wealthy or educated.  On the other

side are the clients who, for their part, offer their fealty in the form of adoration,

votes, or even military support.  A patronage-based polity, then, is one in which these

kinds of relationships weave an intricate tapestry throughout the entire society.

Some scholars who identify patronage networks do so in order to highlight the

detrimental effects of that political practice.  They see patronage in contrast to the

impersonal, institutional bureaucracies of the United States or Western Europe and

point out that the latter are far more efficient and unbiased in how they distribute

social services.  These critics even go so far as to hold these relations responsible for

Latin American underdevelopment.  Tessa Cubit, a sociologist of Latin America, for

instance, maintains that patronage is responsible for the long-term weakening of Latin

American governments:

Resorting to personal ties to survive or advance is a mechanism
which has been used to some effect over the generations, but which
prevents people turning to organizations or political activity which
might, in the long run, prove more effective in solving their problems.
Inequalities between patron and client, peasant families and
landowning families and men and women, therefore, continue.17

A more nuanced approach to patronage in Colombia is forwarded by

sociologist Francisco Leal Buitrago and political scientist Andrés Dávila Ladrón de

Guevara, who discuss clientelism not only as a cause of Colombia’s weak central

government, but also as a result of it.  Writing about the period of the Frente Nacional

and beyond (i.e., since 1958) he seems to agree with the general principle

summarized by Cubit and he further identifies a number of specific negative effects
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of this system.  The main problem with Colombia’s system of client-patron relations,

he theorizes, is that it takes place through the medium of the two party political

system.  The result of this condition is that the parties become concerned with

providing services which in other countries would be provided by the government.

This concern, in turn, detracts the parties from being concerned with the affairs of the

central government itself and leaves it in a permanently debilitated condition.18

Before the National Front, however, the system that Leal many other scholars

acknowledge that this clientelistic system was at least partially responsible for

exacerbating the intensity of the period of the Violencia.  As Oquist suggests, for

instance, the so-called “partial collapse of the State” came about in part due to the fact

that government jobs, from departmental governors down to the lowest municipal

professions, were tied to the political party in power.19  Clientelism, then, seems to

have had a decidedly detrimental effect on Colombian society and government.

But other perspectives on this phenomenon are more ambiguous in their

judgment of this phenomenon.  For instance, in Richard Graham’s 1990 study of

patronage networks in nineteenth century Brazil describes how the erosion of these

national networks enabled an already-violent countryside to become even more

violent.  The lack of a national center of distribution of favors led to multiple regional

favor networks, each led by local leaders, which eventually resulted in an increase in

regional violence throughout the nation.20  And Javier Auyero in his Poor People’s

Politics, writes about clientelistic relationships with neither open criticism nor praise.

His study, which concerns the relationships of power within the local Peronista
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political party machine of a small Argentine town, makes evident just how complex

this web of associations can be.  He concludes that patronage relations are not just

unequal exchanges of political favors, but that, as an aggregate, they also include

rituals and performative aspects which serve to reinforce rank and stature within these

systems.  He explains how difficult it is, then, to establish exactly what constitutes a

relationship of reciprocity or of exploitation.21

Auyero’s approach to Peronist patron-client relations in small-town Argentina

is an example of a new generation of scholarship which has attempted to re-evaluate

prior scholarly conceptions of personalism which see the phenomenon as something

backwards.  Authors of these more recent studies attempt to offer a more sympathetic

analysis, attempting to get inside the minds of their subjects and demonstrate the

internal logic of personalistic politics from the perspectives of those who live within

these systems.  One unique approach along these lines comes from a recent article by

historian Judy Bieber.  In it, she describes a nineteenth century criticism of the system

of patronage leveled by marginalized people from Brazil’s interior—the sertão.  Their

complaints about the system, however, were not about patronage’s inefficiency or its

lack of bureaucratic organization.  Instead, the sertanejos charged that this kind of

government was immoral and dishonorable.  On ethical grounds, then, they supported

ideals of electoral fair play, of meritocracy among government employees, and of

impartiality in the making of laws. 22  What Bieber does not explicitly mention,

however, is the fact that within her study, these sertanejos resisted patronage in favor

of a different personalistic system.  That is, while they rejected the particular form of
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patronage, they nevertheless saw government imbued with personal traits of honor

and of ethical standards.  It was the government’s violation of its personal duty to the

people that inspired this criticism.  In short, they criticized patronage by using

paternalistic language.

The above case suggests that personalism is not as easy to sort into neat

categories as current scholarship would imply.  In the sections that follow, I evaluate

how ordinary Colombians used personalism in politics, as evident in their letters to

the presidents of Colombia.  I show that, while the above categories of traditional

personalism were in play in mid-twentieth-century Colombian politics, there were

also other varieties of personalism which shaped popular conceptions of politics.

Colombian Varieties of Paternalism

Letters to Colombian presidents suggest that social relationships between

Colombian politicians and their constituents were particular complex.  For instance,

there is a longstanding tradition in Colombian history of “republican customs,” which

demonstrate a high level of informality and a relatively low level of social

distinctions between leaders and ordinary Colombians.  As historian Malcolm Deas

asserts in writing about the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, great disparities

in wealth did not necessarily equal great disparities in social position in early

republican Colombia.  Instead, many poor people enjoyed “political phases” in their

lives in which they served as low-level public officials.  Moreover, upper-crust

national politicians often greeted ordinary people with a level of informality unheard
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of in nations like Peru, Mexico and Chile.  Deas cites stories of how some of

Colombia’s most prestigious and famous politicians spoke to common folk as if they

were equals, without excessive pomp or pretense.  Deas writes that Rafael Reyes

(president, 1904-1909) and other Colombian politicians lived their lives perpetually

campaigning for office, shaking hands and fraternizing with the common people.23

In letters to the president from the middle twentieth century, there is indeed

evidence of certain Colombians treating their politicians in casual manners.  But the

existence of this evidence is not the same as asserting that social distinctions were

less important in Colombia.  On the contrary, I argue that the informality between

President and constituent was seen by many letter-writers as the informality between

father and son.  Paternalistic—or from the people’s perspective, ‘filial’—language

was both explicit and implicit in many letters to the president that I surveyed.

Such references to paternalism were found in both letters to Conservative as

well as Liberal Presidents.  However, when Liberals did utilize them, they tended to

be more implicit.  For instance, on April 26, 1940, Emiliano Hernández from

Chiquinquirá, Boyacá, composed a missive to Liberal President Eduardo Santos,

which begins with a statement of humility before the President:

The undersigned citizen, your humble subject, raises his voice
again before your Excellency, in order to bring once again to your
attention [reiterar] his petition which he dared make to you on the
15th of this month.24

On one level, this degree of deference is simply a form of being polite and might be

an almost unconscious opening to a letter.  Calling oneself a “humble subject” might
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seem unorthodox from the perspective of a twenty-first century writer, but that does

not necessarily mean that the author of the letter necessarily thought himself to be so

vastly inferior to the man with whom he corresponded.  On another level, however,

this is the same kind of language that one would use in communicating with a king or

another noble.  The fact that this writer saw no distinction between the language of

monarchy to that of republicanism is telling in and of itself.

The above letter is the most extreme example of its kind among letters to

Liberal presidents.  For reasons we shall explore later, this kind of lowering oneself in

order to gain the favor of a Colombian statesman was rarer in letters to Liberal

Presidents.  On the other hand, overtly deferential and paternalistic themes were far

more common in letters by and to Conservatives.  For example a letter to Mariano

Ospina Pérez from a Church organist in Cali, dated September 8, 1946, begins:

Not as President of a Republic am I to address you, but as a
friend, as a son to his father, as a countryman to his fellow
countryman...25

In this letter, Deas’ “republican traditions” from the early republic are visible; a

citizen writes to the president claiming to be his friend and countryman.  However,

there is also another relationship evident between the Colombian citizens and their

leaders—that of sons to fathers, children to parents.

Other letters make this paternal metaphor even clearer, such as one written to

Ospina by an impoverished woman from Cúcuta, Norte de Santander:
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As any child is permitted to give homage to his father, so do
we the Colombian people see ourselves [doing the same] towards you.
Counting on your indulgence, I take the liberty of extending to you my
most respectful and courteous regards and sincere congratulations, at
the same time I celebrate and give thanks to the Omnipotent One for
having put at the head of our ideals a gentleman of pure virtues,
upright and just, who will know to give his benevolent attention to one
who, by adhering to the Conservative Party, has suffered the most
terrible persecution... 26

The author of this letter, like that of the previous one, also understands her

relationship to the president as one of daughter to father.  However, in this example

the “republican customs” have disappeared, only to be replaced by an attitude of

unadulterated obsequiousness.

Furthermore, of those letter-writers who define themselves as poor or in need

of aid, this deferential disposition is at least as common as the egalitarian notions of

which Deas speaks.  In another example, in a letter written in 1950 to the recently-

elected President Laureano Gómez by an organization of local Conservatives of

Sumapaz, Cundinamarca, more of this deference appears.  This letter not only refers

again to the president as the “father of the Patria,” but it also makes a concerted

effort to distinguish him from the lower classes.

And as Father of the Patria as you have always been, and who
presently occupies the Throne of the Liberators in order to bring
greatness to this Continent; in name of the those less favored by
fortune and destiny, I permit myself to express gratitude to you...27

The author of this letter, Rafael A. Vargas G., who identifies himself as president of

Sumapaz’s Junta Pro-Ciudad Ospina Pérez,28 identifies Gómez as a figure of
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legendary strength.  For his own part, Vargas represents himself as a humble voice for

the poor, awestruck by Gómez’s splendor.

These kinds of paternalistic references were not only common in missives to

Conservative heads of government; they were equally common in correspondence to

the military president Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.  As in the previous example, poor

people who wrote to Rojas often pointed to their own relatively meager social

standing and they humbled themselves before the president.  For instance, in a May

11, 1955 letter, Agustín Gómez C., engages in the written equivalent of groveling in

front of President Rojas.

...as father of the poor, I ask please that you help me by
favoring me with a little house in which to live with my wife and my
young ones.  I am living on a miserable little ranch, paying rent in the
Girardot neighborhood [of Bogotá]... I confide in God and I hope that
the Most Excellent President would help me, that perhaps we would be
useful and at your service to my General.  Please excuse the poor
writing, as I am but a poor campesino...29

Gómez C. begins his desperate message by suggesting Rojas is the father of

Colombia’s poor and then that he, Gómez C., is one of Rojas’ impoverished children.

This unambiguous appeal is once again that of child to father, of subordinate to

superior.

A critical reader might argue with my assertion here that Gómez’s deferential

tone is indicative of a paternalistic relationship inherent in Colombian politics.

Instead, this argument might go, the desperation of poverty is the determinant force

behind the tone of supplication in these letters.  After all, Gómez is clearly at the end

of his rope; he is responsible for providing for a large family consisting of a wife and
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eight young children but has no land of his own and seems to have little formal

education. 30  It is not surprising, then, that he takes a pleading tone with the president

of Colombia.  The references to the president as father-figure would seem, then, to

tell us more about poverty than about patriarchal aspects in Colombian political

culture.

Yet others who use the same analogy and deferential tones in their letters

lived in conditions far superior to those which Gómez C. describes in his letter.    For

example, another letter written by a Medellín man named Manuel A. Villegas  B. is

full of these same kinds of paternalistic references.  In this case, however, Villegas

demonstrates a far superior educational level than that of Gómez C.  Moreover, he

signs his letter with his work address at the Compañía Colombiana de Tabaco,

indicating that he probably held a white-collar position of some kind.  Villegas, then,

did not lead the same desperate existence as did Gómez.  On the contrary, Villegas

writes that his job enables him to provide for his mother, wife and four children,

whereas it seems as if Gómez is barely surviving.  Given his greater number of

material and educational advantages, then, it is all the more striking that Villegas

writes a letter similar to that of Gómez C.  In this following example, he refers to the

“glorious and immortal day” in which General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla assumed the

Colombian presidency:

Since that glorious and immortal day of June 13, 1953, when
our Lord in his inscrutable design predestined your Excellency to be
the noble successor of the great father of the patria [Simón Bolívar]
and, as he, to be liberator of this beloved and bloodstained Colombian
soil, I have had the desire to introduce myself to my general, but I was
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unable to do so.  And today, I feel that my heart orders me not to
disobey it any more and that is why I resort to writing you this letter,
in order to satisfy one of my greatest and most fervent desires.31

Villegas closes the letter, referring to himself “as one of your obedient sons….”32

What is even more amazing about this letter is that Villegas writes this letter not to

petition the president for aid but simply to express his enthusiasm with the president’s

administration; it is a letter written for the express purpose of praising Rojas.  Such a

purpose makes this language all the more difficult to dismiss as customary

pleasantries.

In fact, the quantity of letters to the President in which there exists this

paternalistic relationship between President and constituents, then, is significant.33

Even though most letters to Colombian presidents of the mid-twentieth century do not

overtly make this same kind of metaphor, many more letters do employ similarly

deferential and adulatory language in which this paternalistic relationship is implicit.

For example, in another letter to President Rojas dated April 6, 1956, written by the

Parish Priest, the Mayor and sixteen other municipal leaders from the town of

Timaná, Huila.

It is a superlative honor and pleasure for us to send to you this
message, which, more than serving as a spokesman of our admiration
for YOU, also carries our warm regards and fervent desires for your
personal fortunes.

Since You, Most Excellent Sir, occupy the throne of Bolívar
and with steady hand you begin to pilot the ship of State, nailing to its
prow YOUR glorious slogan of “PEACE, JUSTICE AND LIBERTY,”
we, the residents of this historical town, TIMANA, feel hope blazing
and flourishing in our breasts an agreeable sense of satisfaction.34
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These leaders of Timaná demonstrate a level of respect which might be afforded to a

king.  In this case, one might temper such assessments with the fact that the writers

this letter, unlike Villegas, were requesting aid for the town; specifically, they asked

for a grant for infrastructural improvements, such as a sewage system and a hospital,

two extremely costly projects.  Even so, these town representatives felt the need to

make this request so personal must have done so for one of two reasons.  First, they

might have been so desperate as to try any approach, and this strategy of worshipful

language was arbitrarily chosen to that end.  Second, they might have believed that

such an appeal would actually succeed.  If this letter were an isolated example, the

former possibility would carry more weight, but since the language in many of these

letters is similar—regardless of the writer’s purpose—the latter scenario seems far

more plausible.

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to confuse the kind of paternal

relationships which I have discussed with simple humility.  One further example,

written by a retired Medellín judge, sums up nicely the complexity of the Colombian

brand of political paternalism.

Your Excellency will know to pardon me, since I have not been
able to resist the desire to contact you, the Father of Colombians, one
more time.  A better label cannot be applied to the illustrious
administration which today reigns over the destinies of the patria,
which figures as its greatest pride the fraternal dialogue with the most
modest of citizens, in order to familiarize itself with their needs and to
search for the most effective ways of meeting them.35
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The purpose of this letter was to recommend that Rojas remain in power despite calls

from Liberal and Conservative leaders that he step down. Márquez contends that a

military government had been necessary to stabilize the country and that it was still

desperately needed.  For this author, as with Villegas, then, paternalistic language did

simply serve as a strategy to gain material aid.  What is different about this letter,

however, is that it does not exhibit a simple adulating paternalism.  In fact, it

unapologetically espouses two seemingly contradictory notions.  On one hand,

Márquez openly embraces the notion of this paternalistic relationship.  On the other,

his statements about the fraternal dialogue between government and governed appear

to jibe with Deas’ assertions about nineteenth and early twentieth century Colombian

republican traditions.

For ordinary Colombians, then, paternalism could cut a number of different

ways.  For instance, it could be used as a strategy to appeal to a leader’s mercy and

sense of charity.  But it would be a mistake to reify paternalism as a simple tool for

gaining aid, as it also had an existence of its own.  This last example in which

language of paternalism is revealed alongside with fraternalism suggests that

demonstrating deference is not the only purpose for this kind of language.  In fact, as

I begin to show in the next section, paternalistic language was more often a medium

through which for people expressed their hopes, dreads and expectations of the

Colombian nation.
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The President as Hero

Related to the paternalistic relationships between the president and his

constituents was a different conception of the president’s role in society—that of

hero.  Like the relationship between father and child, outlined above, the relationship

between hero and his people is one of intense social distinction.  While a hero might

deign to talk to one of his followers as an equal, the relationship between them is one

of superior to inferior, exceptional to usual, noble to common.  Indeed, many

Colombians seem to have felt that the role of a president was to be someone

extraordinary, a champion or savior of the nation.  For instance, on March 7, 1945, a

bureaucrat in the Colombian army wrote to President Alfonso López Pumarejo.  His

letter opened with the following paragraph:

Illustrious Patrician:

You who are the leader of Liberalism, who has raised, victory
after victory and for the second time you bear the national tricolor of
the presidents, which is the same flag of the Liberal Party which has
waved and waves still on the pedestal of its glory…36

The fact that Rivas refers to López as a patrician, in fact, makes this an especially

telling letter.  By comparing him to the noble class from Classical Rome, he portrays

López as a gentleman aristocratic birth— a trait Jaramillo admires.  Yet this letter is

exceptional; as was true in the case with the above discussion of paternalism,

correspondents to Liberal presidents used language of heroism to a more implicit

degree than their Conservative counterparts.  It is not surprising, then, that this author

held a position in the army, as a soldier was more likely to make such military
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analogies.  More typical examples from Liberals are subtler in their use of militaristic

language.  To this end, Liberal authors were more likely to make passing references

such as calling themselves “soldiers of Liberalism,”37 or they refer to the “ideological

banners of the party.”38

To Conservative presidents, however, this kind of language was common and

flagrant.  On September 26, 1946, for example, a sixty-year old Conservative Party

adherent from Palmira (Valle del Cauca), wrote to President Mariano Ospina Pérez:

Be so kind as to excuse me, Your Excellency, that I might
divert your attention to make a few observations of a personal and
political nature regarding our creed which still fills me with pride like
a simple soldier within the Conservative ranks which the great
caudillo, Dr. Laureano Gómez invigorates with his clear intelligence
and iron will, in order to put an end to the regime of oppression and
vice of the Liberal Party.

…

With you at the head of the government and Dr. Laureano
Gómez at the head of our banners and blue awnings, we shall march to
the voice of that unvanquished hero [José María Córdova before he led
his troops towards the decisive victory against Spain at Ayacucho,
1824]: “Arms to the ready, pace of the victorious.”39

In this letter, Jaramillo identifies both Ospina and Laureano Gómez as the saviors of

Colombia.  Not only does he laud the two Conservative leaders’ intelligence and

leadership skills,  but he also compares them both to historic military leaders from

Colombia’s struggles for independence.  The blue flags he describes triumphantly

waving in the air, the military analogies he employs, the description of Ospina as a

great statesman, all of these sorts of elements contribute to something more than

simple paternalism.
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Other letters to Ospina were similarly charged with allusions to his heroism.

A few citizens even communicated this point by writing poetic acrostics of Ospina’s

name.  In September, 1946, Colombian citizen Aquilino González Fernandez had

professionally printed an ornate card to Ospina which contained one such example.

From Ospina’s first name, he wrote this poem:

You deserve the applause of the people who implore you
Before the great struggle which looms on the horizon.
Your spirit is replete with wholesome intentions,
And the sun of a new day sent to you its resplendence
Venturing upon the flight, soaring towards the zenith.
Ill-fated day[s] will not fluster your performance,
Oracle is the word which moves  you to joy.

M-ereces los aplausos del pueblo que te implora
A-nte la magna lucha que tiende al provenir.
R-evístese tu espíritu de sanas intenciones,
I- el sol de un nuevo día te envía sus fulgores
A-l emprender el vuelo que avanza hacia el cenit.
N-efastos día nó [sic] turben jamás tus actuaciones,
O-ráculo es tu verbo de animación feliz.

For the O, S, and P in Ospina, he wrote:

Gloomy are the days of the people who agonize
Thirsty for something honest that in this incessant combat
They would find a hero to calm their suffering...

O-pacos son los días del pueblo que agoniza
S-ediento de algo probo que en la incesante liza
P-udiera hallar al héroe que calme su aflicción...

And for the P and E in Pérez,

Highly illustrious, endowed with noble qualities
Your name shall be a mighty standard bearer...
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P- erinclito dotado de nobles cualidades
E- nseña poderosa tu nombre ha de llevar...40

In the following example, another Colombian, Jesús Antonio Navarro, wrote

the following lines in his acrostic of the name Mariano Ospina Pérez:

Once again, our fatherland returns to us,
Sighing with great hope
For they acclaim you with their noble hearts
Suitable for power, which is our fervent desire,
Nationalist, prudent and wise,
Lover of virtue, pleasant comfort.

Otra vez vuelve nuestra patria,
Suspirando gratas ilusiones;
Por que te aclaman nobles corazones
Idóneo de poder, que es nuestro anhelo,
Nacionalista prudente y sabio,
Amante a la virtud, grato consuelo.41

The authors of these two acrostics aimed not only to flatter Ospina, but to wax

sentimental on the implications of his regime as well.  In both, Ospina is portrayed as

a conquering hero, a “standard bearer,” a great man with a passion for justice, a savior

out to rectify the wrongs done by the Liberal Party to Colombia.

Just as Ospina received praise for being a noble hero, so did Laureano Gómez

and his successor, Roberto Urdanenta Arbeláez.  Unfortunately, in Gómez’s case,

Colombia’s Presidential Archive has few letters of this variety. This fact by itself

raises some interesting questions.  The vast majority of letters to Gómez in the APR

were written by high-level departmental politicians and national elites.  Thus, we can
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tentatively conclude that references to heroism tend to come more from poorer people

than from fellow-elites.  Meanwhile, there is sufficient evidence in secondary sources

to indicate that Gómez was often lionized by his supporters.  Historian Mary Roldán,

for instance, indicates that his “…followers revered him with an intensity that

bordered on religious fervor…”42  James Henderson, in his study of Gómez, also

describes Laureanistas praising Gómez for his heroic qualities and lionizing him as a

champion for both Conservatism and Catholicism alike.43

If the allusions to nobility and military conquest were common in letters to

Ospina, Gómez and Urdaneta, however, they were more abundant still in those

directed to Lt. General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla.  For example, on the first anniversary

of Rojas’ seizure of power, Colombian María del Carmen G. from Duitama, Boyacá,

composed a twelve stanza poem in the General’s honor.  Among those stanzas:

…Thus it was when the clarion sounded
calling out, on the throne of Bolívar
to that illustrious hero, don Gustavo Rojas
who freed the fatherland from bitter sorrow
…
On account of that innocent blood shed,
in our time of anguish and agony
God sent us a glorious soldier
to sound the cry, “back, tyranny!”
…
Brutal was the struggle between the parties,
the standard of liberty floundered
Rojas Pinilla...  Grandee among grandees!
With the groveling of slavery nevermore!44

Rojas, like Ospina, was depicted by his followers as a heroic and noble savior, a

“grande entre los grandes,” suggesting that he stood above the ordinary people.
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According to Guiot, Rojas was nothing short of a legend, sent by God to bring an end

to the inter-party violence which plagued Colombian society.  In my introduction,

above, I discuss what I mean by the term “ordinary Colombians.”  In this letter, Guiot

makes a deliberate distinction between such people and those very few like Rojas

whom she considers to be an extraordinary Colombian.

This dichotomy is the central theme which surrounds this conception of the

politician-hero; it is about separating the heroic champion from the lesser hoi polloi.

Other letters to Rojas make the same point, if less poetically so.  A correspondent

named Teobaldo P. C.45 wrote to Rojas on June 11, 1954,

Soon comes the day of the Resurrection, soon comes the 13 of
June, soon comes that memorable date of a year ago which floods in
our spirits and hearts the saying of having been able to continue living
and which God the divine creator of the heavens and earth, aided your
Excellency [señoría] in order to arrive to the throne of the presidents...
and never did you shrink before threats which they made against
you...46

This characterization of politicians as gentleman heroes is, in fact, a longstanding

tradition throughout Latin American history.  Historian David Cahill writes in his

“Taxonomy of a Colonial ‘Riot,’“ that in popular uprisings in Colonial Peru, the

participation of an upper-class hero served an important role in citizens’ willingness

to participate.

In the popular consciousness ran a historical drama, a kind of
“El Cid” of the masses, which vested distant peoples with a heroism so
much more potent than their own, forgetting their own dislike and
distrust of those from without.47
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That is, colonial citizens, tied into the hierarchy of the society of orders mentioned

above, felt the need to legitimize rebellious actions by getting approval from someone

in the elite classes.

Correspondence to the presidents of Colombia seems to suggest that this

phenomenon continued in a limited form into the middle of the twentieth century.  Of

course, it would be a serious error to overstate this  case; colonial subjects operated

within an intricate and formal system of nobility which was supposedly created by

heaven itself.  In the twentieth century, no such formal system existed.  At the same

time, however, some modern Colombians seem to have conceived of their presidents

as something beyond a bureaucrat or public servant.  He had to be a hero, a paragon

of virtue, a defender of good against evil.  He was, in short, a symbol of people’s

aspirations for the Colombian nature.

Personal Government Services: Charity in the Ospina Presidency

I contend that language of paternalism and of heroism, whether in Latin

America, in the United States or elsewhere, is indicative of the larger phenomenon of

political personalism which I mention above.  Such Anthropomorphism of

government took many forms.  Those just mentioned—paternalism and hero-

worship—endowed the president with a mystical quality; the government was the

president.  Other varieties of this personification of the government, however, were of

a more practical sort.  One of these was the tendency to ask the president for services
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or goods that might have been provided for by lower-ranked government officials.

Unlike the other categories mentioned so far, Liberals were willing to use this

practice just as frequently as their Conservative counterparts.  For example, in

January, 1943, a Liberal veteran from the War of the Thousand Days (1899-1902),

Angel Machado Salazar, wrote to Alfonso López, to make the following request:

Your Excellency: I am writing to you to make the following
point:  I believe that the government (judging from the announcement
from the Minister of War) is not going to be able to fulfill its promises
to the veterans of the civil war which ended in 1902 [i.e., the Thousand
Days War].  Therefore I avail myself of Your Excellency and I solicit
your help.  I throw myself at your feet to request a tiny parcel of land
with a residence….  Give this little patch of land as charity.  Your
Excellency, doctor López, you have it all in your hands and I think that
you would not deny me your aid; on the contrary, I don’t know how
else to survive these final years, as I am unable to work, given my age
and the illnesses which afflict me.48

Machado, understanding that the government was not going to assist veterans through

any kind of land reform, welfare system or other aid package, wrote this letter in

order to appeal directly to López.  Reminiscent of the Comuneros’ cry of “Long live

the King and death to bad government!” Machado seems to believe that the

government’s failure to enact this assistance package is the fault of others, that López

himself could not have been responsible.  Thus, he appeals to López personally,

requesting land and housing as charity.  Machado conveys an image of himself

groveling at López’s feet, pleading for mercy.  Machado was typical of many

Colombians of this era, blaming the faceless aspects of the government for the

government’s problems.49  At the same time, when these citizens shared political
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affiliation with the president, they tended to hold that leader in higher esteem, and

they believed that this common creed entitled them to enhanced rights and privileges.

Even if Machado’s missive and those like it do suggest something about how

Colombians failed to trust their government, the most obvious characteristic of this

letter is its desperation.  That is, Machado states bluntly that he wrote to López first

and foremost in order to find a way to assuage his severe, life-threatening poverty.

We therefore have to take anything he says within that context.  For instance, we

might wonder whether Machado might have blamed López for the government’s

intransigence on the question of veteran aid; Machado might have omitted

reproaching López, instead flattering the president to gain the president’s favor.  In

other words, we hardly have omniscient insight into Machado’s mind through this

letter.  That said, Machado must have believed that there was a chance López would

respond to his supplication.  Why else would Machado have written the letter in the

first place and paid for the stamp?  That fact alone is significant if we are examining

the expectations of letter writers.  Moreover, regardless of Machado’s true feelings

towards López, his letter does indicate a preconceived assumption that the president

should respond to the humble approach which Machado employs.

Machado’s letter is far from an isolated example.  Many other letters also

request a wide variety of favors which seem to fall far outside of the chief executive’s

jurisdiction.  For instance, Emma Galindo Díaz, from Tunja, Boyacá, petitioned

President Eduardo Santos for a letter of recommendation in order to gain employment

with the Bogotá daily El Tiempo, run by the Santos family.50  In another, a worker
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from Quimbaya, Caldas (modern day Quindío), requested that president Ospina grant

him a machine to process lard or edible oils in order to make a living for himself and

his family.51  Yet another asks Ospina for whatever help he can muster to remedy her

“...age, poverty and absolute solitude...”52  Resident of Chitaraque (Boyacá) Luis

Amador entreated President Rojas to aid his family of eighteen children.  Wrote

Amador:

On various occasions, I have thought to writing to the
Presidency of the Republic in order to request that it would help me in
something, given that with a family so large, it is supremely difficult
for me to provide for them.

I would desire, Your Excellency, that such aid would come in
the form of employment for one or more of my sons [or children],
who, although they are desirous of employment, have not been able to
gain it...53

President Rojas’ secretary, for his part, responded as one might expect in a modern

bureaucracy.  His reply, which he drafted in the margins of the letter, was terse,

suggesting that Amador tell his sons to apply for jobs in the government departments

or agencies in which they would like to work and that these offices in turn would be

able to help them.54  In other words, the president’s office expressed to Amador that it

was too busy to deal with personal requests of this nature and therefore it could not be

bothered with such minutiae.  After all, this sort of solicitation falls far outside of the

scope of the responsibilities of the chief executive of a large country.

Or does it?  Why would Amador make such a solicitation if it was obvious

that he would meet with failure?  It turns out that these sorts of requests were indeed
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granted on occasion.  Consider, for example, the following short letter sent from the

Presidential Palace to a Colombian citizen on October 9, 1947:

In reference to your courteous letter of August 28 of this year,
with great pleasure I attend to the petition which you make to me
within that letter, sending you a tire for your bicycle.55

Amador’s request seems a little less absurd after considering the above letter.  If the

center of political power in Colombia grants petitions for bicycle tires, it is hard to

imagine that any request could be too picayune.56

In fact, the majority of the responses to these kinds of letters directed towards

the Ospina Presidential Palace were made not by the President himself, but by his

wife, Bertha Hernández de Ospina.  She seemed to feel that it was her duty to respond

favorably to the requests of deserving citizens.57  Many such petitions, in fact, were

directed to the First Lady herself.  For example, a fifteen year-old girl from Bogotá,

Gloria Flórez Angel, addressed a long request to her in early 1947:

I am fifteen years old and I am the oldest of fifteen brothers
and sisters…. But the sad thing is that our resources aren’t keeping up
with the quantity and quality of the children in our family, and Mom
and Dad cannot see properly to our education.  Therefore I thought
that if my lady Berthica who is so holy and makes so many things
better would deign to help me, it would be my salvation, since the
requirements for my major [especializaciones] at the Instituto de
Orientación Social [probably something like a finishing school] where
I attend are very beautiful but expensive and mom has not been able to
give me the materials I need [to complete the project], since my father
is already very old and sick and she can’t do it by herself.

I urgently need the materials [to make] artificial flowers and
fine materials in order to be able to hope that they would give me my
diploma this year….  All this costs a lot and I don’t even have any
hope of acquiring it if my dear Bertha doesn’t lend me a hand…
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If you’d like, I can knit a handsome jacket or sweater for Dr.
Mariano or whatever you’d like for your kids, because I am already
pretty good at this and it would be a great honor to serve the first lady
of Colombia….58

Remarkably, Bertha de Ospina (“Mi querida Berthica” as the author of the letter

addressed her) replied affirmatively, sending the requisite materials for the flowers to

this Bogotá girl whom the First Lady was acquainted solely through written

correspondence.59

It would be an exaggeration to say that positive responses such as this are

common in the Archivo de la Presidencia; the majority of such quotidian petitions

tended to be redirected to the archives without so much as a form-letter response from

the President or his staff.60  That notwithstanding, some of these requests were

granted.  The President and First Lady— especially the latter— took it upon

themselves to fulfill the requests of this nature that they deemed most deserving.  In

the absence of  a significant number of scholarships, or of a reliable welfare system—

or of a safety net of any kind for that matter— writing to the president was a last

resort perhaps, but one which might nevertheless yield results.

If personal petitions directed towards the Presidential Palace met some

success, petitions on behalf of local Church parishes or of local political organizations

were even more successful.  In one case, a Bogotá-based organization of  workers

requested of Bertha de Ospina financial aid in order to build a mausoleum in the local

cemetery.  The president of this group, called simply the “Círculo de Trabajadores”
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of the La Providencia  neighborhood of Bogotá, began his request to the First Lady by

pointing out that his group was founded in 1937  by a Jesuit Priest.61  He then

discusses how the group was able to acquire space in the Cemetery of Chapinero to

build the mausoleum for members of the organization but that they had to complete

construction of the building before a year passed or they would lose rights to the

space in the cemetery.  He continued, pointing out that the organization was poor as it

was composed exclusively of workers and that they needed the First Lady’s aid in

order to afford the mausoleum.  Bertha Ospina responded:

…I am sending you a plate of silver so that you may raffle it
off and collect the funds you need for the construction of the
mausoleum…62

I include this reply because it is a variation on a typical reply that she would

use frequently.  When organizations with Conservative leanings, parish priests,

municipal government officials, and a few other informal gatherings of Conservatives

requested financial aid from the First Lady, she would respond by sending them one

or more silver dishes to be raffled off.63  It is important to note that not all petitioners

to Bertha de Ospina explicitly indicated that they were Conservatives, but their causes

generally were those associated with the Conservative Party and the Catholic Church.

For example, Church-backed labor organizations like the one mentioned above,

Catholic-backed orphanages and poorhouses, and other community projects endorsed

specifically by parish priests.  Furthermore, her charitable activities were not limited

to merely sending these plates.  On other occasions, she responded to letters by
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sending  a diverse panoply of goods and gifts to people in all parts of Colombia.  To a

priest in Usaquén, Cundinamarca, she sent stamps and other materials so that the

children of the congregation there could have special certificates commemorating

their first communion.64  To the director of schools in Cáqueza, Cundinamarca, she

sent many copies of a brochure called “Educación Social.”65  Most impressively, she

sent Christmas presents to poor children, requested by priests, directors of Catholic

hospitals, and others in similar roles.  She sent a massive quantity of dolls, stuffed

animals and various other kinds of toys.  In about a fifth of these forty cases she

added that she wished she could do more, but that these toys were all she could

manage.66

Another approach that was successful in gaining aid from the first lady was to

justify requests as part of the struggle against a perceived threat to Conservative

values.  One good example of this variety of petition was written by Gregorio Durán

Naranjo of the Union of Workers of San Gil (Santander).  It begins with the following

appeal:

The defense of Christian principles and the struggle against the
infiltration of communist theories on our national soil which
materialist doctrines tend to disseminate in our women, our workers
and peasants; [sic punctuation] they [sic] have desired that I, the
undersigned, would put himself in charge of organizing a reading
room in the “casa del trabajador” (“worker’s house”) to where both
young women and young workers of this region flock in search of
wholesome reading which would point them towards paths of
goodness and justice.  As it is our desire to broaden the reach of this
library, the undersigned has believed it expedient to direct this missive
to the First Lady of the Republic who with her great social disposition
and her Christian spirit will know to look into to the end which we
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pursue which is none other than searching for entertainment which is
both useful and practically necessary in these days in which those who
are without God attempt to snatch our traditional beliefs  out from
under us.67

For her part, the First Lady apparently found this argument convincing, because in

her reply she announced to Durán that she would send a quantity of books for

Durán’s reading room.68

It is clear from the above example just how many factors were at play in

Colombian politics during this period as Durán bases his appeal on a number of

exigencies.  On one hand, he talks about the threat of “Godless” people to traditional

Catholic values and how the youth were in danger of being corrupted by such evil

influences.  At the same time, it is impossible to divorce this letter from the

international politics of communism or, more aptly, anti-communism.  The

Conservative Party was greatly influenced by the politics of Francisco Franco’s

Fascism and based a great deal of their ideology and even rhetoric on their rightist

Spanish equivalents.69  Like Franco and the Spanish Nationalists, Colombian

Conservatives held that Communism was anathema to Catholic tradition and believed

that only a crusade against that ideology would save Colombia.  In short, it might be

fair to conclude from this discussion that the First Lady’s positive response to Durán

was indicative not of an inherent legacy of noblesse oblige, but of Bertha de Ospina’s

Conservative commitment to crushing what she perceived as subversive elements

within Colombian society.
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However, this is only one piece of the puzzle.  She certainly did seem to

believe that Catholic values were under attack in Colombia, and that a library full of

“wholesome” readings in rural Santander might help, on a local level, to aid this

cause.  At the same time, it remains significant that she took it upon herself as an

individual to make such a donation.  She might have, for instance, created a

grassroots organization to stock libraries throughout Colombia with pro-Catholic,

anti-Communist readings.  The organization might have purchased books in bulk

orders so as to get a discount on such purchases and distribute these works to as large

an audience as possible.  However, as I hope is becoming clearer at this point, there

was something appealing to the First Lady in the process of receiving petitions and

granting them to those whom she deemed worthy.  An impersonal organization,

staffed by nameless bureaucrats would not satisfy this aim.

Welfare or Charity?  The Ambiguous Case of SENDAS

Perhaps the best way to make this point is to look at an attempt a few years

later to create a public aid organization.  In 1954 Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla created a

new government body known as the Secretaría Nacional de Asistencia Social

(National Secretariat for Social Assistance) or SENDAS.  The Rojas administration

designed SENDAS70 to be an institutionalized embodiment of Christian charity,

fulfilling many vital roles in society.  It was to lessen the burden of poverty from the

shoulders of the poorest Colombians by directly supplying them with critical goods

and services.  For example, it served to aid those affected by the Violencia by
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providing credit to victims of violence, helping to repatriate those Colombians who

had fled the country under fear of brutality, and helping to restore property seized

through coercion.  A number of SENDAS’ programs were mounted on a large scale

and did indeed have a wide impact on Colombian society.  For example, the group

built public housing in both rural and urban areas, such as a 10,000 unit development

of inexpensive housing in Bogotá.  Other large projects included the development of

public plumbing in neighborhoods and towns which lacked it; the creation of daycare

facilities for poor children; and the establishment of the Banco Prendarial Nacional,

or BPN, which offered credit for goods such as furniture, appliances or other items

which improved quality of life for poor citizens.  The secretariat even worked with

the international children’s advocacy group UNICEF to create a powdered milk

factory in Chiquinquirá, Boyacá.  The factory’s product was then made available for

free to poor mothers in order to nourish their children.71

SENDAS’ activities were by no means limited to such large-scale projects,

however.  It also aided Colombians in the sorts of smaller endeavors towards which

Bertha de Ospina had tended during her husband’s administration.  The mass-

distribution of Christmas presents to poor children, for instance, was one of

SENDAS’ charges.  As Bertha de Ospina did with young Gloria Flórez Angel,

SENDAS provided scholarships and financial aid of various sorts to poor students.  In

short, then, SENDAS helped to make the Colombian government more responsive to

the needs of Colombia’s impoverished citizens.  Writes historian César Ayala:



224

The Rojas government, in emphasizing its orientation towards
social welfare [aspectos sociales], transcended the role of peacemaker
to which Colombian political elites had wanted it to restrict itself.

El gobierno de Rojas, acentuando su orientación en los
aspectos sociales, fue más allá del papel pacificador que le quisieron
imponer las élites del poder en Colombia.72

SENDAS, then, was at the heart of Rojas’ ability to justify his presence in power.  It

transformed him from a military dictator into a president with a base in the populace.

Having established SENDAS’ importance, then, we should return to our

original question of whether or not the Colombian government was a personalistic

institution.  In order to make this determination, we need to first discuss what would

exemplify a government which is not based on personalism.  Max Weber made a

distinction between two forms of government: one, which he dubbed “patrimonial” is

based on personal relations, while the other, more modern “bureaucratic” government

is a deliberate system designed to distribute goods, services and information

according to the needs of the country in question.  For example, in a patrimonial

government, jurisdiction of officials is fluid, based on the personal interests of

government functionaries.  On the other hand, bureaucratic governments are

characterized by fixed responsibilities for a professional staff of full-time government

officials; each branch is assigned specific duties and responsibilities.  A related aspect

which Weber discusses is that of how government personnel receive their orders.  In a

patrimonial system, commands are informal and orally presented, while in a

bureaucratic system, they are written and fixed into law.73  Weber has been criticized
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for favoring Western European and U.S. societies over those in the Third World,

Mediterranean  and non-Western societies and arguing that these latter nations are

objectively less evolved than those with Western European roots.  Even given this

criticism, however, Weber’s theories offer us a good point of departure in comparing

Colombia to the wealthier countries whose institutions Weber praises.  That is,

accepting Weber’s distinctions here in order to  make a stronger comparison do not

constitute an uncritical acceptance of then evolutionary nature of government.

These caveats offered, into which category would SENDAS fall?  Certainly it

was less on the “patrimonial” side of Weber’s categorization than Bertha de Ospina’s

charitable endeavors.  After all, SENDAS was a government agency whereas

Mariano Ospina’s wife’s decision to take charity upon herself was a blatantly

informal and personal act on her part.  That notwithstanding, a number of scholars

have competently demonstrated that SENDAS was part of Rojas Pinilla’s populist

agenda.  They make this argument by comparing Rojas to Juan Perón of Argentina

who used government aid institutions to garner support for his regime.  Writes

historian David Bushnell:

The Perón parallel was …suggested by the creation of
SENDAS, which inevitably brought to mind the Fundación Eva Perón
in Argentina— above all when Rojas put his daughter, María Eugenia,
in charge of it.  She was no beauty like the famous Evita Perón, but
she became an increasingly effective advocate of her father’s
policies.74

Bushnell’s reference here to the Fundación Eva Perón is significant.  In her

husband’s Argentina, Eva Perón never held a formal government post, but her
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foundation was a semi-public institution which granted charitable goods and services

to the “descamisados”75— Argentina’s poorest citizens.

According to Weber’s criteria, it is clear that the Fundación Eva Perón falls more on

the patrimonial side of his model.  It was not a formal government bureaucracy, so

was therefore not fixed into law as an aid organization.  Moreover, it was clearly an

extension of an individual, given that Eva Perón herself was its founder, director and

namesake.  Despite filling a vital need in Argentine society, then, the Fundación Eva

Perón would not qualify as a rational, bureaucratic organization by Max Weber’s

definition.

Returning again to SENDAS, compared to the Argentine case  it again seems

that SENDAS would fall more into Weber’s definition of a bureaucratic rather than

patrimonial system.  Three further arguments help to support this thesis.  First, despite

SENDAS’ clear association with President Rojas’ daughter, the secretariat was not in

fact named after any particular individual and it was staffed by a number of full-time,

professional employees who saw to its operations.  Second, SENDAS was a formal,

legal and constitutionally-based appendage of the Colombian government— at least

insofar as any institution during Rojas’ military government might be said to be legal

and constitutional.  Its operations, therefore, were not determined by, say,

personalistic or patronage networks, but by a body designed to diagnose and remedy

national problems of poverty.  Finally, the secretariat had numerous regional

subcommittees and affiliates in many parts of Colombia.  On virtually all levels, then,
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it resembled Max Weber’s conception of a Western European style bureaucratic

institution.

However, considering letters to the presidency of the Republic and to

SENDAS itself exposes a significant flaw in Weber’s model for determining whether

an institution is bureaucratic or personalistic.  The flaw in question arises from the

fact that SENDAS’ personalistic tendencies were to be found not in that institution’s

organizational structure but in the way Colombian citizens related to it. Weber

himself did not use this kind of criterion as a category of analysis; his approach

tended to be top-down, focusing on how it was designed and how its representatives

were charged with their tasks.  Consider, however, the following letter to María

Eugenia Rojas:

The purpose of this letter is to request from you a great favor,
and it [the letter] serves us as a go-between in this labor which I have
begun, with you being a young lady and for possessing a nobility of
Heart [sic] and exceptional virtue.76

While this letter lacks the obsequious tones of some of the other letters we have  thus

far considered, it is still fundamentally a personal petition.

In fact, all of the letters in the APR written to SENDAS treat that institution as

a personal extension of María Eugenia Rojas, making lengthy petitions to her as an

individual, not to a bureaucracy.  One writer even erroneously assumed that the first

lady, Carola de Rojas Pinilla, also performed charitable acts through the auspices of
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SENDAS.77  The letter entreats the First Lady for a job of some kind in order to

support her family.  She writes:

This work of charity [of finding me a job] will be a highly
meritorious act for which you will be rewarded before the Throne of
the Almighty.78

Taking another tack, Luis José Beltrán, a Llanero priest living in Bogotá, also

invokes heaven in praise for Sendas.  In this case, he directs his gratitude to the

President himself:

The deliverance of your flock to ‘Sendas’ is a new source of
glory to your military prestige; it exalts your patriotism, already
peerless; the halo around the Shield of Bolívar shines with a new
resplendence, and it places a new debt of gratitude on the Colombian
people to your military prestige and to your name.79

Notice that this letter makes a deliberate association between “military prestige” and

social services.  The metaphor again is of Rojas as a  hero, fighting in the name of

Bolívar on behalf of the people.  In this case, however, the author is not discussing

the conquest of the political field against the partisan opposition, but is instead

discussing a national welfare program.  Moreover, in discussing the Colombian

people as Rojas’ “flock” the author evokes a religious metaphor as well.  In utilizing

these metaphors, Beltrán provides another indication that SENDAS was something

more than just a government institution.

In fact, in all three of these examples, the authors view SENDAS as an

extension of an individual, or of two individuals, given María Eugenia Rojas’s
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management of the organization.  The first two are reminiscent more of the personal

petitions to Bertha de Ospina than of applications submitted to bureaucratic

organizations.  The third is not a petition at all but a letter of praise of Rojas for

having created SENDAS.

In terms of our discussion of political anthropomorphism, then, SENDAS left

a mixed record.  On one hand, it exemplified many of the Western European and U.S.

ideals which Max Weber lauded as part of a rational bureaucracy.  At the same time,

SENDAS, as previously noted,  helped Rojas to garner the kind of cult of personality

required of a populist leader in that it justified his military government to the

populace.  Many Colombians, moreover, continued to view SENDAS not as a

bureaucratic aid agency but as an act of personal charity on the part of President

Rojas and his family.

Conclusion: The President as the Government

The evidence we have considered above helps to complicate our

understanding of political personalism in Colombia.  That is, traditional categories of

personalism, such as caudillismo, populism, paternalism and patronage-clientelism,

are all useful in our understanding of Colombian politics, but they are also all

incomplete categories.  With the emphasis on heroism, for instance, it might at first

seem appropriate to argue that Colombia possessed an atmosphere of caudillismo.

But, with the important exception of Rojas, none of the presidents mentioned took

power militarily, and therefore it would be inaccurate to call them caudillos.
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Moreover, since caudillos are reported to have contempt for public institutions and

the law, even Rojas would not count as a true caudillo.  He abided by the Constitution

of Colombia and allowed the Congress to convene, and it was not until 1955 that he

decided to maintain the state of emergency.  By willing to compromise his own

personal grasp on power, then, we cannot label Rojas a caudillo without a great deal

of qualification.80

Nor does it make sense to argue that these letters are evidence of populist

politics.  The phenomenon of populism, like that of caudillismo, is defined within

narrow parameters under which the above letters do not fall.  Neither Alfonso López,

Eduardo Santos, Mariano Ospina Pérez nor Laureano Gómez qualify as populists.

López, like Getúlio Vargas  or Juan Domingo Perón, used labor politics to further his

party’s political viability, and in this sense it might be argued that he resembled a

populist politician.  However, López did not court popular followers the way that

Juan Perón or Getúlio Vargas did, nor did he use his charisma to build up a power

base any more than any other politician might.  He was a member of an old family

and a member of Colombian high society— a card-carrying member of the Jockey

Club.  If López’s support base was based on mass-politics, as populists’ regimes

tended to be, his administration garnered equal support from the so-called old guard

as well.  Meanwhile, Santos, Gómez, and Ospina, as I discuss in part one, had even

less interest still in mass-politics of the sort that populists tend to court.81

Only Rojas had credentials as a traditionally-defined populist.  As I discuss in

chapter three, Rojas courted and gained supporters who were against the old
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hierarchy of leadership of the nation’s two major political parties.  After the deaths of

Liberal Party populist Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in 1948, and Conservative populist

Gilberto Alzate Avendaño in 1960, many of those politicians’ former followers

backed Rojas.  By 1960, then, Rojas would fit the model of a more-or-less typical

populist opposition leader.  He used his popular support to launch his third party

option, ANAPO—la Alianza Nacional Popular—and to bypass the traditional paths

of power through the main party hierarchies.82  However, even Rojas did not show his

true populist colors until after 1960.  During his actual presidency from 1953-1957,

he was tied into the Conservative network of the Ospinistas—the supporters of

Mariano Ospina Pérez.  His cabinet, for that matter, was made up not of maverick

political leaders seeking a third party, but Conservatives from all of the oligarchical

trends in that party, save that of the Laureanistas, whom Rojas overthrew.83  In short,

if Rojas was indeed a populist later in his career, he had not yet become one at the

time that these letters were written to him.  The conclusion from this discussion, then,

is that these letters are neither indicative of caudillismo nor of populism, per se.

At the same time, the letters do clearly signal some kind of personification of

politics.  The problem is that the existing categories of populism or of caudillismo are

too limited to use as tools for analyzing these letters.  That is, they do not encompass

the larger range of political anthropomorphism which was prevalent in Colombian

society.  Part of this problem is that they are based on the assumption that great

leaders shape their own political environment by courting the people and shaping

them to their wills.  However, many Colombians seemed to treat their leaders the way
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one might treat a caudillo or populist leader, even when some of those presidents

themselves were neither.  Some saw the president as a father figure and expressed the

belief that he ruled over the Colombian nation the way a father supposedly lorded

over his family.  Others associated the president as a mythical hero, following in the

footsteps of Bolívar and the other heroes of Colombia’s wars for independence.  Still

others, primarily the desperately poor, invoked the image of the president and his

family as merciful patrons who might be persuaded to grant charity.  Common to all

of these letters is a reverence for the president and an apparently sincere belief in the

president’s benevolent intentions.  It even seems at times that adherents to the

presidents— those willing to take the time, effort and cost to write a letter to the

Palacio—  seemed to believe that the presidential family was above normal citizens

in some way.  Presidents are portrayed as more than simply citizens in an illustrious

job, but as something greater.

Simply put, Colombians who wrote to the president saw the chief executive as

a symbol for the nation—both for what it was and for what it should be.  In the

chapters that follow, I detail this vision further.
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supremamente difícil la subsistencia propia, y la de élla [sic].

“Desearía, S.E., que tal apoya fuera relacionado con algún empleo para uno, o varios
de mis hijos, que aunque deseosos de trabajar, no han podido conseguir hasta hoy...”
Luis Amador to Rojas Pinilla in APR: ARC Caja 818 (Jul, 1954: TOMO 3), 3/6/1954.
54 Ibid.
55 “Me refiero a su atenta carta de 28 de agosto del año en curso, y con mucho gusto
atiendo la petición que en ella me hace, enviándole una llanta para su bicicleta.”
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Ospina Pérez or Bertha de Ospina to José M. Guzmán in APR: UNORGANIZED
FOLDER (1947), 10/9/1947.
56 It is important to note that it is not entirely clear who wrote the above letter, as the
document is an unsigned carbon copy of the original letter.  However, it is written in
the same style as letters by either President Ospina or the First Lady, Bertha
Hernández de Ospina.  The fact that anyone in the Casa de Nariño would be in the
business of responding to requests for bicycle tires is still extraordinary.
57 It is hard to judge whether or not such a sense of charitable duty was typical of first
ladies; there are no major studies on the historical role of presidential wives.  For a
more abstract discussion of women and charity in twentieth-century Colombian
history, see Juanita Barreto Gama, “Estereotipos sobre la feminidad: mantenimiento y
cambio” in Las mujeres en la historia de Colombia, T.1:  362-378, see especially the
section on motherhood as “altruismo sin límites” on  368-369.
58 “Tengo quince años y soy la mayor de quince hermanitos….  Pero lo grave es que
los recursos no van de acuerdo con la cantidad y calidad de los hijos y mis padrecitos
no pueden atender debidamente a nuestra educación.  Por eso pensé que si mi señora
Berthica que es tan santa y hace tanto bien se dignara ayudarme, sería mi salvación.
pues [sic] las especializaciones que sigo en el Instituto de Orientación Social al que
pertenezco, son muy bellas pero costosas y madrecita no ha podido darme útiles, pues
mi padre está ya muy acabadito y enfermo y ella sola no alcanza.

“Necesito de urgencia los fierros para flores artificiales y material fino para poder
aspirar a que me den mi diploma en este año.…  Esto cuesta mucho y no tengo ni
esperanza de adquirirlos si mi señora Bertha no me presta su apoyo…

“Si lo desea le puedo tejer un bello saco o un suéter para el doctor Mariano o lo que
desee para sus niños, porque ya me estoy perfeccionando en eso y sería un honor muy
grande para mí poderle servir a la primera dama de Colombia.”
Gloria Flórez Angel to Bertha Hernández de Ospina Pérez, in APR:
UNORGANIZED FOLDER (1947), 2/27/1947.  Underlining apparently by reader,
presumably the First Lady’s secretary.
59 Ibid.
60 This rough assertion is based on the fact that most of these kinds of letters had
pencilled along their tops a simple letter “a” for archive; when letters were replied to,
other pencilled codes were used by the President’s various secretaries.  As I mention
in the introduction and in chapter four, it is important to realize that since each
presidential staff had different priorities in archiving these letters, an exact count of
incoming letters and their success or failure would not be statistically useful.
61 Jesuit involvement might indicate that this was an Acción Social project, but I
found no other evidence to corroborate that possibility.  For more on Church
involvement in the labor movement, see Urrutia, Development, Ch. 12.
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62 “…les envío un plato de plata con el fin de que, rifado, recolecten fondos para
ayuda de la construcción del mausoleo…”
Emilio Medina S. et al to Bertha Hernández de Ospina Pérez in APR:
UNORGANIZED FOLDER (1947), 4/29/1947.
63 See, for instance: Luis A Esteban D. (Priest of Ubalá, Cundinamarca) to Bertha
Hernández de Ospina Pérez in APR: UNORGANIZED FOLDER (1947), 4/27/1947;
Luis E. Zapata H. (Priest of San José de Urrao, Antioquia) to Ospina Pérez & Bertha
Hernández de Ospina Pérez in APR: UNORGANIZED FOLDER (1947), 4/3/1947.
64 J.B. Agudelo to Bertha Hernández de Ospina Pérez in APR: UNORGANIZED
FOLDER (1947), 6/12/1947.
65 Antonio Campos Ruiz (Jefe del Grupo Escolar) to Bertha Hernández de Ospina
Pérez, in APR: ARC Caja 655 (“Varias secretarias,” 1947 [no month]), 8/18/1947.
66 There are about forty of these letters and the First Lady’s reponses in APR: ARC
Caja 619w.s.: [no desc] (1947 [no month]).  I base my assertion that she expressed
regrets in one fifth of these letters upon this small sample.
67 “La defensa de los principios cristianos y contra la infiltración de las teorías
comunistas en nuestro suelo patrio que tienden a sembrar las doctrinas materialistas
en nuestras mujeres y en nuestros obreros y campesinos; [sic, punctuation] han [sic]
querido que sea el suscrito quien se ponga al frente de la organización de una sala de
lectura que funsiona [sic] en la ‘casa del trabajador’ a donde afluyen tanto señoritas
como jóvenes trabajadores de esta región en busca de sanas lecturas que los orienten
por caminos de bondad y de justicia.  Como es nuestro deseo ampliar el radio de
acción de esta biblioteca, el suscrito ha creido [sic] conveniente dirigir esta misiva a
la primera dama de la república quien con su gran sensibilidad social y su espíritu
altamente cristiano sabrá dar el alcance a la finalidad que se persigue que no es otra
que la de buscar un entretenimiento util [sic] y prácticamente necesario en los
actuales momentos en que los sin Dios pretenden arrebatar nuestras tradicionales
creencias.”
Gregorio Durán Naranjo to Bertha Hernández de Ospina Pérez in APR:
UNORGANIZED FOLDER (1947), 6/12/1947.
68 Ibid.
69 See, e.g., Christopher Abel, Política, Iglesia y Partidos, 155-163.
70 “Sendas” means “paths” or “ways” in Spanish.
71 César Ayala, Resistencia y oposición, 119-125, 156-157.
72 César Ayala, Resistencia y oposición,  157.
73 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, edited by
Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (New York: Bedminster Press, 1968), Chapters XI,
XII.  See also Peter Burke, History and Social Theory (Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1992),  30-31.
74 Bushnell, Making of Modern Colombia,  219-220.
75 Literally “shirtless people.”
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76 “El objeto de ésta mi carta es por pedir a Ud. un gran favor, y nos sirva de
medianera en éste [sic] travajo [sic] que tengo comenzado, siendo Ud. la Directora de
Sendas es un cargo muy bien necesido [sic] en una Sra. joven y por tener una nobleza
de Corazón [sic] y una virtud exepsional [sic].”
Rosa Amelia Lenox to María Eugenia Rojas, Jefe de SENDAS in APR: ARC Caja
864 (Abril, Mayo, tomo 1) , 5/16/1955.
77 In fact, unlike Bertha de Ospina, Rojas’ first lady tended to stay out of politics.  See
Bushnell, Making of Modern Colombia,  220.
78 “Esta obra de caridad será una de las más meritorias que ante el Trono del Altisimo
[sic] encontrará recompensa.”
Wba [sic] Montaña R. to Carola de Rojas Pinilla in APR: ARC Caja 864 (Abril,
Mayo,  tomo 1, Junio), 6/3/1955.
79 “La cesión de vuestro hato a ‘Sendas’ es un nuevo timbre de gloria a vuestro
prestigio militar; enaltece vuestro ya acrisolado patriotismo; nimbo el Escudo de
Bolívar con un nuevo fulgor, y adquiere nueva deuda de gratitud del pueblo
colombiano a vuestro prestigio militar y a vuestro nombre.”
Luis José Beltrán to Rojas Pinilla in APR: ARC Caja 864 (Abril, Mayo, tomo 1,
Junio), 6/16/1955.
80 See, for instance,  César Ayala, Resistencia y oposición,  21-71.
81 See, e.g., Herbert Braun, Assassination of Gaitán, Chs 1-2; Bushnell, Making of
Modern Colombia,  Ch. 8-9.
82 César Ayala, Resistencia y oposición, pp 149-163, e.g.
83 Bushnell, Making of Modern Colombia,  216
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The Republic of Colombia is in a very favorable position as we
enter the postwar era.  Colombia, with its vast resources for industry
and business, with its potentiality as a vacation paradise for North
American tourists, with its fine coffees and its friendly people and with
its stable government should make every effort to present itself in the
favorable light it deserves to the public of the United States.  Such
public presentation should result, over a period of years, in a return of
many millions of dollars to Colombia.

- Charles “Chilly” E. Harner of Hill and Knowlton, a U.S.
public relations firm1

Chapter Six: Competing Visions of the Nation

Introduction: War is Peace

“Peace,” wrote Alberto Ariza in the Boyacá newspaper, Veritas, on February

15, 1939, “is the ideal virtue to which societies and people strive.  It is the duty of one

who governs to procure it...”  Ariza, a Dominican Friar and editor of the polemical

weekly newspaper, Veritas, wrote often about the importance of peace for Colombian

society.  Nevertheless, as desirable as it was, peace was not an unconditional good in

Ariza’s eyes…

...[b]ecause peace established by tyrants is not peace at all; it is
violent repression which sooner or later produces an explosion of
popular rage.

In order to establish true peace, then, a given society must assure that peace is

accompanied by “Justice”—with a capital ‘J’:

When Justice does not find its echo in those who run the
Government, and who, therefore, are obligated to defend it, the
citizens should on their own, in certain grave cases, apply their own
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punishment to the evil-doers.... It is worth remembering here the
principal of Christian morality that pertains to this point: ‘ANYONE
IS PERMITTED TO TAKE THE LIFE OF AN UNJUST
AGGRESSOR, IF THIS ACTION IS NECESSARY IN ORDER TO
SAVE ONE’S OWN LIFE, THAT OF HIS NEIGHBOR, AND
ESPECIALLY THOSE OF CLOSE RELATIONS, AND IN ORDER
TO DEFEND THE INTEGRITY OF ONE’S OWN PERSON OR OF
OTHER GOODS OF GREAT VALUE.’”2

What begins as a homily eulogizing the value of peace, turns into a call to take the

lives of oppressors.  A thinly-veiled advocacy of vigilantism, it stops just short of

openly calling for resistance to the Liberal government of Eduardo Santos.  It is, in

short, an argument that sometimes peace must be achieved through violence.

Ariza’s reasoning may seem paradoxical to some readers; but it did not to

Ariza.  That fact is due largely to two reasons.  First, there is the context of this

editorial.  Veritas published this opinion just one day after Laureano Gómez’s

editorial in El Siglo, entitled, “The Right of Self-Defense of Collectivities,” in which

he asserted the right of Conservatives to defend themselves against an oppressive

regime.  Gómez’s editorial, in turn, was written little over a month following the

Gachetá massacre of January 8, 1939.3  Given this history, one might argue that

Ariza’s attitude was simply a reaction to the tumult of the day, instead of the

philosophical advocacy of violence in the name of peace that it purports to be.  But

Ariza’s editorial was part of a deliberate campaign by the Conservative Party, guided

by Laureano Gómez, to call attention to the events of Gachetá and to use it as part of

a strategy to “to make the republic unlivable” which would remove the Liberals from

power.4  This fact brings us to the second reason that Ariza did not see as paradoxical
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the promotion of peace through violence: his expectations of the Colombian nation

made this opinion seem perfectly sensible.  In other words, his conception of the

government, as the navigator of the country, made this opinion seem reasonable to

him.  These expectations shaped the way he saw those events, and helped to form his

political disposition.

In this chapter, I discuss these kinds of assumptions—the so-called “cultural

filters” through which people perceived Colombia.  As with the example of Ariza, the

underlying assumptions that ordinary Colombians held towards their political system

greatly shaped their attitudes towards violence and peace.  I look at popular cultural

conceptions of the Colombian nation and how ordinary Colombians saw the two party

system within the context of Colombia as a whole.  It is an analysis of  Colombian

political culture and of the way that party politics penetrated into non-elite strata of

society.5  I conclude that there did exist nationalist sentiment in mid-twentieth century

Colombia.  However, there were many disagreements on what the nature of that

nation was.  I argue that Colombians often saw their political party as a substitute for

the nation because their party was their strongest association with the Colombian

political system.

The Party as Nation

The vast majority of historians and political scientists who study Colombia

agree that it is and virtually has always been a disunited society.  Scholars such as

Daniel Pécaut attribute such divisions to the fact that Colombia lacks any great
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unifying national moment or moments in its history.6  For instance, the move for

Colombian independence, instead of bringing Colombians together, left followers of

Bolívar and Santander at odds with one another.  Similarly, Colombia experienced no

revolution like the French or Mexican ones which served as an ideological nucleus

around which to cohere.  Colombia’s Civil Wars of the nineteenth century inspired no

sustained movement for national reconciliation as eventually occurred in the United

States, incomplete and arduous a process as was U.S. Reconstruction.  Even when the

U.S. military opportunistically supported Panama’s secession from the rest of

Colombia, the overall Colombian response of the two parties was to attack one

another for having allowed this loss of national territory to occur, rather than to join

together in a sense of collective outrage.  As a consequence, scholars tend to

emphasize difference in Colombian history and politics.

While studies of this nature have often been richly detailed and based on high

standards of documentary evidence, they nevertheless paint an incomplete picture of

Colombian history.7  Discussing Colombia in terms of its fragmentation ignores the

fact that Colombians spent a great deal of thought, energy and resources attempting to

unite their nation.  Indeed, the idea of the Colombian nation was foremost on the

minds of many throughout Colombian history.  As I demonstrate in the pages that

below, letters to the president of Colombia contain many such examples of attempts

to organize around an idea of nation.

However, the ideas of internal division and nationalism are not always

mutually exclusive.  In Colombia, there was a strong trend to identify the nation not
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as the Republic of Colombia, but as the Liberal or Conservative party of Colombia.

For instance, as Alfonso López’s second term came to a premature close due to the

combination of the López administration’s scandals, the intractable Conservative

opposition that highlighted and exacerbated those scandals, and the internal divisions

between the left and right wings of the Liberal Party,8 citizen José Gómez R. wrote to

López asking for a job.  While his timing might seem poor in retrospect, Gómez R.

seems to have believed that it was an opportune occasion to express his loyalty to the

Liberal Party:

Though I am but one of those exiled sons of this nation, I feel
from the bottom of my heart, bubbling through my arteries, the
inextinguishable heat of Liberalism.  Through clarity and vision, we
come from a purely Liberal race… which in a day not so long ago, was
threatened with being burned alive for adhering to its political ideals.
But since our adherence to Liberalism is a force even greater than the
fear of death, such threats have not been sufficient to vanquish that
irrepressible spirit.9

Part of Gómez R.’s motivation for proclaiming his loyalty to the Liberal Party must

have originated in a self-serving desire for government employment.  However, as I

discuss above, it was common enough to laud the president himself as an individual

rather than heaping praise on the party.  Instead, this letter asserts loyalty at a time

when the Liberal party was extremely divided between its right and left wings.  It is a

demonstration of loyalty and expresses a willingness to put the interests of the party

above those of partisan bickering, albeit only among Liberals.  In short, this letter is

an example in which loyalty to the party seems to have served as a substitute for

loyalty to nation.
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At the same time, however, Gómez R. does express a sort of nationalism in

his missive when he asserts that he belongs to a “purely Liberal race.”  After all, a

nation in at least one traditional European sense is defined as a people sharing an

ethnic identity and language.10  His self-identification as belonging to a Liberal kin

group is therefore a sign of a sort of party-based nationalism.  Furthermore, Gómez

R’s is not an isolated example.  In March, 1945, L.E. Puerta Toro, a regional

politician from Antioquia,11 wrote to president Alfonso López to report his

dissatisfaction with contemporary party politics.  Puerta begins by asserting his

primal loyalty to the Liberal Party:

“I was created a Liberal in-utero…”12

Liberalism, then, was not simply an ideological political affiliation but an inherited,

ethnic trait.  It was a tie that bound a nation together.

Miguel Antonio Caro, (b. 1843, d.1909, president 1894-1898) first coined the

phrase “inherited hatreds” to describe how Colombians were trained at an early age to

revile the opposing party.13  That is, along with this ardent advocacy of one’s own

party came a logical corollary: the equally ardent loathing and mistrust of the

opposition party. This attitude is evident in how advocates of parties juxtaposed

themselves via their opposition to their counterparts in the other groups.  Common

examples include warnings that…

“…the Conservatives continue with an eye towards toppling our Government

in one way or another…”14
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…or that Conservatives are developing…

“…subversive plans against our government and against Colombia’s

democratic stability…”15

This Liberal sentiment that the Conservative party in general desired the

permanent overthrow of Colombian democracy is not only evident in these kinds of

individual examples, but is equally evident in many departmental and local Liberal

organized groups.  From these centers of ideological production came a wide variety

of correspondence asserting loyalty to the party and—implicitly or

explicitly—attacking autocratic trends within the opponent.16  For example, a Boyacá

group calling itself Juventud Liberal—Liberal Youth—presented López with a

statement of its resolve against enemies of Colombian democracy; amazingly, they do

so without ever mentioning the word “Conservative”:

The youth is well aware of the times in which our people live
today and of the many hazardous circumstances which conspire
against Colombian democracy.  We aspire therefore to join in political
life as an organization infused with a new belligerent and combative
spirit, capable of working for the high and noble principles of Liberal
politics, aiding the Liberal Party of today and of tomorrow, and of
serving as shock troops in defense of a rejuvenated and purified
democracy.17

The pursuit of democracy, then, requires a militant level of activism, according to this

youth organization.  “Shock troops” are required to fight for the Liberal Party in order

to defend the nation from enemies of democracy, the Conservative Party.  Whether
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this is a simple metaphor or a blueprint to arm in times of crisis is not clear from this

document.  In either case, however, the militant nature of this document is

unmistakable.

In this attitude, we can see another kind of nationalism: that of the idea of a

shared struggle.  Parties were united by their mistrust of “the enemy,” the way that

countries can come together in times of war.  If some Liberals were guilty of this kind

of bellicose language, many of their counterparts in the Conservative party also

demonstrated this spirit in their letters to the Presidents.  A Conservative who chose

to remain anonymous wrote to Ospina in October, 1947, requesting that Mariano

Ospina Pérez abandon the informal power-sharing agreement with the Liberal Party

known as National Union.  This author, who signed his letter simply as “Conservador

engañado de Colombia,” or “Deceived Colombian Conservative,” contends that by

negotiating with the Liberals, Ospina actually conspired against Conservatives:

Colombian Conservatives unanimously desire once and for all
to express to Your Excellency our opposition to the sham of a policy
known as National Union.

The letter continues:

Most Excellent Sir: what injustice has the Conservative Party
committed against you that you would persecute us like this?  Your
Excellency: 92 Conservatives who generously bequeathed their votes
to you so that you would emerge triumphant, they are now buried in
their tombs, calling up to the heavens for vengeance because your
Excellency denied them the protection to which they were entitled by
right.  92 households left to mourn their dead, and 600 others subjected
to the most horrendous level of desolation.18
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The clear implication is that the writer assumes that killing Conservatives is part of

the Liberal Party philosophy.19  In fact, the similarity between this letter and the one

written by the Liberal under the name “Todo el País” is almost eerie.  The chief

difference is that they are on opposite sides of the political debate, but in terms of

their polarized understanding of politics— their loyalty to party over any sense of

national unity— they are coming from remarkably similar perspectives.

But other declarations of party fealty also express a firm desire for some kind

of bipartisan national cohesion.  For instance, a Liberal who refused to give his name,

preferring instead to sign with the presumptuous moniker of “Todo el País,” makes a

similar point to the one made by Gómez R.  Writing to Alberto Lleras Camargo, then

presidential designate for the transitional final year of López’s second term, this

author explains in a somewhat rambling letter how the Colombian nation should be

likened to a tree.  The Liberal party, he or she continues, needs to be the solid trunk of

that tree.  Strict discipline and organization of the Liberal Party and of all its

members, the author concludes, is required in order to preserve the Colombian nation.

“Todo el País” goes on to justify his argument based on his allegation that the

Conservative Party—”the enemy”—is already strictly disciplined and organized

along these lines and the Liberals need to equal their level of party discipline in order

to defeat them.  This need for organization, the author alleges, is due to the fact that

the Conservative Party is opposed to the good of the nation and must be fought

against at any cost.  Yet even with this demonization of the political rival, this writer

also asserts that Conservatism is useful as a scapegoat and negative example.  The
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existence of an opposition, the writer reasons, is beneficial to the nation because it

provides the Liberal Party a cause against which to rally.  Since this correspondent

holds that the Liberal Party is the trunk of the Colombian tree, then, he or she

concludes that Conservatism, while very dangerous, is nevertheless necessary for the

nation’s survival.20

In a slightly different take on this kind of double-edged partisanship,

Conservative Victor María Rodríguez, offered a qualified—as opposed to

categorical—condemnation of the opposing party.  Rodríguez’s letter begins like that

of the previous anonymous Conservative, charging that Ospina was being duped into

collaborating with Liberals.  Rodríguez contends that Liberals were stealing

government jobs and that they would stop at nothing to fill all of them with their own

people.  His proposed remedy, however, surprisingly is not simply to abandon this

kind of collaboration.  Instead, he recommends making the partnership more fair so as

to prevent the Liberals from cheating the system, as was their wont.

….I think that in order for the so-called collaboration to be
fair, that the country should divide up the employees and public jobs in
an equitable manner of fifty percent to each party; not, as it is currently
set up, with ninety percent going to the Liberals—an amount with
which they still aren’t satisfied.21

Even as this letter expresses outrage, it nevertheless includes a willingness to share

power with the other party.  Although it indicates an exaggerated and counterfactual22

sense of injustice at the political power-sharing compromises of the Ospina regime,

which yielded far less than 90% of government positions to the Liberal Party, it



252

accepts the basic terms of Ospina’s agreement with the opposition party. This writer’s

mistrust of the Liberal Party, in short, ran very deep, but no so deep that he did not

allow a role for the opposition in civil political society.

Collaboration or civil compromise with the opposition party, then, was a

difficult and controversial business, but it was possible.  In another Conservative’s

letter, Enrique Arroyo from Cali suggested methods to assure Liberal honesty in

elections.

Liberalism is bent on returning to power in any way it can, and
its triumph will bring about the dissolution of the Republic and will
wed Colombia to Communism. Consequently, with all respect due to
the Chief of State, I am taking the liberty to make the following
suggestion: In addition to the use of indelible ink for checking each
voter,… we should supplement the use of ink with the shaving of the
lateral exterior surface of the forearm, to be performed by an authority
of the police of recognized honesty, previously appointed by a
competent authority.23

This letter refers to Colombia’s official practice of preventing individuals from voting

more than once through the staining of their fingers with ink after casting their

ballots.  In short, at the time this letter was written—mere months after the April 9

riots—trust was in even shorter supply than ever between adherents to the different

political parties.  In no uncertain terms Arroyo charges Liberalism with having as its

grand design the removal of the Colombian government and the installation of a

Communist regime.

Arroyo’s fears might seem somewhat exaggerated with the benefit of

hindsight. Colombian voter fraud and corruption of this sort in general, while present,
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was considerably less pernicious than was the case in other nations of Latin

America.24  However, his letter reflects an even greater willingness to compromise

with the opposition party than we have seen in the previous examples.  That is, the

mere fact that Arroyo seems to have been interested in the process of holding

elections at all distinguishes this letter from those of his peers, above.  His proposal,

after all, is not to exile or exterminate Liberals, but to reform the way that people

vote.  There are at least two possible explanations for the simultaneous existence of

these two opinions.  First, he simply might have been so confident that the

Conservatives constituted the majority of voters that he could not conceive of the

possibility of an honest Liberal electoral victory.  A second and more generous

possibility, however, is that despite his belief that Liberals were set on destroying the

republic, that he would trust in Colombia’s republican traditions to decide the

political fate of the nation.  While we cannot determine what was truly going on in

Arroyo’s head, the latter hypothesis is more likely of the two because even as many

Colombians expressed a categorical resistance to sharing power with the rival

political party, equally important to letter writers was the desire to keep Colombia’s

democratic institutions intact.

That is, just as there are a wide variety of partisan letters that offer qualified

support for some kind of unity, many others who wrote to the presidents of Colombia

directly advocated an end to partisanship entirely, preferring instead a path to

compromise and reconciliation.  It is here that Colombia’s republican traditions begin

to become more apparent.  Take, for example, a letter by Luciano Trespalacios Santos
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of Cáceres, Antioquia, written to then-presidential designate Alberto Lleras Camargo.

In this correspondence, Trespalacios responds to a speech in which Lleras asked the

personnel of the National Police and Armed Forces to work for unity and peace

among Colombians.  Trespalacios expresses his particular accord with part of the

speech in which Lleras alleged that the Colombian government’s authority originated

from the conduct of all public employees, regardless of rank.

…[I]t is certain, Mr. President, that most of the armed men in
each Colombian Department treat their neighbors as if they were
foreigners—as if they were from other Nations.  And they do so
without stopping to consider the horrible prejudice that they invite
against the authority that they themselves represent, or against the
respectable ideology in power.

…No truths are better said or more apt for the Governments of
the twentieth century—especially in this, our humble town of
Cáceres…  In this sad and abandoned land where I was born, we are
without guarantees, without protection of any kind, due to that
respectable institution which is called to watch over us day and night,
to protect the life, honor and property of citizens, to guard us and to
enforce mutual respect of individual rights, irrespective of race or
political colors of any kind.

…Now I can truly die peacefully, Mr. President, because now
it seems to me that TWO THINGS for which I have always yearned
have come to pass before my death.  (The recognition of rights for
which our forefathers strove.  And the perpetual stability in power of
the great LIBERAL PARTY OF COLOMBIA.)  AMEN.25

This letter, like Arroyo’s, demonstrates a seemingly-paradoxical mixture of zealous

pro-party sentiment with a desire for a greater respect for political civility.  In this

case, however, instead of accusing the opposition party of demagoguery, he places

the blame upon the excesses of the military and police forces, which in his view
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undermine all government authority.  His implicit solution is to reform the institutions

of coercion so that the government would rise above the bickering of the parties.

These above examples have all focused on letters written during the early

violence, but similar examples of both loyalty to party over that of nation, and vice

versa also exist during the latter administrations of the Violencia as well.  For

example, in 1952, Laureano Gómez’s presidential designate, Roberto Urdaneta,

received an anonymous letter from someone calling himself a “Ciudadano Orgulloso

de ser LIBERAL,” or “Citizen proud to call himself LIBERAL”  The writer, who

appears to be from Cauca, begins by attacking a recent radio address by Urdaneta in

which he urged greater police intervention against banditry and those outside of the

law.  By taking the side of the police, this author continues, Urdaneta was personally

responsible for a massacre which took place in Popayán on April 18 and 19, 1952,

which left three Liberals dead.  The writer also accused Urdaneta of encouraging or

turning a blind eye to Conservative vigilantism, specifically citing an occasion in

mid-April of that same year when armed civilians shot “more than one hundred

rounds” at the campus of the University of Cauca with the intent to intimidate Liberal

students and faculty.  The author concludes,

…Who are the villains, the bandits, the outlaws, the agitators?
Are they those who are bolstered by arms that the nation has purchased
with the resources of the people to defend the Constitution and the
law?  Are they those paid with our money, supported by tanks,
cannons and aviation and by the Government, reckless in its use of
assault, iniquitous measures, who commit all kinds of injustices,
assassinations and thefts?  Or are the heroes those who, hungry,
without income, without arms, without the padded budgets…?  Who
are the heroes and who are the bandits?26
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The police, writes this author, is an organization that, due to the fact that it is paid by

the people, has a responsibility to defend the Constitution and the people of

Colombia.  As much as the author of the letter is angry at the Conservative Party for

these alleged attacks against civilians, by his very act of writing the president he is

appealing to Urdaneta’s sense of justice and patriotism.  The letter at might first seem

to represent a manifestation of outrage, but it is more a question of what E.P.

Thompson calls moral economy; the author first indicates his expectations of the

government police forces and then he condemns Urdaneta for allowing these forces to

so thoroughly contravene their duty in this regard.  And despite the fact that the

author chooses to write anonymously, despite his obvious hatred of the so-called

“Godos,” he clearly holds at least some hope that Urdaneta will be convinced by the

letter and investigate the situation in Cauca.

An example of a far more overtly nationalistic and conciliatory letter was

written just three days later.  Bernardo Londoño Villegas, the Director of the

Colombian Livestock Association, who presumed to write in the name of “…all the

ranchers and rural workers in the nation…” expressed his fervent desire for national

peace and reconciliation:

Every rural property owner, every supervisor, every worker,
should be a guardian of peace and security in the countryside.  All
should cooperate with local and departmental authorities, working
along with the efforts of the Central Government as represented by
sectional authorities, in the work of rounding up the labor of security
and guarantees.  And all of these people have an unequivocal
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obligation to maintain a rigorous vigilance in order to single out,
denounce and make it so that all crimes against the lives and property
of rural landowners and workers are condemned energetically and
without hesitation.27

This then is a slightly different take on civic responsibility.  In this case, Londoño

asserts individuals’ responsibility to hunt down subversion and criminal elements

throughout society.  It is easy to imagine this ideal becoming similar to Ariza’s idea

of peace through vigilantism, but the difference is that the author this time seems to

assert a wider unity; the problem is not the Liberals themselves, but crimes against

property and person in general.

It would seem, in contrast to the sorts of letters received by presidents of

Colombia’s two-party system, that Rojas would have received a large array of

nationalistic messages which judged Colombia to be more important than loyalty to

the parties.  After all, as I discuss in detail in part one, Rojas attempted at first to

bridge the gap between the two parties and situate the nation above the forces of

political partisanship.  Interestingly enough, however, the documents available at the

Presidential Archive did not contain these sorts of letters during the first year of

Rojas’ rule.  There are a number of reasons behind this delay.  First of all,

Colombians were not initially sure that Rojas was going to remain in power long

enough to seriously influence national politics.  They may have been adopting a wait-

and-see attitude to determine what Rojas was going to do once in office.  Indeed, it

was not until the following year that Rojas received political legitimacy to take a full

presidential term.
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A second reason is that in 1953 Rojas was not so much reacting to a popular

political trend but attempting to establish a new one.  As I indicate in the introduction,

Colombian politics was a dialectical relationship between the people and the elites.

But this relationship was far more one-sided initially with Rojas’ ascendancy to

power because partisan politics had become a way of life in Colombia up until Rojas’

coup.  For instance, as I show in the examples of this chapter so far, from 1946 until

1953, even broader expressions of national unity were made within the context of

political partisanship, of loyalty to one of the two historic parties.  This fact is

corroborated by Rojas’ own language.  For example, in late 1953, in the town of

Montería, Rojas made an address in which he urged that “…justice be made totally

independent from the political forces.” /  “…la justicia se independice totalmente de

las fuerzas políticas.”28  In other words, for Rojas and for Colombians in general, the

word “politics” referred not to the art and science of government, collective action

and public interest, but to the two-party system of Liberals and Conservatives.

A third and final reason for the late influx of letters supporting Rojas’

bipartisan vision of nationalism is strongly linked to the second reason.  Even though

Rojas’ government was for the most part comprised of non-Laureanista

Conservatives, Rojas did not enjoy official backing from any party.  In a political

culture based on clientelism, the lack of a departmental and municipal party

organization—political infrastructure—greatly hampered Rojas’ initial efforts.29  For

these reasons, then, Rojas did not receive letters supporting his regime on bipartisan

lines until long after 1953.
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And when these letters did begin to enter the Palacio, it is significant to note

that many of them came from new local and departmental political organizations.  For

instance, in March, 1954, a group calling itself “Gropi” sent a letter to Rojas.  The

name Gropi is derived from the name General Rojas Pinilla (similar to the national

organization “JEGA,” which supported Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in the 1940s).  On the

letterhead, next to a photograph of the General it reads “Nationalist Association of

Unlimited Support for LT. GENERAL GUSTAVO ROJAS PINILLA AND THE

ARMED FORCES”;30 the group proclaimed its nationalist agenda on the very top of

the letter.  The opening paragraph also states this goal in no uncertain terms:

In extending you our fond regards, we want to let you know
that in the inaugural meeting of the Central Command of “Gropi” in
Colombia, which backs your principles of Peace, Justice and Liberty,
our ultimate objective is to inform you that we, the youth, have been
yearning for a man who would, with the magnanimity of Bolívar,
recover the flag of Colombia and return our hearts towards the good,
subtracting from the force of all of those partisan movements which
dismembered the Patria and left bloody our territory.31

Gropi blamed the national crisis on fanatical party politics of both sides.  Gropi and

other groups like it saw Rojas as a neutral figure who was capable of transcending the

political mess that had preceded him.  While Conservatives tended to evoke the image

of Bolívar more than the Liberals, the fact that Gropi was clearly a bipartisan

organization helps to illustrate the neutral, bipartisan role that Colombians have seen

the armed forces playing throughout Colombian history.32

The image of Rojas as an unaffiliated leader, however, was not universal.  On

the contrary, one of the fascinating aspects of analyzing political attitudes during the
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Rojas administration is that Colombians’ image of Rojas—at least at first—often

reflected what people wanted to see.  Since military rulers were very rarely seen in

Colombian politics, Colombians had fewer preconceived notions about Rojas when

he first exploded onto the political scene.  he was a blank slate to many, which

enabled a broader range of interpretations than if he had been, say, a member of one

of the Party directorates which would have inspired quick gut reactions for or against

him.  Instead, letters in the Presidential Archive indicate that in Rojas many people

projected their own preconceived thoughts and ambitions of Colombian politics.

For example, many letters written by Conservatives during the years of the

Rojas administration depict Rojas as a fellow Conservative.  In early 1954, a

Conservative group from Giradot, Cundinamarca made following declaration:

That it reiterates its unbreakable adhesion to the person and to
the government of your Excellency, the President of the Republic,
Lieutenant General GUSTAVO ROJAS PINILLA, since we consider
that your method of administration and the principles behind it are
identified with conservative doctrine.33

This sentiment is mirrored almost identically by another declaration in another letter

sent from the town of Zarzal, Valle del Cauca:

That in our eyes, the cause of the Conservative Party, in its
origin and in its essence, is identified with the style of government that
Your Excellency has implanted into the Presidency of the
Republic…34

Just as Conservatives saw Rojas as a defender of Conservative principles,

however, some Liberals also saw their own reflection in Rojas.  However, such letters
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are rarer than those written by Conservatives.  Moreover, they are typically from

former Gaitanista Liberals, as opposed to mainstream Liberals.  For example, an

April, 1956 letter to Rojas written by the Popular Municipal Liberal Directorate,

includes three quotations on its stationery.  The first by the turn of the twentieth

century politician, the Liberal General Benjamín Herrera:

“The Patria above the parties.”

The second quote was from Jorge Eliécer Gaitán:

“Oligarchies are Colombia’s cancer.”

And the third quote was from Gustavo Rojas Pinilla:

“No more bloodshed, no more pillaging in the name of any political party.”35

To this organization, then, Rojas’ ideals went hand in hand with the kind of popular

Liberalism that Gaitán preached.  As I discuss above, many Rojas supporters in his

later campaigns under ANAPO would be of this ilk—former Gaitanistas who saw

Rojas as an extension of Gaitán’s legacy.  It is telling, that these Liberals saw no

contradiction in simultaneously evoking the name of Gaitán, perhaps the most

polemical Liberal leader in Colombian history, and evoking the idea of national unity

above political polemics.  In this case, partisanship was not just a substitution for

nationalism; it was a synonym.  They argued that the oligarchs of Colombia were a

disease that had to be eliminated, but that such a desire was tantamount to a united

and nationalistic project.
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Colombia was a country in which people commonly expressed nationalistic

sentiment.  The problem was not a lack of such expressions, but that there were so

many different definitions of that nationalism, many of which were exclusive and

incompatible with others.  Some definitions were based on an idea of exclusive

political ethnicities.  These, in turn, were often based on the idea that either the

Liberal or Conservative party was the only political organization with the true

interests of Colombia in mind.  Others had the opposite opinion; they adhered to the

idea of putting the needs of the nation above those of the parties, that partisanship was

detrimental to the nation.  Still others believed that the nation was Gaitán’s famous

país nacional as opposed to the país político.  It was the rosca or the oligarchy that

ruined the country and kept the nation from cohering.

Notes to Chapter Six
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“[The revolution to the right] yearns to return to the authentic ‘Colombianity,’ back to
objective values, to the original roots of the fatherland.  That is the future of the past,
tradition transformed into destiny.”

— Gilberto Alzate Avendaño1

Chapter Seven: Politicizing the Past

Introduction: Fighting the Battles of History

Between February and June, 1940, Laureano Gómez penned a series of

columns for El Siglo in which he discussed the history of General Francisco de Paula

Santander.  Writing under the pseudonym of “Cornelio Nepote,” a name derived from

the Latin root word for nephew from which the word ‘nepotism’ originates, Gómez

deliberately sullied Santander’s reputation.  The López government had begun

preparations to commemorate the 100th year anniversary of the death of Santander,

generally recognized as the symbolic and ideological founder of the Liberal Party.2

In reaction, Gómez’s piece took issue with the fundamental assumption of the

Government: that Santander was a hero worthy of commemoration.  Through more

than eighty pages of text, published under the title Mitos de Santander (Myths of

Santander), Gómez methodically attempted to reveal to his readership the fallacy of

Liberals’ veneration of Santander.  To do so, Gómez’s employed an unconventional

strategy; instead of arguing that Santander was the wicked and corrupt ideological
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father of modern Liberalism, Gómez began his series by arguing that Santander was,

in fact, not the ideological father of Liberalism at all…

Because it may be easily demonstrated with the support of
myriad documents, that Santander professed perhaps none of the
political principles held as essential by either historical or modern
forms of Colombian Liberalism.3

Gómez proceeds from here to assess individually many of Santander’s own writings

and available records regarding the career of this historical figure.

Throughout his criticism, Gómez consistently repeats an overarching theme:

Colombians should not uncritically lionize historical figures, especially when

teaching the nation’s youth about history.  Santander’s stature, he continued, has been

enhanced by the passing of time, but the man’s ideology and his famed commitment

to such principles as the rule of law show that he was a hypocrite.  Titles of the

individual columns depict the kinds of hypocrisy of which Santander allegedly was

guilty: “Monarchic and Despotic Ideas of Santander,” Blackmail,” “Sowing Seeds of

Vice,” “Impartiality vs. Santander,” “Booklet of Hypocrisy,” and other similar

charges form the outline to Gomez’s history.

While it would be tangential to this dissertation either to corroborate or to

refute the veracity of Gómez’s claims, what is important for our purposes is

understanding why Gómez felt the need to publish this historical treatise on the pages

of El Siglo in the first place.  It might suffice here simply to attribute Gómez’s

interest in history to his personal predilections; he seems to have been an avid history
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buff who spent countless hours in Colombian archives.4  However, as I show in this

chapter, Colombian political parties used history to justify their existence and as part

of their campaigns to vilify the opposing political formations.  I begin by discussing a

number of ways that Colombians used history to understand and to justify both their

political causes and their relationships with the central government.  Next, I discuss

how Colombians based their concepts of the future, of what I call “political destiny”

upon these same notions.

In both cases, the core of my idea is based on the following observation,

mentioned very quickly but saliently by Arturo Abella in his three-page prologue to

Gómez’s Mitos de Santander.  In the following passage, Abella describes the Liberal

reaction to Gómez’s column.

Thus began the first defenses in the name of the “memory” of
general Santander, “affronted” by the leader of the Conservative Party
whose only objective—according to the Santander’s defenders—was
to oppose them through the use of history.  But what happened next is
what always occurs when dealing with these kinds of
commemorations: Gómez’s arguments were responded to with a litany
of patriotic cries instead of with arguments founded on impartial
documentation.5

As most historians would agree, there is no such a thing as this so-called “impartial

documentation,” to which Abella refers; both writers and readers of documents

interpret them through their own extensive cultural filtering.  Letters, journals, tax

records, sales receipts, photographs, government documents and oral testimonies, all

are produced by people with agendas.6
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Yet Abella nevertheless seems to grasp an important point here: Most people

do not practice history the way that historians do.  Historians who selectively ignore

documentation that disproves their cases are considered by their peers to be shoddy

scholars.  Yet when history is practiced for overtly political reasons, it is very rare to

find opposing sides among non-scholars agreeing even on a common language of

debate or a common methodology for the use of source materials.  Thus, it was not

simply the case that Gómez and his Liberal detractors did not agree with one another

as to the political contributions of Santander; they could not even agree to use the

same basic tools of analysis. For most people, in fact, history serves other purposes

for which archival materials, quantitative and qualitative methodologies, and even

logic, can be ignored or may be deemed only tangentially pertinent.  In this chapter I

discuss how ordinary Colombians used history, both in the ways that historians

do—which I dub “academic historiography”—and in other ways—which I call

“popular historiography.”  This chapter is about the latter variety of analysis.

I argue here that the politicization of the past was a major part of Colombians’

ideological battle for political supremacy during the middle twentieth century.  This, I

argue further, is especially given Conservatism’s focus on the past.  Conservatism,

after all, is a doctrine based upon conserving the politics and values of what its

members consider a better time.  Liberalism, for its part, seeks to establish an idea of

progress and to do away with many facets of older ways of practicing politics.  I

discuss both of these assertions below.  In so doing, I contend that the presidency

itself was central to this debate over the past and the course of the future because
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ordinary Colombians believed that the president could personally set the direction

which the Colombian nation would travel in time.

The Past as Ideological Battlefield

The so-called hereditary loyalties of the Liberal and Conservative parties were

predicated on the construction of two parallel pasts.7  Historian Darío Acevedo

Carmona makes this point clear in his volume on the history of elites during the

Violencia.  He cites how, as partisanship intensified in the mid-1930s, the party elites

evoked images of the past in order to state their cases.  These elites made a concerted

effort to use language to remind people of past injustices committed by the opposing

party.  Through the process of associating the present with the past, Acevedo

continues, elites gave the present a tangible form:

Through the way they [the elites] used language, they
stimulated collective memory so that people would remember—or be
reminded of—a past which could not be forgotten, which was used in
order to give a shape and a face to the moment.8

Another way of phrasing Acevedo’s assertion that history gave a “face” to politics

would be to say that it gave it a personality.  In fact, the use of history was intimately

tied to those issues surrounding political personalism that I mention in chapter five.

As in a number of letters I cite in that section, the history used by the two parties was

less event-driven than it was about the heroic figures of the past.  Thus, the histories

of the two parties were stories of heroes.  Gómez’s attack on Santander was not an

academic exercise but an attack on the foundation upon which Liberalism stood.
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Liberals saw Santander as the man of laws, a progressive figure who, ironically,

desired to place reason and impersonal bureaucracy ahead of personal whim.

Another Liberal hero, and therefore a favorite target of Conservatives, was the

Liberal Gen. Rafael Uribe Uribe, leader of the rebellious Liberal forces during the

Thousand Day War (1899-1901).  To give just one typical example, in 1937, Liberals

in the Boyacá town of Chiquinquirá offered up a day of homage to past their party’s

heroes, featuring Uribe Uribe as well as a hero of the civil war of 1885, Gen. Ramón

Neira.  The Liberal newspaper, El Radical from Chiquinquirá covered the event and

wrote about it in an article entitled “El Liberalismo y sus caudillos”:

Today, like yesterday, this town of historic traditions,
champion of liberty, vibrates with patriotic enthusiasm in delivering
this most just of tributes.  From Tunja, to Chiquinquirá, to Sogamoso,
our fellow Liberals rushed in a moving pilgrimage to visit the tomb of
the great captains who in a hundred just, epic deeds defended our
ideals and our rights.9

El Radical shaped its conception of Chiquinquirá as a bastion of Liberalism,

associating the town with the historic personalities of Uribe Uribe, among others.

Chiquinquirá’s Dominican and pro-Conservative newspaper, Veritas

responded to such lionization of Uribe Uribe by reminding its readers that the Liberal

caudillo was condemned by the Church.  Through the question and answer column,

“Consultorio,” Veritas ran at least two stories in the late 1930s condemning a turn-of-

the-century pamphlet written by Uribe Uribe entitled “Why Colombian Liberalism is

not a sin.” Veritas blasted the readers who wrote in, defending this document.  Their
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response was simply that the Archbishop of Bogotá officially condemned Uribe

Uribe’s document and that the Liberal general was simply not qualified to understand

the theological intricacies of the issue.10  Later, in an August, 1940 issue, however,

Veritas attacked Uribe Uribe on allegations that he was a Freemason.  Specifically,

Fr. Roberto Prada Rueda claimed that Uribe Uribe was a member of the oldest

Masonic lodge in the nation, allegedly founded in Bogotá during the first days after

Colombia’s independence.  This lodge, Prada continues, was responsible for the

greatest crimes in Colombian history, referring to Liberalism’s early condemnation of

Church privileges.11

Suggestively, Liberals did not seem to employ the same kind of personal

attacks against historical Conservatives.12  This is not to say that Liberals were above

such measures; the leadership of the Liberal Party engaged in the debate over history

with the same fervor of their Conservative counterparts.  Yet Liberals tended not to

demonize individual Conservative heroes.  Instead, they attacked Conservatives as a

group, portraying them as part of a destructive system.13  Bogotá’s Liberal El Tiempo,

for instance, accused the Conservative leaders who presided over the nation from

1886-1930 of miring the nation in backwardness and poverty.14  Mirroring this tack,

El Radical attacked not individual leaders but the system over which they presided.

One of the newspaper’s most prolific columnists, Narciso Vargas Peña who wrote

under the pseudonym “Pegaso,” wrote a series of columns on the history of the

Thousand Day War.  In so doing, he availed himself of the opportunity to rebuke

members of the Church for assuming a partisan Conservative stance.  The clergy, he
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wrote, would scream at their parishioners, presenting rumor and gossip as sacred

truths and inciting the Conservative chusma to kill innocent Liberals.15

Both Liberals and Conservatives, then, aimed to impugn the reputation of the

opposing party through the use of history.  The leadership of the Conservative Party

did so by describing past Liberal  heroes as villains, while Liberals lionized those

same individuals.  While the Liberal Party avoided attacking the names of

Conservative heroes of the past, such as Simón Bolívar, Rafael Núñez and Rafael

Reyes, they nevertheless attacked Conservative clergy and the Conservative Party in

general.

Mid-Twentieth Century Popular Historiography

Ordinary Colombians also took part in this historical debate.  For example,

regional politician Luis Puerta wrote to Alfonso López in 1945 to criticize both of the

two parties.  But he had especially harsh words for the leaders of his own Liberal

Party.  Specifically, he criticized how “…certain oligarchies and certain

chiefdoms…”16 have come to dominate the political system.  He contrasts current

Antioqueño politicians with the Liberal heroes of the past, lamenting the decline.

Specifically, he charges that the politicians of his day could not hold a candle to…

…[t]he greatness of [Gen. Rafael] Uribe Uribe, the prudent
patriotism of [Jorge E.] Delgado, the high spiritual nobility of [Fidel]
Cano [Gutiérrez] and the enormous scope of rebelliousness
demonstrated by the indomitable lampoonist [Esteban] Rodríguez
Triana…17
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Thus, Puerta contrasts a notion of the glorious past with the corrupt present.  Not only

does he criticize his contemporary Antioquian Liberal leaders with Rafael Uribe

Uribe, but also with their historic Antioquian counterparts.  There was Jorge E.

Delgado, a politician integral in national financial, the founder of the influential

Bogotá daily El Espectador, and the journalist Esteban Rodríguez Triana, also known

as “el Negro,” a journalist and satirist.18  From this comparison, Puerta continues by

criticizing “…those who call themselves liberals…” and concludes that the Pasto

coup attempt of 1945 was merely a reaction to the incompetence of the current crop

of Liberal leaders.  Puerta concludes that:

We, already doing away with the reelection of your Excellency
so as to bring about a third presidential period, are enlisting in the
restorative squadrons of an Indian who meets the conditions of a
reformer of JORGE ELIECER GAITAN.19

Puerta uses the past, then, to justify his support of Gaitán, who in his estimation

would restore Liberalism to an authentic tradition of past glory and to its reformist

tendencies.

By contrast, another Liberal, Aníbal Montoya Canal, writing from Bogotá in

1945, contended that Rafael Uribe Uribe’s legacy justified the support of Lleras

Camargo.  Specifically, Montoya writes to laud Lleras’ attempts to forge a coalition

between the Liberal and Conservative parties.

Your Excellency has truly extended to Conservatism your
frank and fraternal hand, so that they, like Liberalism, may offer
tribute upon the civic altar to your intelligence and to your efforts.
“The car of progress cannot run on a single wheel,” said in a brilliant,
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ingenious metaphor the great Colombian and peerless leader of the
Liberal Party Rafael Uribe Uribe.  And, in effect, it would be
impossible to bring greatness to the Patria, placing it on solid
foundations, if just one political organization were permanently in
command.20

Just as Puerta Toro used Uribe Uribe to justify the ousting of traditional Liberalism in

favor of Gaitanismo, Montoya uses Uribe Uribe’s writings to justify maintaining

traditional Liberalism in power and the establishment of a power-sharing arrangement

with the Conservative Party.

Laureano Gómez aside, Conservatives also used history both to work with and

to divide themselves from Liberals.  For instance, in August, 1945, the Municipal

Conservative Committee of Bello, Antioquia, wrote to Alberto Lleras to express their

approval of the new interim President’s inaugural address.  In that speech, Lleras

promised that the government would protect the rights of members of both traditional

parties to vote without fear of violence.  In response, the Bello Conservatives cited

their historical role in Colombia’s democratic traditions and argued that they

therefore deserved special protection from the government to avoid these instances of

electoral violence.

…[M]ost Excellent Sir, we courteously request special
guarantees for our social conglomerate, so that this city which carries
the honor of being the birthplace of the most illustrious son of
Colombia, of the most democratic man ever to be seen by the
centuries, Most Excellent Señor Marco Fidel Suárez, moral paragon,
whose mere name is the paradigm of liberty and greatness.21
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The fact that Bello was the town in which President Suárez (b. 1855, d. 1927,

president 1918-21) was born into poverty and made his historic rise to power entitled

its residents to extraordinary protection, according to the Committee.  In this case,

then, the Bello Conservatives justified their conditional praise of Lleras Camargo and

their willingness to work with the Liberal government.

But Conservatives also used history to justify their suspicion of the Liberal

Party, both as an opposition organization and as the official party of the government.

For example, in June, 1948, a Conservative from Bogotá demonstrated his contempt

for Alfonso López Pumarejo’s legacy in a letter written to President Mariano Ospina

Pérez.

Doctor López believes that he can come back to dictate orders.
He is seen today as someone with a homeopathic vision of the current
problems of the nation who considers Your Excellency to be an error
on the political map following the 9 de abril.

Your reply to him strikes a strong blow against the pedantry of
the ex-president, whose historical legacy lacks the greatness of yours.
You are of the race of epic men like Bolívar, Núñez or Reyes.  Believe
me Your Excellency, that my greatest worry to think that you do not
realize that you are the most important and prestigious man of all the
Colombians alive today.  Looking at History, which is above these
immediate difficulties that we all understand, you have an opportunity
to create and not to suffer the impositions of others. 22

Ospina, according to this letter writer, was of legendary stature, while López was a

common pretender.  This author, perhaps increasingly polarized by the 9 de abril

riots, makes evident a deep contempt for López.
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But this position demonstrates more than mere contempt.  It is also indicative

of a sort of historical double standard.  After all, even as the author condemns

López’s alleged dictatorial tendencies, the historical figures of legend he holds up in

comparison were some of the most authoritarian, centralizing rulers in Colombian

history.  While it falls far beyond the scope of this essay to analyze the relative merits

of Simón Bolívar’s politics, it is clear that he believed that dictatorship and even a

limited monarchical government was necessary as a temporary transitional measure.23

Núñez, for his part, was the creator of the most centralist political period in

Colombian history, known simply as the “Regeneration.”24  And even though Reyes

began his presidency with a strong reputation as a moderate, he nevertheless used

highly centralized and dictatorial means to achieve his objectives.25  In other words,

the objection this letter’s author had against López was not based on the fact that

López was a dictator; it was based on the fact that he was perceived as a Liberal

dictator.  This was not an ideological criticism of dictatorship but a personal criticism

of López and Liberalism in general.

Even so, there were different degrees of severity in Conservatives’

historically-based suspicion of Liberalism.  In one April, 1952, example, a much

harsher condemnation of Liberalism came in a letter to Laureano Gómez’s

presidential designate Roberto Urdaneta Arbeláez.  Conservative Esteban García

Sotomayor blamed all of Colombia’s violence squarely on the Liberal Party:

The Liberal Party has never been, in the history of our
NATION, anything more than a party of evildoers according to the
history of Colombian criminality.  Julio Arboleda, Antonio José de
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Sucre and the dark events of September 28, 1828 when the Liberator
was attacked by them in the palace of San Carlos; Your Excellency
who is the most illustrious of all Colombians knows better than I, that
there are horrendous crimes which I do not want to enumerate since I
do not have to write more about this—my family members were
victims of that chain of crimes.26

In this case the author makes a personal association between his family history and

with the perceived crimes and injustices committed by the Liberal Party.  It is a

complete dismissal of any kind of peaceful collaboration with the Liberal Party

because it shows that Liberals were and always would be an organization of evil.

Of course, the followers of Gómez used this sort of language even when

referring to those in their own party who they felt did not live up to their historical

standards.  The Director of a Prison in Armenia provides an excellent example of this

use of history when, in condemning Gilberto Alzate for his opposition to Laureano

Gómez’s government, he strongly implies that the historical case of Simón Bolívar is

pertinent to the present:

Those of us who follow the teachings of the Liberator hope that
your Excellency will adopt the rapid and effective remedy of
pulverizing the traitors.  God will illuminate your actions.27

Not surprisingly, there are also comparable examples from Liberals who

expressed similarly bleak historical views of the opposition party.  One such example

is that of a May, 1952 letter written to the Presidential General Secretary who worked

for both the then-infirmed Laureano Gómez and presidential designate Rafael

Urdaneta.  This document is rare in that, as I mention in the Introduction, above,

Liberals did not tend to write to Conservative Presidents—especially during the
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Gómez administration.  In this case, however, Román Gómez Varela not only wrote

and sent this missive to the Palacio, but he also signed his name—all in spite of the

fact that his letter was an open attack on Conservative rule in Colombia.  In one of his

most caustic passages, he condemns the Conservative leadership for the 1949 attacks

on Liberal Darío Echandía which left his brother Vicente and others dead.  From this

point, Gómez Varela concludes that Ospina Pérez and Laureano Gómez, along with

Adolph Hitler, were responsible for the “…greatest crimes ever to be committed in

the world.”28

Curiously, Liberals did not seem to evoke historical loyalty to Santander in

order to justify their opposition to the Conservatives during the years of the

Violencia.  They did not discuss Santander’s historic opposition to Bolívar, nor for

that matter did they attempt to besmirch Bolívar’s good name.  Liberals, then, seemed

to accept Bolívar as the Liberator even if they continued to understand that Santander

was the party founder and that the latter had opposed Bolívar towards the end of their

careers.  In fact, Bolívar was not a target of their attacks against Conservatism.  For

example, in one edited collection of elite Liberal leaders’ views on their creed, these

authors mention Santander’s name only vaguely, omitting explicit mention of the split

with Bolívar.  Furthermore, these politicians refer to Bolívar at least as often as they

did Santander, and they would do so in order to explain how similar the two leaders

actually were.  One author even took pains to demonstrate how Bolívar wanted

history to consider him as a humble citizen instead of as the Liberator.29
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Even after Gómez was deposed in 1953, however, notions of history

continued to have a strong influence on Colombian politics.  As we saw in part one,

above, Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla often made rhetorical use of the legendary stature

of Simón Bolívar in order to rally popular support around his cause.  The Presidential

Archive makes it clear that such ideas were also adopted by Colombians under his

reign.  For example, on the third anniversary of Rojas’ coup, on June 13, 1955,

Martín Carrero Leal of Bogotá wrote to the President to lament how most

Colombians were not commemorating the event with the recognition it deserved.

What has happened to heart of the people?  What powerful
force has led them to such indifference on this historic date?  I have
observed with undivided attention the buildings—the houses of
Bogotá—and I perceive only one or two national flags and these only
in official buildings?  Something awful has occurred!

How tragic that a date which was begun with such hope for the
future would be overshadowed so soon!  In as much as it was said that
you were the “second liberator” who had come to “liberate us.”  When
it was said emphatically and, I believe, even with some intelligence,
that the principles of Lincoln had come to pass in Colombia: “With the
people [sic], by the people and for the people.”  What an exquisite
dream!  How tragic that it would have ended so quickly!30

Carrero explains that the historic importance of Rojas’ anniversary in power had been

ignored or forsaken by the people and that this constituted a tragedy.  It is important

to note that this correspondent’s own level of acceptance of the association between

Rojas and Bolívar is more ambiguous than the heroic association demonstrated by

some of Rojas’ supporters in chapter five, above.  Even so, it does appear that Carrero

accepted some of the values expressed the Rojas administration.  Most importantly
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for our purposes, Carrero’s ideas strongly imply a desire for a wider-felt sense of

national unity among Colombians; the tragedy he sees is a failure to rally around

Rojas, whom Carrero sees not so much as a hero but as a national symbol of unity.

However, this use of history as a unifying force is contested by other Rojas

correspondents.  In a January 1956 letter to Rojas, for instance, Argemiro Rodríguez

in Bogotá first identifies himself as a Conservative and then goes on to condemn the

Liberal Party as a historically treacherous political organization.

I aspire to see my Country great and eternally free from
oppression and dissolution which would be imminent in the hands of
the Liberal Party.  ‘Down with the miserable traitors to the Nation!’
should be the cry of all Colombians—especially of we Conservatives,
who with Your Excellency at the head, are in power for the glory of
American democracy.31

To explain what he means by “American democracy,” Rodríguez forwards to Rojas a

copy of a letter he wrote to Laureano Gómez in which he lays out his definition of the

national problem.  He begins with an invocation:

In beginning this letter, I invoke the immortal names of JOSE
EUSEBIO CARO, MARIANO OSPINA RODRIGUEZ, JOSE
MARIA SAMPER, along with the name of the illustrious figure and
distinguished advocate of Colombian DEMOCRACY doctor
MARIANO OSPINA PEREZ, who on April 9, 1948 saved the
Republic and heightened with his immaculate glory the noble
Conservative doctrines in order to complete the invocation with your
praiseworthy name, Doctor Laureano Gómez.32

From this point, he explains that his purpose for writing is to address a Gómez

proposal to end military rule and return the nation to a democratic system.  Gómez,

along with other leaders of the Conservative and Liberal parties, had suggested a
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power-sharing arrangement which would serve as the prototype for the National Front

agreement of 1957-1958.33  The author’s reaction to this suggestion was unequivocal:

elections would be “…the most chilling suicide that could be committed in history by

the Conservative Party.”34  He continúes:

I take the risk of refuting your message, Dr. Gómez, as a
Colombian and as a humble soldier of the Conservative Party, because
I believe that it is my duty to do so for my Country and for the party
for which I have struggled to serve with all my honesty with my
decorous and upright life, as a citizen and patriot.  The celebration of
elections at this time in which the fortunes of the republic are debated
and in which is made all kinds of efforts for the reestablishment of
constitutional normalcy, is contrary to the glorious traditions of the
Colombian people and to its legitimately constituted governments like
the present one which, with an abundance of merits of the high
exposed of democratic traditions, presides the most excellent
Lieutenant General GUSTAVO ROJAS PINILLA, whose title of
legitimacy is conferred the highest corporation of popular origin, the
National Constitutional Assembly.35

Rodríguez, who consistently expresses how much value he places on his

understanding of tradition, heritage and history, contends that democracy in Colombia

requires that Rojas remain in power, refusing to hold new elections.  Furthermore, he

predicates this argument on his assertion that the Liberal Party has historically been

untrustworthy.

The debate over history in Colombia was significant, I believe, for two major

reasons.  The first is because Conservatism itself was at stake with a debate over

history.  That is, conservatism is by definition a political philosophy based upon the

preservation of the status quo and of traditional institutions and ideas.  The
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Conservative Party of Colombia, as I discuss in chapter eight, had as one of its chief

goals the conservation of Church privileges and of traditional Catholic values.  It

should be no surprise, then, that letters concerned with the past tended to be written

by those affiliated with the Colombian Conservative Party, since the very definition

of what it is to be Conservative is based upon an idealization of the past.  The second

reason that this debate was so important, as I mention above, is that the two parties

shaped their identities not upon ideology but personalities.  Both Liberals and

Conservatives lauded their respective parties’ past leaders.  The character of those

men, their actions, thoughts and creeds, all were central to understanding

contemporary politics.

Notes to Chapter Seven

                                                
1 “[La revolución a la derecha] quiere volver a la auténtica colombianidad, a los
valores intransferibles y las raíces genitales de la patria.  Ese es al porvenir del
pasado, la tradición vuelta destino.”
Alzate, Obras Selectas,  117.
2 See, e.g., Safford and Palacios, Colombia, 132-156.
3 “Porque puede fácilmente demostrarse con apoyo de copiosos documentos, que
Santander acaso no profesó ninguno de los principios políticos en que el antiguo y el
moderno liberalismo colombiano hacen consistir la esencia de su programa.”
Laureano Gómez, Mitos de Santander, Prologue by Arturo Abella (Bogotá: Editorial
Revista Colombiana Ltda., 1966),  16.
4 See Gómez, Mitos de Santander,  9-12.
5 “Entonces sí comenzaron a brotar los primeros defensores de la “memoria” del
general Santander, “ultrajada” por el jefe del partido conservador, cuyo objetivo,
según ellos, no era otro que el de hacer oposición por el aspecto histórico.  Pero
ocurrió lo que ocurre siempre en este género de conmemoraciones: a los argumentos
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del doctor Gómez se respondió con gritos patrioteros, y no con razones fundadas en
documentación imparcial.”
Ibid.,  9.
6 People might write letters to say only what they want the recipients to know;
journals can express inferiority complexes or delusions of grandeur; tax records might
be based on falsified figures; sales receipts might omit sales of illicit merchandise or
they might contain inflated figures to increase a salesperson’s commission;
photographs only reveal what a photographer deems a worthwhile subject;
government documents may be withdrawn, falsified or fabricated to redirect blame
away from the officials who write them; oral testimonies can be based on urban
legends, rumor and innuendo.  All documents, then, must be taken with a proverbial
grain of salt.  Readers of historical documents are also, of course, heavily influenced
by their own agendas.  If one goes into an archive for the express purpose of
defaming a historical icon (such as, say, Francisco de Paula Santander) he or she will
likely ignore documents that redeem the historical figure, while recording
scrupulously all those that detract from the person’s stature.  Thus, as many social
historical theorists have made clear, history is never an impartial, uncolored chronicle
of all events that happened in the past during a particular, arbitrary point in time.
This kind of chronicle would not only be impossibly detailed, but also infinitely
boring.  Instead, writers of history concern ourselves with events and people that we
understand to be significant in some way, at particular points in time which we deem
important.  Our interpretations of our subjects for investigation and the time periods
in which we investigate them are, in turn, influenced largely on our value judgments
or, more simply put, by our cultures.  For one school of thought on this question
which argues that the act of writing history is essentially an aesthetic one, see Hayden
White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth –Century Europe.
(Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins Press, 1983), Conclusion and passim.
7 See the previous chapter.
8 “Por medio del lenguaje se estimulaba la memoria colectiva para que se recordaran
y refrescaran las imágenes de un pasado que no se podía olvidar, que se usaba para
darle entidad y fisonomía al conflicto del momento. “
Darío Acevedo, La mentalidad de las élites,  33-43.
9 “Hoy como ayer, este pueblo de tradiciones heroicas, paladín de la libertad, vibró de
entusiasmo patriótico con motivo de aquel justísimo homenaje. De Tunja, de
Chiquinquirá de Sogamoso, acudieron nuestros copartidarios en conmovida
peregrinación a visitar la tumba de los grandes capitanes que en cien justas homéricas
defendieron nuestros ideales y nuestro derecho.”
Editors, “El Liberalismo y sus caudillos” in El Radical, Chiquinquirá (10/20/1937),
2.
10 Chante Claire, “Consultorio” in Veritas, Chiquinquirá (2/23/1938),  3; Chante
Claire “Consultorio” in Veritas, Chiquinquirá (7/19/1939),  3.
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11 Fr. Roberto Prada Rueda, “Los hijos de a viuda o la masonería” in Veritas,
Chiquinquirá (8/14/1940),  3.
12 I discuss Veritas in detail in Chapter eight, below.
13 This conclusion is my impression from reading through all of the elite writings in
part one and in looking at the secondary literature.  I would like to come back to this
question more methodically in a future work.
14 Quoted in Darío Acevedo, La mentalidad de las élites,  45.
15 Pegaso, “Cómo principio la guerra: Cómo se preparó el liberalismo para concurrir a
la revolución del 99” in el Radical, Chiquinquirá (5/5/1937),  2,6.
16 “…ciertas oligarquías y ciertos caciquismos…”
17 “…La grandeza de Uribe Uribe, el patriotismo aquilatado de Delgado, La excelza
nobleza espiritual de Cano y el enorme pabellón de rebeldía y de insuperable
pamplerario [sic: prob. panfletario?] de Rodríguez Triana, ....”
L. E. Puerta Toro to Alfonso López in APR: Caja 534 (Mar, 1945): Tomo I (Mar,
1945): Medellín, 3/1/1945. Puerta Toro compares these Liberal greats to Antioqueño
politicians Heliodoro Angel Echeverrí, Fernández Botero, Emilio Jaramillo and
Rafael Arredondo.  For more on the politics of Antioquia during the years of the
Violencia, see Mary Roldán, Blood and Fire.
18 For author Eduardo Castillo’s impressions of Rodríguez Triana, see Eduardo.
“Eduardo Castillo,” Biblioteca Luis Angel Arango Virtual, Unknown date, (January
2003).  <http://www.banrep.gov.co/blaavirtual/letra-a/autobiog/auto47.htm>
19 “Nosotros descartando ya la reelección de su excelencia para un tercero periódo
[sic] presidencial nos alistamos a los escuadrones restauradores de un indio que reune
[sic] condiciones de reformador de JORGE ELIECER GAITAN.”
APR: Luis Puerta Toro to Alfonso López.
20 “Lo que sí ha tendido S.E. al conservatismo es su franca mano fraterna, para que a
su lado pueda rendir, a la par con el liberalismo, el tributo de su inteligencia y de su
esfuerzo sobre las aras cívicas.  “El carro del progreso no puede andar sobre una sola
rueda,” dijo en metáfora de brillante ingenio Rafael Uribe Uribe, gran colombiano y
máximo caudillo del partido liberal.  Y, en efecto, imposible sería alcanzar el
engrandecimiento patrio, sobre bases perdurables, con la gestión permanente de una
sola colectividad política en el supremo mando.”
Anibal Montoya Canal to Alberto Lleras in APR: Caja 539 (Septiembre, 1945):
Bogotá, 9/10/1945.
21 “…[s]olicitamos, muy comedidamente, de vos, Excelentísimo Señor, especiales
garantías para este conglomerado social, para esta ciudad que lleva el honor de ser la
cuna del mas [sic] ilustre hijo de Colombia, del hombre mas demócrata que jamás
hayan visto los siglos, Excelentísimo Señor Marco Fidel Suárez, cumbre moral, cuyo
solo nombre es paradigma de libertad y de grandeza.”
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Eduardo Velásquez González (President of the Comité Conservador Municipal de
Bello) et al to Alberto Lleras in APR: Caja 538 (Agosto, 1945): Bello, Antioquia,
8/30/1945.
22 “El doctor López cree que puede regresar a dictar órdenes; se ve que hoy tiene una
visión homeopática de los problemas actuales de la patria y que considera a Su
Excelencia como errado del mapa político después del 9 de abril.

“Su mensaje de respuesta da un fuerte golpe a la pedantería del expresidente, cuya
posición histórica carece de la grandeza de la suya.  Usted es de la raza de esos
hombres- ciclos, como Bolivar [sic], Núñez o Reyes.  Créame Su Excelencia que mi
mayor preocupación es la de pensar que usted no se de cuenta de que es el hombre
más importante y prestigioso de los colombianos vivos.  Mirando a la Historia, por
encima de las dificultades inmediatas que todos comprendemos, tiene usted campo
para crear y no para sufrir las imposiciones de otros.”
César Garrido to Ospina Pérez in APR: ARC Caja 619 ([no month] 1947): bound
section: Bogotá, 6/1/1948.
23 See, e.g., Simón Bolívar, “The Jamaica Letter” in Lewis Hanke and Jane M.
Rausch, editors, People and Issues in Latin American History (New York: Markus
Wiener Publishers, 1990),  17-25.  For a counterpoint in the writings of Bolívar, see
his speeches and writings to politicians in which he emphasizes the importance of the
national will, individual liberty and legal processes above dictatorships and the
caprice of individual leaders. Simón Bolívar, Discursos y Proclamas (Buenos Aires:
El Cid Editor, 1979).
24 On the Regeneration, see, e.g., Bergquist, Coffee and Conflict in Colombia, Ch. II;
Safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land , Divided Society,  241-258.
25 Bergquist, Coffee and Conflict in Colombia, Ch. IX.  See also Reyes’ collected
memoirs.  Rafael Reyes, Memorias (Bogota : Fondo Cultural Cafetero, 1986).
26 “el [sic] partido Liberal nunca a [sic] sido en la historia de nuestro PAIS mas [sic]
que un partido de foragidos [sic] segun [sic] la historia de la criminalidad
Colombiana. Julio Arboleda, Antonio José de Sucre y el atentado del 28 de
Septiembre de 1.828 cuando el Libertador fue atacado en el palacio de Sn [sic] Carlos
por ellos; V.E. que es el mas [sic] ilustre de los Colombianos lo sabe primero que yo,
hay orrendos [sic] crimenes [sic] que no quiero enumerar por no tener que escribir
mas [sic] esta familiares míos fueron fictimas [sic] de esa cadena de delitos.”
Esteban García Sotomayor to Urdaneta Arbeláez in AGN/APR: Caja Despacho Sr.
Presidente (1952): Tolú (Bolívar), 4/22/1952.
27 “Los que seguimos las enseñanzas del Libertador esperamos de su Excelencia el
remedio rapido [sic] y eficaz que pulverice a los traidores.-  Dios habrá de iluminar
sus pasos.”
Jesús Rodríguez Arias (Director Cárcel del Circuito, Armenia) to Laureano Gómez in
AGN/APR: Caja Despacho Sr. Presidente#2(1951): Armenia (Quindío), 11/24/1951.
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This is a reference to an 1826 decree by Bolívar in which he sentenced traitors to
swift execution.
28 “…mayores crímenes que hasta ahora se han cometido en el mundo.”
Román Gómez Varela to Secretary General of Urdaneta Arbeláez in AGN/APR: Caja
Despacho Sr. Presidente (1952): Bogotá, 5/3/1952.
29 Por qué somos Liberales: Antología: Fabio Peñarete Villamil, editor (Bogotá:
Editorial Hispaña, 1975), see especially Abelardo Forero Benavides’ piece, “Pasado y
Futuro del Liberalismo,”  204-234.
30 “¿Qué ha pasado en el corazón del pueblo?  ¿Qué motivo poderoso lo ha movido al
pueblo a permanecer en esta fecha histórica con una indiferencia tal que, he
observado con atención desprevenida los edificios, casas de esta Bogotá y no
columbro sino uno que otro pabellón nacional en los meros edificios oficiales? ¡Algo
grave ha ocurrido...!

“¡Gran lástima que una fecha que se inició bajo los mejores auspicios se haya
eclipsado tan pronto!  Puesto que se dijo que era el ‘segundo libertador’ que había
venido a ‘librarnos’.  Cuando se dijo con insistencia y, creo yo, hasta con algo de
ingenuidad, que los postulados de Lincoln había llegado la hora de su comienzo en
Colombia: ‘...con el pueblo, por el pueblo y para el pueblo’.  ¡Qué bellísimo sueño,
lástima que haya durado tan poco..!”
Carrero Leal, Martín to Rojas Pinilla in APR: ARC Caja 864 (Abril, Mayo): tomo 1
(Junio): Bogotá, 6/13/1955.
31 “Yo aspiro a ver a mi Patria grande y siempre libre de la opresión y la disolución
que sería inminente en manos del partido liberal.  Atras [sic] los miserables y
traidores a la Nación, debe ser el grito de todos los colombianos y en especial de los
conservadores que con V.E. a la cabeza, estamos en el poder para gloria de la
democracia americana. “
Argemiro Rodríguez Osorio to Rojas Pinilla, Laureano Gómez in APR: ARC
Caja 989 (ene, feb 1956): tomo 1: Bogotá, 1/2/1956.
32 “Invoco para iniciar esta carta el nombre inmortal de JOSE EUSEBIO CARO,
MARIANO OSPINA RODRIGUEZ, JOSE MARIA SAMPER, así como el de la
figura procera y máximo exponente de la DEMOCRACIA colombiana doctor
MARIANO OSPINA PEREZ, quien el 9 de abril de 1.948, salvó a la República y
enalteció con su gloria inmaculada las magnánimas doctrinas conservadoras, para
completar la invocación con vuestro nombre venemérito [sic] doctor Laureano
Gómez.” Ibid.
33 For an analysis on this period of time, see César Ayala, Resistencia y oposición,
21-74.  See also Alfredo Vázquez Carrizosa, Historia crítica del Frente Nacional
(Bogotá : Ediciones Foro Nacional por Colombia : Distribución comercial, ECOE,
1992), and James Henderson, Modernization in Colombia.
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34 “…es el más escalofriante suicidio que en história [sic] pudiera cometerse con el
partido Conservador.”
35 “Me atrevo doctor Gómez, a refutar su mensaje como colombiano y como humilde
soldado del partido conservador, porque así creo cumplir con mi deber para con mi
Patria y para con el partido al cual he luchado por servir en toda la plenitud de mi
decorosa y recta vida, como ciudadano y como patriota.  La celebración de comicios
en estos momentos en que se debate la suerte de la república y se hace toda clase de
esfuerzos por el restablecimiento de la normalidad constitucional, es contraria a las
glorias tradiciones del pueblo colombiano y de sus gobiernos legítimamente
constituídos [sic] como es el actual que con sobrados méritos de alto exponente de las
tradiciones democráticas, preside el excelentísimo señor Teniente General
GUSTAVO ROJAS PINILLA, cuyo título de letimidad [sic] le confirió la más alta
corporación de origen popular, como lo es la Asamblea Nacional Constituyente.”
Ibid.
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Plato’s homo homini lupus1 cannot exist or grow on these farms where the soothing,
sweet theological virtue of Charity flourishes.  Nor can it exist where people practice
the sacred rites of the patria and possess a strong public spirit to clarify their minds
and motivate their hearts to work for the common good.

— Editors of El Santuariano from El Santuario, Antioquia2

…Protestantism, Masonry and Liberalism, it is all the same thing: the same heresy,
differentiated by thin facades that are barely secondary, accidental.  Protestantism is
licentiousness of thought, of consciousness and of word; Masonry is the satanic
hatred of God; and Liberalism is both things, in the guise of a refined hypocrisy.

— “Chante Claire”, author of the question and answer column, “Consultorio,” in
Veritas from Chiquinquirá, Boyacá3

Chapter Eight: The Religious Polemic

Introduction:  The Landscape of Religious Political Dialogue in Colombia

During the mid twentieth century, religious polemics were central to

Colombian politics.  As a result, when scholars mention religion in the historiography

of the Violencia, they tend to focus on those religious ideas which provoked people to

violence.4  These academics, most frequently specialists in the study of political

violence, concentrate especially on the kind of language used by Laureano Gómez’s

el Siglo and by Gómez himself, which, as we see in part one, condemns Liberalism

for its alleged sacrilegious nature.  Indeed, this kind of incendiary religious language

was extremely prevalent in mainstream Conservatism, but it was not the only form of

religiosity that had political pertinence during these years.  The Church was not the
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monolithic and tightly-organized hierarchy its opponents accused it of being and the

Catholicism practiced in Colombia assumed a wide variety of forms.  Some

spokespersons for the Church did state plainly that one could not be Catholic and

Liberal simultaneously.5  Yet most Liberals considered themselves to be devout

Catholics and Liberal party members of all socioeconomic strata would use their

Catholicism as justification for their political positions.  Additionally, many rank and

file members of the Conservative Party did not share the divisive and provocative

religious philosophies as did their bellicose brethren.  In both their words and deeds,

they directly advocated a policy of peace and reconciliation with their estranged

Liberal brethren.

Of course, this relatively peaceful interpretation of religion may be due to the

fact that I base this section on letters written to the president.  That is, as I indicate in

my introduction, those who wrote to the president were less likely to participate in the

violence.  A person writing to the chief executive engages in an act of political

dialogue and has decided to employ peaceful means to achieve his or her objectives.

Such a dialogue, then, is an alternative to communicating political needs through

violence.  This challenge, however, is also an advantage of using these sources, as it

allows us to complicate our picture of popular political uses of religion in mid-

twentieth century Colombia.  That is, this source serves as an alternative voice or as

part of a process—ultimately a failed one—to engage the government using peaceful

means.
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In examining this dialogue between elite and popular ideology we can

examine not only religiously-based political rhetoric, but also how those ideas filtered

down to people who did not have face-to-face access to central political power.  I

demonstrate in this essay that this diffusion of ideology was not, to paraphrase

Brazilian theorist of education Paulo Freire, a simple question of ‘depositing’

ideology into empty coffers the way one might deposit a check into a bank account.6

Instead, the formation of popular political ideology was an elaborate process in which

ordinary Colombians interpreted political ideas and made them relevant to their lives.

Political ideology, then, was a far more fluid process than most scholars indicate

because it was a dialogical process, rather than the repeated duplication of a static set

of ideas.

The Religious Polemic Defined: Veritas from Chiquinquirá

In her book, The Reformation of Machismo, Elizabeth E. Brusco describes

how priests’ distrust of Protestants often led to violence on the part of Conservatives.

In El Cocuy, Boyacá, for instance, she describes an event during the Violencia in

which a mob of Conservative policemen and citizens, spurred on by a priest, killed

the brother of a Colombian Lutheran minister and set bibles and other property of the

Protestants on fire.  The charge was that Protestants were agents of evil and

were—through their very existence—a threat to the Catholic Church’s role as

intermediary between humanity and God.  The Protestant evangelicals expressed their

horror that priests would use their authority to commit flagrant acts of violence.7  In
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fact, Protestant organizations working under an umbrella group called the Evangelical

Confederation of Colombia (CEDEC), produced an English language newsletter in

which they repeatedly expressed this same sentiment.  CEDEC was part of the Latin

American Mission (LAM), an interdenominational confederation of Protestant

missionaries founded in Costa Rica in 1921.8  In its Colombian incarnation, the

organization provided examples of anti-Protestant activities by Catholics abound in

these releases: Catholics intimidating Protestants.  There are reports of Catholics

disturbing Protestant services, demanding that Protestant churches remove public

displays.  Other instances include incarceration by local authorities of Protestants and

a number of examples of direct violence.  In one issue, there is a short history of

violence against the Protestant community in the town of La Donjuana, Norte de

Santander.  In this town, the Protestant chapel was repeatedly set on fire, raided by

angry mobs of Catholics, urinated in, vandalized and otherwise desecrated the space.

The report continues:

In December, 1950, the chapel was attacked in the night by a
mob which stoned it for 2 hours.  During the assault one man went for
the caretaker’s house with a machete.  Swinging at the Señora
Candelaria Blanco, he severed her finger.  He cut off part of the arm of
an 83-year-old Protestant woman, and stabbed a 10-year old Protestant
girl in the chest twice.  For 3 days preceding this attack nuns of the
Sisters of Charity led school children to the statue in front of the
Protestant chapel to recite the Rosary.  Each time the children stoned
the chapel.9

This kind of violent theological and ideological disposition was not

uncommon among certain strains of Catholicism in the mid-twentieth century.  One
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of the best examples of a local source of religious ideological production is the

newspaper Veritas from Chiquinquirá, Boyacá.  Veritas was the official newspaper of

the Dominican fathers of Chiquinquirá, the holiest site in Colombia.  The town is

home to the Virgin of Chiquinquirá, which refers to a miraculous restoration of a

painting of the Virgin Mary on December 26, 1586.  The painting, which had been

commissioned in 1562 and completed a few years later, had been in the process of

fading and decaying when a humble campesina claimed to have witnessed the

spontaneous restoration of the painting’s colors before her eyes.  A long process

ensued in which the Church investigated and eventually confirmed the woman’s

findings.  The image later became known as the Virgen de Chiquinquirá and

eventually became the patron saint of all of Colombia.  The result is that Chiquinquirá

became the religious center of the nation and is still revered as such to this day.10

Veritas was at its most polemical in the years between 1937 and 1940,

predating the traditional periodization of the Violencia by some six years, but

contemporaneous to the earlier 1930s Liberal Violencia in Boyacá which took place

following the election of Enrique Olaya and especially Alfonso López Pumarejo.11

These were the years in which Father Alberto E. Ariza Sánchez was the editor-in-

chief of the newspaper.  Ariza (b. 1903, d. 1987) enjoyed a long life of service to the

Church and to the Dominican order ever since he found his calling at the Monastery

of Chiquinquirá in 1925 at the young age of twenty-two.  Four years later, he began to

write for Veritas, a weekly newspaper published by Chiquinquirá’s Dominican
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monastery.  In writing about his early years with Veritas, one friendly biographer of

Ariza, a fellow Dominican friar, explains that as soon as Ariza took the position…

…immediately he was observed to have the pen of a
polemicist, consistent with the ecclesiastic trends of the time.  But at
heart, Ariza was very independent and beyond crude partisanship.12

If, as the author of this quotation is trying to say, Ariza did not practice “crude

partisanship,” it is difficult to know how else to categorize Ariza’s writings.  Take,

for example, the following editorial from October 13, 1937:

These days it is not the Liberal Party that governs; that party is
merely a mask, covering the machinations of Masonic lodges, favoring
the expansion of Bolshevism.  Such secret sects were put at the head of
the nation’s destiny when President López’s signature—to the
discredit and disgrace of both López and his party—was stamped at
the bottom of the law that gave the Masons official protection under
the law [personería jurídica].  Those who have betrayed the Colombian
people will receive the execration of future generations.13

Like his contemporary Laureano Gómez, Ariza blamed many of Colombia’s

difficulties on a mysterious cabal of conspiratorial forces working behind the scenes

in Colombia.  In this sense, Ariza’s analysis of the Liberal Party was neither

independent nor, for that matter, beyond crude partisanship.  On the contrary, he

blamed Liberalism for all of Colombia’s problems, and, in turn, blamed dark

conspiratorial forces for Liberalism.

In order to understand how Ariza and those like him came to this kind of

conclusion, it is important first to place his political thought within the context of his

thoughts on social and cultural landscape of the mid-twentieth century Catholic
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world.  To put it simply, Ariza and many of his fellow right-wing Catholics felt that

Colombian Catholicism was in danger of cultural extinction, and they believed that

Liberals were the root cause of this situation.  Much of this anti-Liberal position

originates in the development of ideas generated in the Vatican itself.  There is, after

all, a major debate in the current historiography of Europe surrounding Pope Pius

XII—Eugenio Paccelli (Pope from 1939-1958)—and his role in either supporting or

defying Nazism.  Journalist John Cornwall’s controversial book, Hitler’s Pope, for

instance, alleges that Paccelli was a doctrinal anti-Semite who, among other

misdeeds, helped to engineer a concordat with Germany which allowed Catholics to

turn a blind eye to the plight of Nazi Jewry during the Holocaust.14

Since the publishing of his book, Cornwall has come under fire by a broad

range of critics for vastly underestimating the complexity of Pius XII’s papacy.15

After a more measured look at the evidence, it seems that while Cornwall grossly

overstates his case in holding the Church responsible for the Holocaust, he

nevertheless has a point.  Pius XII was a man of his times and, while he was no Nazi,

he did share a lot in common with Francisco Franco’s Nationalists.  Like Franco,

then, he believed that right-wing authoritarianism could successfully combat the

world Communism which the Church condemned for its allegedly anti-religious

agenda.  He further believed that liberalism imprudently tolerated Marxism and

wanted to compromise with that ideology.  The fact that the Second Communist

International’s employed a strategy of “Popular Front” in which the Soviets ordered

communist parties to work with their liberal and social democratic counterparts
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against fascism, only furthered Paccelli’s distrust of liberalism.  Moreover, the

anticlerical nature of the Spanish Republican coalition—part of the aforementioned

Popular Front strategy—further put the Pope on the defensive.

Paccelli was, in short, an ultra-Conservative surrounded and heavily-

influenced by a polarized Europe, and when forced to choose, he would take up the

cause of the right.16  His silence on Nazi atrocities, then, was a calculated refusal to

alienate his most fervent supporters, rather than a wholesale endorsement of Hitler.

Pius XII apparently believed that fighting with Germany would only open up Europe

to Communist atheism.  In times of war, then, he held that the right wing had to put

its differences aside and close ranks.17  By this logic, then, Ariza was not a direct

product of the Church hierarchy, but neither was his approach condemned by that

hierarchy.

Socially, the right-wing of Colombia’s Catholics held that world patterns of

secularization were contrary to the teachings of the Church.  For example, they held

that Liberal attempts to allow marriages to be held through the government instead of

through the Church was tantamount to destroying the institution of marriage

altogether.  This belief, in turn, led to the following logical construction:  Sinners who

do not seek forgiveness will go to hell; those who live out of wedlock are sinners;

having government regulate marriage will convince people that they are married,

even though they are not in the eyes of God; therefore, government regulation of

marriage will prevent couples ‘married’ outside of the Church from recognizing that
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they are living out of wedlock; thus, government regulation of marriage will directly

result in sending a great number of couples to hell.

Veritas found other Liberal initiatives equally abhorrent and detrimental to the

family, especially during the Liberal Republic.  For instance, in 1944, Veritas

published a serialized essay by the 19th Century Spanish author and politician Severo

Catalina del Amo, entitled simply “The Woman.”  The chosen piece has a far more

complimentary view on women than some of Catalina’s more infamous quips.18

Nevertheless, in this series, the overarching point is that women must be educated to

be modest, humble and of good moral character so that they can raise their families

virtuously.  Catalina argues, then, that not only should girls be taught separately from

boys, but that the curriculum should be of a vastly different nature, since women have

neither the inclination or the use for learning history, philosophy and other academic

subjects.  He even writes that an improperly educated woman—one educated like a

man—is worse off than an uneducated one because the latter will do nothing good,

while the former will actively corrupt her family and community.19

Veritas’ attack on equal education for women was especially harsh in 1937

when Ariza wrote about the “scandal” of physical education for women.  Ariza goes

so far as to contend that such education is a harbinger of the death of Western

civilization:

The decline of Rome was initiated with the athletic education
of women, which stripped them of their character as mistress of the
house and converted them into Amazons…
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[G]ymnastic exercises for women, proscribed in centers of
secondary education by our current instructors from the Ministry of
National Education, do not have any other end than to resurrect
paganism of old and to destroy the atmosphere of dignity which
Christianity has brought to our homes.20

This belief in a full frontal attack on Christian society by the forces of liberalism to

which Ariza alludes typifies his and his peers’ mindset at this period in time.

Therefore, in another example from 1939, Ariza lays out a list of complaints

against Liberalism in Colombia.  Again, we can see that looking through the filters of

his particular brand of Catholicism, he perceives his way of life as a culture under

siege.  He claims that Colombia is not Liberal because it is a Catholic nation, because

Colombians do not desire such reforms as the secularization of government, the

installation of the institution of civil marriage, “atheist education,” “pagan education

for women” or the legalization of divorce.  And he reasons that Colombia is not

liberal…

…[B]ecause [the Colombian people] do not give their consent
to allow the soul of children [sic] to be corrupted by the official
centers which use their publications, readings and illustrations to
systematically pervert them in order to liberalize the Republic.
Because Colombians protest the attempt to limit the actions of the
Church to houses of worship as if the Church were not the master of
all peoples, required to intervene in society so as to teach the practices
of the norms of social and individual salvation.  Because the people
oppose the separation between Church and the State.  Because they
consider that obedience of a Catholic country to the Church is not “an
ominous  yoke,” as we hear repeatedly from Liberal leaders.  And
Liberalism is indeed anti-Catholic because it actively works for those
anti-Catholic causes which we just summarized.21
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Despite evidence to the contrary, Ariza could not accept the possibility that Liberals

made up the majority of the Colombian nation.22  Colombia was a Catholic nation and

therefore, to his way of thinking, the country could not possibly be dominated by an

anti-Catholic doctrine.

Later in 1939, Ariza refined this argument against the coexistence of

Liberalism and Catholicism.  His reasons included his condemnation of the massacre

of Conservatives in Gachetá and the alleged government cover up, which I discuss in

part one, above.23  But his fatalistic belief in the impossibility of reconciliation

between the two parties goes far beyond the bloodshed in Gachetá because he

believes that the two doctrines are categorically incompatible.  Criticizing a stated

goal of the Santos regime for an amicable political truce between the two parties,

Ariza writes:

The program of peaceful coexistence is flawed from its very
foundation because it aims to establish a condition in which we
Catholics would renounce our legitimate rights and in which the
Church would be reduced to a form of legal slavery as in Mexico.24

Ariza’s comparison of Colombia with Mexico is typical of his international

perspective as a whole, seen through the lenses of his rigid convictions.  Again, he

sees the world engaged in a struggle of good versus evil, Catholicism versus the

imposter religions of the world, the official hierarchy of the Church versus the secret

puppet masters who guide international anti-Catholicism.

His analysis of Mexico is similar to that espoused by some of the most

supporters of Mexico’s so-called Cristero revolt or cristiada from 1927-1929.  That
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rebellion formed in reaction to Mexican President Plutarco Elías Calles’ attempts to

enforce the Constitution of 1917’s restrictions on the Church.  Its supporters, mostly

rural people from central and western parts of the country, identified these

government initiatives as part of a nebulous Masonic or Masonic-Protestant

conspiracy against the Catholic Church.25

Ariza’s anti-Protestant and anti-Masonry also turned against the United States

during the late 1930s.  Ariza, an ardent nationalist, and other like-minded

Conservatives resented the United States not only for its Protestant missionaries but

also for its flagrant role in supporting Panamanian independence.26  Ariza, then,

mistrusted the United States and identified it as an imperialist power.  Ironically, in

this respect, Ariza resembled leftist and socialist Colombians who held similar

suspicions of the North American colossus.  Yet, Ariza’s dislike for the United States

went beyond his fears of simple U.S. economic and military dominance.  On the

contrary, in a typically alarmed tone, Ariza suspected that the United States was an

agent of conspiracy against Colombian Catholic virtue.  He warned that…

…Roosevelt seeks to rule over us, and—disgracefully—he
wants to do so not only materially but also spiritually.  The gangs of
protestant pastors—men, women and children—who in the cities and
in the remotest villages, in plazas and in the fields, spread bibles all
over the place, distribute their gospels, their epistles, their leaflets of
Pharisaic religious sentimentality.  They are messengers sent by the
United States to corrupt the souls of our Catholic people with Lutheran
heresy…27

For Ariza in the late 1930s, there was little difference between the Protestant United

States and the Communist Soviet Union; both were sacrilegious abominations.
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The big test of this kind of world view came shortly after this editorial was

published.  As Europe erupted into World War II, it became a challenge to continue

to interpret the rapidly-unfolding events within the same Manichean lenses that had

been used before.  One opinion piece written without a by-line while Ariza was

Editor-in-Chief of Veritas, for instance, attempts to simultaneously charge the Jews

with being part of a powerful conspiracy while also delighting in the plight of

powerless Jewish refugees from Germany.  The author begins by attacking the liberal

press for sympathizing with Jewish refugees from the ship St. Louis who were fleeing

Nazi Germany.28  As usual, however, the writer does not see the difference between

liberal news sources and communist ones:

The Bolshevik newspapers raise their voices to accuse
governments of rejecting the Jews.  And why didn’t Stalin take them
in?  Don’t they say that Russia is a paradise?  And how does one
explain the enormous inconsequence of how Soviet Russia, being a
Judeo-Masonic creation, does not take in the hundreds and thousands
of Jews expelled from Europe for being undesirable?  Siberia is a
territory which is big enough to hold all of Europe, but they would not
go there!  Siberia is a territory in which where there exists no civilized
government, and therefore there is no one to exploit.  And the Jews
can only live as parasites, sucking the blood from unhappy people who
commit the foolishness of welcoming them in!29

What is odd about this editorial is that the author’s own questions here cast

overwhelming doubt on Ariza’s fanciful theories on the workings of the world.  That

is, if Russia truly were a Jewish creation and if the Jews truly did have power over all

of the liberal, Protestant, and Communist nations of the world, this theory is incapable
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of explaining why the governments of these nations did not let the passengers of the

St. Louis come ashore.

Consistent with this world view, Ariza further categorized other world events

according to this kind of logic.  He attributed the fall of France to the Nazis, for

instance, to the fact that France’s government was controlled by forces of liberalism:

French Democracy established divorce and the profanation of
marriage, allowing pleasure to prevail over sacrifice; indulgence over
sacrifice; thus France was weaker and had fewer sons to defend it.
French Democracy exiled God from the national legislation and
established official atheism…30

Veritas, in short, used its Manichean world view to interpret everything good that

happened in the world as a consequence of faith in the Church, while everything bad

was a direct result of either faithlessness or of interference from one of a dozen forces

of Satan on earth.  The editorials and philosophy of the paper had become as

predictable as they were acerbic.

But something happened to Veritas just a few months before Ariza penned

this editorial.  Friar Miguel Santamaría appeared in print around this time, making

him the first new editorial writer since Ariza began his stint.  The difference between

the two authors seems subtle at first.  He begins by condemning the Soviets, citing

them as the greatest threat to world stability.  Immediately following, however, he

writes that Germany is an equally horrible threat, no less horrible or powerful than the

Soviets.  He continues further, explaining that France will survive because it is a
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Catholic nation, as did Spain before it, and as will Colombia.  He then proceeds to

discuss how Colombian politics and education fits into the scheme of world events.

We should insist, request, demand that the employees of the
Ministry of Education be Catholics.  We have the right and the
government has the strict obligation to obey the popular will, if it
indeed is as democratic as it claims to be.

The atheist teacher, the atheist professor, or anyone who is not
Catholic should not teach.  And if they do teach, they should not be
obeyed.  They should be boycotted because they are acting against
Colombian Catholic democracy; they are outsiders, aliens, invaders.31

Like Ariza, then, Santamaría seems to understand the world in terms of a struggle

between good and evil.  Colombia has to rid itself of non-Catholic educators because

only then will the rights of Colombian Catholics be respected.  However, there is a

difference in the tone of this message when compared to those by Ariza.  Specifically,

Santamaría’s message is about upholding Catholic values in the face of perceived

attacks by educators with un- or anti- Catholic ideas.  His solution is to appeal to the

Government to prevent “atheists” from teaching, or to engage in what is essentially an

act of nonviolent resistance to this alleged educational imposition.  Where Ariza

warned of conspiracies and believed he was fighting a cosmic war between Catholics

and the rest of the world, Santamaría represents a voice of civil protest and he

advocated peaceful responses to specific, tangible threats.

This comparative emphasis on practical approaches to peace is not to say that

Santamaría was a pure rationalist.  On the contrary, he was first and foremost a holy

man who used the Church and the Bible to inform his daily life.  In fact, so firmly did
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he believe that the Bible was the primary source of knowledge in the world, that he

authored a book in which he attempted to explain the existence of South American

Indigenous groups within a biblical context.  Almost as soon as Columbus landed in

the Caribbean, Europeans attempted to understand indigenous America using Biblical

references.  As a result, Santamaría engaged in a painstaking effort to transliterate the

Indian names of local Colombian municipalities and geographical features into

Hebrew characters and then postulate on their meanings in Hebrew.  For instance,

based on the syllables which make up the name “Chiquinquirá,” he concluded that it

means “His/Its site was firmly fixed when he/it appeared,” or, in Hebrew characters:32

[sic]  

For many words, he rejects other “false hypotheses” for their derivations in a separate

sub-section.  His conclusion at the end of most of these locality names is that there is

a strong possibility that it comes from Hebrew.  At times he was more careful and

warns that his conclusions are only speculative, at others he presents his findings as

immutable fact.  He also makes a number of false claims, such as that “[Hebrew]… is

the oldest language, historically speaking”33  In short, it is clear that his intellectual

positions are those of a man who devoted his life to the Church and his scholarship is

almost completely based upon a belief system in which religious premises are deemed

to be more important than empirical ones.34
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That said, Santamaría did not use these religious assumptions to build

conspiracies, as did his colleague, Ariza.  That is, writers like Ariza and Santamaría

were both equally influenced by their faith, but such faith did not necessarily lead to

the same polarized world view.  Santamaría’s apparent refusal to buy into Ariza’s

conspiracy theories made his political observations more peaceful than those of his

colleague; strong religious conviction was not a cause for incendiary violence.  As

easy as it for contemporary historians to focus on writers like Ariza or Laureano

Gómez who used their faith as a weapon against their adversaries, it becomes clear in

the mid-to-late 1940s that the Catholic Church in Colombia was not a single,

doctrinally unified body.  And this pluralism of ideas within Catholicism occurred

even as devotees like Ariza would have liked to have believed in a simple dichotomy

between Catholic and non-Catholic, Conservative versus Liberal, Heaven versus Hell,

and good versus evil.

Ariza stopped writing editorials for Veritas in the middle of 1940.  During the

1940s, Santamaría would write sporadic editorials, joined by a number of other

contributors as well.  During the post-Ariza years between 1940 and 1947, Veritas’

political positions varied to a greater degree.  Editorial attacks against Protestants

became less common, especially after the end of World War II when Protestant

nations formed the backbone of anticommunism worldwide.  Even towards the end of

the War, however, other kinds of features continued to attack Protestants and their

creed.  A long poem written in February, 1944, for instance, sings about the errors of

Protestantism.  A few choice stanzas follow:
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The Virgin Mary, you’ve not sought, A la Virgen no quereis [sic]
Christ’s Mother you’ve forsaken; Siendo de Cristo la Madre;
Straight to Hell shall you be brought, En el infierno hallareis,
To meet your father, Satan. A Satanás, vuestro padre.

… …

Rise up, people of the Faith, Alerta, pueblo creyente,
You shall be our defender, Que la lucha va a empezar,
The enemy is at the gates, El enemigo está al frente,
Desiring our surrender. Y nos quiere conquistar.

… …

Across our borders every hour Centenares de pastores
Come hundreds of these pastors, Nuestra Patria invaden ya,
Hungry wolves, come to devour, Son lobos devoradores,
Sent by their foreign masters. Que el extranjero nos dá.35

…

Remarkably, however, just nine months after publishing this incendiary poem,

the editors of Veritas published a front-page news article with the title, “Catholics,

Protestants and Jews coordinate their efforts to aid victims of the current war”  The

article, without any apparent irony, describes how U.S. citizens of all faiths came

together in order to send emergency supplies to European war refugees in order to

protect them from the coming winter.36

Equally remarkable, following the end of World War II, Veritas published

another article concerning how the Catholic Church in Italy charitably invited a group

of Jewish refugees to hold services in the Monastery founded by St. Francis of Assisi

himself.  In both of these articles, the editors of Veritas offered no explanation for



309

what seems to be a remarkable shift in the objectives of the newspaper. 37  Still

another article in 1947 entitled “Religious Liberty Exists in Catholic Spain”

concerned Franco’s willingness to take in Jewish refugees and to allow them to

practice their own religion without any interference from Church or government.38

In short, Veritas made an abrupt postwar shift to a version of religiosity that

favored tolerance and mercy—at least as far as Protestants and European Jewry were

concerned.  While this change in attitude obviously came as a result of the Church’s

revulsion at the Holocaust, this reverse was still extremely important, since both

Gómez and Ariza’s conspiracy theories were predicated on the assumption that the

Jews—especially of Europe—were at the head of an international anti-Catholic

movement.  That said, there were  no editorial apologies for the many prior tirades

against other religions, nor were there any editorials that explained the change.

Over the next two decades, Veritas was inconsistent on the question of the so-

called conspiracy against Catholicism.  While it did include a few, rare pieces

criticizing Protestants and Jews, for the most part its editors seemed to allow greater

diversity of opinion.39  There are at least two reasons for this change of heart.  First of

all, the Violencia in Boyacá dwindled during the period following the Second World

War.  Violence in Boyacá had been prevalent during the 1930s, especially during and

after the first administration of Alfonso López.40  In other words, the editors of

Veritas had less reason to explain the seemingly inexplicable local violence by means

of a conspiracy.  A second reason for this different approach doubtlessly came from

the Vatican itself.  The Church sought to distance itself from the forces of fascism in
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the wake of the Holocaust and the carnage of the European War.41  Whatever was

Pius XII’s opinion of Nazi-style fascism before the war, he did not wish to remain

associated with it afterwards.  Thus, the system of thought that Veritas advocated

during the Liberal republic gave ground slowly, but it did abandon this aspect of its

ideology.

The Religious Polemic Rejected: El Santuariano

Before and during the Violencia, Veritas and Ariza’s general advocacy of

violence as a means by which to achieve peace is typical of many vocal Conservative

interpretations within the period from around 1930 until the late 1950s and beyond.

Historian Carlos Mario Perea points out in his Porque la sangre es espíritu that

violence was a means through which many elite Conservative politicians believed

they could build a unified Colombian nation.  That is, these leaders believed that

Colombia’s political divisions only could be repaired by uniting the whole country

under the banner of the Church.  They held that those dividing Colombian society

were the people influenced by international forces of secularization.  Peace and other

heavenly virtues, then, were only to be attained by fighting against those who

opposed the ideals of the Church.42  This perspective, then, can be expressed in a

modified syllogism: The moral influence of the Church unifies society; Liberalism

threatens the Church’s moral influence; therefore, the negation of Liberalism will

serve to unify Colombian society.
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If this argument was logical in structure, however, not all Conservative

Colombians accepted its dubious premises.  The Conservative authors of the monthly

newspaper El Santuariano from El Santuario, a town in a rural region of eastern

Antioquia, had a very different solution to Colombia’s political divisions.  In 1946,

after Mariano Ospina Pérez announced that he was running for the presidency, El

Santuario’s municipal government passed a resolution backing his candidacy.  The

resolution emphasized the need for peace and unity.

In this day and age, a sectarian government that stirs up old
hatreds would not only be anachronistic but also would be disastrous
for the Patria which trusts that its salvation shall come from the
prudence and sound judgment of its sons and daughters.43

The proclamation continues, declaring:

…THAT Ospina’s objective is not to build a government of a
party, but a national government…

THAT the Municipal Council of El Santuario represents a
population essentially composed of farmers, a group which Dr. Ospina
Pérez has aided and defended enthusiastically but without demagogy.44

The town council of El Santuario and the editors of the newspaper El Santuariano

clearly held that the Colombian nation was a body that should transcend national

political rivalries.  Demonization of the Liberal Party, they held, should be relegated

to the past era of civil wars and brutal partisanship.  The future requires that

Colombian citizens exercise restraint and work together for a greater Colombia.

At first glance, the positions of these two local newspapers seem to be

diametrically opposed to one another.  Veritas’ Ariza claims that peace is not possible
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so long as the forces of world liberalism work to undermine the forces of

righteousness and Christian decency.  Demagogy, for Veritas, is to be found in

Liberals’ very nature, in their obstinate insistence on bringing godlessness and

rationalism into the world.  Filemón de J. Gómez of El Santuariano makes the

counter-claim that peace is not possible while there are politicians who exploit

partisanship for their own political ends.  Such policies, they continue, are antithetical

to nationalism because they divide the nation.  The demagogue in El Santuariano’s

perspective is the political leader who exploits such political differences.  The

differences between these two positions are as stark as the divergence in the

underlying political assumptions of the national leaders who represent these two

sides, Laureano Gómez and Mariano Ospina Pérez, both of whom I discuss in detail

in part one, above.

Marked as these differences might first appear, however, the authors of these

two newspapers are coming from very similar perspectives.  First of all, they are both

devout followers of the Roman Catholic faith.  While Veritas was an official

publication by the Dominican order of Chiquinquirá, El Santuariano went to great

lengths to define itself as a newspaper both written by and for Catholics.  Every issue

of El Santuariano during this time period contained an entire page devoted to the

Virgin Mary, and the newspaper’s editors prided themselves on combating vices such

as drunkenness and promiscuity and upholding other moral principles of the Catholic

faith.45  For example, in 1950 on the thirtieth anniversary of El Santuariano’s

existence, the editors published a fictionalized, didactic dialogue between two
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campesinos, named Felipe and Benicio.  In this dialogue, the simple character of

Felipe asks such questions as,

“And is El Santuariano Catholic?”

…to which the wiser Benicio responds affirmatively, that while El

Santuariano is not an official mouthpiece of the Church, it is nevertheless written

“Católicamente” in every aspect.

The places of origin of these two publications are also similar in that they are

both traditionally Conservative and religious regions.  Chiquinquirá, as I mention

above, was and is considered the religious center of Colombia.  Similarly, the

Department of Antioquia is often considered to be the center of Colombian

Conservatism and both outside observers and denizens of the region agree that the

Antioqueño brand of Catholicism is among the nation’s most doctrinal.46  Of course,

it is important to note that given the nature of Colombia’s strong regional political

differentiation, Antioqueño Conservatism was not necessarily the same thing as its

Boyacense equivalent.  That qualification given, what I am attempting to demonstrate

in this chapter is the range of what was possible within Colombian religious and

political Conservatism during the middle of the twentieth century.  That is, both

expressions of Conservatism were part of the same national movement and shared the

same basic political language, ideology, and forms of expressing themselves.

Furthermore, both political bents shared common supporters among the

national leadership.  For instance, the town of El Santuario inspired the praise of

members of the upper clergy who closely resembled Laureano Gómez and Ariza in
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their violent opposition to the Revolución en Marcha.  When the polemical

Monsignor Juan Manuel González Arbeláez was Coadjutor Archbishop of Bogotá, he

was one of the Laureanistas’ strongest allies in defeating López’s attempts to

renegotiate the Concordat with the Vatican.47  In 1935, González had gone so far as to

warn Liberals that Catholicism would defeat them in a war for Colombia’s soul.48

Given his difference in approach to political problems from the editors of El

Santuariano, then, it might seem surprising that in 1947 he expressed his unrestricted

admiration for the town of El Santuario:

Its religious life is proverbial and perfectly reflects its name….
In its reception of all the sacraments, its piety in religious acts, in
noble confession, in the faith and in the abundance and quality of
priestly and religious vocations, no one has stood out like El Santuario,
throne upon which Jesus Christ Our Lord reigns with truly imperial
abundance.  Suffice it to say that a relative majority of the parishes
within the Archdioceses of Medellín have turned their rectories over to
exemplary gentlemen, sons of El Santuario.

…
El Santuario might have dubbed itself ‘spotless city’ or ‘model

city,’ reading this triple statistic which enshrines it as a holy relic:

The greatest number of communions, the smallest number of
illegitimate births, the lowest rate of illiteracy in Colombia, in
America.49

It seems clear, then, that supporters of Colombia’s mid-century religious right wing

approved of El Santuario and saw it, like Chiquinquirá, as an important major

religious center.

Much of this praise is due to the fact that socially and culturally, El

Santuariano and Veritas originated from very similar points of departure.  On the
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question of the equality of women, for instance, El Santuariano offered a lot of

advice.  Like in Veritas, this advice centered around women’s alleged place in the

home and on ways to keep women morally virtuous.  Also like Veritas, El

Santuariano unfalteringly advocated a separation of men and women and contended

that they should be educated in different ways so as to reinforce their respective roles.

Where these two newspapers differed on the social and cultural front,

however, is significant.  Most importantly, the vast majority of advice to women in El

Santuariano was offered by women writers themselves.  Whereas Veritas used 19th

century male authors to make its arguments about women’s education, El

Santuariano had women writers give their opinions on the matter.  Josefina Muñoz

G., to give one example, wrote a regular column in the mid-1940s entitled “For You

Alone, Women Readers”50  The content of these pieces generally reinforced the

traditional roles of women.  In one column, Muñoz answers a question from a reader

who asks her if she ever despairs because she, as a woman, is weaker than men.  She

responds by saying that women have their own unique strength.

Don’t be silly.  If the man is made superior in the strength of
his muscles or in the strength of his intelligence, the woman is made
superior in the strength of her heart.

…
Recognize your weakness, convince yourself of it and cultivate

it, friend reader.  Don’t you see that you have to be an inspirer of man?
And only you, because you are weak, can make him see the little
things, so decisive in life.  Don’t you see that because you are weak,
you constantly implore the Supreme Power to the aid of you and your
family?51
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The point here is similar to that made by Veritas: that women are weaker and should

not be treated like men in virtually all respects.  Its difference is one of emphasis: El

Santuariano indicates that women have a power of their own to influence men and to

be active, albeit within the limited context of their traditional roles.  But the

fundamental assumptions about women’s weakness and intellectual inferiority are the

same.  In short, the editors of El Santuariano, like those of Veritas possessed an

unyielding commitment to the Catholic Church, to the politics of Conservatism, and

to a similar interpretation of the social doctrines of their religion.

Exactly what this commitment implied for politics, however, is another

matter.  That is, despite the strong cultural and regional similarities between Veritas

and El Santuariano, the newspapers’ political dispositions differed vastly, especially

when considering the relationship between politics and violence.  For instance,

following Ospina’s transition into the presidency, El Santuariano published a pair of

resolutions made by both the Liberal and Conservative directorates of nearby San

Carlos, Antioquia, in which they both agreed to express their political differences in a

peaceful and civil manner.  In response to this effort, the editors of the newspaper

lauded the initiative while relating to the people of San Carlos as fellow eastern

Antioqueños.

EL SANTUARIANO decisively and enthusiastically endorses
attempts to establish and conserve a spirit of peaceful coexistence
between the denizens of our Region [sic].

These committees’ two resolutions are inspired by a generous
desire for mutual understanding and by the respect of the members of
different groups.  This effort represents a heartfelt and laudable call to



317

cease the compassionless hatreds, the rumor-mongering, the insidious
fables.  It is a call to end the offensive and reciprocated injuries which
have brought so much tragedy and sadness to this noble and Christian
people, inhabited by a human nucleus, vigorous and hard-working.52

Perhaps the most telling component of this commentary is that this article is entitled

“Patriotic Resolutions” indicating that the editors of El Santuariano saw peaceful

coexistence or convivencia as a nationalistic and patriotic duty.  Such an idea

contrasts greatly from Veritas’ notion that coexistence was an impossibility with the

wicked forces of Liberalism.

And such endorsements of peace did not only come before the 9 de abril.  On

the contrary, during some of the harshest years of the Violencia, during the reign of

Laureano Gómez, El Santuariano stayed the course of peace.

Paying no heed to the voices of ignorance and of envy, we
continue to keep watch over the interests not only of our town, but of
all of eastern Antioquia.  Because these peoples, united by the same
ties of race, of affection and by our common social bonds, require a
cohesion more vigorous for the defense of their legitimate rights and
for the solution to all their needs.

…
As knights of public-spiritedness, we carry no weapon but our

hearts with which to love, nor more force than our reason with which
to work, nor more final aspiration than that of the common good.  And
this is sufficient…53

Where Veritas emphasized a war against Catholicism’s enemies, then, El Santuariano

emphasized a quest for the common good.  Where Veritas used its religious focus to

charge Liberals with heresy and treason, El Santuariano used its Christian ideals to

seek reconciliation and public-spiritedness as a solution to problems of violence.  It
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was possible to apply religious Conservatism to politics without utilizing the same

kind of violent language that Laureano Gómez or pre-1945 Veritas employed.

Liberalism and the Religious Polemic

As we have seen, the chief point of distinction between the political stances of

Veritas and El Santuariano concerned their respective positions on cooperating with

Liberalism.  The former contended that Liberalism was contrary to the ideals of the

Church, while El Santuariano unabashedly mixed its devout religiosity with an

expressed willingness to work with their Liberal counterparts.  But what did

Liberalism itself believe to be the role of the Catholic Church in society?  As I

already suggested in part one, the most prominent difference between the Liberal and

Conservative parties was the fact that they disagreed strongly on the role of the

Roman Catholic Church within both government and society.  In the legal sphere, for

example, the directorate of the Conservative Party maintained that the Colombian

Constitution of 1886 was a document of parallel importance to the Concordat of

1887, that the Church and state went hand-in-hand.54  The hierarchy of the Church,

for its part, officially endorsed Conservative candidates for office.55  Conservatives

desired that the Church would remain responsible for demographic registry through

baptismal and funeral records, for all legal marriage, and for national education.

Liberal politicians at the national level generally agreed with their Conservative

counterparts that the Roman Catholic Church had a major role to play in the nation’s

spiritual life, but they desired, in the spirit of nineteenth century liberalism—with a
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lower-case ‘l’—that there be a legal separation of Church and state and greater

tolerance for dissenting religious opinion.

These two points of view came into conflict especially during the Revolución

en marcha of Alfonso López Pumarejo, as I discuss in part one.  During those years,

López proposed a renegotiation of the national Concordat with the Vatican that would

allow the government more flexibility, a plan for civil registration, a declaration that

land had a “social function,” and a principle stating that all Colombians were entitled

to an education, among other reforms.  While López did not pass these measures in

order to hurt the Church, they were major impositions in the minds of the

Conservatives of the far right.  For instance, Gómez’s supporters within the Church,

most notably Bishop González Arbeláez, believed that secular education was

tantamount to the corruption of youth, that it removed parental control over the family

and that it encouraged the abandonment of Catholic morality.  Furthermore, since

Church-sponsored schools did not admit children born outside of wedlock, the

imposition of education as a right to all Colombians was seen as a particularly

difficult imposition upon Church privilege.56

On the questions of freedom of religion, Liberals did generally approve of

allowing non-Catholic religions to practice their beliefs freely in Colombia.  This

tolerance naturally fed into the conspiracy theories to which Ariza and Laureano

Gómez adhered.  While, as I mention in part one, there is some evidence that some

national Liberal and even Conservative politicians belonged to Freemasonic lodges,

Liberals’ official religious tolerance had a stronger identification with Masonry.  For
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instance, Alfonso López’s correspondence included rare salutations from Masonic

lodges.  He even received a card of greeting from a Cuban lodge, which indicates that

Masons did acknowledge López as a friendly personage.57  Similarly, López received

praise from Jewish organizations, both Colombian and foreign.  For example, he

received in 1945 a letter from a U.S. Zionist, thanking him for promoting religious

tolerance in Colombia.  The letter’s author, proclaimed himself “…a promoter of

unity in America for the last 30 years, aiming to wipe out discrimination and bigotry

among Christians and Jews…,” and thanked López for his “…sympathy to the Jewish

people in such a critical time, when Europe is burning with anti-Semitism.”58

However, López also received myriad letters of support from Catholic clergy

of all levels, from priests serving in remote areas of the nation to urban archbishops.

Many of these communications were requests for aid from such priests, asking that

the Liberal administration get behind various local public improvement projects and

charitable endeavors.  For example, a missionary priest in Caldono, Cauca, asked in

1945 that López set up a national Catholic Mission Center in order to “… improve

our people with true civilization.”59  Another priest from Salamina, Caldas, wrote to

Alberto Lleras in late 1945 to warn the president about the dangers of electoral

violence.  Referring to suffrage as a “sacred right,” the correspondent expresses trust

in Lleras that he would attempt to guarantee a peaceful election.60  And the Bishop of

the diocese of Jericó, Antioquia, sent correspondence to Alberto Lleras requesting

federal aid to repair the cathedral of Jericó.  In so doing, the Bishop referred to Lleras

as a “most dignified leader.”61
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In fact, some within the Laureanista camp of Conservatives even criticized

certain priests for being too Liberal.  For example, a Conservative going only by

“Vigilant Compatriot and fellow party member,” wrote a letter to President Rojas in

order to criticize Liberalism in Armero, Tolima.  He referred to Liberals in this town

as “crypto-Communists” and asserted that “…God has castigated this priest-killing

town to excess.”62  But despite his apparent defense of priests in that statement, he

also quipped sarcastically that, “Of course, here we are so fortunate that even the

priest, Father Fernández, is a frenetic Liberal.”63  Armero would be a site of the late

Violencia, between the late years of the Rojas administration until about 1964; it

would witness clashes between guerrillas and the military and faced great internal

polarization.64  This anonymous expression of concern, then, is not a surprise.

However, the fact that this Conservative would criticize his local parish priest is a

strong indication that in Liberal areas, representatives of the Church were often

Liberal as well.

Moral Restoration and Ordinary Colombians’ Conceptions of Religion

Colombians did incorporate religion into the political system in diverse ways.

However, Colombian religious politics did have at least one prominent feature in

common: during the middle twentieth century, Colombians shared a widespread

notion of the nation’s moral degeneration.  Like the authors of Veritas and El

Santuariano, religious Conservatives of all shades indicated that the original ideals of

the Colombian nation had fallen by the wayside and that it was their duty to remedy
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this situation.  However, there did exist a major and highly-significant exception to

Conservatives’ monopoly on concern for public morality.  One of Gaitán’s most

salient slogans, one which struck a chord in many of his supporters, was the idea that

he was leading a campaign for the “moral restoration” of Colombia.  This notion did

not necessarily refer to a religious morality per se, but it was a kind of reference to

natural law.  It was primarily directed against elite political corruption and against

those who kept the people out of power.  Gaitán argued that the voices of the

Colombian masses were silenced by the few and that this was a moral breach.65

Local political groupings often called themselves the “Liberal Gaitanista Committee

for the Moral and Democratic Restoration of the Republic”66 and organized followers

along these lines.67  In fact, Gaitán not only openly encouraged his followers to

criticize the government on moral grounds, but he also claimed that moral decadence

was a harbinger of the end of Colombia’s oligarchy.  Citing the moral decay of

declining civilizations, such as the late Roman empire, Gaitán believed that morality

was an indicator of a political system’s health.68

Rank and file Gaitanistas, in turn, made direct associations between the upper

classes and immorality.  They voiced their outrage with the fact that the wealthy few

were put in charge of the many.  For instance, on the Atlantic coast, Gaitanistas

claimed that the working and middle classes had to be liberated from “immoral

politics” for the national good.  Other Gaitanistas claimed that Gaitán would “…drive

from the temple of the [Liberal] party the business interests that had plunged it into

anarchy and chaos,” making clear Gaitán’s allegation that oligarchical Liberalism was
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tantamount to moral decadence.69  However, this kind of Gaitanista criticism was the

only widespread Liberal criticism of the moral landscape of Colombia.  Moreover,

although this criticism implied a kind of popular religiosity, the Gaitanista moral

criticism was not overtly religious.

In general, this linkage of moral degeneration to politics was usually made

with a specifically Conservative religious ideology in mind.  However, contrary to the

caustic editorials in Veritas or El Siglo, letters which discussed spiritual or divine

causality tended to have agendas other than political ones.  This is not to say that

Gómez and Ariza’s notion of a Colombia engaged in a cosmic struggle between good

and evil was not a familiar one to many who corresponded to the president.

However, this concept manifested itself in surprising ways.  Such was in the case of a

citizen from Fundación, Magdalena who wrote to the president with good news: he

had found a cure for diabetes.

In order to cure this disease, it is necessary first that the patient
who suffers from diabetes be Roman Catholic, because if he were a
Mason, Protestant, Jehovah’s Witness, Rosicrucian or an adherent to
some other faith, I cannot cure him.  He has to renounce his religion
and make himself a Christian—the only way to cure him.

The treatment is applied as follows: the Wednesday on which
the treatment begins, the patient makes his confession. On Thursday,
he receives communion and listens to the first mass of the morning.
Then the patient is immediately brought before the statue of San Juan,
apostle, where a ceremony is performed.  The day after he is taken
again to the statue of Our Lord Jesus Christ where another ceremony
takes place, and he continues to take the medicines which he is
accustomed to taking.  This treatment from Thursday and Friday
continues for six weeks...70
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This miraculous cure is pertinent to our purposes for at least three reasons.  First, it is

clear from this passage that the letter’s author had accepted part of the Gómez

polemic.  A Protestant diabetic could not receive this cure; one had to be a Christian.

Second, related to this first point, is the fact that this writer envisioned a world with

many faiths, but only one true religion, again setting up a similar dichotomy between

the sacred and profane.  A final point, however, is the fact that this atypical example

exists at all.  This letter, for all its apparent medical unorthodoxy, is a radical re-

appropriation of an idea for the author’s own ends.  This might at first appear to be

what contemporary scholars refer to as a ‘negotiated ideological space’ or a sort of

‘weapon of the weak,’ to which anthropologist James Scott refers.71  However, that

would not be an accurate description; it is not a weapon at all; it is an ideological

sword beaten into a ploughshare.

I include this example not to imply that most Colombians during this period

necessarily believed in such miraculous cures—at least not any more than any other

people in the world.72  Nor do I include it to in any way insinuate that Colombians or

Catholics were or are any more likely to hold such apparently non-scientific beliefs.

The fact remains, however, that the author of the letter was held in at least some

esteem in his community.  He was a pharmacist who, along with this letter, managed

to send along endorsements in which both his town’s mayor and parish priest

vouched for his integrity.  While neither the mayor nor the priest mentioned this cure

in their documents, they both lauded his role in the community and the services that

his pharmacy had provided for over twenty-five years.73  The point, then, is that belief
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in miraculous cures was well within the boundaries of what we might refer to as

‘respectable society.’  Reports of direct Divine intervention into human lives were

part of Colombians’ quotidian discourse.74

For that matter, when this language of faith entered politics, it rarely followed

the track outlined by Laureano Gómez or Ariza.  For example, in September, 1946,

following the election of Mariano Ospina Pérez to the presidency, a Colombian

citizen wrote to the president requesting his aid:

…I in association with my parents, brothers and sisters, offered
to the Holy Virgin of the Rosary, patron saint of this place, that I
would organize the holiest of festivals on October 27 if She allowed
our [Conservative] party to triumph in the electoral contest.  As my
petition was granted by the Holy Virgin, I am pushing myself hard to
keep my promise.  In order to do so, I have elaborated a program
which will be brought to fruition on the last Sunday in October.  On
that occasion, I would like to count on your benevolent economic
contribution…75

This writer believed that her prayers were answered through Ospina’s victory and that

therefore she needed to make good on her promise.  She believed that she witnessed

direct divine intervention into the political realm.  In a sense, then, she accepts on

faith the Laureanista proposition that politics was a religious struggle.  In this

example, however, the author holds that her duty was not to smite her enemies but

instead to repay her debt to Heaven.  It is a subtle shift, but a significant one.

In fact, within the Presidential Archive, the vast majority of the writers who

did overtly endorse Gómez’s religious vision of politics were themselves either very

wealthy or politically-connected individuals.  Thus, when a Conservative medical
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student wrote to Alfonso López in 1945, his message sounded like that of Gómez.

Specifically, he argued that López had no authority to criticize the Church for vocally

opposing his administration.  López, the author continued, was in fact engaging in an

act of anticlericalism by denying that he was anticlerical.76  Another similar example

from 1954, Gabriel Echeverri Mesa wrote to express his concerns about Communism

and the Soviet Union’s designs for world domination.  Echeverri, with the Colombian

Consulate to Bilbao, Spain, had strong loyalties to the Franco dictatorship in Spain as

he makes abundantly clear in his letter:

Spain was the first country which, informed by a clear and
realistic vision, realized [the Soviets’] unbridled ambition.  It raised up
arms against it and sealed off its borders….

It was the time of great errors, driven and inspired by a
powerful Judeomasonicmarxist [sic] conglomeration, from which
Spain was saved by the Grace of God.77

Therefore, there is abundant evidence that polemics seeped into the letters of upper

class Colombians—or that such polemics originated from common, European

sources.  But there is far less evidence that these ideas made it to those within the

lower strata of society who wrote to the presidents.

Those documents which were written by the poor and which do employ

Gómez’s ideas for political ends, then, are rare.  That said, even these few letters are

suggestive.  For instance, in 1946, a self-described campesino wrote to President

Ospina to share his political ideas about communism.  He described Marxism in

general as a coldly-calculated plot by arrogant mortal men against all that which is
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holy.  It distracts workers to look forward not to heaven but to a terrestrial paradise.78

His argument certainly jibes with the philosophy of Ariza and Gómez, as well as

other Conservatives—and even most Liberal leaders for that matter—who saw

communism as a threat.  Where the author differs from Gómez, however, is in his

conclusion:

… I have placed all of my faith in God and in Dr. Laureano
Gómez who was and is our leader, and will continue to be so until God
calls him home.79

In expressing his loyalty to the struggle against evil, then, this writer declares his faith

not only to God but to Laureano Gómez.  In fact, as I discuss in chapter five, this

expression of political personalism was intimately tied to a much longer Colombian

political tradition based upon paternalism, patronage and lionization of politicians.  It

is ironic, however, that in attempting to defend a pure form of Catholicism from its

enemies—mostly imaginary—Gómez fomented an alternative religiosity, a non-

Christian deification of his own personality.

The use of religion, then, like the use of history I discuss in chapter seven, was

a way to personalize politics.  In an earlier example, a writer from the rural region of

Florida, Valle, wrote to President Ospina, requesting a job for his son.  In so doing, he

also offered his political opinion, probably attempting to ingratiate himself with the

president.  Specifically, he condemned Liberalism for its demagogical tendencies but

more importantly, he referred to Liberalism’s deceptive tendencies:
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We know well how difficult it must be to govern an anarchistic
and indolent people, poisoned by the false prophets of these
democracies…80

The author continues, explaining that God nevertheless sent Ospina to the Colombian

people in order to rectify that political situation.  The Liberal leaders had been false

prophets—Ospina, then, was a true one.  Religion in this case was used as a political

metaphor, as yet another way to interpret the inscrutable political rosca through a

familiar language.
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partidismo mezquino.”
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“[L]os ejercicios gimnásticos de la mujer, prescritos en los centros de educación
secundaria por nuestros actuales pedagogos del Ministerio de Educación nacional, no
tienen otro fin que resucitar el paganismo antiguo y acabar con el ambiente de
dignidad que el cristianismo ha llevado a los hogares.”
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gobiernos por el rechazo de los judíos.  Y por qué Stalin no los recibe?  No dicen que
Rusia es un paraíso?  Y como se explica la enorme inconsecuencia de que siendo
Rusia Soviética una creación judío masónica no reciba a los centenares y millares de
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Editors, “Comentarios: Pobres Judíos!” in Veritas, Chiquinquirá (6/14/1939),  3.
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37 Editors, “Se permitió a los Judíos seguir su culto” in Veritas, Chiquinquirá
(3/27/1946), 2.
38 Editors, “Existe libertad Religiosa en la católica España” in Veritas, Chiquinquirá
(10/1/1947),  1,4.
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38 Carlos Mario Perea, Porque la sangre es espíritu: Imaginario y discurso político en
las élites capitalinas (1942-1949) (Bogotá: Editorial Santillana, S.A., 1996),  116-
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demagogia. “
Ibid.
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…
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en la estadística esta triple cifra, que la encierra en una urna de cristales.

“El mayor número de comuniones; el menor milaje de natalidad ilegítima; el menor
porcentaje de analfabetos en Colombia, en América.”
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Conclusion

Evaluating Colombia’s Political Landscape

I stated in the introduction that this dissertation is akin to a portrait of the

Colombian political landscape during the middle of the twentieth century.  Landscape

portraits, especially those of mountainous locales like Colombia, reveal and

accentuate some features, while leaving other areas obscured behind the rocky peaks.

Similarly, this dissertation focuses upon many aspects of Colombian politics and

political culture while leaving many other features unaddressed.  In the pages that

follow, I discuss the contributions of this project to our understanding of Colombian

history, and I contend that this method may serve as a new vantage point from which

to view similar scenes.  I conclude by discussing some of the features I overlooked

over the course of this endeavor and I offer some ideas for extending this study’s

scope, for increasing its detail and for sharpening its focus.

Part one is a depiction of a polity dominated by a socioeconomic elite that

actively excluded ordinary Colombians from political power and only rarely

acknowledged the poorer classes’ existence as political actors.  President Alfonso

López was an exception to that trend, as his Revolución en Marcha served to open the

political system to some sectors of the poor.  Those people who benefited included

the minority of laborers who were affiliated with the CTC, the small minority of rural

denizens who took advantage of López’s agricultural reforms, and those members of

the poor who were able to enter schools through the government’s support of
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education.  But the accomplishments of that package of reforms were drastically

limited for three reasons.  First and most obviously, it did not reach all sectors of the

populace; as I just indicated, large groups of workers, farmers and the destitute hordes

of unemployed citizens, were all excluded from López’s reforms.  Secondly, López’s

Revolución was plagued by opposition from within the top echelons of government.

Conservatives, led by Laureano Gómez and certain sectors of the Church, initiated a

series of aggressive attacks against López through a vigorous national campaign.

Newspapers like El Siglo, and the radio were used to build opposition to López’s

presidency from the capital, while local periodicals like Veritas of Chiquinquirá, and

municipal and departmental Conservative organizations disseminated relentless

public criticism of López, both personally and politically.  Meanwhile, Eduardo

Santos and a number of other Liberal leaders worked against López from within his

own Liberal party.  Third, even López himself grew unwilling to defend his own

policies once it became clear how many in the upper strata of government opposed

his initiatives.  By the end of his first term, it became clear that the Revolución en

Marcha in its existing form could not serve as a viable model for subsequent

administrations because it faced overwhelming elite opposition.  Significant political

change, directed from above, was ultimately ineffective.

After 1946, Conservative presidents, like their right-wing Liberal counterparts

Enrique Olaya Herrera, Eduardo Santos, and even López during his second

administration, demonstrated no sustained interest in pursuing an expansion of the

political system, even a limited one like the Revolución en Marcha.  That said,
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Mariano Ospina Pérez and Laureano Gómez differed on how to deal with Liberal and

leftist popular elements which had agitated for López’s reform package in the first

place.  For the first half of his administration, Ospina employed a conciliatory

approach, favoring a policy of dialogue with the Liberal Party and its allies among the

lower classes.  Following the 9 de abril, Ospina’s version of the policy of convivencia

crumbled, first due to intense pressure by Liberals for the president’s resignation and

second from pressure from his own party to take action against their enemies.  Such a

shift led to a crackdown on Liberal and leftist organized labor and it sparked the

creation of a Church-sponsored labor union, the UTC, which largely supplanted the

CTC.  Laureano Gómez, for his part, had no tolerance for non-Conservative social

movements, since he identified them as willing servants or unwitting dupes of a

quasi-mystical international anti-Catholic conspiracy.  While he did allow that lower

classes possessed the right to pursue their own self defense under certain dire

circumstances, it is unlikely that his conspiratorial world view would have allowed

them to have done so unless they concurred completely with the Laureanista political

perspective.  In short, these Conservative presidents did serve as advocates for the

rights of certain Conservative sectors of the lower classes, but neither pursued

aggressive policies to change the exclusive structure of politics the way that López

had done during his first term.

The political system as an aggregate whole, then, proved incompatible with

even a moderately activist government determined to expand political access to the

poor.  With the exception of López’s relatively brief reform movement, Liberal and
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Conservative presidents of this period saw only a limited role for ordinary

Colombians within the government, and their speeches and writings on this issue

reflect this ideological position.  That said, at least three major national politicians

opposed the exclusive aspect of the political system.  Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, Gilberto

Alzate Avendaño, and Lt. Gen. Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, each in his own way supported

greater participation from ordinary Colombians within the government.  Gaitán’s

commitment to those whom he dubbed “el pueblo,” and his reliance on non-elite

Colombians as his power base, are both unmistakable in his writings and speeches.

While he may have made certain political alliances with traditional Liberal leaders

once he became the leader of the Liberal Party, his untimely death at the hands of an

assassin makes it difficult to adequately judge the significance of these possible

compromises.  Gilberto Alzate, for his part, opposed Laureano Gómez’s iron grasp on

the Conservative Party and, like Gaitán, he appealed to poorer members of his own

party to bolster his own political position.  Also like Gaitán, Alzate seems to have

held a genuine respect for the power of the working classes and appealed to them

directly in writings, speeches and in his actions.  Gustavo Rojas Pinilla was the only

member of this group of leaders who actually became president.  He attempted to

justify his government by appealing to the popular classes, despite the fact that he

was not elected to office.  In fact, his efforts to garner the support of the masses

intensified as leaders of the Liberal and Conservative Parties increased pressure on

Rojas to leave office.  When he was finally ejected from the presidency in 1957,

Rojas began a broad-based populist movement of his own.
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Despite significant differences in their backgrounds, then, Gaitán, Alzate and

Rojas all used their influence among ordinary Colombians as a way to circumvent the

traditional two-party political system and to launch themselves to national

prominence.  Alzate died of natural causes at a young age before he could mount a

viable campaign for the presidency. Gaitán, on the other hand, was assassinated just

as he was on the verge of riding his own popularity into the Palacio.  And Rojas was

ejected from power as the result of an intensive campaign from both parties to

discredit his rule.  When, over a decade later, Rojas seemed on the verge of being

elected into office representing a third party, he lost in the eleventh hour in an

election which remains controversial to this day.  In short, common to all of these

politicians is the fact that they fought uphill battles in the process of attempting to

open up the political system.  Again, it seems that in elite Colombians’ practice of

politics during this time period, the upper echelons of the two parties kept non-elites

out of the decision making processes on the national level.

After establishing the exclusive nature of the political system, part two

portrays how ordinary Colombians, represented here largely through letters to the

president, perceived that environment.  Many of those letters, especially those written

to Conservatives and to the military government of Gustavo Rojas Pinilla,

emphasized the personal and individual traits of the presidents, rather than engaging

in political discussions on their own terms.  Some referred to the president as a father

figure, sometimes implicitly but often employing the most explicitly paternalistic

language as well.  Many letter authors also referred to their presidents as heroic



343

figures; in the case of correspondents to Rojas in particular, images of a second

Simón Bolívar vanquishing Colombia’s internal enemies were a recurring theme.

Personalism was so strongly evident in Colombian society that letter writers

identified the state welfare agency SENDAS not as a bureaucratic agency but as a

personal extension of president Rojas and his daughter, María Eugenia Rojas.  To be

sure, the government played up this personalistic connection, but the fact that it was

so effective is an indication of how widely this phenomenon permeated throughout

Colombian society.  Just as people had written personal petitions for charity from

Mariano Ospina’s wife, Bertha Hernández de Ospina, SENDAS too became an

agency of personal philanthropy.

Another theme of these letters concerns nationalism and definitions of the

Colombian nation.  For example, many writers frequently revealed that they held their

political party as the only true representative of the Colombian nation.  This position,

expressed both by Conservatives and Liberals alike, held that the opposing party was

an enemy of civilization and would drag the population into a quagmire of decadence

and misery.  Many of the most radical representatives of this camp, then, further

expressed or implied that violence was the best solution to improve the nation, that

the death of the opposing political philosophy and its practitioners would bring about

a better society for all Colombians.  However, another group of letter writers, equally

vocal, contended that national prosperity depended upon putting aside political

differences for the good of the whole nation.  They rarely identified partisanship as a

danger in itself, but they asserted that violence was detrimental to the nation.
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Related to the theme of nationalism, many correspondents chose to define

their visions of Colombia by doing what historians do: studying the past.  In the

process, these writers identified their political dispositions through the yardstick of

time. For instance, Liberals identified an evolutionary trend towards a better future,

and cited progress as the ultimate goal of society.  Many Conservatives, meanwhile,

discussed returning to the values of the past as a laudable objective and heralded a

colonial model of society in which the Catholic Church, government and civil society

were inextricably linked.  Furthermore, members of these traditional political parties

made frequent references to the political leaders, military men and thinkers who

established the government of Colombia and their respective parties.  The

interpretation of the past, in short, was an ideological arena in which political

partisans of all stripes attempted to justify current and future courses of action.  Many

letter writers gauged the significance of the events of the present by comparing them

with the events and heroes of the past.

A related final theme which emerges over the course of this study was also

historically the greatest point of contention between the Liberals and Conservatives:

the role of the Roman Catholic Church within Colombian society.  Some of the most

dogmatic Conservatives, including the extremely influential Laureano Gómez, held

that Liberalism could not be allowed to prosper without critically jeopardizing the

morality of the country.  While some non-elite Colombians seem to have agreed with

this position, most of those who wrote to the president did not.  In addition to

Liberals, who obviously found Gómez’s position repugnant, many Conservatives and
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others who did not identify their political affiliation also disagreed with Gómez’s

polemic.  They possessed a far more inclusive vision of Roman Catholicism and

resisted Laureanista attempts to impose this religious ideology from above.  Popular

religiosity generally defied this religious polemic and was far more nuanced than

many scholars have indicated.

The innovative aspect of this methodological approach lies in the

representation of the political system as a dialogical process, instead of as a

monolithic body.  A central underlying assumption of this dissertation is that

governance is a process not only of rhetoric and dissemination of ideas but also of

interpretation of those ideas.  In this sense, part two of this project illustrates how

ordinary Colombians reacted to the tightly-closed political system that governed

Colombia in the middle of the twentieth century—a system roughly plotted out in part

one.  Another innovation of this work has been the use of letters to the president as a

major primary source.  While, as I make clear in chapter four, it is an imperfect

source, it is no more or less imperfect than any other single primary source.  Indeed,

there are many advantages in using such sources, two of which stand out in particular.

First, letter writers originated from all over the Colombian nation.  Even though

Bogotá and Boyacá are disproportionately represented, these sources, taken as a

composite, provide a view of the whole Colombian polity, despite Colombia’s strong

regional differences.  The main reason these letters are rich as a source for

understanding political culture, however, is that they offer us a glimpse into quotidian

politics in mid-twentieth century Colombia.  The documents offer a picture of
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ordinary Colombians that identifies them as something other than rioters, bandits,

guerrillas, or victims of violence.  In that sense, these letters provide a new window

into the larger political world that existed parallel to the Violencia.

Sketches of the Land Beyond the Landscape: Directions for Further Research

Those advantages aside, the major disadvantage to using these letters as a

primary source is evident when considering who truly constituted the group defined

within this study as “ordinary Colombians.”  As I express in chapter four, ordinary

people who undertook the action of writing to the president were not necessarily

representative of ordinary Colombians in general; on the contrary, in many ways they

were extraordinary Colombians.  This fact is especially the case with those destitute

citizens who wrote to the presidents.  These individuals overcame daunting barriers of

illiteracy, they spent their hard earned and scarce resources on postage and stationery

supplies, and spent their valuable time, all to take the risk that the president would

heed what was written in their letters.  Those letters written by the poor, then, are

certainly products of an admirable effort, but they are not necessarily typical.  In

future versions of this dissertation, these sources will have to be supplemented with

others in order to make them more representative of the everyday political culture of

Colombia’s populace as a whole.  Interviews with those who lived through these

years would serve such a purpose, as might a more expansive study of regional

publications, municipal records, archives from local political groupings, and other

similar documents.



347

Another shortcoming of the present work is that it focuses on the poles of the

political system; it examines both the top echelons of government and those who did

not exercise significant roles within the government.  A wide variety of middle

governmental sectors obviously also played key roles in the history of Colombian

politics.  Investigation into departmental and municipal archives could greatly

increase the sophistication of this analysis.  In fact, such sources might yield insight

into both parts of this dissertation.  First, it would be illuminating to compare

presidential rhetoric and actions to those of departmental governors and local

officials.  Second, it is not at all clear from this study whether or not governors and

mayors received the same volume of correspondence as did the presidents.  If so, it

would also be worthwhile to explore whether or not the political themes evident in

letters to the president also existed in that departmental and regional correspondence.

Do similar currents of personalism, nationalism, popular history and religion run

through such writings?  How the images of mid-level politicians resemble and differ

from those of the president?

Another area of research that could expand upon this study is related to the

statistical section in chapter four.  This dissertation is one of the first historical

projects—possibly the very first—to employ psychological linguistic analysis

software as a tool for understanding its sources.  Nevertheless, this aspect of the study

is incomplete.  In addition to digitally transcribing a broader section of political

letters, it would be productive to conduct further research on other historical and

political documents as well.  Politicians’ speeches, newspaper articles, religious
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writings, transcripts of conversations, radio broadcasts and other similar expressions

of language might lead to new directions in further research.  Pursuit of correlations

of data such as the one in chapter four in which Caribbean correspondents seemed to

utilize vocabulary of family at a higher rate than their compatriots from other regions,

might well unearth new insights.

Finally, comparative studies using similar methodological strategies would be

helpful in situating Colombia within the context of the rest of Latin America and the

world.  Above, I cursorily analyze some political aspects of Brazil, Argentina,

Mexico and the United States in order to provide comparative insights into

Colombian politics, but a far more complete and systematic study lies outside of the

scope of the present project.  How did ordinary Argentines, Mexicans, Brazilians,

U.S. citizens, and people of other nations view their governments?  In what ways did

Colombians’ political filters resemble those of their counterparts in Latin America?

How did the Colombian political dialogue compare to that of European, Asian or

African nations?  The political landscape presented in this study is painted in broad

strokes and on a single canvas of modest size.  Joined together with others, the picture

will grow more complete.
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