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SUMMARY
In this thesis, I navigate the debate on the historical memory regarding the Colombian conflict
that began during the 1960s. In the specific, my focus is on the fight for the recognition of the
political repression and crimes committed by the public force within the framework of the conflict.
My focus is on analysing the arguments and strategies of the subjugated memories for challenging
the official discourse on historical memory. Through a three-month political ethnography in the
city of Medellín, I have collected qualitative data for analysing my topic under different
perspectives and layers. First, I make use of the life story approach for visualizing the story of
Adriana and her partner Pedro, which is a major example of political activism and victimisation.
Second, I conduct an ethnographical research about the theatre group Arlequin y los Juglares, which
goals include the promotion of subjugated versions of historical memory and the fight to social
injustice. Besides, my focus is also on the analysis of two theatre plays regarding social injustice
and historical memory. Last, I move my lens to the bigger context, describing the fight for the
“places of memory” and the active performance of the subjugated memories within the framework
of the wave of protest of the Paro Nacional. I conclude that the subjugated memories have
developed a modus operandi for challenging the official historical memory. The latter is based on the
creation of a new common identity that I identify as the “oppressed”, which is irreversibly
polarised from the “oppressors”. The oppressed struggle for the recognition of the state crimes,
and this includes the fight for the re-politicization of the conflict and its causes. Finally, their
demands can be visualized to the society level thanks to the existence of political spaces “liberated”
from the state, where the subjugated memories are not repressed, such as the Paro Nacional and the
public university.
Keywords: Historical memory, collective memory, Colombia, Medellín, state crimes, transitional
justice, subjugated memories, political ethnography, life story approach.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: WHY THE
HISTORICAL MEMORY?
1.1 RESEARCH PROBLEM AND GOAL OF THE THESIS
The central topic of this thesis will be historical memory intended as “the collective understanding
that a specific group of people shares about past events which this group perceives as having
shaped its current economic, cultural, social, and political status and identity” (Davis, 2005 p.55).
As the definition states, historical memory is a debated theme due to its interpretative nature. It
often represents the divide within a population on the meaning and the important events of history,
and it is the instrument for deciding which part of history will be remembered and how.
Probably there has not been a state that has not dealt with its historical memory, either in
the present or in the past. Emblematic examples can be found in Europe, like the heritage of
Nazism in Germany (Keumann, 2000), the debate on the meaning of the Italian Resistance to
Nazi-Fascism (Focardi, 2020), and about colonialism (Bennett, 2004). However, the examples can
be taken from all over the world. Regarding Latin American historical memory, important
examples are the cases of Argentina (Crenzel, 2010) and Chile (Stern, 2006), which are the two
most highlighted cases of repressive authoritarian states in the continent.
The Colombian historical memory debate fits within the classic Latin American one, that
as I said regards a previous repressive authoritarian state. The significant difference that makes the
Colombian case unique is the search for a historical memory that relates to a transitional justice
scheme (recognition and no repetition of the crimes along with the reparation of the victims) in a
state which has always been a democracy (Sánchez, 2009). Indeed, even though Colombia is still
experiencing an internal conflict that began in the early 1960s and finds its violent origins in 1948,
Colombia never had a dictator, except for a little experience between 1953 and 1957 (Trujillo,
2010). However, the modus operandi of the different governments that ruled during the government
is like the Latin American dictatorships in terms of repression and use of violence (Sánchez, 2019).
The most important challenge that nowadays Colombia is facing is the struggle of recognizing
the conflict as a politicized conflict between different actors including the State. The latter is still
seen by a part of the society (the conservative part) as a victim of the violence in the country
instead of one of the promoters of that violence. In the same way, there is an open conflict in the
Colombian society regarding the recognition of the victims of the conflict and about a
collective, shared, and agreed historical memory, which is a political matter that goes beyond the
conflict itself but it is also the reflex of different visions on how the state and society should be
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organized and how the wealth should be distributed, as well as which ideals should be the key
values of Colombia.
The recognition of the victims as conflict victims is more problematic than how it appears.
As Cepeda and Giròn (2005) argue, anyone could have ended up as state victims due to its arbitrary
use of the force. However, the targets of this systematic violence have been organised sectors of
society such as members of trade unions, public sectors, members of the oppositions, university
students, social and community leaders. Moreover, the use of violence has produced not only the
physical annihilation of its targets but also the change of the social structure, especially in the
collective subjectivity. Further, the justification or negation of the political nature of the crimes
and the victims lead at the same time to the negation of the sociological context where the crimes
were committed, and the abstraction of the reasons that explain the political causes of the outrages
suffered.
Again, Cepeda and Giròn list the reasons of why the recognition of the victims as political
victims of the conflict is important for the obtaining of peace and justice:
1) The survivors of the conflict are the living memory of the violence, as well as of the meaning
of the existence of who has been murdered;
2) The families of the murdered and the “disappeared” people are the social subjects which drive
in the most efficient way the justice courts and the institutions in charge of shed light on the
violations of the human rights;
3) The victims have an ethical role in always maintaining the sense of human dignity regarding the
crimes that happened.
The construction of the historical memory of the conflict is parallel to the recognition of the
political victims. To be a memory, it has to be shared by a group of individuals that, in this way,
are conceived as carriers of a collective memory; the memory does not refer to the chronology of
the past but to the meaning of these events for the present and the future, and its truth does not
lie in the veracity of the facts but rather on their relevance and the interpretation of them
(Gonzàles, 2013). At the same time, the space of the memory is a space of political fight where
different memories confront each other, that is a confrontation on the interpretation of the facts
of the past and their implications in the present among different individuals and social groups
(Jelin, 2002). Therefore, memory is a political dimension where different perspectives and social
groups face the others, and where the social and political power is executed; the memory is a
political issue because for each memory activated there are others repressed, deactivated, rejected
(Gonzàles, 2013).
The lack of focus on these two important objectives (recognition of victims and historical
memory) led several individuals from the civil society to create new organisations and social
movements for highlighting their importance and for creating an alternative perspective from the
official peace process. Following Gonzàles (2013), this can be explained by the concept of “public
sphere”:
“one talks about public sphere as that space generated also by the civil society for the sake of the
‘reconstitution of the social integrity’, where it generates an alternative communicative stream to the
institutional constituted, which does not contemplate its feelings, demands, stories, and interests; thus, the
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public sphere is intended beyond its state dimension and, in any case, as a plural space, different and
conflictual where several disputes among different actors take place” (Gonzàles, 2013 p.71)

There are several examples of social movements that contributed to the creation of the civil public
sphere. Examples are movements of women such as the Ruta Pacifica and the Iniciativa de Mujeres
Colombianas, which organised several actions such as marches and collective remembering for
highlighting the problematics of the peace process (Melo, 2011). Another important example is
represented by Las Madres de la Candelaria, a group of relatives (mostly women) of victims of the
conflict which meet every week in Medellín in order to ask to the Colombian State truth and justice
for the victims (Tamayo, 2013). Besides their role in challenging the official discourse on victims
and memory, these particular groups of women also pinpoint the need of taking a gender
perspective on the conflict, claiming for the recognition of the women’s body as part of the actors
of the conflict, since in Colombia the combatants use to consider the women as a war prize, and
generally, the patriarchal culture is still present and strong (Melo, 2013).
Besides, in cities like Medellín, the pacification brought political opportunities for new
associations and movements that aim to transform the difficult and violent neighbourhoods like
the barrios of the Comuna 13, where several movements executed collective actions against the
violence. This can be seen as a form of resistance, denunciation, and challenge to the violent
context to generate new social alternatives starting from the reconstruction of the historical
memory of why the violence happened (Zuluaga, 2012).
Despite the appearance of a multitude of new subaltern social movements and associations
with the same final goal, that is the challenge of the state on the dimension of the collective
historical memory and recognition of the victims, the general Colombian context is still difficult
and hostile for many politicized actors that desire to take collective action in the public sphere. As
Phillips-Amos (2016) argues regarding specifically the context of Medellín (but the point can be
made for Colombia in general), “As a consequence of long-standing social stigma and a desire to
nurture and protect neoliberal development in Colombia, no line is drawn between having
potentially socialist sympathies and taking up arms” (p.105). The scholar argues that the
municipality in Medellín did not show any intention to include the grassroots in any common
forum for reaching a shared definition of victims and memory. The situation can be described by
using the concept of “negative peace” provided by Galtung (1969); the term refers to the
willingness of eliminating the violence without changing any structural cause of it. Instead, what
the grassroots are doing in Medellín and elsewhere is seeking for a positive peace throughout the
interrogation of structural inequalities and social stigma.
A consideration by Phillips-Amos on the peace process perfectly resumes the
contradictions of implementing a peace process in a context of violence, as well as the willing of
the state of de-politicizing the current situation:
“[The law 1,448] in its definition of ‘victims’ focuses on the victimizers, creating a separation between
‘political actors’ and active bandas criminales or combos based on the chronological logic of the implementation
of transitional justice. […] Participation in collective memory-making is based not on the type of crime they
have suffered or their denial of basic rights of citizenship but on the time frame in which the victimization
took place and the labelling of their victimizers. Violence after 2005 is de facto viewed as apolitical,
effectively bulldozing the particularities to each case” (pp. 105-106, my translation)
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Therefore, this thesis aims to research one main question:
“How is the historical memory of the Colombian conflict contested by the subjugated groups in society that have been
victimised and repressed by the public force?”
I have been interested in this question since it is the kind of information that one will difficult to
find on both a history book and an article in an international magazine. My aim is making of this
thesis a channel of communication between little known resistant realities and the international
context. Therefore, I have decided to focus my research on different layers of ethnographic study,
to represent both the individual, the collective, and the political mode of narration (Portelli, 2010).
The thesis will begin analysing the victimisation and activism of an individual life story. Then, it
will research the collective struggle of a theatre group in pursuing social change and recognition
for the state crimes. Finally, the focus will move to the political level, taking into consideration the
fight for the representation of the past, and the recent protests connected with the historical
memory.
1.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
My theoretical framework will focus on four specific topics: collective memory, depoliticization,
curated stories and collective identity. These are the themes that will help me to explore the
historical memory of the state repression within both an individual grassroots and a state-spread
protest.
1.2.1 Collective memory
Memory is a broad and studied phenomenon. What interests me here is not the personal,
psychological memory, but rather that memory which is shared by multiple numbers of persons.
In a nutshell, I start from the belief that collectives can share a common memory and as the last
instance, society can remember.
Memory has always been treated as individual memory, and just during the former century,
it was treated as a collective phenomenon. The reason for this lies in the contrast and the apparent
overlapping that collective memory has with history. As Assmann (2008) shows, the relationship
between memory and history experienced three phases: the identity between them, where memory
was the base of history through power and identity; the polarization, which coincides with the
birth of historiography, seen as a subject of the absolute truth: lastly, memory and history are
nowadays seen as different but complementary, “adding to each other something that the other
cannot supply” (p.61).
The creator of the concept of collective memory as nowadays is intended was Maurice
Halbwachs, which linked this concept to the sociological definition of “social frame”. The latter is
seen as a social structure shared by a group of people, which may include concerns, values, beliefs
and so on. Therefore, collective memory is what is shared between a group of people that identify
under the same collective (1992). Connerton in his classic “How societies remember” (1989)
develops the concept of collective memory described by Halbwachs linking it directly to history.
Indeed, besides arguing that groups provide to their members a framework within which memories
are localised, he argues for the role that social memory has in re-reading historical facts, which are
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used for legitimizing a present social order. Hence, it becomes clear that social memory influences
the structure of the hierarchy of power, and it is therefore a political matter. Consequently, the
control and ownership of the knowledge and information production is a central aspect for
maintaining the social order. Yet, the knowledge of the past needs to be actively performed by the
individuals for being effective; Connerton identifies the commemorative ceremonies (recollection)
and the habit, the body automatism (bodies) of the participants of the former as the vehicles of
the activation of social knowledge on the past (and therefore the legitimization of a present order).
Many scholars have preferred other concepts to ‘collective memory’ due to the problematic
relationship between this and the concept of history (Olick and Robbins, 1998). Many scholars
refer to the concept as ‘cultural memory’ as a group of knowledge constructed through the
different generations, that drives behaviours and experience of a group in the society (Assmann
and Czaplicka, 1995). Cultural memory is based on fixed points, which are fateful events of the
past that create a horizon that never changes over generations. Fixed points are transmitted by the
figures of memory, that is cultural formation and institutional communication. Finally, this is how
cultural memory determines a common identity of a specific social group (ibid.), as well as common
subjectivities regarding shared past events. Another example is the concept of social memory and
social amnesia defined for explaining how the past is recorded and remembered, as well as to
analyse the use of the past and oblivion in our societies (Burke, 1997). Again, Olick and Levy
(1997) refer to the “images of the past” in order to analyse how the collective memory of the past
influences and constraints the collective present of a society.
Olick (1999) identifies two cultures of constructing collective memory. The first culture lies on an
individualistic perspective of memory, and therefore it is open to psychological considerations and
methods, but it rejects any other way of exploring memory if not through the human brain. The
second culture sees memory from a collectivist perspective, and thus it is based on the social facets
of collective memory. The two cultures represent a bigger divide on how culture is perceived,
whether either it is shaped in people’s minds, or it is external from individuals and objectified in
society.
I base my research on the second culture of collective memory, which allows to merge the
single individualities with the broader structural context. Indeed, it would be impossible to discuss
about the creation of common memories on the Colombian conflict by assuming that memory
regards only the individual. My starting point is the opposite: in order to be collective and historical,
memory must be shared by a group of individuals that recognise the existence of a common
subjectivity about the past among all of them.
1.2.2 Collective forgetting and silences
When we consider collective memory, an analysis of the collective forgetting is essential to
deeply understand the former. Memory and forgetting are tied by a close relationship since the one
determines the other and vice versa. As Schudson (1995) argues, memory is inextricable from
social and historical contexts, and therefore it is inevitably distorted, in the sense that memory is
inevitably selective: “a way of seeing is a way of not seeing, a way of remembering is a way of
forgetting, too” (p.348). For Schudson collective memory presents four different kinds of
distortion: distanciation, narrativization, conventionalization and instrumentalization. The latter is
what more interests me for understanding my context in a better way:
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“Memory selects and distorts in the service of present interests. The present interest may be narrowly
defined - memory may be called up and shaped in an instrumental fashion to support some current strategic
end. Or the present interest may be more a semiotic one than a strategic one. That is, the rememberer may
be seeking not to conquer the world through the manipulation of the past but to understand the world
through the use of the past.” (p.351)

As Jelin (2002) argues, memory is selective, and remembering everything is impossible. Therefore,
this consideration leads to the distinction between two kinds of forgetting. A first type is the deep
forgetting, which corresponds to the cancellation of historical facts and processes of the past
produced in the historical flux itself. These forgotten events might reappear in the future due to
cultural and social changes in society. The other kind of forgetting is due to the political decision
of forgetting and silencing historical facts by occulting and destroying pieces of evidence and
footprints of its existence. Hence, the forgetting might represent a political decision taken by who
owns the social power; in this sense, all the politics of memory implies a willing of forgetting, since
it is based on the selection of historical facts and features to remember and celebrate.
The other side of collective forgetting is collective silences. These silences might be the
first footprints of specific historical facts and topics that have constantly been forgotten and
denied. Yet, as Vinitzky-Seroussi and Teeger argue (2010), collective silences are used for different
purposes in society. Many times, the silences reflect the change of facts of the past according to
the desires and needs of the classes which own the power in society. The shaping of the past is not
performed just by one type of silence and the latter is not used just for forgetting. Vinitzky-Seroussi
and Teeger organize this variety in a typology formed by two dimensions: the kind of silence (overt
or covert) and its intention (forgetting or remembering). The result is four kind of silences: overt
silences for forgetting or remembering, and covert silences for forgetting or remembering. The
distinction between overt and covert silences is specified by the same scholars: overt silences are
characterized by a complete absence of narrative or speech and they are easy to detect; covert
silences are inhered within speech and they are covered by mnemonic speech and they are so more
difficult to be identified. Covert silences are perfect vehicles for making the public consensus on
official memory broader by silencing and reshaping certain contested aspects of a historical fact
(or of a historical character).
I link the concepts of overt and covert silences for analysing the consideration that the
subjects of my thesis have for the official media, especially the television. The latter keep bombing
the Colombian people with “flash news” about politics and violence in the state. Yet, those news
are told without connecting them with the historical context; therefore, the media report partially
true news, and at the same time they voluntarily avoid contextualising them by performing covert
silences.
1.2.3 Memory and repressive States
The past, and thus memory, is used and reinterpreted for constructing the current present. I follow
Said’s position on memory as a fundamental instrument of creation of identities, nationalism,
power and authority (2000). As he argues, in this sense the official history is the underpinning of
memory, and it is used in the educational (and propaganda) system for creating a sense of loyalty,
tradition and faith. Hence, memory is used for creating the notion of what “we” really are.
However, the narratives based on memory are never undisputed or a neutral reflection of the
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historical facts. As Hobsbawm and Ranger argue, the tradition of a nation-state is invented and
influenced by the authority through the manipulation of certain aspects of the national past and
the oppression of others, therefore creating an artificial collective memory (1992). Furthermore,
Said argues that collective memory plays a key role in the construction of the imaginative
geography of a territory, which he considers to be socially constructed. Said gives the example of
the conflict between Palestine and Israel, which is on a superficial observation just a merely
territorial dispute, but on a deeper level the dispute is about “the unending cultural struggle over
territory, which necessarily involves overlapping memories, narratives and physical structures”
(p.182); further, the Palestinian conflict is the perfect example of the interplay between invention,
(collective) memory and (physical spaces) geography.
Foucault (2003) gives interesting insights regarding historical memory by analysing the
relationship between the official discourse constructed with power and knowledge and the
alternatives discourses. He analyses how discourses are not uniform and harmonious but are
heterogeneous and based on conflict. Foucault describes the creation of an official discourse as a
conflict, which consequently creates a dominant discourse and relegates the other discourses in a
subjugated position. For Foucault, subjugated knowledges are the one at the margins of society
due to the un-qualification of their epistemic respect to the hegemonic discourse (Medina, 2011).
The former is invisible to most of the people in a society and are impossible to be identified by
whom has already acquired the official discourse. Subjugated knowledges are made visible by their
insurrections, which are interventions that “disrupt and interrogate epistemic hegemonies and
mainstream perspectives” (p.11).
From his post-structuralist perspective, Foucault believes that the struggle of the
marginalized subjects is not enough for creating an insurrection of a subjugated knowledge;
instead, what is needed is a collaboration between those subjects and genealogical scholars which
allow them to catalyse their counter-discourse into epistemic production, that is the production of
knowledge. This is finalized in the production of counter-histories, which can be produced because
there are people subjugated to the official discourse but nonetheless stick to different memories
which do not fit in the official history. Counter-histories live thanks to the existence of countermemories, but at the same time, they can re-use them for reaching the creation of new discourses.
Counter-histories lie on the people which have been silenced and have lived in the shadows to
challenge the monopolizing unity of a shared past produced by the joint and inseparable work of
power and knowledge.
As Medina (2011) argues, Foucault identifies two different roles of counter-histories.
Firstly, counter-histories highlight the disunity present in a society, which on the other hand is
homogenized by the anaesthetic action of the official discourse on it. It is what Foucault defines
as principles of heterogeneity, which final effect is creating destabilization by introducing a
counter-perspective that invalidates the monopolizing ideology. Secondly, counter-histories reveal
the principle of discontinuity of history, that is its divisive nature which enlightens a part of society
but at the same time silence and omits the other.
As I will show in the next chapters, Foucault’s theory perfectly fits the Colombian context
and history. The counter-history difficultly constructed by the Colombian subjugated groups
(leftists, Afro-Colombians, indigenous people, displaced people) throughout the last years
represent the presence of important cleavages within the Colombian society. The perspectives led
by these group is irreconcilable with the official one; the conflict among stories ends up in the
fight for the recognition as the true version of history. However, being recognized as the carriers
7

of the “true story” implies the domination of the social arena by this group, and therefore the
domination of the “false story’s” carrier group.
Collective memory, physical space and identity take another meaning when they refer to
authoritarian states and the transition of them to a democratic regime. Elizabeth Jelin describes
this context taking as example Latin America and, more specifically, the dictatorships of the Cono
Sur states of the last century. She distinguishes between the official memory of a state, which aims
to reinforce a sentiment of belonging and defending symbolic boundaries and alternative
memories. The latter is the result of the selection for the creation of the official memory, which is
transmitted by the formal education, whereas the alternative histories represent the resistance to
the power, offering different visions of the past transmitted in private contexts. Indeed, in
authoritarian states, there is no public space for debates on history, where indeed the ‘good’ and
‘evil’ of society are easily labelled and recognizable. Dictatorships are also distinguished by the
explicit censorship and the spread state terror, that is assassinations and disappearances of the
regime’s opposers.
When an authoritarian regime begins to be weakened and starts the process towards the
transition to democracy, the political opportunities for a new debate for the meaning of the past
open as well (Jelin, 2003; Meyer and Minkoff, 2004). The oppressed memories rise again to the
public debate with a double goal: to give the ‘true’ version of history and to reclaim justice for
what happened during the authoritarian regime (ibid.). The changes in the political regime reveal
the not-neutrality of the past; besides, these changes show that the processes of social
remembering and forgetting do not follow the chronological stream of time, but rather they are
permanently contested between different visions of the past.
As for other authors, for Jelin collective memory is strictly connected to the creation of
common identity (2003). Most importantly, she recognizes the impossibility of finding one
memory of the past with which the whole society agrees on since the fight for memory is a political
fight (ibid.). Often, this fight is characterized to be a ‘fight against the forgetting’, or ‘against the
silence’: in reality, these definitions just hide an opposition between different memories: the fight
against the forgetting is, in reality, a “memory against memory” (p.6).
The fight of the memories also aims to the conquest of power, legitimization, and
recognition of a certain memory (ibid.). Indeed, the power of words is not the same for everyone
since it is correlated to the authority and institutionalisation of a certain actor. Therefore, the latter
perform strategies for officialising their narrative about the past and for obtaining positions of
authority within the institutions. This makes easier the spread of a certain narrative and its
acceptance by society (p.36). Besides, authority and institutionalization permit the easy production
of official “vehicles of memory”, which are the materialization of memory in cultural products that
permit the spread of that narrative within the shared culture (p.37).
There are many examples of vehicles of memory, especially in a society where historical
memory is daily contested between different sides. In my case study, the vehicle of an alternative
memory is represented by the execution of theatre performances about the conflict and the state
crimes. Further, the series of protests defined as Paro Nacional might be seen as a vehicle for
alternative memories, whereas the official memory is spread mainly through the media, which
represent the most powerful instrument for expanding a certain kind of memory.
According to Jelin, different memories are promoted by who she calls “memory
entrepreneurs” (p.48). The definition is developed starting from the concept of “moral
entrepreneurs” created by Becker (1971). According to Jelin, the memory entrepreneurs are the
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true supporters and promoters of a certain memory in society since they can make “exemplary”
use of memory instead of a “literal” use of it (p.50). The latter refers to the use of the unique and
non-transferable case from the past in the present, which however does not allow to develop a
change in the present. On the other hand, the exemplary use of memory permits to use the past
concerning the present as using the lessons from the past to fight the current injustices. Todorov
(1998) argues that the common use refers to the literal memory as ‘memory’, and to the exemplary
memory as ‘justice’: the latter is born from the generalization of all the particular crimes due to the
recognition of those in an official memory, and it is the recognition of the crimes itself that
represent a symbolic trial to anonymous victimizers and the crime reparation for anonymous
victims. Memory entrepreneurs act in the present political scenario, where thanks to their political
actions they tie the past (remembering the victims) to the future (transmitting messages to the new
generations and the new society) (Jelin, 2017).
Despite the definition given by Jelin to the promoters of a certain historical memory, it
does not fit the case study I will analyse. Indeed, I do believe in the importance of the concept, yet
I do not agree in defining it with a definition linked with the market world. That is why I will use
Jelin’s theorization to navigate into Medellín’s arena for historical memory re-interpreting its
definition.
An important matter in conflictive societies and transitional regimes is the fight for the
‘physicalized past’, which is mainly represented by the places and dates of the memory. They are
the main pillars of what Jenin (2017) calls “politics of memorialization”, which are the answers to
the State by those actors who claim for symbolic recognition through the materialization of the
memories. Dates and commemorations are important since the official calendar is a privileged
space for reconstructing the past in the present. Public commemorations are a great instrument
for transmitting memory and identity to the new generations. Since national dates are a mirror of
the national (collective) identity, they are always contested and not perceived in the same way by
all the parts of society. In post-authoritarian societies, commemorations and official dates are
important especially for the actors directly involved in the fight for the past (mainly organization
of relatives of victims, or human rights defenders), because they offer spaces for showing to the
public the emotional impact of who was affected by the authority during the past regime, as well
as of listening to the silenced voices (ibid.). At the same way, the people can confront with a
horrible past and asking how it has been possible to live that thinking it was the normality.
As for the dates and commemorations, the fight for memory takes places also regarding
places of memory, that is museums, monuments, memorials and plaques. These are a
materialization with political, public and collective meaning in two senses: their installations are
always the conclusion of political fights and their existence is a remembering of a conflictual
political past (ibid.).
In chapter 5, I will introduce examples of “politics of memorialization” within the context
of Medellín. The most important and highlighted considered example is the analysis of the Memory
House Museum (Museo Casa de la Memoria), which be perfectly considered as a “place of memory”
that promotes a specific perspective of the historical memory on the Colombian conflict. At the
same time, I will reflect on the polarization between the museum and the recent statue to the
Colombian army, recently built in front of the Memory House Museum. Indeed, the new statue is
another place of memory, and its location was not randomly decided, but rather it was thought as
a unrecognition and challenge to the historical memory fostered in the Memory House Museum.
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1.2.4 The production of collective identity
Collective memory implies the presence of a collective identity that enables the individuals to feel
part of a same group within a heterogeneous society. As in any other highly polarised societies, the
topic of collective identity is essential for understanding Colombia and its conflict. Indeed, in the
Latin American country collective identity goes beyond the political identity since it includes the
ethnical identity that characterises the individuals’ perspective and experience about the conflict.
Melucci (1996) defines collective identity as “the process of constructing an action system.
Collective identity is an interactive and shared definition produced by a number of individuals
concerning the orientations of their action and the field of opportunities and constraints in which
such action takes place”.
Collective action is, therefore, a cognitive definition shared by the members involving the
end, means, and the field of action; a network of active relationships between actors who interact;
a certain degree of emotional investment is required in the definition of a collective identity, which
enables the individuals to feel part of a community. Collective identity enables social actors to act
as unified and delimited subjects and to retain control over their action; conversely, however, they
can act as collective bodies because they have completed, to some extent, the constructive process
of collective identity.
Identity presupposes: (i) a self-reflective ability of social actors in terms of the ability to recognize
themselves with the symbolic orientations and meanings of the collective action; (ii) social actors
have a notion of causality and belonging, that is they can attribute the effects of the actions to
themselves; (iii) social actors can perceive the duration of the action in the time. Besides, collective
identity implies a relational dimension with the external, that is the capacity of a group of
distinguishing between themselves and the environment, as well as to be distinguished by a third
actor. The creation of true identity is possible just throughout this double recognition, as in this
way a collective actor can locate itself within a system of relations. Recognition often implies
conflict, that is the conflict of social movements and individuals on being recognised as subjects
of their actions. This conflict goes beyond the struggle on the concrete or symbolic objects of the
movement. As Melucci argues:
“Every conflict which transgresses a system of shared rules, whether it concerns material or symbolic
resources, is a conflict of identity. Social actors enter a conflict to affirm the identity that their opponent
has denied them, to re-appropriate something which belongs to them because they can recognize it as their
own” (p.74)

Focussing on the construction of collective identity allows one to observe the very base of a
movement, that is the interaction between its individuals which always go beyond the formal
description of the movement. In short, it allows going beyond the ‘visible’ and to listen to the
more silent voices. Further, collective identity shows that social movement members’ do not act
as a unique, but that exists a plurality, an ambivalence within them, which is often contradictory.
As last, collective identity analysis is what may explain the success or failure of a social movement
in becoming a collective actor.
1.2.5 Society and depoliticization
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I believe that the depoliticization of society and public debate is well explained in Rancière’s
thought (1999;2004). I have found Rancière’s concepts of Consensus, Disagreement, Democracy
and Politics very helpful for understanding societies and politics. Rancière introduces the concept
of “Consensus” with regards to the democratic life in Western Europe after the fall of the USSR
and the communist alternative or, in Dean’s vocabulary, of the Communist Horizon (2012).
Ranciére argues that, despite the mainstream rhetoric on the end of the Cold War, the democracy
was weakened by the end of the antagonism between capitalism and communism due to the
introduction of a unique thought (pensee unique) in our societies, which meant the end of the
democratic debate and the stigmatisation of those social movements which claimed not to be
identified with the current regime; “Consensus around these solutions [political and economic
solutions] became the supreme democratic value” (Rancière, 2004 p.4).
Therefore, Rancière argues for a return of the disagreement in terms of Mésentete, which
means at the same time both not understanding and quarrel or disagreement. Mésentete is used by
the author to indicate what is needed to have egalitarian effects in a community (or a state): it is
not sufficient to hear and understand language (in the sense of all sharing the universal
characteristic of being able to communicate) but what is needed for egalitarianism is forcing in
terms of quarrel against the non-egalitarian logic. This quarrel (or disagreement) is recognizable
with what the real nature of politics is. Politics is not something natural in the human condition as
Aristotle argued, but rather politics is “the accident that interrupts the logic by which those who
have a title to govern dominate” (p.6). Following this reasoning, the greatest example of
disagreement is democracy, which is the institution of politics itself as the aberrant form of
government, the power of people with nothing, the part of-no-part, the speech of those who
should not be speaking; it is the institution of power of the demos, which does not represent the
collective but rather an abstract separation of a population from itself, the aberrant part. Therefore,
Rancière argues that political subjects are not different parts of the same population but processes
of subjectivation which introduce disagreement over the real nature of the situation itself, and not
just over the solutions to apply to a situation.
A theorization of the effects of depoliticization in our society is obtainable by analysing
Jodi Dean’s book The Communist Horizon (2012). The American scholar defines the “horizon”
as a dimension of the experience that is impossible to lose, that is always there, impossible to lose.
Yet, at the same time, it is a dimension characterized by the impossibility of being obtained. In
Lacanian terms, the horizon is Real in the sense of impossible and actual (ibid.). Therefore, in the
political sense, the horizon is like a compass that guides us toward an idealistic arrival point, and
at the same time, it tells us where we are, how far we are from the impossibility of the Real, which
in my case study is represented by the complete recognition of the subjugated memories of the
oppressed Colombian people and the victims of the conflict.
However, the communist horizon disappeared from our societies, closing the political
spectrum and the imagination to radical theories, thus depoliticizing and impoverishing the public
political discourse. An alternative to the current ideology (defined by Dean with the horizon of
communism) has been removed from the public debate by three different invocations of history:
firstly, it is claimed to be objective saying that communism collapsed under its weight and it is not
a believable alternative; secondly, ideology implements a deterministic vision of history, assuming
that any kind of alternative to it (capitalism) will fail in the future because it happened the same
during the past; lastly, history loses its historicity in the sense that any failure of any kind of
alternative is universally applicable to any other different alternative to the current regime.
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I will represent the concept of “horizon” and of its disappearance throughout the next
chapters. Chapter 3 and 4 the focus will be on the “communist horizon” that Colombian leftist
militants had during the ‘80s, and in some ways still have nowadays, despite the state physical
repression by mass arrests and selective homicides. In Chapter 5, I will present the new rise of the
horizon within the context of the protests of the Paro Nacional, and the attempt of depoliticizing
the latter (and so, closing the communist horizon) by the Colombian state.
Hence, the three different invocations of history against the communist horizon make
impossible the creation of alternatives to the regime. Anyone who is against it is accused to be a
communist as it would be a crime (ibid.); at the same time, the conservative part of society keeps
the communist threat alive in the public debate exactly for the fact that they see the mortality of
the dominant ideology possible, and thus it is important to keep the alternatives to the system
excluded from the latter. On the other hand, even the left, which is supposed to represent the
alternative systems to the current one, has lost the Horizon in its perspective. The left keeps
invoking democracy, that is what is already there; for Dean, these invocations are explained by the
Lacanian concept of “Drive” (p.65). The latter is linked to the concept of jouissance, yet it is the
enjoyment of missing one’s goal or the enjoyment of not having a goal (ibid.). Thus, the Left’s
enjoyment is not having a goal in building an alternative to the ideology, and so emptying its
meaning through a plea for democracy, ending up depoliticized and integrant part of the dominant
system. As it is described by Dean, the Colombian radical left is constrained and stigmatised also
by the institutional left. Indeed, on the one hand the institutional left endorses the right’s position
when it comes to describe the members of the protests as “vandals”; on the other hand, it keeps
distances from the radical left since they do not want to be condemned by the right of “being allies
of the guerrillas”. The latter is an incredible obstacle for the radicalisation of the institutional left,
and it makes Colombia the Latin American state with the strongest guerrilla groups and the weakest
political left (Bergquist, 2017).
1.2.6 Curated Stories
I will begin the analysis of my collected data by re-constructing the personal story life of Adriana,
at the same time a leftist militant, a social leader, and a Colombian political victim. The reconstruction of her story life will be based on the storytelling, which is an important method that
has known significant popularity during the last decades. Storytelling has a great power of
influencing the readers’ perspective by creating sentiments of empathy and solidarity with the
protagonist of the story. I will base my theoretical framework on the power of storytelling on the
contributions of Fernandes (2017) and Portelli (2010) which allow observing how a story is
constructed and which perspective of a problem it aims to support.
Fernandes argues that storytelling is nowadays popular, yet it is used for reproducing the global
hierarchies by decontextualizing the stories and shaping the protagonist’s inner characteristics: She
brings the example Malala Yousafzai, a girl which has fought against the Taliban for the right of
women to have an education, and due to this demand she was shot. Malala is presented as a
deserving empathetic subject yet avoiding to tell her anti-war positions and her critiques to the
American intelligence for having armed Taliban groups in the region.
However, storytelling is not negative per se, but rather it had been monopolized by the
ruling ideology for reproducing itself. Fernandes defines this phenomenon as the “political
economy of storytelling” (p.12). The latter is characterized by two features: on one hand, the
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production of stories orientated towards utilitarian ends disembodied from the everyday life of the
protagonist; on the other hand, the deployment of stories in processes of subject-making, which
includes the creation of neo-liberal and Western beliefs within the subject (willing of upward
mobility, entrepreneurship, self-reliance) that are however unreachable by them.
Stories are a key instrument for highlighting the stories of who is silenced, subjugated and
oppressed; storytelling is a perfect vehicle for creating empathy towards a social change. The
prototype of the model constructed for giving voice to the powerless is the conflict-driven story;
through the use of the latter, there is the idea of giving the possibility of speaking to the affected
themselves, rather than having other actors speaking for them. Hence, the conflictive storytelling
lastly aims to trigger a social change by giving the power of expression to who is directly affected
by the problem itself.
A difference between the story as a text and storytelling is that the latter considers the
places where the stories are staged and performed, as well as the general context where they are
produced. An important framework for analysing how stories are constructed is provided by
Alessandro Portelli (2010) which distinguishes among three modes of story-narration: the personal,
the collective and the political. The first refers to the individual aspects of the life of a person, such
as the family life and the circle of birth, marriage, children and death. The second considers
collective lives in places as the workplace or the neighbourhood. The latter takes into account the
bigger societal and political context where the individual story takes place. According to Portelli,
the storyteller keeps switching between the different modes while telling the story, but one of them
is always dominant. The decision upon the dominant mode depends on what is the last goal of the
storyteller: therefore, if the aim is to detach the story from the socio-political context, the personal
mode will prevail on the political one, and vice versa. Of course, a story has the potential of
becoming subversive, in the sense of triggering a change against the global hierarchies (Fernandes,
2017) when the focus is on the political mode, so to place the individual story within a bigger (and
more important) context. Finally, storytelling is a great instrument for the creation of a collective
memory by triggering the audience’s emotions, and so modifying and aligning their vision of a
specific past.
1.3 METHODOLOGY AND METHODS
This thesis is the result of three months spent in Medellín, the capital of the Antioquia department
in Colombia. I have been hosted by the theatre corporation “Arlequin y Los Juglares”, which
provided a room for me in their headquarters, the Casa Encantada de Los Juglares. As it will be shown
in this research, the corporation played an important role for my research in an ethnographic sense,
as well as for having represented an incredible contact for visiting and studying inaccessible places
in Medellín and Antioquia department. Excluding the period of Christmas holidays, I had the
possibility of staying in strict contact with the (administrative and artistic) activity of the
corporation, knowing different artists of different ages and origins, including indigenous and Afro
Colombian people.
This, added to all the people known thanks to the help of Adriana and from having
frequented the university and the protests, allowed me to perform a political ethnography as the
main method for my research. As Tilly (2006) argues, an ethnography is political when it includes
the study of power within a society. This can be made just if the researcher is deeply involved in
local life, and thus if the researcher has the possibility of looking at social processes (regarding
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power) as they unfold. During my research, I considered all my subjects as political, that is I
analysed them according to their political demands and their will to influence the political decisions
in Colombia. So, I studied Arlequin Y Los Juglares as a social movement with political preferences
and collective identity. Regarding Adriana’s life, I was interested in the political meaning of it. I
considered strictly political the fight for memory in the country, and obviously the current protests
in Colombia. As an ethnographer, I studied these subjects by living in strict connection and
experiencing them: I spent most of my time with Adriana and others from the theatre corporation,
and at the same way I experienced in first persons the protests and all the other places and scenes
that I describe in my thesis. I believe that my approach permitted me to overcome what Auyero
(2006) defines as “double absence”, referring to the absence of both politics in ethnographic
literature and of ethnography in studies of politics.
During my data collection, I used different methods that Tilly identifies as part of a political
ethnography: in-depth interviews; conversation; participant observation; passive observation of
interaction. Indeed, the first and second methods are mainly represented by the interviews
conducted and by the everyday life with Adriana and the other persons which I could regularly
spend time with. I used the last two methods for presenting and analysing multiple episodes and
activities during my whole staying in Medellín (and in other places in Colombia). Especially, I
believe that passive observation of interaction was never absent, since it is the essence of an
ethnography, and more in general of a good social scientist.
An important part of my interviews and conversations were conducted with Adriana Diosa
for trying to reconstruct her story life along with the story of his partner, Pedro Benitez. Therefore,
I have used the life story method for reconstructing Adriana’s life. I decided to write her story in
my thesis as she told me: thus, I decided to write it using the first person for avoiding to give my
interpretation to her words (Bertaux and Kohli, 1984). Of course, I influenced the macro topic
she told me since I was interested in her story as a political activist and victim. I have collected
more than five hours of in-depth interviews. After the transcription of the interviews, I made a
triangulation for checking their veracity with other interviews released by Adriana some years ago,
as well as with part of her “chronicles”. I have found a good correspondence between the different
sources. The interviews and the chronicles also helped me to enrich the life story, since a
characteristic of this method is that the interviewed might remember a particular of the story
during one interview and not in another one. In my intentions, Adriana’s story represents what
Fernandes (2017) defines as a “curated story”. The latter represents an important method for
creating empathy towards a social change. Further, Adriana’s story permitted me to “contextualize
the context”, in the sense of showing the effects of the context on the personal life, and how it
intertwines with the agency of the individual. In this way, Adriana’s story becomes more than a
“curated story”, in the sense that she shared with me her doubts, fears and emotions for more than
three months. The curated story that I have created is not based on few hours of interviews, but
rather on a deep relationship between Adriana and I that was possible only by sharing our
“everyday time” for a good period of time.
1.4 ETHICS
“I hate the indifferent. I believe that living means taking sides. Those who really live cannot help being a
citizen and a partisan. Indifference and apathy are parasitism, perversion, not life. That is why I hate the
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indifferent.”
(Gramsci, 2011)

As a researcher of Wageningen University & Research, I must respond to “The Wageningen Code
of Conduct for Scientific Practice” when it comes to ethics (ECW, 2008). The document declares
the best practices about five principles for good scientific research. The best practices for
Scrupulousness, Reliability and Independence were strictly followed during my data collection and
the writing of this theses. However, one needs to spend a few words more about the remaining
two principles: Verifiability and Impartiality.
The fulfilment of the principle of Verifiability is described as: “Presented information is
verifiable. Whenever research results are publicized, it is made clear what the data and the
conclusions are based on, where they were derived from and how they can be verified” (ECW,
2008 p. 9). The principle of verifiability is oriented towards more quantitative research, where data
are often extracted by sources which are easier to be accessed by any researcher. However,
verifiability in qualitative research is surely trickier. Indeed, if an independent researcher would
verify for instance Adriana life story, he/she would have to contact the interested person which
would have to allow to have another interview with a new researcher. The same principle works
for the experiences lived by me in the first person, which are not replicable anymore. Therefore,
the information verifiable from another researcher is the historical information, as well as the data
and all that concerns the literature.
The principle of impartiality is traditionally discussed among social science scholars.
Without beginning epistemologically discussions on how to study an external subject, I would like
to challenge the meaning of “impartiality” in science. The Wageningen Code of Conduct for
Scientific Practice states that impartiality is fulfilled when “In his scientific activities, the scientific
practitioner heeds no other interest than the scientific interest. In this respect, he is always prepared
to account for his actions” (ECW, 2008 p. 10). Further, one of the best practices says: “The choice
of methods and criteria is guided solely by the goal of truth-finding, and not by external goals such
as commercial success or political influence” (ibid.). Besides the doubtful impartiality of science,
which can be influenced by either the researcher or external agents, I believe that social research
and even more ethnography need to recognize the impossibility to respect the principle of
impartiality. Indeed, when it comes to studying contented topics, a researcher influences its
approach to the research because it carries an opinion about the topic. This is true especially
regarding human rights and violence, that is what I have analysed for this thesis. When I started
my research, I was aware that I had a strong position on the debate; yet I believe that having a
position in a political ethnography enriches the research work, and consequently the conclusions.
Further, having a position did not signify the impossibility of critically analysing the discourses and
actions of the protagonists of my thesis.
I believe that Scheper-Huges (1995) position on the matter mirrors my belief. She talks
about “militant anthropology” in the sense of taking the distance from the repulsion from political
engagement justifying it as cultural relativism. Although the classic anthropological approach
argues that the impartiality (defined by Scheper-Huges as non-commitment) is an ethical act itself,
the American scholar states that anthropologists “are accountable for what they see and what they
fail to see, how they act and how they fail to act in critical situation” (p.419). Due to the uneven
balance of power in topics regarding political ethnography, anthropologists can become “negative
workers” by reproducing the inequalities between the different sides trough not taking a position
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in the research production.
Hence, as Scheper-Huges concludes,
“We can make ourselves available not just as friends or as "patrons" in the old colonialist sense but as
comrades (with all the demands and responsibilities that this word implies) to the people who are the
subjects of our writings, whose lives and miseries provide us with a livelihood” (p.420)

Therefore, that is why especially for Adriana was strictly important that I was a compañero before
than a researcher; she did not want to share her story with an uninterested, uncommitted
anthropologist, but rather with someone who explicitly supported her same fights, needs and
desires. Because, if the researcher is not interested in taking a (morally just) part, as Scheper-Huges
was challenged by her subjects, what is this anthropology to Adriana and Arlequin Y Los Juglares,
anyway?
The interviews in this thesis have been used under the agreement of the direct interested;
I did not use pseudonymous when the interviewed agreed on writing their real name in my work;
when the interviewed informed me to prefer to remain anonymous, I have avoided reporting their
names. I used the microphone only after having obtained the explicit agreement of the present
persons. Regarding my housing with Arlequin Y Los Juglares, I paid a fair monthly rent for the room
and the services.

1.5 ORGANISATION OF THE THESIS
The next chapter will focus on the history of the Colombian internal conflict. Particular attention
will be given to the political repression and systematic persecution of the left occurred especially
during the decades of the 1980s and 1990s. The chapter will conclude with a brief analysis of the
Colombian transitional justice and its characteristic of experiencing a transition in a state where
the conflict is not over yet. Further, the chapter will briefly show the debate on the referendum
about the peace agreement between the government and the FARC, and how it polarised the
Colombian society.
In Chapter 3 I will present Adriana’s life story, dividing it into three different periods. The
first one will regard her youth and the construction of a political and neighbourhood’s identity.
The second one will debate on the political victimisation undergone by Adriana and her partner
Pedro. The third and last part will present the reborn of Adriana’s activism through the theatre, as
well as her new victimisation performed by paramilitary groups. The three subchapters will be
spaced out by other subchapters useful for contextualizing the personal story within the bigger
context of Colombia and Medellín.
In Chapter 4 I will present the activity of Adriana’s theatre group Arlequin Y Los Juglares.
The first part of the chapter will describe the people I met and the activities I could witness. Then,
the focus will move to the social role and goals of Arlequin Y Los Juglares by analysing the interviews
I had with mainly Adriana and Oscar, the theatre director and Adriana’s life partner. Then, the
same analysis will be conducted on the meaning of historical memory about the Colombian conflict
for Arlequin Y Los Juglares. Finally, the two different topics (the social role and the historical
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memory) will be studied again through the analysis of two theatre play, respectively “El Arbol de
Sombreros” and “Elegia en memoria, saludo y lucha”.
In Chapter 5 the topic of historical memory will be analysed at the societal level. First, it
will be studied by the ethnographic research of the museum Casa de la memoria and its surroundings.
Then, by an analysis of the debates and conflicts around the institutional research group on
historical memory Grupo de Memoria Historica and Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica. Finally, by
how the theme of historical memory is present and represented in the recent protests of the Paro
Nacional and the university and its movement. To conclude, the current violent repression on the
latter movements performed by the paramilitaries will be related to the societal clash upon the
historical memory.
In the conclusion, I will give my answer to my research question. I argue that the subjugated
groups attempt to challenge the official historical memory by constructing a new political identity
polarizing the society between the oppressed and the oppressors. Further, they struggle for the repoliticization of the debate on historical memory and by the appropriation of new places of
memory free from the control of the state. In this way, the subjugated groups visualize their
memories of the past and their demand for recognition and social justice. Yet, their action is
contrasted by both the official power (using de-politicized discourses), and by extra-legal armed
groups (using the physical repression and threats).
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CHAPTER 2
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT
2.1 THE COLOMBIAN CONFLICT
Colombian recent history is inevitably based on conflict and violence. This sad side of Colombia’s
history has its begin by the end of the 1940s when the politician and candidate to the presidency
Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was Murdered in Bogotà in 1948. Consequently, it began a long period of
conflict between the conservatives and liberals in Colombia, known as La Violencia. This period of
violence had been characterized by the constitution of armed peasants’ groups by both sides in the
Colombian countryside (Booth, 1974; Arias, 2011). La Violencia caused the killing of some 200.000
people in the period 1948-1963 (Booth, 1974). The crisis was ended by an agreement between the
two traditional parties that resulted in the constitution of the National Front. The latter was an
agreement between the conservatives and liberals for alternate the control of the presidency
between 1958 and 1974. Even though most of the guerrilla peasant groups accepted the end of the
violence, those closer to communist ideals and the Colombian Communist Party did not accept to
leave the weapons (Arias, 2011).
Despite that, on one hand, the National Front interrupted the conflict between
conservatives and liberals, on the other hand, it monopolized the democratic electoral system of
the country, de facto removing any possibility for the oppositions to win the elections (Arias, 2011).
After the establishment of the National Front, several armed organized groups born in Colombia.
As Cadavid (2010) argues, the causes of the development of guerrilla movements in Colombia can
be summarized by focusing on two macro-processes:
1) Political violence: the impossibility of competing for political power via the legal means of
democracy brought several groups to create armed organisations for challenging the State power
through the use of the force.
2) Social cause: the second reason stems from the period of violence happened in the countryside
during La Violencia when the need of defending a territory brought to the creation of the autodefensas
campesinas1 against the army of the State. This groups eventually transformed their defensive action
in a political and revolutionary one.
Besides, the appearance of a massive number of guerrilla leftist groups in Latin America is also due
to the success of the Cuban guerrilla in 1959, which represented the concrete example of the
potential success of an armed revolutionary organization (Arias, 2011).
Despite the possibility of summarizing the reasons for the birth of the guerrilla movements
in just two processes, the specific armed groups presented differences among them. Colombia
1

peasants’ auto-defence groups
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experienced some twenty guerrilla organisations (Cadavid, 2010). Nonetheless, four of them can be
considered the most important guerrillas:








FARC: The Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia2 was funded in 1964.
First known as Bloque Sur and then as FARC-EP, the group directly originated from the
auto-defence groups established in the countryside during the 1950s (Pecaut, 2008). The
constitution as an armed revolutionary group was due to the bombing of some rural areas
under the communist influence in 1964. President Valencia ordered the bombing, claiming
that the State could not tolerate independent republics (Arias, 2011). Therefore, the FARC
originates from the peasants' dimension, and its original goal was the defence of their
independent republic. However, it represented the largest guerrilla group in Colombia,
counting 8500 men in 2010 (Cadavid, 2010).
ELN: The Ejercito de Liberaciòn Nacional3 was born in 1964 following the
example of the Cuban Revolution. Indeed, its leaders were middle-class citizens with
university degrees, all of them with a past of militant leftists (Arias, 2011). The goal of the
group was always conquering the power at the State level, although its size has always been
significantly lower than the FARC. The ELN is also remembered for being the armed
group joined by Camilo Torres, an important Latin American revolutionary figure and the
main promoter of the Liberation Theology (Levine, 2011).
M-19: the Movimiento 19 de Abril4 owes its name to the national elections of the
19 April 1970, when the National Front was seriously challenged by the opposition party
ANAPO. Yet the Front was declared the winner, and so the opposition claimed
widespread electoral fraud. As a consequence, a group of heterogeneous opposers of the
government (university students, intellectuals, Christians) created the M-19 movement,
arguing that the Colombian democracy did not guarantee any space for the opposition,
and thus the only possible way was the one of the armed fight (Arias, 2011). The group
differentiated from the other main guerrilla groups by not contemplating any dogmatic
communism.
EPL: The Ejercito Popular de Liberaciòn5 was born slightly after the FARC. It was
the armed wing of the Communist Colombian party Marxist-Leninist, which represented
the Maoist communist party in Colombia, formed after a rupture within the Colombian
Communist Party (Offstein et Al, 2003).

As the guerrilla movements rose in Colombia at the beginning of the 1960s, at the same time the
paramilitary groups were created by the landowners in the countryside. These armed groups were
legalised by the State throughout legislations in 1965 and 1968, following the advice of the United
States. Therefore, the Colombian paramilitary activity represented a State strategy executed for
fighting the guerrillas (and other non-violent political subjects), rather than a non-controlled and
isolated phenomenon. During the 1980s few paramilitary groups were outlawed (the groups
belonging to the Autodefensas Unidas Colombianas). At the same time, the COVIVIR program was
2
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3
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established in 1994, which permitted the creation of auto-defence groups for countering the
guerrillas at the community level. However, the latter was finally revoked due to the strong
opposition of human rights groups, which argued that this system was legalizing groups of
assassins and vigilantes (Romero, 2003). Nevertheless, it was during the 1980s that the paramilitary
phenomenon spread, due to reasons which will be explained in the next paragraph. In any case,
the paramilitaries were used by the State and the army for the “dirty job”, that is the systemic
murdering of workers, peasants, teachers, politicians and social leaders accusing them to
sympathize with the guerrillas. Hence, the paramilitaries’ role was one of selective elimination of
individuals and social cleaning (Rivera, 2007), although the paramilitaries and their political allies
preferred to call them auto-defence groups, to seek legitimacy “for what they considered to be the
right of regional elites attacked by the different guerrilla groups to defend themselves” (Romero,
2003 pp. 1-2).
2.2 POLITICAL REPRESSION AND STATE CRIMES
The Colombian conflict has represented a constant background in the Colombian public life for
the last 50 years. However, it heavily impacted and influenced it. More precisely, the conflict was
used as justification of heavy repression and violence by the State, with such an intense magnitude
to be finally defined as “State terrorism” (Buitrago, 1992). The latter had been represented initially
by the implementation of the National Security Doctrine, which is “an interrelated set of concepts
about the state, development, counterinsurgency warfare and, above all, security. [...] It stresses the
right of state managers alone to decide what is in the national interest and public good” (PionBerlin, 1988 p.385). The national security doctrine in Latin America is historically connected to
the United States’ goal of repressing leftist oppositions and creating an anti-communist hegemony
in Latin America, within the context of the Cold War and the Cuban Revolution (Buitrago, 1992).
In Colombia, the doctrine of national security produced three main effects: the doctrine of
the Respice Pollum (looking towards north); the militarization of the civilian life: the creation of an
‘enemy within’ (Serna, 2009). The latter was represented by the ‘Communist threat’ in the country,
which was not represented just by the guerrilleros but also by any kind of leftist thinkers in society,
such as journalists, trade unionists and professors (ibid.). In the same way, other stakeholders were
included in the framework of the enemy within, such as the peasants invading and occupying lands
(Ahumada, 2007).
Serna (2009) compares the definition of ‘enemy within’ to the concept of ‘Ontic enemy’
developed by Carl Schmitt. According to the German scholar, the ontic enemy is “the other, the
stranger, and for determining its essence it is enough that is existentially different and stranger in
a particular intense sense” (Schmitt in Serna, 2009 p.304). The enemy within is distinct from the
status quo and at the same time it is threatening it, yet ambiguities are left for the precise
recognition of that enemy. The latter is then declared to be a public enemy by the status quo,
causing a polarization within the society that allows the persecution of the enemy by the society
itself, either for the fear of being recognized as a part of the ontic enemy or for believing to the
threat to the public society of the enemy (ibid.).
“The enemy within is a doctrine taught to the military forces and the intelligence and security apparatus of
the state. The idea is creating a situation where anyone who is not with them is an enemy, and therefore
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there is the need to constantly investigate them. There is not a democratic way of thinking, like that the
other just believe in something different, rather than the other is a threat to society. In this sense the enemy
within affects the democracy, because one thing is if this remains in the discourse: yet, from the discourse
stems the concrete [repressive] action” Personal interview with a member of Movice – Capitulo Antioquia;
My translation.

When the president Betancourt declared a ceasefire with a part of the guerrilla groups for reaching
a peace agreement and ending the war in the mid-80s, the strategy for constraining the political
and social oppositions changed. Indeed, some parts of the ruling society, that is the army and the
big landowners besides the narcotraffickers did not agree with the political solution of the conflict
which would have allowed many actors to take part to the political public debate (Jaramillo, 2005).
Further, a potential peace agreement was considered as hostile particularly by the institutional
regional powers of specific parts of the country, which had all the interest to continue the conflict
with the guerrilla groups. Thus, these actors supported and allowed the creation and the exponential
growth of illegal paramilitary groups for violently repressing the political opposition, as well as the
actors that agreed with the peace process (Gutiérrez & Barón, 2006).
The phenomenon of the creation of death squads with the task of fighting the guerrillas
and the civil society mobilization is defined as Guerra Sucia (Dirty War). At the same way, members
of the army reacted to the peace process with converting their action towards members of the civil
society, killing social leaders or simple peasants by accusing them to be auxiliaries of the guerrillas.
According to the report Colombia Nunca Mas, during the year 1983 (while the peace process was
going on) there had been 1.325 detentions, more than 100 forced disappearances, and some 600
political murders. The paramilitaries were the direct responsibilities of 70% of the political murders
and of the disappearance of that year6. During the period 1986-1993, when the first three elections
of mayors in the Colombian history took place, 15.958 political homicides and extrajudicial
execution were counted. The introduction of the direct election of mayors in the country
significantly contributed to the increase of political violence, since in many municipalities joint
parties that included the participation of guerrilla groups (Union Patriotica, Frente Popular and A
Luchar!) threaten the classic liberal-conservative political hegemony (Romero, 2003). In short, the
paramilitary activity against the new leftist political movements resulted in a strong
counterinsurgency action, which de facto stopped and defeated the peace processes. Further, it
showed that using violence as a mean of resolving conflicts was considered legitimate by the
authorities (ibid.).
Part of the Colombian society refers to the decade of the 1980s as a ‘political genocide’.
this term is used mostly to refer to the massacre of the militants of the Uniòn Patriotica, but it applies
to more than that (Vargas, 2019). According to Vargas, the concept of political genocide wants to
emphasise the status of victimisation of who had been killed, as well as the systematic modality of
the killings, which did not aim just to hit the individual but also the parties and any form of social
dissent, murdering the most important members and activists. This perspective is important
because it opposes to the official rhetoric that has seen the leftist activities as subversive activities
and as a threat to public security. In Colombia, leftist militants and activists have always been
repressed using the justification that they were sympathizers and allies of the guerrillas, thus
suppressing any attempt of creating a strong and radical left option in the political spectrum. This
6
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brought Colombia to the paradoxical situation of being the Latin American country with the
weakest left and the most powerful Marxist armed groups (Bergquist, 2017). The political
repression is mirrored in the Colombian penal law, that especially before the Constitutional reform
in 1991 it allowed the criminalization of the social protest by the application of repressive
measures, such as the legal facility for dissolving a political reunion (Uprimny & Sánchez Duque,
2010).
The story of the Uniòn Patriotica (UP) is an emblematic example of how violence has been
normalised and stigmatisation has growth in Colombia in the last decades, as well as how a political
genocide is conducted. The Uniòn Patriotica was born as a joint project between the FARC and the
Colombian Communist Party within the framework of a peace process between the FARC and
the state in the 1980s. The party represented a mechanism for allowing the integration of the
guerrilla within the political-legal life of the country, and at the same time guaranteeing the political
rights of the members of the new party (Cepeda, 2006). However, just after few months from the
presentation of the party in 1984, the peace process failed due to the systematic killing of UP
members and sympathizers by paramilitary and right-wing forces (Cepeda and Giròn, 2005).
According to the leaders of the party, some of 5000 militants were murdered, including the
assassination of two candidates for the Republic presidency, eight congressmen, hundreds of
mayors and thousands of local activists. The murders have remained unpunished (ibid.).
Cepeda (2006) identifies three key features that characterize this systematic persecution: firstly, the
victimizers have aimed to physically eliminate the political group, or at least excluding the survivors
of their violence from the Colombian public life. Secondly, the genocide took place in an on-paper
democratic state, yet the happening of genocide itself and the unwillingness of guaranteeing a rule
of law in the country challenge the existence of a ‘democratic regime’ in Colombia. Lastly, the
persecution lasted more than twenty years and interested six different governments of different
political parties, hence this demonstrates that the intent of the persecution by the authorities
persisted throughout the time.
Eventually, the government dissolved the party since it was not reaching the necessary
amount of electoral suffrages (Cepeda and Giròn, 2005). As Cepeda and Giròn argue, the
normalisation of violence created a hostile sentiment towards the UP members, which allowed
them to be seen as de-humanised and promoted denigration campaigns and public declarations
that caused (directly or indirectly) the use of violence against them. Further, the UP members had
been integrated into the construction of the inferior, abnormal, and dangerous ‘other’ along with
the guerrillas, maintaining the Cold War discourse of the ‘enemy within’ (Ronda & Sanmartin, 2015).
Consequently, the public, systemic and tolerated violence against the UP has allowed the
normalisation of violence against leftist militants in the ordinary life of Colombia, until the point
to not trigger any reaction from the institutions or the leaders of the opposition (ibid.). Of course,
the current context of Colombia stems also from episodes such as this one.
Nowadays, what is contested is not the institutional recognition of the systematic killing itself, but
rather the ideologic feature of the genocide committed. Indeed, Colombian society is now
recognizing that the UP members were killed systematically, but the explanation given for that is
that of an unfortunate conjuncture of events that include criminal actions of narcotraffickers and
revenge for attacks of the guerrilla, rather than the recognition of the aim of destroying a precise
alternative political vision by physically eliminating its supporters and promoters (Cepeda, 2006).
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2.3 COLOMBIAN TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE
During the last decades of conflict, Colombia also experienced several peace processes between
the State and the extra-legal armed groups, as well as many legal frameworks for the transitional
justice of the conflict’s victims and victimizers. Examples of peace dialogues between the parts can
be found in during the past decades such as the peace negotiations in the 1980s and besides the
peace treaty between the State and some guerrilla groups in 1991. However, the highlights of the
Colombian transitional justice took place during the last fifteen years.
The Colombian transitional justice is represented by the Law of Justice and Peace (Law
975), established in 2005 by president Uribe to reintegrate the members of the paramilitaries and
other extra-legal groups within society and provide justice to the victims (Capone, 2017). The law
refers to the transitional justice framework in terms of retributive justice, which means the
imprisonment and recognition of the role of the victims and their rights in the peace process
(Garcìa-Godos and Lid, 2010).
A juridical problem of the Law of justice and peace is the recognition of victims. Indeed,
a first challenge is represented by the heterogeneity of the victims of the Colombian conflict, in
terms of composition, organisation, outlook and interests. The critiques to the law in this sense
can be summarised in two points: (i) the law refers only to the crimes committed from 1964
onwards, de facto excluding any other crime committed since 1948 when La Violencia began. (ii) The
law refers to crimes committed by members of armed groups at the margins of the law (therefore
illegal armed groups), and so it does not mention in any way the victims of official state agents
(military and police forces) (Garcìa-Godos and Lid, 2010).
The 2005 Peace and Justice law was seriously criticized by a large part of the civil society
because of its tendency of prioritizing the right to peace on the right to justice, that is focussing
on small penalties and fast integration of former paramilitaries in Colombian society rather than
on the search for the truth, justice and reparation for the victims of the conflict. In the same way,
the peace process had been criticized because it was not inclusive towards the victim associations
and because its goal was reaching a peace process with no peace, that is with no inclusion of the
guerrillas in the process (Garcìa-Godos and Lid, 2010; Melo, 2011).
Besides, it is impossible to consider the Law of justice and peace without contextualizing
it within the ideological project of democratic security led by the ex-president (2002-2010) Álvaro
Uribe Vélez. His government had enormous contradictions regarding the transitional framework
at the international and national level. Indeed, if at the international level the Ley de Justicia y Paz
was seen as a proper example of transparent transitional justice framework, at the national level
Uribe’s national security denied (and still denies) the existence of the armed conflict, claiming that
the state was only besieged by terrorist groups, de facto asking forgiveness from the victims of the
conflict without officially recognizing the State historical responsibilities in the conflict (JaramilloMarín, 2010).
In 2011 a new law for the victims’ reparation was established, so to modify the mistakes of
the former law, that is the recognition of the victims of any armed actor and for including more
the victims themselves in the process. A good improvement was considering many different forms
of victimizations, including forced displacement. The latter is very important in Colombia since
six million of displaced people have been officially registered in the country. As a result, the
consideration of this form of victimization makes possible that the 18% of the Colombian
population can be considered a victim of the conflict and in the right of reparation (Rettberg,
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2015). However, the law did not fulfil the expected results due to structural problems (institutional
and normative dispersion of the responsibility of the implementation of the law, as well as a context
still dangerous and hostile towards victims who agreed to participate in the justice process) (Reina,
2014).
In 2016, after four years of negotiations, the Colombian government and the FARC signed
a peace agreement in La Havana, Cuba. The peace agreement was formed by six macro points,
including the process of disarmament of the FARC and its transition to a political party, the Fuerza
Alternativa Revolucionaria del comùn7 (FARC) (Maher and Thomson, 2018). Yet, after the signature of
the agreement, President Santos decided to organize a referendum for asking the approval by the
Colombian people of the accord. This legal process did not represent a constitutional necessity,
rather the referendum was organized in order to try to involve the population in a period where
the popularity of President Santos was dwindling (Vargas, 2019). Consequently, the “NO”
promoters organized a propaganda campaign based on fear. They argued that the “people of the
YES” were castrochavistas8 and that Colombia was threatened by a potential arrival of a communist
dictatorship. The supporters of the NO were also members of Pentecostal and Evangelical
churches, which were worried of a possible aperture to the LGBT rights, and most important the
Colombian right led by the ex-president Alvaro Uribe Velez, that had militarized the concept of
security, organized the public order via repressive means and based his political discourse on the
fear of the Enemy during his eight years long presidency (ibid.). Eventually, the NO campaign won
with a slight margin. Curiously (but probably predictable) the NO won in areas not directly affected
by the conflict, whereas in the latter the majority voted YES to the agreement. This result brought
the disorder and a worrying uncertainty for the future, yet after a few months of new negotiations,
the parts announced a new agreement. However, Uribe and his party still disagreed with it; yet,
since it was unthinkable to organize another referendum, the parliament directly approved the
treaty (ibid.).
Despite the sign of an agreement and the beginning of the transition of the ex-guerrilleros
within the society, many factors are threatening the effective application of the agreement.
Especially, Maher and Thomson (2018) identify two menaces: the first is represented by the new
president Ivan Duque, member of the Centro Democratico9 party. Indeed, Duque won the elections
also promising “reforms of the current deal, including tougher penalties on former FARC
members” (p. 2143). The second threat is the increasing activity of paramilitaries in the state
(nowadays one refers to these groups as BACRIMs10) which are affecting the peace mainly by
directly targeting the ex-guerrilleros, assassinating them. Further, they are indirectly affecting the
peace implementation by representing a powerful force which performs political violence, and by
acquiring land by displacing peasants and resisting land restitution efforts.
To conclude, Colombian transitional justice history is full of contradictions and dark
points. A particular (if not unique) feature of it is its characteristic of creating laws on transition
and peace agreements with only some armed actors while the conflict and ceasefire overlap among
themselves in a situation of permanent war with permanent negotiation (Jaramillo-Marín, 2010)
and a transitional justice without transition (Uprimny y Safón, 2006).
7
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CHAPTER 3
ADRIANA: THE STORY OF A VICTIM
AND ACTIVIST
INTRODUCTION
In this chapter, I will expose Adriana’s story life from the 1980’s till 2007 as she described it to
me. Adriana is a Colombian political victim with animated life. Throughout her life, she moved
from being a political activist to a political victim, and from that to be again an activist with a
human rights organisation, as well as a social activist by using the art and the theatre. I will use her
story for contextualizing the more general context of Medellín and Colombia, moving from a
personal mode of narration to the collective and political modes (Portelli, 2010). I will divide
Adriana’s story in three chapters: the first will focus on her life in the barrio and the political
organisation; the second will debate the political victimisation of Adriana and her partner Pedro;
the third chapter will focus on her activism and the new threats received by the paramilitary groups
present in the city. In the same way, I will briefly interrupt Adriana’s story for debating on the
construction of collective identities in the barrio; the phenomenon of the forced disappearance,
including the testimony of Sandra, Adriana’s daughter; the paramilitary pacification in the city of
Medellín.
3.1 ADRIANA - A POLITICALLY ANIMATED YOUTH
My family and I arrived in the barrio Popular N.1 between 1972 and 1973. We moved there because
we passed an economic crisis when we were living in Valle del Cauca. My mum and my dad were
a bit adventurous and they started a business there that failed, that’s why we went to Medellín. We
moved when my siblings and I were very little and my parents had no money, and so at the
beginning, we were hosted by an aunt of mine in the neighbourhood Popular N.1. We stayed there
until when Padre11 Federico Carrasquilla got to know our situation, a poor family with four children.
The priest became a good friend of my mum, he is a padre of the liberation theology, so he started
to propose solutions to my mum, and eventually, he donated a house in the barrio to her. The padre
bought a house and he divided it into two parts, one for my mum and the other for another lady.
The barrio was like a school for me: there I frequented the primary school and the secondary school
and then I ended up in the youth group of the church, and so I started to support any initiative
11
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for the barrio. Life was passing quotidianly around the defence of the community of the ranchitos12
because that one was an invasion barrio. So, everyone, our youth group, youngsters, elders,
everyone used to help to build the houses; we used to prepare empanadas or communitarian
sancochos13 for the community and at the same time we were collecting some money. I do not
remember any state presence in that process of auto-determination and auto construction of the
barrio. The external agent was the police that used to come to take the people away from their
ranchitos, and there a tense relationship was born because we learnt how to defend ourselves from
the police, how to not let they come inside the barrio, of course, we also learnt how to build a
barricade. So I would say that with all that communitarian commitment, with the liberation
theology work, with knowing about the situation in Central America thanks to some priest which
came to the Popular N.1, that’s how the Left started to arrive in the barrio.
We were not very similar, Pedro and me. We met when we were children, like at 13-14
years old, in the Barrio Popular N.1. We met because he was part of the youth of the church, and I
entered in the same group as well. He was immature and annoying since he had a very heavy
humour; he enjoyed to make heavy jokes…That’s why I didn’t like him. He was 8 months younger
than me, and at that age, the girls are always much more mature than the boys.
In the barrio the community life was very important, I always say that I am the barrio’s
daughter since the community was a manner of resolving life collectively; everything was done
collectively. Even constructing the roads of the barrio was like a party, because everyone was
involved, including the children. Everything was built collectively: the stairs, the school, the
library…
The church was a very important institution for the barrio and the young people like us
because the priest was very close to the Liberation Theology.
Generally talking, the barrio was really poor, it was an invasion neighbourhood, actually one
of the first invasion neighbourhoods in the city; therefore, the houses were already built with
materials, however, most of the people were still living in difficult conditions. Nowadays, the barrio
is still poor.
Along with the experience in the church, we were part of other groups in the barrio, such
as the youth leadership groups, dancing groups and others…. And eventually, we ended up in a
leftist protest group.
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The football pitch in the barrio Popular N.1

We, a group of 6-7 youngsters, decided to leave the youth group of the church. We discussed with
Padre Gonzalo ideologically, but always esteeming him a lot. It was a lovely farewell, we even had a
farewell ritual. At that time, I was 16 years old. When I was arrested the first time, I was 17 years
old: it was for having made some graffiti during a protest. Even though we left the church, we
continued our activities in the barrio, supporting the other groups’ activities from the outside. We
became militants in the Juventud Revolucionaria de Colombia (JRdC)14, the youth organization of the
Partido Comunista de Colombia Marxista-Leninista15. The Ejercito Popular de Liberacion (EPL)16 was the
armed group connected to the party, besides the urban militia. There was also a clandestine
newspaper of the party called Revoluciòn, as well as some numbers of a youth magazine called Joven
Guardia. The party was organized in cells, which were present in the barrio, but also the university,
in the trade unions and so on. In the countryside, the party was represented by the EPL.
Our movement was divided among the youth organisation and the party’s cells, composed
by persons that were already part of the clandestine party (Marxist-Leninist); the last structure were
the masses, that is the sympathizers from the barrio that supported the causa17. Most of the
youngsters of the youth party joined the organization through the masses, that is by the
participation in the protests.
Successively, there was another structure of the party and the EPL shared with the ELN
which was defined as popular militia, which had a military structure at the neighbourhood level.
14
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During the ‘80s, each armed group had its popular militia; in the barrio Popular 1, there were more
than one: this multitude of military structure became a matter of conflict after some time. They
were not guerrilleros which lived in the monte18; the neighbourhood structure was thought for
defending it from the combos19, a form of auto-defence. They were also a form of support for the
political fight by supporting the paros civicos20 in the barrios, where everyone used to stop and strike
for real. We understood the fight as the combination of all the forms of fighting: the armed fight,
the political fight, the masses fight, the workers' fight. Normally the people which do not go deeper
in this context recognize the political and armed fights as separated, and maybe reject one and
accept the other one. However, there were episodes were the two merged, like the combates
callejeros21, where the participants of the protests used to build barricades and confront the police,
both with and without capuchas22. In the fights the popular militias were always active for defending
the other protesters: I saw sometimes the police shooting against the protesters and the militias
confronting the police and how they made them leave the barrio.
Pedro and I never were part of the militias. Many youngsters ended up being active in the
Left because they did not have many other options: either in the combos of the narcos, or the Church
like Pedro and I did for some time, or a leftist organisation were its members studied and discussed
a lot about the society.
Pedro was a solar person, very intelligent, studious, theoretically oriented, always looking
for the confirmation of the social theories in the empiric world… He was really passionate. He
was studying in the high school when he was murdered, but he would have unlikely finished it,
because his position on education was really particular, in the sense that he couldn’t understand
why he had to study in school if that didn’t contribute to his thought at all. He was autodidactic in
Marxism, dialectic, historic materialism, socialism, The Capital, Kalinin. This was another
difference between us because I believed in the necessity of reaching the university and obtaining
a degree also for legitimizing a knowledge achieved in a different reality than in the educational
institutions. Yet, Pedro and I had different perspectives even though we were both really
revolutionaries. Because Pedro had a dreaming perspective, that is he believed that life could be
solved just with the political fight, and that one did not need anything else, like for instance eating
well, having a job, a car… For me, it was necessary having these things. These were two Maoist
positions inherent in our political movement about how to be a revolutionary.
We had to fight with the Maoist perspective within the party because some practices were
nonsense to my eyes, such as when the organizers of the paros civicos used to remain in their house
rather than joining the protest. Further, the political fight was really machista. Another Maoist
practice was life without washing yourself, without cleaning your place, living like an animal, just
full of books everywhere… For the Maoist deviation, that meant being a revolutionary. I really
fought a lot against these things, while Pedro was a bit more dogmatic…His biggest dream was
becoming the leader of the party. He had great charisma as a human being; I think he could have
been all he wanted. Yet, another thing that worried me about Pedro was that he was disinterested
about the money, and that’s ok when you live alone, but not when you have a family.
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The party arrived at the barrio trough the proposal for forming a running group. They did
not arrive with a fixed structure, or with armed bands or with a reunion. They arrived undercover
as a group called Los Trotamundos23 in 1981. They arrived at the Popular 1 because one of the first
members of the party in the city was a professor of political science of the University of Antioquia
who used to live in the barrio. The proposal of the Trotamundos to the neighbourhood’s youth was
to go for running, arguing that the sport was good for the health. So, many youngsters started to
run every Saturday morning to the Botanical Garden. I joined the Trotamundos because in that
period I had another boyfriend who did not want to have anything to do with politics, but he was
really passionate about sports. We used to run at 5 AM, each Saturday for 6 months. Eventually,
we were some 200 persons running to the Botanical Garden.
After that period, the Trotamundos told us that they were students, and as students, they
were supporting some workers on strike in a factory. At that time, we did not know what a strike
was, we had no idea. Thus, they explained to us the meaning of striking, and then they told us that
we needed to organize a money collection among us for buying some food in order to support the
workers. So, the following Saturday we arrived at the factory full of food, and the workers were so
happy about it! Then, when I went to the strike’s main tent was like entering into a magic world,
even if I was already a bit prepared thanks to the protest education given by Padre Federico. When
the workers saw 200 youngsters coming with all that food, they were very happy, they prepared
sancocho and they were fraternal with us, and we were astonished by the situation.
So, after the strike they proposed to create a revolutionary youth, that is organising a youth
group, and I was already into them, so at the beginning for me, it was nothing really new. In the
beginning, the group was organised as a study group, and we started to read and study everything:
philosophy, Marxism, Leninism. I was really passionate because I enjoyed studying, and our
collective of studying was composed by 5 persons and we used to stay awake until the morning in
my house or anywhere else for then sharing what we studied with the others. Then, one day they
told us that they were part of an organisation, the Juventud Revolucionaria de Colombia. So, they
planned an assembly, where 120 youngsters wanted to be part of the group; there were a lot of
people but from different parts of the Comuna, so we planned another assembly to decide the
responsible of the different nucleus. There, we decided to divide the nucleus of the Popular in
Popular 1 and Popular 2; so, the nucleus in the barrio Popular N.2 was led by Pedro, whereas the 1 by
me. It was something crazy, we were very committed to our task; we had to distribute our
newspaper in the barrio, to write articles, to do political job door by door. We used to go up on the
buses to selling the newspapers there, and we spent time talking about politics with the other
youngsters in the streets. I was one of the founders of the Youth, I participated in the first
constitutive assembly, and I was nominated in the departmental committee of the Youth. Pedro
became part of the committee as well. In the end, the Youth did not last so much, because it
wanted to be a mass organisation and at the same time connected to the clandestine party.
The arrival of the Juventud and other leftist political forces represented an alternative for
the youngsters in the barrio. I mean, they also had the alternative of the narcos groups, which
appeared in the same period, the church organisations, dance groups, sports groups… So, the
political groups represented a new alternative. The participation in the Juventud changed our lives
radically, in an ideological sense, they changed our political posture; we moved from thinking about
life all around the concept of a god to rethink everything in a political way, free from “believing”
23

Spanish name for the Harlem Globetrotters, an American basketball team

30

and with a more scientific way of thinking. I think the Juventud also changed our lives because we
might have all ended up taking the arms against the dwellers of the barrio, against our neighbours.
At the level of the barrio, the presence of leftist groups generated a new form of relating among
each other: there was the necessity of reaching agreements among everyone. The way of resolving
conflicts changed. Community life became more shared, deeper.
We had the new necessity of knowing what was going on in the country; I think that we
had a new horizon open: we went from the church to the streets of the barrio, to the city, in other
neighbourhoods, acknowledging that we were not alone. We all experienced a positive change of
life, also because we had the possibility of reinforcing our critical thought by relating with people
outside from the barrio. For me it had been very important acknowledging that there were other
neighbourhoods with different issues and successes; on the other hand, Pedro could not
experience much of this because he died too young.
An example of how the way of relating to the other changed is when we had to make
agreements with the mafias that were coming to the barrio: they were violating a girl and we had
to say “If you don’t want that we kill all of you, you don’t touch anyone”.
I think that in the barrio there was not any kind of stigmatisation against us; the people
there used to see us as another youth group organising events, like sports events… Further, the
people used to take care of us, there was a social base in the barrio that used to support us. We
used to gather at the corners of the streets in the barrio, and officially once a week. But still, every
day the militants used to meet in the streets to read newspapers or other similar activities… The
militants had 15-16-17-18 years old… Most adults were already within the party.
I think that the Juventud had different strategies: the organisation did not last for long, but
it was very strong. There was not a lot of conditions for being accepted in the organisation. There
was a period when it was started a massive recruitment within the barrios; all the agitated
youngsters, those with just a little bit of critical thought… Everyone was in the Juventud. The way
of talking with the youngsters was called “cultural-political acts” every two months we organised
a political-culture day in the cancha of the barrio but also sports events and visits to the other groups
in the Popular for attracting the youngsters to join the Juventud for doing communist organisation,
for performing political education for the conquest of the power that is what Marxism says, what
we thought it was there, just behind the corner.
3.2 THE BARRIO, THE PARTY AND THE IDENTITY
Adriana’s story begins in the invasion neighbourhood Popular 1. This kind of
neighbourhood formation was very typical during the second half of the last century in Colombia;
the process of land invasion had been so massive that invasion neighbourhoods represent the 30%
of the urban area of Medellín (Arango Escobar, 1991). The invasion neighbourhood consists in
the house building initiatives and auto-organisation by groups of individuals that live in precarious
conditions without a residence space; that is, the invasion neighbourhoods are all those collective
processes of construction that are not contemplated by the official urban plans (Paradiso Et Al,
2018). The creation of illegal housing had been the consequence of the lack of the state action
towards the increase of the population and the massive phenomenon of displacement from the
rural areas due to the impact of the Colombian conflict (ibid.). According to Paradiso et Al. (ibid.),
the formation process of an invasion neighbourhood can be reconducted to three phases: first, the
genesis phase refers to the process of occupation of the place due to the urgency which is often
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perceived as temporary. Second, the transformation phase refers to the settling down of the
dwellers, that results in the conversion of the housing with more durable materials and the
organisation of the community and of its space. Lastly, the appropriation phase includes the
development of the relationship between the dwellers and the houses, and between the dwellers
and the community: eventually, it ends up with the creation of a sentiment of attachment towards
the barrio and its quality of life.
The Barrio Popular 1 has its origin in the invasion of land by groups of poor people displaced
by the two-party violence of La Violencia during the ‘50s. The houses were built with poor
materials, and they were constantly rebuilt due to the action of the public force in the area:
“The people used to build their little house by night and when they built it […] they put a
Colombian flag so that the authority would respect the house and they would not destroy it.
Nonetheless, they used to come with horses and ropes for knocking down the houses. The people
did not give up and used to organise again with enthusiasm to keep building their houses”
(Corporaciòn Con-Viviamos in Díaz Hernandez, 2017)
Eventually, the Popular 1 was officially created and recognised in 1964 (Díaz Hernandez,
2017). The fight for defending the houses against the public force created a strong sentiment of
collectively among the dwellers, also reinforced by the common need of building the school, the
church, the pavement and providing the essential services to the barrio. Regarding the latter, the
theology of liberation’s priests, including Padre Federico Carrasquilla, had an important role.
Indeed, they had a commitment in helping the poorest, and at the same time great capacity to
collect resources for the community, as well as to teach to the community to have prepositive
mentality towards the autonomy (ibid.). Besides, the barrio groups of communal action, sport or
parents used to organise activities within the barrio such as bingos and parties for collecting money
to claim the property of the dwellers on the land and having better access to health and education
(ibid.). These political fights improved even more the sense of community within the barrio. It can
be argued that the dwellers of the barrio develop a new sense of identity through its building,
defence, and living it. An urbanisation becomes a barrio when the dwellers share common
necessities that lead them to elaborate common interests and performing collective actions. While
building their barrio, the dwellers build their identity as well (Carrillo, 1999). Thanks to living the
space and sharing the same history, the barrio permits to create a new collective memory that creates
a new “we” among people with different stories and different origins (ibid.).
However, the barrio is also a place full of heterogeneity and differences. Examples are differences
based on the topographical position within the barrio or political differences. So, besides from the
neighbourhood identity, many other collective identities grow in addition to the former (ibid.).
Hence, it is possible to distinguish between the identity of leftist organisations and gangs that are
present in the same barrio. Indeed, starting from the ‘80s, the activity of the Medellín’s cartel
organised the local gangs within a hierarchized and organised system, where the violent activity
turned to be a valuable option for many youngsters of the neighbourhood (Díaz Hernandez, 2017).
In this context, the Partido Comunista de Colombia – Marxista Leninista and its youth entered
to be part of the Popular 1 as a new identity. The party was born after the historical XX congress
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956, where it was decided for the pacific
cohabitation between socialism and capitalism in the Western block (Personal Interview with
former PCC-ML militants, 2020). This new tendency was rejected by a part of the communist
parties led by the Chinese party, and thus during the year afterwards, new parties inspired by Mao
Tse-Tung’s thought were born all over the world. The PCC-ML was funded in 1965 from a rupture
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with the Partido Comunista Colombiano which adopted the new strategy decided by the Soviet Union.
The new party adopted the theory of all forms of fight for conquering the power, including the
armed fight. This was seen as necessary also due to the internal situation, where the creation of the
Frente Nacional24 agreed by the two most important parties de facto closed the possibility to the minor
parties to run for the presidency. Therefore, the party created its armed wing, the Ejército Popular
de Liberación (EPL), for beginning guerrilla warfare against the state in the rural areas to take the
political power in the country (Personal Interview with former PCC-ML militants, 2020).
Therefore, Adriana and Pedro’s identity were forged on one hand by the encountering of
belonging to the invasion barrio Popular 1, which carries its own story of autonomy, collective and
auto-defence against the state’s repression. On the other hand, by their participation within the
Youth of the PCC-ML, which transmitted to them the Maoist perspective on the world and the
political fight. The latter implied the belief in the need of an armed revolution instead than a reform
process in the country; the supremacy of having the “right ideas” on the practice; and the
dogmatism that considered the other communist perspectives as revisionist (Neira, 2008).
3.3 ADRIANA – POLITICAL REPRESSION
The Juventud lasted 4 years. It was decided to stop that experience because four leaders were
murdered at the national level. The decision came from the party because they thought that it was
better to include the youngsters in the clandestine structure for safety reasons.
The repression against the Juventud started after 2 years from its creation when the
representative of the organization was assassinated. In the Popular we lost either three or four
comrades, and others were killed in other barrios. Yet the losses we had in the Popular mostly
happened after the ending of the experience of the Juventud… Back at that time, the losses were
more at the national level; Pedro was killed after the end of the Juventud as well. When the Juventud
ended its existence, we were already within the party. The members of the Juventud ended up in the
party, in the armed fight, in trade unions, in the university supporting the party, and others just left
the organisation.
What changed in the party’s cell was the practice of changing our name with a
pseudonymous, but at the same time, we used to continue with our public life. We did not enter
in clandestinely, indeed we kept living our communitarian life in the barrio. The clandestine
reunions of the cell were once each fifteen days, sometimes once per month. The cell represented
not just a neighbourhood, but a sector, which was bigger. What the leftist organisations used to
do was to select the most interesting communal leaders and putting them together in the section,
because the cell also had an educative task.
The narcotraffickers arrived in the Popular by the end of the ‘80s. This affected everyone:
they reached the barrio saying to the poor youngsters that they could have the possibility of dressing
in certain expensive clothes and buying expensive things in general… So, suddenly one could see
youngsters with expensive clothes, with golden things, with big motorbikes… And so, some
youngsters began to leave the youth organisations for joining the narcos. A very painful conflict
started, because who used to be my friends, my neighbours, suddenly became my enemies.
Emotionally it was really hard, because we had to talk about values with criminals that for instance
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tried to violate girls. The vicio25 started to grow and grow in the barrio. Armed confrontations started
to be normal, we never saw them before that time…Life in the barrio completely changed.
In the ‘90s started the scandal of narcotrafficking within the State: the silence of the state,
that did nothing to contrast narcos. Yet, during the protests the state was committed to applying its
repression, also against the Frente Popular, the Frente a Luchar, in all the political projects that
included the guerrillas. The Frente Popular was a project led by the PCC-ML, the Frente A Luchar was
by the ELN26, whereas the Union Patriotica was a joint project of the Communist Party and the
FARC. The Frente Popular was one of the promoters of the constitutional reform in 1991. The
political project failed because of the assassination of Oscar Willian Calvo in Bogotà.
One episode represents the beginning of the systematic persecution performed by the state:
the massive detention happened in Medellín during the march for the 1st May 1986. Some 300
persons were detained while they were in the Cementerio Campos de Paz paying homage for the first
anniversary of the death of Oscar Willian Calvo. That one was my second detention, after the first
time at 17 years old. Of course, most of the people present there were either members of the party
or sympathizers. After this massive detention, many of the people arrested were assassinated and
disappeared during the following two years, including some normal individuals who were just
visiting their deaths in the graveyard. It was what we call selective murdering; it resulted to be
decisive for the destiny of the party. Pedro and I were in the cemetery as well. Let’s say that 20
persons that I know were killed: trade unionists, artists, neighbourhood leaders, human right
defenders.
I was detained among eight and ten days. When I was in the police station with other sixtythree women arrested in the cemetery, the policemen brought a spy that reported ten of us as
terrorists, including me. So, we were brought to the military station of the Cuarta Brigada27. After a
while, they started to release some of us: the first one, the day after another one and so on. I
remained as one of the lasts. The last three or four days of my detention, human rights
organisations started to ask for my liberation.
I was not even sure that they were accusing me to be part of the EPL; there was a group
of the M-1928 living next to my house in the Popular for doing some political activity. So, they were
accusing me to be one of them.
The detention was arbitrary, so everyone was eventually released. When they freed me, I
was dehydrated and I had been beaten by the militaries. Moreover, the soldiers asked me to sign a
paper where I was declaring to having been respected during the detention. I did not want to sign,
but they told me that if I wasn’t going to sign, I had to remain there, so I eventually signed. It has
never been recognised that I was tortured during the detention.
During my detention I was pregnant, but after that, I lost the baby. The day after my
liberation I went with Pedro to the hospital for the abortion, but there the doctors told me that I
needed to rest because the baby was still there. However, during the rest I ended up being pregnant
again: I should have been 6 months long pregnant, but it was not like that. So, I lost my first baby.
I took care of myself for June, July, and August 1986 and then in September I was pregnant again.
My daughter Sandra was born on the 14th of April 1987.
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A portrait representing Adriana, Sandra and Pedro

After the detention, Pedro and I began to receive serious threats: we were called at our homes’
telephones, people were monitoring our residences, others following us, things like these. During
the second semester of 1986 Pedro decided to join the EPL in the monte for doing political work
with the guerrilleros, not for doing military work. He spent 6 months there: he left Medellín during
October 1986 and he was back in March 1987 when there were 15 days left for Sandra to be born.
He was with me during the childbirth, and we decided together that he had to remain in Medellín.
Yet, at the same time, the threats were continuing, so we started to look for the conditions for
leaving the city together. Pedro started to work in different activities, like construction and making
mattresses. At the same time, he kept doing both his normal communitarian life and the clandestine
activity with an urban structure of the EPL: I knew little about his activity in this regard.
Meanwhile, the persecution was continuing, some persons close to me had already been murdered.
The 14th August 1987 the police forcefully entered in our families’ houses for a search. It
was horrible because the policemen told our parents that they were in love with us, they called us
“La Negra”29, “El pecoso”30, “El pelirojo”31. We were not at home by chance: we both went to our
houses at night. After this episode, we hid in two different places. The baby stayed with my mother.
Pedro went to the house of a collaborator of the party, whereas I went to the house of another
collaborator. From that moment we could not see each other, I could not see the baby either. The
27th August we talked by telephone: he called me for telling that the party found a house where we
could go to live in another city. We agreed on meeting the following day with my mother as well.
I remember that before ending the call he told a joke to me. The next day, I went to the assigned
place, where my mother arrived, but Pedro did not. When I saw that he was not coming I
immediately started to think that something bad happened. So, we started to look for him, to
investigate and to suffer all that a forced disappearance means. If the state wants to punish the
political opposer, that is Pedro, it also castigates the family, the community, the society, because
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everyone looks for the desaparecido32 and suffer for him. We looked for him everywhere: in the
military garrisons; in the hospitals; in the amphitheatres; in the prisons, everywhere. No one knew
anything, until after 20 days the daughter of the collaborator of the party that hosted Pedro was
listening to the news about the discovery of a corpse in Envigado33. They described how the dead
man was dressed, and the daughter remembered that Pedro was dressed in the same way the day
he disappeared. So she informed us; when she called me I was sedated because during the last days
I went in front of the military barracks to insult everyone like a crazy, so everyone was concerned
that they could detain me. Even though I could not understand her very well, I repeated what she
told me to Pedro’s father. He was the one who recognised the corpse: then, the corpse was
consigned in the barrio and we buried him.

Adriana, Sandra and Pedro’s family in the barrio Popular N.1

After that episode, I moved out with my family and we changed barrio. During that time,
the police was looking for me, but at the same time I hid; I changed not just the barrio but also the
job, friendships, I quit from the political activity. I had a strong emotional crisis, so I changed
completely my lifestyle, until the point of changing my way of dressing. I could not make the
denunciation of disappearance, so Pedro’s father did it. I retired from public life for two years.
After that period, when I joined ASFADDES34, I asked for information on the case of Pedro. So,
they sent me all the documents on the case, where it was written that the case was already closed
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because for them it was a case of “simple death”. That is because the forced disappearance was
not codified as a crime, there was no specific law on that. It was declared as normal death even
though he was killed with six shots and there were signs of torture on his body, and this
information was recognised in the report. After that, I tried to see whether it was possible to open
the case again supported by the human rights organisations, but that was not possible, because the
forced disappearance was not codified in the law yet. Eventually, five years ago we achieved that
Pedro was recognised as a victim of the political violence in the country, but it was not an act of
justice rather of reparation: the state gave us some money for the assassination and that’s it. The
forced disappearing was codified in the law in 2000, but the law did not apply to precedent cases.
3.4 FORCED DISAPPEARANCE: A TESTIMONY
Forced disappearance is defined as “cases where individuals are seized by military, paramilitary, or
police agents of the states [or their proxies], who secretly murder and dispose of the bodies of their
victims, often after torture, always without legal process, and without acknowledgement and
admitted responsibility of the state” (Sluka, 2000 p.4). The practice of forced disappearance is
known and well spread in Colombia: during the 2005 demobilisation process of the Autodefensas
Unidas de Colombia, the paramilitaries confessed to having committed 24,000 assassinations,
including many forced disappearances (Rozena, 2011). Forced disappearance is one of the main
forms of terrorism in Colombia since it is an action that both aims at innocent people including
civilians, and the violence performed by the forced disappearance it is used to spread the terror
among the targeted population (Feldman and Hinojosa, 2009). According to Pécaut (ibid.) violence
(both extra-statal and statal) in Colombia is so ordinary that the population has developed a high
tolerance for it, making difficult distinguishing between terrorism and other more prosaic forms
of violence.
State terrorism, as Feldman and Hinojosa (2009) argue, “refers to acts perpetrated by state
agents or by private groups acting on the orders of or on behalf of a state that seeks to terrorize
the population and propagate anxiety among citizens to curb political opposition” (p.44). This
description of state terrorism fits the forced disappearance of Pedro since it was justified by
political reasons and supposedly performed by either state agents or another organisation on behalf
of the former. Moreover, the consequence of the disappearance have been spread the terror among
the closest persons to Pedro; for instance, Adriana decided to quit from any political activity and
to change life and friendships due to the terror of being assassinated like Pedro. Indeed, forced
disappearance does not only aim to the physical elimination of the target, but also the exacerbation
of the grief and the trauma of the persons connected to the disappeared (ibid.).
Forced disappearance can be seen as a practice performed by (also) the authority in a zone
of indistinction, that is a zone based on the law but where the law is no longer valid (Agamben in
Feldman and Hinojosa, 2009). The zone of indistinction is a state of exception, where targeted
groups of individuals are categorized as bare lives, that is a life unworthy to be lived and not
contemplated by the jurisdiction; therefore, killing a bare life is not punished by the law (Agamben,
1998). In other words, the systematic process of forced disappearance contributes to maintain the
depoliticized Consensus within the Colombian society, which implies the repression of any kind
of what Rancière (2004) defines as Mésentete to the former. The physical elimination of the
opposer represents the rejection of politics as Rancière understands it, that is the challenge to the
authority by those who should not have the right of participating in the public life: the part-of-no37

part. Essentially, forced disappearance and more generally political repression in the Colombian
context regards the disruption of what Adriana called “the horizon”. Coincidentally, Adriana uses
the same vocabulary as Jodi Dean (2012) for referring to the political ideal which is de facto
unreachable in the practice, yet it leads the people’s actions and thoughts, allowing them to know
how far the practice is from the ideal.
However, the individuals most affected by the forced disappearances are the sons and
daughters of the victims, which have to seek for a meaning to what happened to the parent that
most of the times they have never known (Guatavita Garzón, 2015). In the case of Pedro’s
disappearance, one of the most affected persons has been Sandra, his little daughter. She describes
how the un-presence of his disappeared father completely influenced her life in a negative way,
confirming what Adriana described in her story: when a person is disappeared, his relatives become
victims too:
Sandra: I was 5 years old when I started to understand that I did not have a dad; since when I was
little, my mum started to tell me the story of my dad. Then, I joined the sons of the victims in ASFADDES;
I have grown many years with them, and the other kids and I were always participating in the activities of
the organisation. During that time, all my friends were sons of victims. We used to go to all the marches,
wearing t-shirts saying, ‘where is my dad?’. Those were difficult times, including with Oscar [Adriana’s
partner], because I knew that he was not my dad since, for instance, I did not have his surname. Yet, on
the other hand, I wanted him to be my dad even if he could not be that, although he gave all his love to
me. My story brought me to the political formation since very young; five years ago, I finally understood
that I have lived all my life in a status of grief.
When I entered the university, I increased my political involvement, with all the anger that one has
inside him for being the daughter of a disappeared and assassinated person. However, it was very weird
that I felt to be politically active for my family, and not for myself. When I was twenty-seven years old, I
had a crisis that was diagnosticated as a panic crisis. And that happened when I decided to start a master’s
in Human Rights and education since I really like teaching. Yet, the first lecture was about systematizing
many massacres that occurred in Colombia, and there I thought: ‘Why am I studying this? I do not see
myself in this’. It was very weird, as I felt that who really wanted to do the master’s was my mum and not
me. As during all my life, I lived in the sake of this pain, this grief, these fights, but it was not clear whether
they were my fights as well. So, I decided to not return to the master’s. It was as if being the daughter of
such a strong woman and being grown up among strong women gave me the exigency of being stronger
and becoming adults faster than the normal. That included the feeling that your mum is your sister, and
that I had to grow up quickly to solve the problems: my mum used to receive threats, therefore I constantly
thought about losing my mum. It is as if death is my life’s master: the death of my dad represented my
closeness to death since the beginning of my life.
When I overcame the crisis, I decided to take a distance from the story of pain that is also mine,
but I needed to find my own ways. It started a difficult period with Oscar, I took distance from the leftist
movement. I started a master’s in literature, and I found how to express myself through writing. Nowadays
I can understand that my dad was a martyr, that decided for his own life. He knew about the risks in a
country where who thinks differently is repressed, so I do not keep asking why he was killed, rather I
recognised his choice of life.
There are daughters of victims in ASFADDES that have my age and keep crying each birthday of
their disappeared dads. They write on the social networks very painful thoughts, and when I see those I am
happy to have found another way for accepting my story: I am the daughter of a disappeared, but my life
does not stop there.
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3.5 ADRIANA – ACTIVISM AND NEW THREATS
After two years I participated in a reunion promoted by the municipality for the widows of the
political violence in Medellín. Many different women arrived at the reunion: from the Union
Patriotica, from the Frente a Luchar, from the ELN, from the police, the army, paramilitaries…
Something scaring, a mix between everyone. In the reunion, the mayor proposed us to create a
foundation for supporting the wives of the victims. At the end of the reunion, I remember that I
made a strong speech (I was 23 years old) explaining why it was impossible that at that moment
the wives of the political victims could sit with the wives of the paramilitaries and of the public
force. Because first, we needed a process of reconciliation and truth. The mayor was impressed by
my speech, and thanks to that it was possible to create a foundation of widows only coming from
leftist parties and organisations. We were like fifty women, I helped to create the foundation, and
we made a project for buying sixteen houses in a barrio for sixteen widows without any house. The
name of the foundation was Fundacion La Alborada35. We collected national and international
economic support, and so we bought the houses in a neighbourhood in the southern part of
Medellín called El Limonar. I was very happy to be so young and having my own house; however,
the other widows did not want to stay there because the barrio was really poor and it was an
experiment of the municipality, where they gathered people coming from different invasion
neighbourhoods, high risks neighbourhoods… Basically, they put many violent people there.
Indeed, the experiment ended up in many deaths because it was like to put there together with all
the conflicts of the city, all the different gangs of the neighbourhoods. Nonetheless, in my opinion,
it seemed fantastic owning a house, as it was a small recognition of what happened to Pedro. So,
for me, the house was not a present, but rather a recognition of what happened to me and Pedro.
After the reunion at the municipality, I was approached by a lady which remained surprised
by my speech. She offered me financial support for studying sociology. During the same occasion
I met the family of Hector Abad Gomez, a famous social leader murdered two days before Pedro’s
disappearing. His family offered me a job as a secretary, which became my working activity for the
following two years.
In the barrio Limonar, I was very active, the first one to go there to live, the most active in
organising our group of women. I was active in the search for the buses for the barrio, for the
construction of the school and the library. This was important for my life because it was like
returning to be the daughter of a barrio, like in the Popular. At the same way, it was important for
my sons: for Sandra, the Limonar represents her neighbourhood, whereas for Viktor [Adriana’s
second child] is the barrio of his childhood.
In September 1990 I met Oscar. I met some members of the party for getting information
on where I could start to perform an artistic or cultural activity. They recommended me to go to
the Corporaciòn Area Artistica36, where Oscar was the director and founder. There were a lot of
minor groups belonging to the corporation; one group was Arlequin Y Los Juglares, then there were
musical groups and others. At the beginning, Oscar was a bit suspicious when I said that I wanted
to join the corporation. However, he also fell in love immediately: I was very young, 23 years old.
The place was very bohemian, and at the beginning, I did not like it. For instance, when I left the
place Oscar kissed me on the mouth to say goodbye, and I thought it was a very bad thing. After
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three months Oscar came to my house to visit me with another man for singing a serenade to me.
Oscar invited me to join the corporation, and I accepted. Back in those days, they were
having a lot of economic troubles, and the only active persons were Oscar and a former member
of the Juventud called Javier. In the corporation I crafted my first muppet, we used to do theatre
with them.
One day, Oscar proposed me to go to a fair in the department of Caldas where the
corporation was invited; I accepted, and so I asked for two days off at my job. The fair resulted to
be a disaster because they did not pay us for the theatre play. However, after that we decided to
go for an adventure travelling village by village for doing more performances; eventually, we stayed
for more than one week and that is how I left my job as a secretary. Oscar and I began a love
relationship as a serious couple.
I started to work in the corporation, selling their functions, and so it started to work better.
They did not want anything to do with the state, and at the beginning, I agreed with them, so we
started to sell our plays especially in schools. At the same time, I was studying and taking care of
my daughter. Oscar was helping me with that, but he was not living with us yet.
Thanks to studying sociology I learnt that the art was a right and that the state was making
agreements with artists. Therefore, I convinced my companions that we needed to start to converse
with the state. Thus, we legally created the corporation Arlequin Y Los Juglares in 1993, because
before we could not participate in any public project. I took care of its creation by preparing the
bureaucratic practices, the statute… All the necessary for creating the corporation. So, after that,
other persons came to the corporation for asking for help and collaborations. We turned to be a
community of artists, divided among six groups of theatre, muppets, art, music, circus. Everyone
was working and living, not as rich people, but we were living.
After meeting with Oscar, I joined ASFADDES, which was the first organisation that
denounced the disappearance of Pedro. One day Oscar told me that we had to perform a theatre
function on the victims of forced disappearance in ASFADDES. There I met with the relatives of
the victims; it was really emotional. They proposed me to become a member of the organisation,
and I accepted their offer. So that is how I started with the two organisational loves of my life: the
artistic and the human rights.
When I arrived in ASFADDES the organisation was managed by elder and tired women
and new members which were not so much politicised, whereas I was really politicised and young.
Consequently, after two months I was nominated the director of the section of Medellín. It was
something crazy because I did not have any idea about it, so I started studying and learning. I gave
and received a lot from it, I also suffered much because emotionally was really hard. ASFADDES
is an organisation of relatives of people victim of forced disappearance, which manage juridical
support for the cases, as well as looking for international help to make the cases visible, for
searching the disappeared.
I was a good leader, I remained director for four years. I participated in the national
direction as well. It was difficult because I was always divided into the theatre and ASFADDES.
So, my life started to be complicated, but working with human rights gave me a lot.
The episode of the bomb happened in 1997. Our office was in a very old house, close to the Parque
del Periodista. The bomb was placed just next to our office. The whole side of the house collapsed
due to the explosion; most of the information that we had were damaged. After that episode, I
decided to renounce to the role of director because was very difficult to overcome what happened.
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There are people which believe that dying means being heroes; giving everything including life is
good for the philosophy, for the ideology, but in the concrete fact you must preserve your life. No
revolution is possible if there is not the capacity of auto-protection, of auto-preservation. With
what is the revolution won if everyone is dead?
So, after the episode of the bomb the companions of ASFADDES said that my act was an
act of cowardly because I said to strategically close the office in order to work with a low profile.
I also had a baby (Viktor) and a daughter to take care about; I took my decision especially thinking
about the baby. After this period, I went back to the organisation but with minor roles.
In the beginning, I went to live to the Limonar alone with Sandra, in the Calle de las viudas37;
later, we changed that name in Calle de la vida38, when Oscar started to visit me. When he began to
concentrate his life on me, he came to live with us in the Limonar, and we started to build our life
as a couple. In our new barrio, we started a cultural-political project very interesting: we created the
library with the books donated by some friends, and the organisation which managed the housing
gave us a space for opening it. We created a neighbourhood magazine which was called “El Limon
Limonero”. We organised a project called La Casa de la Cultura del Limonar39: there we used to do
workshops with children and about theatre puppets, masks… That one was a very beautiful period;
we even organised a cultural week. We used to coordinate with another organisation of the barrio
named Penca de Sabila, an environmental organisation: with them, we founded the projects of
theatre with the youngsters.
After some time, the violence in the barrio drastically increased due to the confrontations
among the bandits from the different barrios of the city forced to live in the Limonar. Besides, there
was the presence of a popular militia with a very radical posture, I would say a Stalinist posture,
especially towards the drug users in the neighbourhood; they used to talk about a form of social
cleaning with what Oscar and I did not agree. Oscar started to play the flute for the young drug
users of the Limonar, and he also used to make communitarian sancochos with them. One day the
militia killed 6 youngsters, and this seemed horrible to us. So, we started to join with the community
for doing a critical reflection on the presence of the militias there, and thanks to that the militias
decided to leave the barrio. After that, weird armed groups began to arrive in the Limonar, like
paramilitary groups (in 1995-1996). So, the situation started to become caliente (threatening;
warmer) again, until when the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia40 arrived, specifically a front called
Frente de Urabà. Before that, a priest came to live to the barrio. He already lived in San Antonio del
Prado41, the people knew him, he had been in Africa and everyone liked him… He arrived with a
lot of charisma, happiness, looking for funding for the church, he was almost a saint…Yet, there
were rumours that he was the responsible for the death of a youngster which he had accused to
be a Satanist for owning a rock bar.
A lot of persons which were not coming from the popular barrios of Medellín arrived to
live in the Limonar, weird persons. We started to see that people were leaving the barrio because
they were of the Uniòn Patriotica, some of them were abandoning the houses, the violence was
increasing again. Once one youngster, a collaborator of the church, asked if we could go to the
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church for doing an artistic activity. There we were already dressed when the priest made a
frightening speech, a fascist speech:
[From Adriana’s memories]: We thought a lot before confirming our artistic present to the event. That is because
there were a lot of rumours in the barrio about weird actions of the priest. However, we accepted to support the
activity organised by the only communitarian workgroup present in the church back at that time. […]
Everything was ready for the beginning when they announced us that the priest had arrived for greeting everyone. We
had never seen him so closely and we never heard him giving a speech. […] Some days before a group of displaced
families arrived in the barrio, and the greeting of the priest was well directed toward these new families, and he made
it in a manner that provoked our astonishment as well as the satisfaction and acceptation of the persons that were
listening to his words remaining normal:
‘Welcome to the new people which have arrived at the Limonar. But you should understand and know that here we
have some rules, and the one that does not respect them the first time goes away warned, the second time goes away
with a fight, the third time he goes away in a coffin’
[…] We, full of frightening and astonishment, proceeded to go on the stage, thinking a lot about our words and
gestures for not disagreeing with the priest, which seemed to be the idol of everyone there.
We started to organize gathering along with the environmental organisation, where the youngsters
where free to enjoy, who wanted to smoke marijuana was smoking marijuana… The priest declared
all that as satanic. He was the idol of the paramilitaries there:
[From Adriana’s memories]: We passed in front of the school where we used to rehearse with the theatre group
composed of youngsters from the barrio. […] One of those days, while we were rehearsing with our teacher “El
Juglar” (Oscar) one of the scenes of the play “Historias para ser contadas” by Oswaldo Dragùn from Argentina,
we were interrupted by a couple of boys that arrived on a motorbike whistling and shaking the bars of the door of
the school. When I was at the door, they greeted me without going down from the motorbike as they knew me.
“Prof take the boys and go away from here quickly that they are coming to ‘sweep’. The priest said that you are
satanic, and so the ‘muchachos42’ of the barrio are coming for you. Run, go away now. We have advanced to advise
you because in the school there are boys with whom we have grown up together”.
This caused a lot of conflict in the neighbourhood, but we kept resisting: we already knew that he
had a weird discourse, we started to see him gathering with the paracos43 by night, he used to go out
by car… The people began to say that he was armed, that he had been involved with the death of
some youngsters.
The paracos started to engage Sandra, and so I had to confront them. I told them “stop
doing that with my daughter, do not touch her, do not look at her”, and they answered “ah, you
are very brava44”. “If you want to know a brava woman, just touch her”.
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[From Adriana’s memories]: It was like 10 PM and there was no one outside. In the house, we were putting the
children to sleep for the school the next day, as usual. Suddenly, a burst drilled the night. There were a lot of shots
almost at the same time in our block, one of those blocks where the houses are separated by just some stairs and a
small sidewalk.
In my house, we were frightened and terrified. We had already experienced similar situations in other
barrios and other parts of our “City of the eternal spring”, yet our bodies forgot -maybe for being sanitized- the fear
that these episodes produce. Trembling like robots, my partner and I quickly reached the switch for turning the light
off. In the middle of the dark, he took the child and the daughter, and we protected with the mattresses of the beds,
below the stairs on the second floor.
The gunshots were continuing. Suddenly, a voice as powerful as the shots started to shout: “hijueputas45,
gossipy, you have until tomorrow for leaving the barrio…Malparidos46”
We called the priest to ask for explanations of what happened with the gunshot in our street, and
talking on behalf of the paramilitaries, he informed us: the paramilitaries wanted to rent a house
in the block; they offered money to a lady for renting the house, but Victor (the only widower
living in our street) informed the woman that she was renting to paracos.
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[From Adriana’s memories]: The Priest: “According to what they told me, it is all fault of the ‘Papero’47 (this was
how the only widowed that was living in the block was called). He started to open the mouth too much and to be
interested in others’ business. One of the muchachos wanted to rent one house in this block and the Papero told to
the lady to not do it for not ruining the block, and so she got scared and she did not want to rent it. And that’s it.
It’s not against any of you, it was against him and they told me that he has already left the barrio”
Then, as Arlequin y Los Juglares and Penca de Sabila, we asked a meeting to the Medellín diocese for
discussing about the priest. The day of the meeting we arrived at the bishop’s office, and the priest
was also there. That is, the bishop informed him to have a confrontation between us and him. As
we saw him, we went away because we did not want to talk to him. The bishop decided coming to
the Limonar, he made a mass and gave a speech… And with that, he thought to have fixed
everything.
After some 6 months, in 2004, I was threatened. Someone called me at the phone saying
“Close your mouth, you old hijueputa… We are going to kill you, we know where you live, we know
that you have two sons and a partner”. Eventually, they called us three times. I had to make the
public denounce trough ASFADDES. Then, they analysed my security status, and they concluded
that I was in serious danger and we needed to leave the barrio, and so we moved out of the Limonar.
[From Adriana’s memories]: ‘Jota’, a beloved neighbour, came to our door announcing that the truck has arrived
and it is in front of his house, in the lower part of the street. We have picked that spot for not being very evident and
so avoiding the curious of the main street. […]
When we finished, as it is common in these cases, the last to exit are dad and mum. The son and the daughter are
already in the car. We hanged some curtains on the windows so that the house seems dwelled in order to avoid that
someone takes it. We made a last round from the second floor until downstairs and finally we stopped at the main
door looking the inside; we looked over that space where we shared flavours and troubles, we sighed and then, quickly,
we took the brooms in our hands, mops and one small pot with one plant. We went until the truck, saying goodbye
to all our friends and neighbours. Hugs, silent looks, handshakes, cries…
We went to a Urbanizaciòn cerrada48 with the help of an international organisation that paid six
months’ rent. They even offered me to leave the country, but I never wanted to leave: my fight
has been and still is here, and I think I also want to die here. So, what we did is that Peace Brigades
International came up with a strategy for lowering my profile as a human right defender and rising
the profile as an artist. That’s how we organized the first international tour with Arlequin Y Los
Juglares, performing a function on human rights. It was in 2005, it was the first time ever that I
have left the country. The tour lasted 3 months, while the children remained to live in the
Urbanizaciòn cerrada with my mother.
[From Adriana’s memories]: Today, after many years and before ending to write this chronicle, I check on the
internet the most important news from the last years about the barrio, and I find titles like: “Captured Oscar
Albeiro Ortiz, priest of El Limonar”, “Priest arrested for being the leader criminal gangs in Medellín”, “The priest
that had the power of killing condemned for conspiracy and support to paramilitary groups”.
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Thanks to a friend, we had the possibility of moving in the barrio where I am currently living, Las
Palmas. She told me that I should made me a present after all that happened to us, and that’s how
I ended up buying the house, even if I was really scared of having debt. Furthermore, we needed
to live the Urbanizaciòn cerrada because the financial support was just for the first six months, and
the rent was expensive. We came back from the international tour with some savings made with
our performances, and that’s how we paid the first payment.
We moved in Las Palmas in 2005, and in 2006 I got cancer in the mouth. Consequently, I
started to reconsider my role in ASFADDES, that is I followed the organisation until when I
decided to retire for one year for following the treatment. When I overcame the cancer, I decided
to concentrate my life in the artistic part, and I permanently lowered my activities in ASFADDES.
In 2012 we achieved to include Arlequin Y los Juglares as a member of a platform of organisations
of human rights defenders. That is how I keep following the struggle for human
rights, yet without being a protagonist in that, but rather a collaborator.
3.6 EPILOGUE: GETTING IN CONTACT WITH ADRIANA’S DANGEROUS PAST
After having listened to Adriana’s life story, she accompanied me to some of the significant places
of her life, including places where she has lived. One of those is in the Barrio Limonar, in the very
south-west of the city, belonging to the corregimiento of San Antonio del Prado. As Adriana said in
her story, this barrio has a very particular story since it was created for hosting families displaced
from other parts of the city (poor neighbourhoods where the housing conditions were not
acceptable enough), as well as from other parts of Antioquia49.
Besides, one street of this new barrio (which had been created in 1990) was reserved for
the widows of political violence. Adriana was one of these widows. Her story will be explained in
her life story.
When we went together to the Limonar we took a bus from the city centre; after one hour,
we reached the Limonar. At the first appearance, the barrio was very calm, green and beautiful;
however, I was observing and feeling Adriana’s stories in front of my eyes, and thus that
neighbourhood was representing for me something negative. Everything was for me hostile, even
the quietness of the neighbourhood. Moreover, I felt awkward for using a camera there, but this
sensation has always been present in me when I was taking pictures in popular neighbourhoods.
When we arrived at the “Calle de las viudas”50, renamed by Oscar and Adriana in “Calle de la
vida”51, I was shocked by the first thing we noticed. On the wall of a house, there was a big black
write saying “A.G.C. PRESENTE”52. The writing was not supposed to be there; even Adriana was
surprised, in a bad way: suddenly, she changed humour and she got more nervous and aware of
the surroundings. The finding was frightening due to Adriana’s stories about the neighbourhood
and to the reason of why they had to flee from there: paramilitaries. The Limonar was supposed to
be calmed down, but what we have found was not respecting our expectations.
When we were going away from the Limonar, we passed by the church of the
neighbourhood, another place represented in Adriana’s stories. Until some years ago, the priest
49
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used to be a man involved with the paramilitary, suspected of murder and other crimes. Indeed,
he is nowadays in jail for affiliation with paramilitary groups. While I was taking some photos of
the building, two old men were watching me, sitting on a wall. Adriana started to talk with them
to take the control of the situation, and one of the two said:
“This (me taking pictures of the church, ed), reminds me about the old priest. Once a
young guy was taking pictures of the building, and when the priest noticed him he started to argue
aggressively that it was not allowed to take photos. Then, he called another guy, saying to him to
solve the situation with the young boy. This is how they disappeared that guy.”
Following the conversation, he added with a laugh with no teeth: “That boy was the
boyfriend of my daughter”.
We go away from the Limonar, and instead of going to the Barrio Popular N.1 as it was
planned, we decide to go to rest after the too emotionally intense day. For me, it was like suddenly
experiencing on my skin what I had read or listened until that moment: Adriana life story and the
Colombian organised violence.

A.G.C PRESENTE

3.7 PARAMILITARISM AND PARA-POLITICS IN MEDELLÍN
Even though Medellín remained mostly untouched by the conflict during La Violencia, it became
one of the main centres of the conflict during the rise of the drug trafficking in the 1980s with the
establishment of the Medellín Cartel led by Pablo Escobar (Hylton, 2007). The latter shaped the
balances of power and conflict within the city by the establishment of private armies, death squads
and paramilitary groups. Moreover, under Escobar’s influence the ordinary organized crime of the
city tied to the production and distribution of cocaine, providing job opportunities to an army of
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young poor people with no future of education or good jobs, as well as a possibility for social
mobility (Hylton,2007).
At the same time, in the poorest neighbourhoods were created the milicia populares; those
were groups which combined the leftist armed groups' ideology and discourse with the urban
organisation of the common organised crime groups (Ceballos, 2000). The milicia populares
substituted the criminal organisations in the control and defence of the neighbourhoods before
the intervention of the state against them (Hylton, 2007). Another leftist group active in Medellín
during the 1980s was the Uniòn Patriòtica (UP). The UP offered an alternative to the violence of
the narco-traffickers, yet the organisation was highly and violently repressed due to its organisation
in the open (ibid.). Students, teachers, journalists and others were murdered by right-wing armed
groups.
With the death of Pablo Escobar in December 1993 the violence in Medellín did not end;
indeed, the homicides rate in the city remained extremely high, not decreasing below 3500
homicides per year before 1997 (Insuasty Rodriguez Et Al, 2010). The drug trafficking did not
stop, and it was contended by the different criminal organisations in the city. Most important,
Medellín witnessed the weakening of the leftist armed groups and to the strengthening of the
paramilitary groups (ibid.). Further, in 1994 the CONVIVIR structure was established, which
enabled the creation of special groups for the vigilance and private security alongside the regular
military and police (ibid.). Yet, those groups were linked with the paramilitary groups, and in some
cases, they were directly members of the Autodenfensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC). Under the
benediction of the Antioquia governor and future president Alvaro Uribe, “these heavily armed
death squads enjoyed near-total impunity; killings of human-right activists and labour leaders duly
accelerated” (Hylton, 2007 p.84). In the same way, paramilitary groups joined military and police
forces during the military Operation Orion in 2002 against the left militia groups in the Comuna 13
on the western hills of the city. Because of that episode, the alliance between paramilitaries and the
State eliminated the last stronghold of leftist militias (ibid.).
The victory of the paramilitary and the institutions in Medellín created an environment for
a “pacification”, and for attracting again tourists and foreign capitals to the city. As Hylton (2007)
explains, the main political goal of the narco-paramilitaries control on Medellín was negotiated
demobilisation, that is the re-inclusion in the legal life of Colombia with none or little consequences
(especially the guarantee of not being extradited in the US). The other side of the coin of the paramilitarized pacification was the election of Fajardo as mayor of Medellín, and the beginning of a
process of social inclusion for the most excluded neighbourhoods (Drummond et al, 2012). To
make the workers move easier and safer from the hilly peripheries to the centre, a system of skilifts, metro and escalators had been built in different areas, including Comuna 13. Other public
works built for reaching the goal of making Medellín “the most educated city” (Ferrari et Al., 2017)
are public libraries and parks. Yet, as Hylton observes, the architecture of the new building “is the
classic architecture of pacification, with security functions built into design” (p.87). Regarding the
homicide rate in Medellín, it has decreased throughout the last years, reaching the Colombian
average of 24 homicides/100.000 people in 2018 (Colombia Reports, 2019).
CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have taken a personal life history as an example of political victimisation in
Colombia. At the same time, Adriana’s extraordinary life permitted to briefly enlarge the discourse
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to the structural level by analysing the phenomena of identity construction, forced disappearance
and the paramilitary activity in Medellín. Nonetheless, the chapter showed that even if the target
of political repression by the selective murder is one (Pedro), the repressive and negative
consequences strongly affect other people too. It is obviously the case of Adriana, but even the
little Sandra was terribly damaged by the disappearance of her father. Moreover, Adriana
underwent many other victimisations, both in ASFADDES and as a social leader in the barrio
Limonar. Further, due to the threats of the paramilitaries, Oscar became a political victim too. The
chapter has shown the complete absence of the state for the case of Pedro, where paradoxically it
represented the repressor. Moreover, Pedro’s death was never recognized as a forced
disappearance by the law, and it is therefore in danger of being remembered as a “common
murder”.
Adriana life history is just an example out of other many invisible stories that are waiting
to be unveiled and to receive justice through the recognition of their victimisation. Besides, forced
disappearance and political repression do not fulfil the series of systematic crimes committed by
the Colombian state during the conflict.
To conclude, Adriana’s life story is a relevant starting point for contextualizing why the
historical memory (intended as recognition of the crimes) is so debated and contested/conflicted
in Colombia. It also presents why the historical memory of the past is linked to everyday fights
and social activities. Indeed, the victimisation of Adriana and Oscar in the barrio El Limonar was
due to their willingness to improve the social consciousness of the dwellers of the barrio. Yet, they
and others were repressed by the paramilitaries due to the different political postures, which mirror
the same political division that “justified” the selective assassination of Pedro.
The chapter highlights the creation of subjugated memories and counter-histories within
the Colombian context. More specifically, it shows how these are created after the destruction of
the communist horizon by the authority. The counter-history is created and told by that part of
society which was decided to be removed from Politics, that is what Rancière defines as the “partof-no-part” (2004).
Moreover, it shows why it is a necessity. A personal story allows rendering the issues more
concrete and clearer. Hence, starting from this singular and invisible case of victimisation, I will
continue to describe how the historical memory is pursued at the grassroots and societal levels in
the next chapters.
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CHAPTER 4
ARLEQUIN Y LOS JUGLARES: THE
THEATRE FOR HISTORICAL
MEMORY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
INTRODUCTION
After having narrated Adriana’s life story, in this chapter, I present the theatre group Arlequin Y
Los Juglares and their work and impact in the city of Medellín. During the chapter, I will consider
the theatre group as a grassroots with its own goals and preferences. Specifically, the focus will be
on the social impact of their activity, that is which kind of change they want to foster and which
vision they have on Colombia and its society. Further, another focus will be their perspective on
historical memory, political violence and human rights. As an example of their political messages,
I will analyse two plays written and performed by the group: “El arbol de sombreros”, a play about
the defence of the common resources, and “Elegia en memoria, recuerdo, saludo y lucha”, a monologue
on the political violence and struggle in Colombia and other countries.
4.1 ARLEQUIN Y LOS JUGLARES AND THEIR ACTIVITY
I arrive in Medellín the night of the 28th November 2019, after two flights and fifteen hours of
travel. I am with Luuk, a dear course mate which is going to conduct is research in Medellín like
me. At the airport, Luuk and I already have the contact of a trusted taxi driver provided by our
professor. After almost one hour in the taxi, we arrive at the Casa Encantada de Los Juglares53, where
I am supposed to live for the next three months, while Luuk will stay in another place, at least at
the beginning. When I ring at the bell, Oscar comes to open the gate, while I can see Adriana
waiting for me by the house door. They help me to bring my luggage upstairs, where I find my
minimalist but beautiful room.
The Casa Encantada de Los Juglares is situated in the barrio of Aranjuez, in the northern part
of the city, in the Comuna 4- Aranjuez, which belongs to the bigger sector of the Comuna Nor-Oriental.
The area is far away from the fancy parts of Medellín, which are in the southern and south-western
sides of the city, precisely in the areas of El Poblado and Laureles. On the contrary, Aranjuez is a
working-class neighbourhood dwelled by “normal” Colombians; with this definition, I mean in
general inhabitants belonging to the working class and the informal economy. Regarding other
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foreigners, I have never seen any one of them in the barrio during the months spent there.
The casa is located close to the area of San Cayetano, a beautiful street with a church with
the biggest crucifix I have ever seen hanging on the façade. Further, there are many affordable and
delicious restaurants in the surroundings, where both Colombians and Venezuelans immigrants
work. Just northern there is a street known as a Zona Rosa54, always frequented by people willing
to party. Aranjuez is not an invasion neighbourhood, but rather a planned barrio. This means that
the roads divide the cuadras55 with a certain logic and that the neighbourhood is not definitely
among the poorest of the city. Indeed, most of the dwellers belong to the estrato social56 three and
two, where the zero is the poorest and six the richest.
The Casa Encantada de Los Juglares was built by a painter more than one hundred years ago
when the barrio was still inexistent. Indeed, the house was meant to be in the countryside around
Medellín, and back at the time, just a few other “colonial houses” were close to the Casa Encantada,
including the residence of the famous artist Pedro Nel Gòmez. Yet, when the city expanded the
house was suddenly surrounded by new houses, and it got involved in the urbanistic plan of the
new neighbourhood of Aranjuez.
The house is surrounded by an iron gate which divides the backyard from the outside road.
The gate did not avoid that one night some thieves entered in the backyard for stealing the
electricity cable. The ground floor presents a big saloon, two rooms, two toilets and an open-air
kitchen and another saloon. This floor is mostly used by the corporation as an office, costume
deposit and space for workshops and lunches and parties. The second floor has three bedrooms,
a bathroom, and a terrace. During the past, this floor was used by the corporation as a “cultural
hotel” for hosting visitors in Medellín and making some money for sustaining their activities.
However, after a bad experience with some Chilean visitors, they decided to block the project and
hosting only recommended persons for longer stays.
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Adriana and Oscar are the responsible and leaders of the group. Adriana, besides being involved
as an artist, takes care of the administrative part of the corporation. She is always very busy since
she needs to meet many people all day, and that is the reason why she is also looking at her phone
for using WhatsApp. Besides, she likes to move by taxi around Medellín for saving precious time.
Adriana is very active, energetic, and she is very talkative with people and finds it easy to relate to
them. She is a mestizo57 with clear Afro Colombian descendants; she used to tell me how both the
Afro Colombians and some indigenous populations told her that she has part of their blood in
her body. Due to her involvement with the human rights defence organisations, she is very
informed of what is going on every day in the city, and when some students are injured by the
police or something similar happens, she always knows it before me.
Oscar is the 70 years old professor of the corporation; when he was younger, he obtained
a degree in theatre and dramaturgy at the Universidad de Antioquia, and even before that the theatre
has always been his main passion. He likes to read, to write, he is a talented player of a Colombian
instrument called tiple. He wrote many theatre plays, as well as songs, and poems. During my stay
in the Casa Encantada de Los Juglares, I have mostly seen him busy with packing all the material of
the corporation for moving into the new headquarters in April. The corporation is full of costumes
and play materials, which occupy two rooms in the casa. Moreover, another room is dedicated to
the storage of many huge speakers, which I have occasionally seen used for small parties in the
house or the workshops with the theatre groups. Oscar has dedicated his entire life to art
production, which makes him a multidisciplinary artist. He is, first, a playwright, but also an actor,
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a puppet master, a songwriter and performer. Oscar’s artistic name is El Juglar. Adriana explains
the choice of this name:
“The jugglers of the middle age used to spread the news and they allow that people living in different places
inform among each other through the representation of the events and facts happened in other cities. Our
methodological proposal seeks to the nowadays events, partially described and fixed in the mass media; we
seek that the true events remain in the collective memory for feeding the truth, the history, and the
transformation of realities”

Oscar also loves to perform as a troubadour, a medieval figure that creates sang rhymes using the
improvisation. I had the luck to observe him during some improvisations, as well as while he was
performing as an actor and puppet master, and in each activity, he acts with a natural talent.
Besides the central figures of Oscar and Adriana, Arlequin Y Los Juglares is also composed
by many other people, which the majority are part of the theatre groups, and I could not know
most of them since my staying in Medellín was during the break from all the activities (January is
the most important month for holidays in Colombia), and also because the corporation was
organising to move out from the Casa Encantada, and therefore the activities were either suspended
or diminished.
Yet, I could know a few other people involved with the managing of the corporation.
Yorlenny is a thirty-years-old Afro Colombian woman that joined the corporation for participating
in the plays, eventually becoming the secretary of Arlequin Y Los Juglares. She now is one of the
most present persons in the corporation. Despite this, she is not really attached to her job, and she
really would like to spend more time on the performances on the stage. I have spent a good amount
of time with Yorlenny, creating a good relationship and trust between us. So, I had the opportunity
to discover more about her family living in the Chocò, a department in the pacific region bordering
with Antioquia, populated by a large Afro-Colombian majority. Thanks to our friendship, I had
the opportunity of knowing a little of what being Afro Colombian in Medellín means. Further, I
could meet Juan Esteban, Adriana’s little brother. He is an always smiling and happy person, and
he takes part in the corporation as a mime. He likes to have a precise and definite makeup for
performing pantomime, as I would see in our trip to Peque. Then, I had the pleasure to interact
with figures not directly into the theatre group but still connected to it as Sandra, Adriana and
Pedro’s daughter. We spent a good amount of time together, talking about memory, social work,
and state crimes, but also about mountains and trekking. We even had the possibility of visiting
some villages in the Oriente Antioqueño58, an area heavily affected by the conflict for many years. To
me, it has represented the possibility of seeing a little of the Colombian conflict in rural areas,
which eventually resulted to be important for having a broader understanding of the conflict
history in Colombia.
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The corporation is composed of multiple theatre groups, which they represent the topics which
Arlequin Y Los Juglares is interested in. Indeed, there are ethnic groups such as the indigenous
theatre groups and the Afro Colombian group, as well as youth groups and even a group composed
of political victims. Unluckily, due to the period of the year of my permanence, I could not have
the possibility to see and know most of these groups.
4.2 DISCOVERING THE COLOMBIAN MULTICULTURALITY THROUGH THE
THEATRE
During my first weekend in Medellín, I had the opportunity to join an Indigenous fair, where the
indigenous theatre group was going to perform a theatre play. The fair consisted of occupying a
whole street with stands, tables, and chairs. In the stands, it was possible to buy products from the
indigenous communities of Antioquia and Caldas, as well as delicious food such as the Costillas de
coco59. Yet, the reason for my participation was the presence of the corporation and its indigenous
theatre group. I meet Oscar in the fair, and he takes me within the house from where everyone
was constantly going in and out, which I then discover to be the headquarters of the indigenous
organisation in Medellín. There, I meet part of the artists of the group: Sergio, Angela and Edith.
They are all in their early 20s, and they are studying figurative arts in the Antioquia University.
They all come from the same indigenous community, San Lorenzo, placed in the Caldas
department. Under Oscar’s initiative, they explain to me who they are, and what being part of the
pueblos originarios60 means: “It means that our blood is not mixed, that we are not mestizos”, Sergio
tells me. During our conversation, he also exposes his thought on the current situation in their
community: “You know, nowadays being indigenous is seen as a bad thing, as something to be
59
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ashamed of, rather be something to be proud of. People try to hide their indigenousness and forget
about the costumes. When I will complete my studies, I want to start to do something in the
community for changing this, for making everyone feel that being indigenous is something special,
and it’s something that one shouldn’t hide”.
Behind the house, there is a little backyard, where a wooden structure with a roof made of
dry big leaves has been constructed. Oscar explains to me that it is an indigenous traditional
construction used for gatherings. There, the group, composed of eight actors of different ages,
meet with Oscar for the rehearsal of the theatre play.
Meanwhile, in the street, the art performances have started. I have the time to witness to
an Indigenous dancer group from Bolivia, and then it is the turn of Arlequin Y Los Juglares with
its Indigenous group. The play which they perform is called Somos Seres de Maiz, “We are being of
maze”. It stages a traditional indigenous myth, according to which the humankind was created
from a cob of corn. Oscar is on the stage, in the role of the narrator and player of a big drum; the
actors are dressed in colourful clothes. The performance is very abstract since it shows a myth.
The final message of the play is shouted by the actors both in their indigenous language and in
Spanish: “If you care about your present, you defend your origins!”. The play’s intentions reflect
the ethnic characterisation of the theatre group, that is the defence of the indigeneity as a matter
of pride, and not as a shame. This issue is clear in cities like Medellín, where many indigenous
people live in the streets, begging for food and money for them and their many kids and babies.
Hence, the mainstream image of an indigenous is poor, dirty and begging people, which are
consequently left with no dignity in the collective consideration of the city dwellers.
Another theatre group that I could meet is the Afro Colombian children group In the barrio
Esfuerzo de Paz 2 in the Comuna 8. Even though I could only join the final reunion of the group
before the holidays, and thus I could not see their job, the visit was important for my understanding
of the city and Colombia. The barrio Esfuerzo de Paz 2 is an invasion neighbourhood, that is it was
not designed by the municipality, but rather it was created by the dwellers themselves by occupying
the land and building their houses with either wood or bricks. Although most of the
neighbourhoods in Medellín were born by the invasion of the land, the barrio Esfuerzo de Paz 2 is
still in the process of being legalised, and therefore it lacks pavement and good water and electricity
connections. Moreover, the barrio does not appear on the common map applications, which is
nowadays something uncommon. The neighbourhood is built on a steep slope of the hill Pan de
Azucar, and the dwellers are all Afro Colombians. The latter has been displaced by other parts of
the country (in this case from the department of Chocò). The barrio can be considered as a
concretization of the violence and inequality of Colombia: it hosts people which were living in
contested areas, which are now living in extremely poor conditions just a few kilometres far from
the fancy and rich neighbourhood of Medellín. Besides, it also represents the unfair condition of
being (in this case) Afro Colombian, which in most of the cases means having less access to the
wealth and services than the mestizos. The Afro Colombian community is put at the edge of the
city as at the edge of society, symbolizing the exclusion from politics intended as social life,
becoming an undesired part of what Rancière defines as the sensible (2003). Using other words,
the displaced Afro Colombian community has finally found its place away from society, as it was
waste to be stored away from who is allowed to participate to the city life, de facto being a human
waste, as Bauman argues (2004).
The activity of Arlequin Y Los Juglares in the barrio consists in organising a theatre
workshop for the many kids present there. The final goal is similar to the indigenous theatre
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group’s play, that is working on the kids’ condition of being Afro Colombian and living at the edge
of the city. Indeed, the conditions of physical and social exclusions due to the geographical position
and the access to the resources might result in the exclusion of the future youth of the barrio from
the organisational and collective actions in Medellín, which represent essential means for reaching
a social transformation towards more equality. Therefore, the job of Arlequin Y Los Juglares
consists in teaching to the kids to accept their condition of Afro as a matter of pride, and at the
same time to participate in social activities with inhabitants of other neighbourhoods. This is
implemented by also teaching to the group a theatre play and then performing it not in the barrio
or in the Comuna 8 (which is entirely poor and at the edge of the city), but rather within events in
wealthier areas of Medellín.

A street in the barrio “Esfuerzo de Paz 2”

The Indigenous Theatre Group

Despite the location of the headquarters, Arlequin Y Los Juglares is more connected to the Comuna
10, which is the most central part of Medellín. Indeed, most of their “activities for the
neighbourhood” address that part of the city, that is also where Adriana and Oscar live. This
preference is confirmed by the publication of the corporation’s magazine called “Tertulia de la
memoria y el ancestro”61, where besides the description of the activities of the theatre, one can find
life histories and description of projects regarding persons and places of the Comuna 10. The
magazine is a vehicle of the corporation for being connected with the people of the barrio, and so
for spreading the popularity of their activities; further, it is also a vehicle for fostering a community
sentiment among the dwellers, by proposing in each number an article about the Geografia barrial
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and Historias de Vida62. Further, the editorials are used for expressing the social and political
positions of Arlequin Y Los Juglares. In the first number’s editorial, the group presents itself:
“[The corporation] in its 43 years of activities has worked, using the art, for the recognition of all the
people’s rights and especially the rights of the historically excluded such as Afro-descendants, women,
indigenous, youngsters, displaced people. […] We aim for empowering and making visible, the creative
capacities of the individuals re-shaping through the multiple expressions of the art, values, knowledge,
practices, and original manifestations of the different cultures. We consider the art, and especially the
theatre, as a big chance of togetherness in the city and the barrio, mediated by the aesthetic, by the emotions,
the values and the capacities for the empowering of the social communal organisation”. (Tertulia de La
memoria Y el ancestro, December 2014)

The first editorial shows the willing of presenting the group’s values to the community, and the
potential of involving the people of the Comuna 10 in the artistic process to create togetherness for
having a more empowered barrio. In the Colombian context, this means being able to create a
unique front against the violent groups which are well known in the country, as well as fighting
injustices and increasing the solidarity among the dwellers. The result permits that if one is needed
for anything, he can count on a strong community. In a nutshell, in a context of violence,
repression and economic and social precariousness, unity is strength. Indeed, the second editorial
argues: “We call for the empowering of the unity of the community of the solidarity’s soul, of the
search of the peace and the sentiment of sharing, hoping that these values will last forever in our
lives and everyday practices. […] We hope that the magazine will become an important element
for the integration, the diffusion and articulation of different community events” (Tertulia de la
memoria y el ancestro, March 2015 my translation).
The specific work of Arlequin Y Los Juglares is also represented by their belonging to a
human rights defenders’ platform, the Plataforma de Derechos Humanos, Coordinación Colombia Europa
Estados Unidos COEUROPA63. Being part of such a platform is rare for an artistic corporation, and
it inevitably affirms the political posture of it. As Adriana illustrates:
“In Colombia, there are many platforms of human rights defenders. These are organisational spaces formed
by organisations and not by persons. The organisations must work exclusively on the defence of human
rights for being part of those spaces. Yet, the conflict has brought to an expansion of the concept of human
rights; therefore, these platforms started to include environmentalists, advocates, social and community
leaders. Arlequin Y Los Juglares is part of one of these platforms for three years. In the beginning, the
platform accepted us with a lot of difficulties, since we are the only artistic group of the platform.“

Finally, the activity of the group is defined by the theatre plays performed and written by them.
Indeed, each play debates about a specific social issue such as political violence and repression,
racism, women’s rights and gender condition and the protection of common resources. I will
describe the latter by analysing the play “El arbol de sombreros” in this chapter since I had the
opportunity to participate to its performance in a context of a community fighting for defending
their right of having access to the river water.
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4.3 THE SOCIAL ROLE OF ARLEQUIN Y LOS JUGLARES
The art for Arlequin Y Los Juglares is political. It is a job performed for the good of the last of the
society, for the part-of-no-part such as the excluded groups of indigenous, afro-descendants and
political opposers to claim for their agency in the Colombian society. the aim is constructing a
Disagreement from below which counters the wide belief that societal injustices and inequalities
exist since they are natural and just. The theatre is about revealing to the oppressed people the fact
that their status was not decided by a superior entity, but it was rather constructed through
historical systematic violence.
Oscar: For me, the art is not an instrument, but rather a valid profession for helping the developing and
transformation of society. What I am going to do with my art group will always relate to this conception of
art. The art subverts the values. For my conception and for my development the fundamental art is the one
that feeds itself of the transformative reasons within society. And these are just within those societal sectors
which suffer from oppression and that are looking for changes through either the revolution or reforms.
Our society is a reality under construction. That means that when I could know that there are two
conceptions of the world, one that says that everything that we think is already determined by an external
engine, and another conception which tells that the world develops through its internal contradictions, a
spark opens in my mind and leads my social work. Because we cannot thank a god for its gracefulness and
benevolence for having created a world that in this time is unfair, unequal. Colombia is the third or fourth
most unequal country in the world, that there are no reasons for having few thousands of people full of
money and 44 million of people which are dying for starvation, misery, and that many times act against
their own interests since they have a thinking and social practice imposed for avoiding them to take their
destiny in their hands.

On the other side, Adriana describes the role of art as a healing agent for both the individuals and
the society itself. In the case of Arlequin Y Los Juglares, the art has a healing effect since it points
to sensible subjects and community where most of the times the individuals have gone through
traumatic episodes of violence and death. More generally, the more than fifty-years-old conflict
has left undeletable traces in the Colombian society, normalising the wide use of violence and
devaluating the importance of human lives. Thus, the healing effect can also be considered as a
struggle for returning to consider the systematic violence as abnormal and the respect for the
others’ lives as normal. Further, the healing effect of the art is also unveiling the collective
forgetting and silences present in Colombia around the conflict. That is, remembering to most of
the society about the actual existence of a conflict which is not just an armed confrontation
between illegal groups, but it also involves the state as a critical actor. Besides, the theatre shows
to those who have not been directly affected by the conflict that many people were killed,
massacred, tortured, displaced and disappeared, and no justice has been made for that. In other
words, it shows that even if one was not heavily affected by the war, it was influenced by the
context created by the violence, since people are brought to forget and not to think about horrible
episodes such as massacres and forced disappearing.
Adriana: The work of Arlequin Y Los Juglares has a lot of functions in any kind of society, but especially
in a society like ours that has been interested in a conflict so difficult and cruel. I think that the artistic job
in my personal case also had a healing effect, as well as in the case of many youngsters that have spent a
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period in the corporation and told me this. In general terms, art is healing for the individuals, but it can
have the same effect at the social level. Let’s say that the art alleviates the painful impact generated by any
kind of conflict. Further, the social art has a catalyser effect because it permits to generate a critical
consciousness, and it allows the people to see the conflict from a distance, even those who were not affected
by it. This kind of art can also generate pain, suffering for what happened during the conflict, but at the
same time, it produces hope for a change. It turns catalyser in the sense that it transforms the perspective
of the people, by showing the conflict from a distance, even to those which always lived far from the conflict
and do not know that in Colombia there are more than 80.000 cases of disappearing. Therefore, one of our
works, besides of informing, it can produce an approach to the pain, it creates sensibility, but it also creates
hope as a transformative element, and in this sense our art is catalyser.

Again, Adriana focuses on the role that Arlequin Y Los Juglares has in creating critical thinking in
the most oppressed classes of the society. That is, showing especially to the marginalized youth
that escaping from the violence is possible, as well as from the marginalisation. The latter is fought
by creating a sense of identity to a new community: the theatre group, which teaches to its member
to take a political position within the society and that acting as an organised group is the only way
to fight back the dominant classes which foster the creation of divides among the poorest. Besides,
Adriana identifies the art as an effective vehicle for the social learning and the creation of
consciousness, since Arlequin’s art implies active participation of the audience, which is so
emotionally more involved in what is going on the stage. Further, the plays aim most of the times
to represent the injustices experienced by a community (the political victims, the peasants etc.)
which is able at the same time to observe the injustice from a perspective detached from the
community itself (since it is performed on the stage) and to grow a sentiment of hope and willing
for transformation due to the emotionality of the dramatization and spectacle of the artistic work.
Adriana: Another impact of Arlequin Y Los Juglares has been minimising the risk that the youngsters
become part of the war because we have offered them an alternative for contributing to the society through
a creative, pacific and ludic way. We have also contributed in an organisational sense. Thanks to its political
posture, Arlequin has generated that the youngsters show a collective power within the economic system
where we live, that tries to divide us and to convert the human being in a minimal form of expression which
is the individual. Thus, the art is an organisational contribution to the society and the community, for
unifying the different individuals. The art makes the people move by bringing its message out in the streets;
for a common person seeing and listening to an artistic function with a social message is very different from
seeing the same message through the mass media, it results in an important contribution for the creation
of collective consciousness.

The political posture of Adriana and Oscar does not influence the kind of theatre they perform,
but also the actors and participants which they are interested in. This is also due to the impossibility
of detaching the artistic work from the Colombian historical context, as well as from the individual
life stories of Adriana and Oscar. The project of Arlequin Y Los Juglares carries specific preferences
on the future of Colombia, which can be summarized with the concept of social justice. Although
theoretically the project is open to everyone, not anyone would join. If the political and social
visions of the individual do not fit with what Arlequin Y Los Juglares aims to achieve, the two parts
will not be able to meet and cohabitate. That represents the still open divide within the Colombian
society. Adriana contextualised this division while we were discussing collective and historical
memory:
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Adriana: Imagine how we can say that in Colombia we are all brothers because a peace agreement was
signed, and when it is not recognised by the current government, nor it does anything for the assassination
of the social leaders. How is it possible to say that now we must be all brothers as nothing happened? The
reconciliation is a political fact, and it must be a process: the society constructs a truth, a truthful justice,
repairing the political victim in a symbolic economical way. Constructing the memory of the conflict the
society can advance towards a reconciliation; however, our society is currently going backwards.

As Adriana told me, once happened that a person joined the corporation for taking part in the
artistic work. Yet, Adriana did not trust this person completely, and after some researches, she
discovered that he had been condemned for crimes connected to the paramilitary. Hence, she and
Oscar told him to leave the group. Adriana and Oscar reject the position which stems from the
catholic world in Colombia which argues that the society must immediately have reconciliation as
nothing would have happened. This is a common belief in Colombia since Catholicism is rooted
in its history; however, that is a posture which denies the political feature of violence, and so it
supports the creation of a common thought (pensamiento unico) which claims that there is not any
deep political divide in Colombia, and therefore any political disagreement is immediately
ontologically delegitimised. Other examples of a person not accepted in the group are who
discriminates the sexual orientation of the others. As Adriana told me, they could not accept that
a guy used to insult another member of the theatre just because he was transgender. Thus, the
theatre is not open for everyone, but only to the ones with a specific political posture and beliefs
on the world, that allows creating a strong and politicised group identity by making visible the
differences with what is not part of the community (Melucci, 1996).
During the first period of my stay (which overlap with the end of the working year),
Adriana decides to gather a few selected members of the corporations for having lunch and staying
together. After a lunch of fried chicken, arroz paisa64 and ice cream cake, Adriana explains to
everyone the reason for the gathering. As she said to me before, she decided to gather the members
with the strongest passion and critical thought in the corporation. So, she starts announcing big
changes for the new year. First, there will be less administrative work, so that everyone will have
the possibility of getting more involved in the artistic work. Second, and most importantly, she
specifies that Arlequin Y Los Juglares is not just a theatre corporation, but also Oscar and her
project to create change in Medellín and Colombia. That is why the plays always have a social and
political meaning. Hence, their community cannot avoid taking an active position in the current
context of the country, characterised by the surge of strong protests named as Paro Nacional. As I
will explain better in the next chapter, even though Colombia experienced a long and political
conflict, the country does not have a strong protest tradition, and thus the Paro Nacional represents
the strongest wave of marches and protests since the ‘80s. Therefore, Adriana is very clear and
firm in saying that everyone from the corporation is required to take a political position regarding
the protests, as well as to do anything for fostering the contestation of the government. Adriana
also clarifies that she is not talking about doing anything heroic, but something symbolic like
participating in the marches and using their artistic talent at the service of the Paro nacional’s cause.
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This is another example of the requirements that the corporation asks its members. It is
not just about making art for the will of making art, and not even making the art political; indeed,
it is more the performance of the political struggle under the form of the artistic work. It is the
political position that influences and uses the performances and that decides who can be part of
the corporation and not vice versa. It also shows the importance of the individuals who contribute
to a community cause, in this case to the Paro Nacional. As Oscar analyses, the individual and social
practices and consciousnesses are strictly tied together.
Oscar: I was thinking regarding the work of Arlequin Y los Juglares: the social practice determines the
social consciousness, that is what also Bertolt Brecht said. So, individual practice determines individual
consciousness. Yet if the individual practice is tied to the social practice, so the individual consciousness is
tied with the social consciousness. This reflection is related to the critiques of some of our colleagues, who
think that our work is too political. Because there are theories, like the theory of the art for the art, or the
theory which says that the artist cannot take a political posture to keep having the freedom of creating.
Since the social practice determines the social consciousness, what one does socially is what generates the
social consciousness that one has. According to the historic materialism, the art and culture are placed in
the superstructure of the society, that is they do not correspond with the economic structure. Yet the social
practice is made in the general context of the society. If one’s everyday job is tied to the everyday life of the
communities and of the people and if one’s individual practice is the theatre so that individual practice is
tied to that collective practice and therefore that individual consciousness turns to be part of the general
collective consciousness.

Therefore, it is possible to identify two macro effects or intentions that Arlequin Y Los Juglares
attempts to achieve. On the one hand, the recovering and healing of the victims of the conflict
and of the excluded by creating a new sense of common identity and a culture of peace and
solidarity among them. On the other hand, highlighting the great inequalities and injustices of
Colombia, and fostering the social conflict by rejecting any hypothesis of social reconciliation
without first the conquest of equality, justice and the guarantee of no repetition. As I will argue in
the analysis of the monologue “elegia en memoria, recuerdo, saludo y lucha” performed by Oscar, the
distinction among those who oppress and those who are oppressed in society stems from a Marxist
perspective on social conflict, which permits a distinction not based on ethnicity or level of wealth,
but rather on class position and class consciousness. The one who oppresses does not want to face
the causes, consequences and responsibilities of the conflict, whereas the healing of those who are
oppressed is not possible without the consideration of the social conflict.

4.4 AN EXAMPLE OF A POLITICAL PLAY: EL ARBOL DE SOMBREROS
At the beginning of February, Adriana proposes me to go with her, Oscar and Juan Esteban to a
village in northern Antioquia called Peque. They have been invited for a couple of days for
conducting some workshops with the local community and for performing a theatre function.
Since I have not had many opportunities to see their activities so far, I immediately accept the
proposal, sure that is going to be an important experience for better understanding Arlequin Y
Los Juglares, but also the Colombian rural side.
We leave Medellín for going to Peque on the 19th of February by bus. The trip lasts more
than 8 hours, including the last 3 hours on a road without pavement, but rather with beautiful and
wild landscapes. Northern Antioquia is for sure the most dangerous and unstable part of the
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department, with a strong presence of paramilitaries and big extractives multinationals. Peque, also
called La verdadera capital de la montaña (The real mountain capital), as Oscar tells me, is situated
close to the gigantic construction site of the damn of Hidroituango. The latter has been affected
by many accidents. Besides, its construction has impeded to the peasants the access to the river,
which is essential for their sustainment. Moreover, the project and its need for acquiring land and
displacing peasants have facilitated the increase of paramilitary activities in the area, including
massacres against the local population (Cardona et Al, 2016).
The pueblo of Peque is very small, and it is located in a valley, surrounded by mountains,
the Cerro Paramillo’s chain. The area has been very affected by the violence in the past, especially
by the armed confrontations between FARC and paramilitaries. The latter controlled access to the
area for many years. Before arriving there, Adriana explains to me how we are going to behave in
the area: “We are going to be like little chickens: we are always going to move all together, all close
to each other”.
From the village, we take a Pickup up to the Vereda Nueva Llanada, about 1.5 hours
travelling on the southern side of the valley. The road is unpaved, and it is flanked by scaring
ravines. Eventually, we safely arrived at our destination. The Vereda is composed of few houses,
and it is apparently dwelled by no more than a few dozens of people. However, there is a
communal school, including a cancha (football field). Yet, our final point of arrival is not the Vereda:
indeed, Don Bernardo comes to welcoming and to accompany us to his finca, about 25 minutes
walking from the Vereda. Here, we meet his wife and social leader Acevet, a proud and strong
woman of the campo. The finca is humble but beautiful, presenting a lot of different kind of
cultivations such as platen, tomatoes, avocados and beans, chickens, dogs and pigs. What really
surprises me is that Bernardo and Acevet show a willingness to improve their finca by introducing
little sustainable technologies; an example is given by the complex system for transforming the
pigs’ excrement into cooking gas, which allowed them to avoid to buy gas bottles. The finca was
built by the couple and their sons a few years ago; it takes the name of Puerta del Sol since it is
placed on a high spur which dominates the Peque Valley on one side and the Cauca Canyon on
the other. From the finca is possible to see part of the Hidroituango project on the river Cauca,
whose stream goes towards north till flowing into the Magdalena river, the most important river
in Colombia, which then reaches the Caribbean Sea close to Barranquilla. From the Puerta del Sol
it is possible to observe the geographical modification in the canyon due to the construction of
the dam: the riverbed is modified, and part of the valley is flooded by it. Even though the
community of the Vereda is not so close to the riverbed, it is still affected by the Hidroituango
project: indeed, as Acevet explains me, the project drained the water sources close to the Vereda,
as well as close to other communities of the area, especially in the municipalities of Ituango, Peque
and Sabanalarga.
Arlequin Y Los Juglares was invited to go to Peque by the Colombian NGO Rìos Vivos,
which mission is to defend the Colombian rivers and its people’s rights. Hence, they are naturally
present in the area for fighting against the project of Hidroituango. The NGO is collaborating
with part of the population of the Vereda, and their main contact is Acevet, who is in charge of
representing the community regarding the environmental and water issues; this makes her a social
leader, and therefore exposed to threats and risks. Indeed, the area is not safe; as one of the NGO
activists tell me, “here the people don’t go around by night”.
The risk for the community dwellers is being displaced as many and many other peasants,
and so going to live in a popular neighbourhood in Medellín, de facto abandoning the rural life. A
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man who was displaced from the municipality of Sabanalarga joins us in the bus from Medellín.
His name is Don Guillermo, a collaborator of Rìos Vivos which Adriana and Oscar knew during
an event in Medellín some months before. One has just to look to his face to understand his
suffering: in his eyes, in his expression, it was really clear the sadness of being obliged to abandon
his land, and his resignation of living in Medellín, away from what makes him feeling alive, and
not alienated.
The day after our arrival, Adriana, Oscar and Juan Esteban organise the activities for the
community in Acevet’s backyard. The day is going to be divided among workshops for everyone
in the morning, and a theatre workshop for the youngest while the adults have the reunion with
Rìos Vivos during the afternoon.
The workshops have the goal of improving the sense of community among adults and
children. In the morning, after some stimulating physical exercises, the participants (some forty
people between adults and children) are asked to draw what is the community and what are the
common goods of it. Even though they can appear as common activities, they are not for peasants
working all day long and living in an isolated part of an isolated village. They do not normally have
time for reflecting on the concepts of community, common goods and to tie those to their
emotionality and identity sentiment. Then, the second workshop is reserved to the children from
eight to fifteen-years-old, while the adults are busy in the reunion with the NGO Rios Vivos. Here,
the maestro Oscar teaches the children about what is the theatre, and how to perform a little play.
It is a beautiful approach to the theatre: Oscar divides them into groups and asks them to work on
performing an everyday scene, like the entertainment between a food seller and his customers.
Again, the activity is something of new and stimulating for children who have never had the
possibility of neither performing nor watching to a theatre play. The children enjoy so much
pretending to be sellers or customers, discovering how to express their art through a corporal
activity.

4.4.1 EL ARBOL DE SOMBREROS
The afternoon of the third day of our staying in Peque (that is, the second day of activities), Oscar,
Adriana and Juan Esteban plan to perform the theatre play El Arbol De Sombreros in the community
school. We arrive there two hours in advance to set up the puppets theatre: in the school, we meet
with many children that I already saw the day before during the workshops at Acevet’s finca. They
are very curious about the theatre and of course, about me, about my country and my travels.
Oscar, who does not like to be bothered by children when he is working, gives them the task of
going around for the vereda with a megaphone to announce to everyone the performance of the
play during the afternoon. Hence, after a few minutes I start to hear the children’s “propaganda”:
“The group Arlequin Y Los Juglares is going to perform a theatre play at 4 PM! Do not miss it!
Everyone is invited! The play is called El arbol de sombreros!!”.
When the time comes, some 60 persons are gathered in the community school, waiting for
the beginning of the performance.
The play starts with a prologue which involves two characters, Rabbit and Cow Victoria.
Their role is to interact with the audience in a fun way, to break the ice and to begin with the real
story, as well as to introduce the topic of the story:
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Cow Victoria:
We want to present
A funny story
That you are going to remember
For the rest of your life!
Rabbit:
The cow and I offer you this story!
Cow Victoria:
It is the story of the hat tree!
Successively, the real story begins. The stage presents a castle on the right and a weird, smiling tree
full of hats on its branches in the centre of the stage. Five muppets are dancing in a circle around
the tree: Grandpa, Sisifredo, Rosita, Screw Nose and Crespitos. While they dance, they sing in
chorus:
With all the neighbours
We are going to gather
From the hat tree
That is going to flower
Let’s go all to the harvest
All in harmony
Because this cute date
Is going to provide us with happiness
Because the day has come
That we all had waited for
And the hat tree,
Is now filled to the top.
The group stops to dance and prepares for picking the hats from the tree. They have with them a
pot of water, a basket of provisions, a bundle of firewood, and a stick with a hook to reach the
hats. Before the harvesting, the characters remember to themselves and the audience that the tree
does not belong to anyone and that the community needs to respect it by just picking one hat per
resident of the community.
Rosita:
The tree is alive and feels: we can only take a hat for each town resident
Crespitos:
If we took more than we need the tree would notice and he would get angry
Grandpa:
The tree is a good of the community and we must take care of him and respect him
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Rosita, Crespitos, the Hat Tree and Grandpa

The group starts to remove the hats from the tree, forming a working chain. It is like a ritual for
them. when one of the hats does not come off, Rosita remembers that they should leave on the
tree the green hats, since they are not mature yet. this symbolises the damage of taking more of
what the community needs and respecting the nature’s times, avoiding exploiting it.
When the characters start to leave the stage, a new muppet is observing the scene hiding
in a corner. when the stage is free, he moves close by the tree and starts to engage the audience:
Mr Coin:
Good afternoon! I am Mr Coin, the owner of that castle
Seen in the distance. I also have half a cow in partnership and
A pearl car…! Look what I just found: a wonderful hat tree. And
it is all mine! I will take it and plant it in my garden, so I will
open a hat shop and with the profits from the sale I will buy the
other half of the cow… I will extend my castle and provide my
car with a cooking gas… ha, ha, ha. I will sell even the green hats
and the little ones… What? What are you saying? That this tree
belongs to the neighbours? Which neighbours!
Are you stupid? The tree is mine because I found it!... Thief?
Who is a thief? I am just sharp, only sharp!
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The spectators start to blame Mr Coin; children and adults start to shout to him: “Don’t do it! You
cannot take it!”; “It is going to fit better in my castle!” Mr Coin replies. Ignoring the audience, Mr
Coin starts to uproot the tree with a shovel; when the tree is completely uprooted, the branches
fall, remaining beside the trunk. Then, Mr Coin starts to carry the tree with a great struggle, while
the audience complains about him.
When the community members return to the tree happily singing, they notice the
disappearance of the hats tree. Therefore, grandpa asks to the audience who took the tree: when
he hears the answer and he is informed about what Mr Coin did, he cannot deal with it and he
faints on the ground. As soon as he recovers, he exclaims:
Grandpa:
That Mr Coin always makes his usual tricks to
us! We cannot allow he makes fun of us this time! I propose
that we join with all the creatures of nature and with all the neighbours
To recover the tree, because it is good for the whole community.
Consequently, Screw decides to return to the village for arranging the local school for a meeting
to explain to everyone what happened to the tree. At the same time, Crespitos and Rosita go to
inform all the beings of nature about the meeting, so they can attend to it as well. Rosita remains
alone on the stage, to wait for all the beings informed by Crespitos and Rosita. She asks the help
of the audience for explaining what happened to the tree and what they are planning to do.
Suddenly, the beings of nature arrive, and they are informed by Rosita and the audience.
Eventually, The Wind grabs everyone in its braids for going to the meeting in the local school with
the community.
Meanwhile, Mr Coin carried the hats tree until the garden of its castle. The garden is fenced
and there is a sign saying “Private property, beware of dog”. The tree appears sad, dry and not
healthy.
Mr Coin:
What a heavy tree! I have already invested enough
Carrying it.
I have heard that trees have to be fertilised
So they grow… I do not plan to spend one of my cents in this…
By the way, today I have not looked at my hat…
The hat is my strongbox… There, I keep most of my
Capital...If I lose my hat I would not know what to do… [...]
I will not water this, not even a drop! Sort it out as best it can!
What it has to do is to produce… [...]
I have an idea! I will go to bed; to wait for the
Spring to come!
(talking to the audience) Are you going to let me know when the spring comes? No?
Okay, I will wake up alone! I am going to lie here under the tree,
To take care of it.
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When Mr Coin falls asleep snoring, all the beings of nature appear, following the rhythm of
cheerful and instrumental music. The characters dance, sing and hang around the tree. The
community members are all there along with the beings of nature: the worm, he cow, the rabbit,
the seagull, Uncle Tiger. Then, the characters start the meeting, everyone telling a sentence to the
others and the audience.
The creatures of the spring:
“Yes, we are the spring and at the meeting with all beings we
have decided that this spring the tree will not flower.
We are just going to give to the tree the power to create an old
and ragged hat for Mr Coin,
Who wants everything, but does nothing.”
“Let’s hang this ugly hat on the tree and when we leave,
You are going to wake Mr Coin up!”
“Community property must be respected!”
“We have to defend the rights of the community!”
“We must seek the friendship and solidarity!”
“The world should be for the enjoyment of all beings and creatures!”
“Who said that the land is just for a few!”
“Let’s hang the hat on the tree and you are going to wake Mr Coin up”
the beings of nature and the community members hang the grey ugly hat of Mr Coin on the tree.
Then, when everyone has left, the audience begins to loudly call to Mr Coin for waking him up
Mr Coin:
Eh! Who is calling me? What do you say the spring already
came? Oh, I cannot even look!
It must be full of hats! [...]
Oh, how happy I am
I don’t want to imagine
Count to three and I will turn around to see (the audience counts to three)
But what is this?
All my efforts, lost!
And you… What are you laughing at? are you making fun of
Me? Well, you will see… I will take revenge of this stupid tree…
I am going to turn this tree into firewood. No, it will better
Turn it into matches… No, better into coal.
Mr Coin goes inside his castle to get an axe for cutting the tree down, while he is happily singing.
Before, he took his hat back from the tree. Suddenly, Mr Wind appears on the scene, asking for
the help of the audience:
The Wind:
Friends! Are you going to let Mr Coin turn the hat tree into firewood?
66

No? Then, you will help me! That man keeps all his money in
his hat… When he appears, we are going to do a strong wind
That will raise his hat to the air… We figured it out together… He
is unable to leave his hat. So, I will take charge of blowing so
hard, and you all are going to help, of course, that way Mr Coin
Will have to chase his hat across the world… Here he comes… I
will hide me… When he starts cutting the tree, you all are
Going to blow. Got it?
When Mr Coin returns on the stage with the axe and he starts hitting the tree, Mr Wind and the
audience create a strong gale, and so Mr Coins’ hat comes off his head. He becomes desperate and
he tries to catch his hat again, following Mr Wind all over the stage. The scene is very ridiculous,
and everyone is laughing. Eventually, Mr Wind goes out from the stage, followed by a hopeless
Mr Coin.
The play ends with all the community members and human being on the stage surrounding the
tree and taking care of it. They put the tree in the woods again; then, they substitute the sign of
private property with another one saying: “Community School, Nueva Llanada”. The fence is also
removed by them. Finally, they start to sing the song at the beginning of the play:
Everyone:
With all the neighbours
We are going to gather
From the hat tree
That is going to flower.
The play is over, and all the spectators seem satisfied with it. Having the possibility of going to the
theatre is a unique possibility for the inhabitants of the vereda, it is considered special. As one of
the dwellers will say to me later, it would be great for them having a theatre workshop there for
offering an alternative hobby to the youngsters which, according to her, spend too much time on
the mobiles watching silly videos.
By the end of the play, Oscar, Adriana and Juan Esteban come out in front of the audience,
playing and singing the same song at the beginning of their performance. Yet, they stop to sing
after a short time, while Oscar keeps playing the tiple softly. Adriana addresses the audience,
fostering a reflection on the Arbol de sombreros and its affinities with the real world.
Adriana: “What are examples of the hat tree in our world?”
Dweller: “The water”
Adriana: “The water! What else?”
Child: “The land!”
Dweller: “The fauna”
Woman: “The territory”
Adriana: “Great! And what Mr Coin do we have here?”
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Adriana: “The EPM65”
Adriana: “Yes! The EPM is a recognised Mr Coin that we have here”
Oscar: “And what did it steal?”
Dwellers: “The river!!! The river Cauca!”
Adriana: “But we have many other Mr Coins”
Don Guillermo: “The multinationals”
Adriana: “The ones that steal the common goods. The ones that hold the power and are
not willed by the people, the ones that are corrupted. Those who damage the community”
Dweller: “The ones that come and steal the oxygen”
Adriana: “The ones that displace the people. The stranger gringos. The USA, which stole
the patents of our products. Can we say that the USA is a Mr Coin as well?”
Everyone: “Yes!!!!”
Adriana: “And Rosita, the Grandpa and Sisifredo, who are they? ”
Everyone: “They are us, the community”
Adriana: “Exactly!”
Adriana: “The message of this play is that we keep planting hat trees everywhere and that
we keep defending them with our unity, happiness and organisation. How did they manage
to defend the hat tree?”
Everyone: “They unified”
Adriana: “Right! They also used another element which is up here, what is it called?” Child:
“The head”
Adriana: “The head! The intelligence! Creativity! Unity. Keep fighting for this territory,
that we in Medellín, in Colombia, in the world, we keep planting these seeds of happiness,
solidarity, love, fight that you taught us”
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Empresas Públicas de Medellín, the public company which oversees the construction of the Hidroituango
damn
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The community watching to the “El Arbol de Sombreros”

While I was watching to both the play and the reaction of the audience, what most surprised me
was the facility of the community in recognising themselves with what was happening during the
story. Indeed, the final conversation between Adriana and them just made the recognition more
visible since Adriana’s questions were clearly rhetorical since the community already knew each
answer. From my personal experience, which lasted just four days, I could notice many similarities
between the values of the muppets and the dwellers of the Vereda Nueva Llanada. The most
important is the sense of community and the awareness that only unified they can face a stronger
enemy. The community is built around the concept of common natural resources, that is what
they all need to survive and maintain their livelihood. Indeed, the play shows how a community
that respects the common natural good is also allied with nature, which helps the former when
they are in need. Translated into the real world, this metaphorical theatrical representation means
the possible symbiotic life between nature and the respectful community. This relationship is not
possible when the community is substituted by another actor, the greedy capitalist Mr Coin, whose
only interest is extracting the greatest economical value from the resource investing on it the least
possible. Mr Coin is the exact contrary of the community: he believes in the exploitation of
resources and private property, represented by his castle surrounded by a fence and by the “private
property” sign. As the community members recognised, Mr Coin represents the multinationals
and hydroelectric projects which exploit the local natural resources, leaving the landscape and its
people devastated and impoverished.
Yet, even if Adriana’s questions about the play were rhetorical, the Arbol de sombreros had
the function to permit to the community to witness their situation from an external point of view,
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as participant spectators. In this way, they could have a better perspective on their fight, as well as
external recognition of which part represents the “good” and which the “bad”. Besides, after the
play, I came to know that in the audience there were present also many dwellers who have always
used to disagree about the collaboration between the community and the NGO Rios Vivos. Yet,
they were there, and they did not express any kind of disagreement or criticism during the entire
day. Thus, it is possible to say that the final goal of Arlequin Y Los Juglares is to trigger reflex
emotions like love as anger and joy for reinforcing the community’s shared affective emotions like
love and hate. The recognition of shared emotions will then empower the sentiment of sharing a
collective identity (Goodwin et al, 2004), and as a consequence, it will reinforce the unity of the
community around the collective action aiming to defend the common natural resources. This
results in increased solidarity, which is intended as the sentiment of identification that an individual
feels towards the collectivity such that he perceives their common causes and fate as the same
(Hunt and Benford, 2004). During the days after our journey to Peque, Oscar describes how the
play was effective since it succeeded in both staging a detached but at the same time recognizable
situation, and in triggering emotions:
Oscar: After that, we have presented the Arbol de sombreros you saw how Juan Pablo, the NGO activist who
organised the event, gave me a touching hug. And later in the reunion, everyone said that the play gave him
the will to cry because they saw that truth transmitted by a mechanism that elaborated and brought it to
whom needed it for participating in the process [of resistance against Hidroituango]. And this truth is
supported by all the truths of the community. There is a memory. It is not just my memory, rather the
memory of each one of the participants. That is why a lady could say ‘No, that puppet is that person!’ ‘I
know who is him!’. We did not say that during the play, but they could recognise real persons in the
characters of the play.

4.5 WHAT IS THE HISTORICAL MEMORY FOR ARLEQUIN Y LOS JUGLARES?
Being political in Colombia means being involved with the concept of historical memory, that is
the importance of remembering the conflict and the support of a certain version of what happened
and who has the responsibilities for the violence which devastated the country. The memory has
firstly a personal level, that is the personal experience of a victim of the conflict and its perspective.
As I already described in the previous chapter, Adriana’s life story can be taken as an example for
hundreds of thousands of stories of other victims in Colombia. Adriana points to the importance
of not forgetting and recognising what happened to the individuals and why. In her case, the
memory must be political because her victimisation is political, and if this is not remembered but
rather forgot by the collective and the state it might lead to the repetition of new political
victimisations in the future:
Adriana: I would separate the theme of the historical memory in different elements. For my condition of
being a victim, memory means not forgetting, because I believe that luckily the human being can forget but
is important to remember about episodes important for one’s life. Therefore, when we talk about my
condition of victim related to the conflict, from a political perspective, the memory is a guarantee of no
repetition, because who remembers is not obliged to engage in the repetition.

Besides the personal level, historical memory is about society as a whole. That is, it is about any
kind of social group which has been victimised during the conflict; the list includes peasants,
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indigenous, afro Colombians, trade unionists, journalists and so on. The diversity of the
victimisation reflects the complexity of a conflict fought on different levels and in multiple ways
according to the different areas of the country. Besides the complexity, the little or inexistent
possibilities of some groups to have access to communicate their stories and struggles make their
victimisation easily forgettable. Adriana defines as “living memory” the memory that contrasts the
collective forgetting and the justification of the wealth division in Colombia as natural and based
on meritocracy. It is what Foucault defines as counter-memory (2003), that is memories hold by
subjugated groups which differ from the official memory of a state. It is projected towards the
future because it aims to the no repetition and to the recognition of the victimisations of the
subjugated groups, and it counterposes against the official version of the story as a memory against
memory (Jelin, 2003).
Adriana; The living memory is that memory which reminds you about the existence of injustices,
inequalities, conflicts that are the cause of millions of deaths in the world… That there are responsible for
all these things and for having illegitimately appropriated of most of the wealth in the world. In the case of
Colombia, it is not possible to forget that it is a very rich country, and that there have been interests for the
appropriation of the resources, and that they are not divided among the entire population. It is not possible
to forget that there are people who do not eat, there are kids that die for starvation… It is not possible to
forget all this, it is what I call the living memory, that is not constructed in the past but the present and it is
projected towards the future. It is not possible to forget that the appropriation of the land has not been
pacific, but rather that it was and still is a conflict, that many were killed, peasants, labourers, women, social
leaders, human rights defenders, environmentalists, political opposers, journalists… It is a conflict. In this
sense, memory is a living memory which needs to be a concern for all society.

The same argument is promoted by Oscar, who underlines the importance of memory for
understanding Colombia nowadays. Further, the memory is also important for the development
of the society, in the sense that if society does not remember, it will not be able to fight the
inequalities and injustices that have historical roots since they will be seen as detached from any
historical and political cause. According to Oscar, when the media reports flashes news
unconnected to the historical context, they are remaining silent about key episodes central for an
understanding the context. In other words, they are performing over and covert kind of silences
for forgetting what happened before nowadays (Vinitzky-Seroussi and Teeger, 2010).
Oscar: The memory is the guarantee of the conservation and development of the accumulation of the
humankind for moving ahead. Without memory it is not possible to have development, because the
memory keeps within itself the accumulation of what happened so far, that is from where we come from
and where we are going. If one does not consider the memory we will have just a partial consciousness of
the reality. That is why the mass media which give the news like flashes are committing a crime because
they do not tie the facts to any historical context.

Adriana specifies the highly political characterization of memory by describing two different
meanings. On the one hand, the fight over memory is political because it represents the struggle
of their counter-memory and history against the de-politicization of political victims such as Pedro,
which most of the times have not been recognised as the victims of a process of political genocide
and modification of the societal texture, but rather as ‘common victims’, like in the case of Pedro.
On the other hand, the memory is political since it does not stop the recognition of the committed
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crimes, but also it influences the structure of the hierarchy of power (Connerton, 1989), and in the
last stance it influences the creation of a certain common identity. Hence, memory is the most
important matter that is transmitted by the production of knowledge to the new generations by
either the official power or the private and counter forces to the new generations.
Adriana: Another sense of memory about the post-agreement and me as an artist but also as a victim is a
sense a bit symbolic, with a high political content as well, and that is that the memory must allow us to
reveal that most of the social leaders and victims in Colombia were not criminals because this is an
ahistorical fact which has been promoted. “All the dead in this country are terrorists, criminals”. Yet no,
we are victims of a conflict and we knew our relatives, and we knew they were not criminals. To me, it
seems super important a symbolic memory which allows to reclaim the names of those who have been
murdered. Also, a collective historical memory which makes a connection with the new generations
regarding what really happened. And this memory does not need to be legitimated by the state or by the
multinationals… Due to its characteristics, it is a memory that has to be legitimized collectively.

Then, Adriana underlines the issue of the over-visualisation of the famous cases of victimisation
in Colombia. According to her, this phenomenon has a counter effect that is permitting the
authority to not do anything about the hundreds of thousands of other cases, which are in this way
led in the impunity and invisibility. She refers to this as ‘opportunism’, which can be seen as the
attempt of the authority on one hand of diminishing the image of the real impact of the conflict;
on the other hand, the famous cases might permit to the authority to declare that justice for the
victim is performed in Colombia. On the contrary, the visualization the cases considered by
Adriana are most of the times the success of the struggle of either the relatives of the victims or
of other civil society organisations.
Adriana: There are different versions of memory, and nowadays many people talk about memory, but there
is also opportunism about what the memory is. For instance, there are very famous cases that are
highlighted, yet they are cases where the guilty party has already been sanctioned. However, behind these
few cases, there are millions of others that have never had the possibility of accessing neither the justice
nor to the reparation and the recognition of the truth.

Besides Adriana and Oscar’s perspectives on historical memory in Colombia, I have found
interesting also the insights given by Sandra, Adriana and Pedro’s daughter. Indeed, Sandra
represents a different type of victim of the conflict, that is the daughter of a victim of desapareciòn
forzada and political murder. This influenced her life since she was born; she grew up frequenting
the reunions and events of the victim association of ASFADDES. At the same way, her friends
were all coming from that world, and so what associate them was the loss of a parent which often
died when they were still babies. Sandra describes her childhood as “It was like if the children had
to be stronger than the normal, that they must become adults faster”. Further, what characterized
most of her life has been constant grief: “The death of my dad signified the proximity with the
death since I was very little”. Hence, for her, the memory is the opportunity of knowing why her
life is signed by the grief since she was born, and at the same time, it is the opportunity of signalling
to all the people who keep denying the existence of an armed conflict that they are wrong since
the truth is remembered in the collective memory of all who have suffered and lost someone.
Then, Sandra reminds that memory is a political act since naming the murdered names and why
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they have been killed goes directly against the attempt of making invisible this part of the
Colombian history.
Sandra: The memory is an opportunity for the present, since one can become conscious of who one is,
and this is an opportunity; for instance, the opportunity of knowing that I am a woman with a particular
history and circumstances. And I can now this because there is a memory. I also think that in a context like
our, with these difficult histories that we had to go through, the memory is a deeply political act, that is
nominating who is not here anymore, nominating what happened to the other for constructing the
prerequisites for the not repetition. And the key for this is remembering, defending the spaces where the
conflict is nominated and recognised. We are living in a country that is living a conflict for fifty years, and
many citizens keep negating the existence of the armed conflict. Yet, the memory is here, and it remembers
that even if they keep negating, there are all the Pedro, Carlos, Maria, there are many and many which are
not here anymore, and I think that the most political act is reclaiming those names in our present.

Besides, Sandra reflects around the concept of memory regarding her situation; so, the memory
avoids that the victim will decide to look for justice by himself becoming or joining armed groups.
She makes an interesting comparison between her situation and that of Alvaro Uribe, former
president of the country. Uribe’s father was killed by the FARC in 1983 when he was 29 years old.
According to Sandra, while she managed to heal from the assassination of the father by taking the
distances from ASFADDES and finding a cure in writing, Uribe did not find a way to heal from
his loss. Therefore, he decided to embitter the polarisation of the Colombian society and the
violence by declaring a hard war against the FARC and by not accepting the peace agreements
signed between the new government and the guerrilla group.
Sandra: Further, I think that memory helps who is a victim of such a complicated context to not become
a victimizer. Without memory, any child of a murdered person would justify himself for going to kill others,
that is what happened in this country: the fact that many people were murdered and that people do not
believe in justice because it is not there; therefore, many decide to take their personal justice, and so they
keep killing and we keep having generation after generation eliminating the other. Who is Uribe today? He
is a victim who has not healed; he could not heal the history of his dad, and in the name of this he decided
the destiny of the whole country. Therefore, I think that the memory helps a lot in this as well, to be
conscious in the presence about a scenario of no repetition and healing the victims so they do not turn to
be multiplicators of other atrocities.

4.6 AN ANALYSIS OF A MONOLOGUE ON HUMAN RIGHTS: “ELEGIA EN
MEMORIA, RECUERDO, SALUDO Y LUCHA”
Here, I analyse a monologue interpreted by Oscar during a conference on the defence of human
rights in Antioquia, Medellín’s department. I had the opportunity of joining the meeting thanks to
Adriana, who asked the organisers about the possibility for me to join the gathering. Due to the
length of the text, I will just consider the most important parts of the monologue; however, I
believe that they can represent a satisfactory analysis of the whole monologue.
We are on the 7th floor of the Grand Hotel in the city centre of Medellín. Here, the
MOVICE organised a meeting of all the human rights defenders and social leaders in Antioquia.
The MOVICE is a civil society organisation formerly named “Movements of state crimes victims”,
and it is one of the most important organisations that foster the search for justice in Colombia, as
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well as the creation of historical memory about the state violence and role during the conflict.
Indeed, the MOVICE is the main promoter of the project Colombia Nunca Màs, which includes the
creation of a database of the state crimes, as well as analysis and reports on the different types of
victimisation in Colombia. Besides, the topic of historical memory is also treated by the production
of two long reports about it. The MOVICE gives a clear definition of what the historical memory
means in the Colombian case. It lies on four fundamental pillars: clarifying what happened;
clarifying the interests of the different actors involved; dignify the victims; recovering the dreams
of the victims for which they were assassinated66. Therefore, the whole meeting is built around
these four points, which characterize the political position of the MOVICE and its allies.
Besides the MOVICE people, also a member of the truth commission, created after the
Peace Agreement with the FARC in 2016, is present. This commission is built on the models of
the post-authoritarian truth commission organised in other Latin American countries like
Argentina; yet, what is interesting is that Colombia is not in a transitional phase between
authoritarianism and democracy, that is the natural context of a truth commission. Its declared
objective is the clarification of the episodes and the causes of the conflict, considering different
perspectives such as the gender and the vulnerable ethnic groups.
However, when I start to observe the different participant present in the room, what
attracts me more are not the members of the organisations I cited, but rather the social leaders
from the rural areas of Antioquia. Indeed, I have arrived in Colombia from just seven days, and it
is the first time that I can see people from the campo; they are very different from the dwellers of
Medellín, their skin is harder and their gazes more serious. Besides, they all have moustache of a
significant size that characterise even more their faces, since the city dwellers do not often have
beard or moustache. The way they dress differs as well: a coarse shirt on the top and working
trousers and boots on the bottom. They have not changed their style for coming to Medellín;
indeed, they just lack the machete tied around the waist to appear the same as during their everyday
activities in the countryside.
After a small refreshment and some jugos67 and tintos, the invited take a seat and the event
starts with the speeches of members of the MOVICE and the commission truth about the progress
of the human rights defenders and seekers of the historical memory. After that, space is given to
artistic performances. First, a musical duo played for half an hour original song about the memory,
the assassinated and disappeared of Colombia. After that, Arlequin Y Los Juglares and their play
is announced and presented to the public of the meeting.
Part of the room is used as the stage for the performance, while a little room next to the
saloon where we are is used as a changing room for the artists. Suddenly, the function begins.
Oscar comes out from the changing room, dressed in a white shirt and blue trousers while he
carries a metal tray full of red rose petals. He shows the tray to the public, everyone is silent. He
puts the tray on the floor, and he takes a folded paper. Oscar starts to read:

“ELEGIA EN MEMORIA, RECUERDO, “ELEGY IN MEMORY, REMEMBERING,
SALUDO Y LUCHA”
SALUTE AND FIGHT”
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“¡Ni un minuto de silencio!
¡Ni un minuto de silencio!
Aquí llegan, con el agitar de las ramas de los árboles,
Con el trino incesante de las aves,
Con el multicolor aroma de las flores,
Con el canto guerrero de las roncas gargantas,
Con sus puños cerrados en las manos alzadas,
Con las rutas futuras,
Con las sendas pisadas,
Con los frutos cogidos y las tierras sembradas..
[…]
Llegan los convocados a la ceremonia,
Desde tierras lejanas,
Desde tierras cercanas
Para volver presentes sus memorias,
Para volver esencias sus ausencias.

“Not a single minute of silence!
Not a single minute of silence!
Here comes, with the branches of the trees
shaking,
With the incessant trilling of the bees,
With the multicolour aroma of the flowers,
With the fighting singing of the roaring throats,
With its closed fists in the raised hands,
With future routes,
With the stepped-on paths,
With the picked fruits and the sown fields
[…]
The summoned arrive at the ceremony,
From the far lands,
From the close lands,
For turning their memories present,
For turning their absences essences.

In this first part, Oscar announces the arrival of the political victims of Colombia in the stage; they
are represented by the multitude of red rose petals. They come accompanied by the elements of
nature such as the sounds of the bees and the trees, as a way to represent the alliance between
nature (which is pure and just) and those who have been murdered due to their revolutionary ideas
for a better and more equal Colombia. The element of the alliance between nature and the “good”
part of humanity was already present in the Arbol de Sombreros, but if in the latter the connection
was easily thinkable, here it is not the same. Hence, the meaning of the alliance in this context is
even stronger, and it gives to nature an active role of victim in the Colombian context, and its side
is therefore along with who died trying to change the country. The victims come singing their
songs and raising their fists in the air to represent the strong politicization of their fight to contrast
the tendency of depoliticizing the violence in the country. Indeed, underlying the political feature
of the war is a key mechanism for unveiling the collective forgetting of society. It means rejecting
the interpretation of the conflict as an armed clash between common illegal groups. The memory
is revealed by not remaining silent for the mourning to turn the victim’s memories and giving to
their absences a new value by turning them alive essences. They come from all the different
territories of the state since the conflict affected many people from different groups in diverse
contexts in Colombia, yet they reunite all together due to the political feature of their absences.
Adriana enters the scene, with a blue dress and hat, violet lipstick, and makeup on the eyes.
While Oscar keeps reading his monologue to the public, she slowly and smoothly walks around
the stage, dragging a big white veil with a lot of coloured flowers on it.

Por la otra punta de las cinco estrellas
Llega el presente certero y doloroso

For the other tip of the five stars
The accurate and painful present arrives
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Con su carga de luchas y de anhelos,
De alegrías, de angustias y desvelos:
Son los obreros, los estudiantes,
Son los poetas, los caminantes,
Los campesinos con sus destinos,
Los huérfanos con la semilla entre las manos,
Las viudas con los luceros en sus ojos,
Los amigos con sus banderas y sus arrojos,
El pueblo, con la luz que ellos dieron,
Encendida en sus manos, como tea, como antorcha
Que ilumina el camino del futuro.
Y en la luz inmensa que forman los cientos
De miles de miles de manos de hermanos
Allegan panaderos, vienen albañiles,
Descosen los sastres melodías de abriles,
Vienen conductores, coteros, edificadores,
Unos con fusiles, otros con adobes
El que hace bombillos, el que hace los radios,
El que lustra brillos... ¡vienen proletarios!
Y arriba el cortejo de madres y hermanas
Y padres muy serios y niñas lozanas...

With its load of fights and desires,
Of happiness, anguishes and insomnias:
They are the labourers, the students,
They are the poets, the walkers,
They are the peasants with their destinies,
The orphans with the seed among their hands,
The widows with the bright stars in their eyes,
The friends with their flags and courage
The people, with the light that they gave,
Burning in their hands, like torches, like a torch
That enlightens the path of the future.
And in the immense light that form the hundreds
Of thousands and thousands of hands of brothers
Gathers bakers, the builders come,
the tailors unstitch melodies of April,
The conductors come, edifiers,
Some with rifles, others with adobes,
The one which makes cylinders, the one that
makes radios,
The one which shines glitters… The proletarians
come!
And the retinue of mothers and sisters arrive,
And very serious fathers and glowing kids…

Eventually, the red rose petals are presented. They are students, labourers, bakers, trade unionists,
poets. In a word, they are the proletarians. Here it is possible to notice the political and sociological
perspective of Oscar, which lie in the Marxist vocabulary and concepts. The typologies of people
that he mentions are not necessarily proletarians in the sense of owning nothing but their sons;
instead, it has to be intended as the division between the oppressor and the oppressed, that is
between the bourgeoisie, the capital and the proletarians. Their characteristic is being a multitude,
“hundreds of thousands”, and they are unified by a sentiment of brotherhood and solidarity among
them. They carry multiple fights and desires, which are counterposed to what the oppressors have
done to society. This polarisation is what creates in them the consciousness of a common identity,
that is being oppressed and having the shared need for economic and political emancipation. The
proletarians gather and contribute to the cause with what they have, depending on their
occupation: some of them with rifles, others with adobes, other more with cylinders. In the last
verses, Oscar reminds that the proletarians’ fight is also characterized by the presence and activity
of women, which are victims as proletarians, but also as part of a subjugated gender.
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Oscar and Adriana performing

Oscar raises his voice, while Adriana starts to walk around the public of human rights defenders
and social leaders.
¡Ni un minuto de silencios!
¡Ni un clarín de despedidas!
Que la mar de gentes está reunida.

Not a single minute of silence!
Not a single bugle of farewell!
The sea of peoples is reunited.

Adriana places the veil on the back of the stage; she moves it with attention, as it would be
something fragile, something vulnerable. Oscar starts to mention some of the many political
assassinations in Colombia, along with some examples of counter-knowledge about repression in
Colombia produced in the past years. Adriana gently takes one flower after each other,
contemplating them with a big, magic and exaggerated smile on her face. Then, she starts to crawl
on the veil while keeping focussed on the flowers.
Y están, en la tumba
Que aún no fue cavada
Pero en la memoria
Fue resucitada,
Claudia Patricia Monsalve
y Ángel José Quintero
Que con el dolor enseñan
A continuar el duro camino de exigencia
Por la vigencia
De la justicia
Contra la injusticia de la impunidad

And they are, in the grave
That still it was not dug
But in the memory
It was resurrected,
Claudia Patricia Monsalve
And Ángel José Quintero
That with the pain teach
To continue the hard path of need
For the validity
Of justice
Against the injustice of impunity
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[…]
Fernando Barrientos y otros estudiantes
Ofrecen los libros para la ocasión
Porque están sedientos de conocimientos
Todos los que asisten a la reunión;
Entre tantos libros que trae Barrientos
Está el “Libro negro de la represión”
Para recordar los asesinatos
Que enlutan con duelos a nuestra nación.

[…]
Fernando Barrientos and other students
Offer the books for the occasion
Since they are thirsty of knowledge
Everyone who attends the reunion;
Among many books brought by Barrientos
There is the “Libro negro de la represión”
For remembering the murders
That mourn with pain our nation.

Beatriz Monsalve, con su vientre niño
A quien un estado impidió florecer,
Trae ramilletes de ciencias sociales
Para coronar luchas de mujer;
El doctor Rodrigo Guzmán
Prepara los medicamentos
Para que el presente se aguante mejor
Y poder curar heridas, lamentos,
De este pueblo fiero y batallador;
Gabriel Jaime Santamaría
Desde la Duma que lo asesina
Aporta el conocimiento, su trajín, su sentimiento
Para que entendamos todos como vivir el momento;
Jaime Bateman Cayón trae el tiro de cañón
De su ideal no entregado y Eutiquio Timoté
Y otros que fueron como él, traen su carcajada cargada;
El Quintín Lame, tan legendario,
Trae su ancestro, su justa,
Su grito libertario;
Felipe Vélez con tiza y tablero
Dispensa las luces para el compañero
Y va hacia delante, en su futuro cierto,
Sabiendo que el pueblo que marcha expectante
Recoge la ciencia y el canto guerrero;
Pedro Benítez, aureolado con cabellera de amaranto,
Joven, mimo, teatrero, luchador y soñador,
Trae a la ofrenda,
Acompañado de los dioses y las diosas terrestres
La flor de lilolá del mundo nuevo
Para curar la angustia y el dolor;
Juan Guillermo Rúa, teatrero cantor,
Para el pueblo que suda por un mundo mejor
Arrima mariposas naranjadas
Que cargan una guitarra tejida en un telón;

Beatriz Monsalve, with his childish abdomen
To which a state forbade to bloom,
Brings bouquets of social sciences
For honouring the women’s fights;
The doctor Rodrigo Guzmán
Prepares the medications
For resisting better to the present
And allowing to cure injuries, laments,
Of this proud and battling people;
Gabriel Jaime Santamaría
From the Duma that murders him
Provides the knowledge, his hustle, his sentiment
For making everyone to understand how to live
the moment;
Jaime Bateman Cayón brings the cannon shot
Of his undelivered ideal and Eutiquio Timoté
And other that were like him, they bring their
quiver loaded;
The Quintín Lame, so legendary,
It brings its heritage, its joust,
Its libertarian shout;
Felipe Vélez with chalk and board
Dispenses the lights for the comrade
And goes towards ahead, in its sure future,
Knowing that the people that march expectantly
Picks up the science and the singing of the
warrior;
Pedro Benítez, praising with amaranth hairs,
Youngster, mime, theatregoer, fighter and
dreamer,
Brings the offer,
Accompanied by the terrestrial gods and
goddesses
The flower of lilolàof the new world
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Nicolás Gómez, el titiritero de la juventud
Arma el teatrino del sueño
Para el hombre grande y el niño pequeño

For curing the anguish and the pain;
Juan Guillermo Rúa, theatregoer, singer,
For the people that sweat for a better world
Brings over orange butterflies
That carries a guitar knit in a big cloth;
Nicolás Gómez, the puppeteer of the youth
Assembles the little theatre of dreams
For the big man and the little kid

Here, the names of the victims are remembered; Oscar mentions many political victims from
Medellín as an example for denouncing the political violence in Colombia. The victims
remembered have different backgrounds. Claudia Patricia Monsalve and Ángel José Quintero were
members of the association ASFADDES, and so activists for the human rights and the search of
the disappeared68. That is why they teach to fight for the path of justice against the forgetting and
oblivion where many disappeared are left. Because of their activism, they eventually became
victims of forced disappearing and never found anymore.
Then, it is the turn of the students, with the remembering of Fernando Barrientos, a
student of the Universidad de Antioquia shot to death by an agent during a march in 197369. The
murdered students are carrying books, which is what identifies their category. Besides the other,
they also have the Libro Negro de La Represiòn, an essay on the state violence in Colombia during
the ‘70s.
Next, Beatriz Monsalve represents the women’s fight. She was a sociologist and involved
in politics with the radical left political project of the Frente Nacional, and for this, she was
disappeared, tortured, and assassinated while she was 6 months pregnant70. Rodrigo Guzmán,
doctor and activist of the Frente Popular, was killed for the same reasons by some sicarios71. Gabriel
Jaime Santamaria Montoya, engineer and president of the Uniòn Patriotica in the Antioquia
assembly, was shot within the latter by another Sicario72.
Then, Oscar includes in the remembering the Quintil Lame, a small indigenous guerrilla
group which used to be active in the Cauca department, as well as Eutiquio Timoté, historic
indigenous leader. Further, he mentions radical Colombian artists that have fought for a change.
Most importantly, Oscar remembers Felipe Vélez, a lawyer and activist of the Frente Popular
murdered in 1987. Like Adriana and Pedro, he had been detained by the army the year before for
the participation in an event in remembrance of Oscar Willian Calvo, the assassinated leader of
the Frente Popular73. Finally, he does not forget to remember Pedro Benitez, Adriana’s former
partner assassinated for the same reasons of many of the others, that is being a political opposer.
All the victims mentioned by Oscar were either killed or disappeared in Medellín, and most of
them were affiliated to the Frente Popular or the Uniòn Patriotica. This represents a specific choice of
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what memory he wants to highlight, which is justified by his political affinity and perspective in
the Colombian conflict. Moreover, the mentioned cases are not the most visible in the Colombian
memory panorama. Especially the crimes committed against the militants of the Frente Popular are
rarely remembered in the official and mainstream discourses, commemoration and places of
historical memory. It is, therefore, an attempt to remember an important political project active
during the ‘80s and highly repressed in the same way as the Uniòn Patriotica. Yet, the first one is a
famous example of political genocide, and one can find a significant amount of literature on it,
whereas for the second one is very difficult to find detailed information (especially scientific),
particularly in English.
Oscar expands the memory to the experiences of the other Latin American countries,
remembering dictators and crimes:

Y... como no solamente aquí suceden cosas,
Y... como no solo aquí se estrechan lazos de unidad
Sino en todos los países donde reina el fascismo,
Sino entre todos los pueblos donde la opresión campea,
Llegan a este punto de la espiral, también,
Pablo Neruda con su “canto General”
A su Chile, a su América y al Mundo;
García Lorca con su denuncia franca al Franco
Sanguinario;
Miguel Hernández, muerto en la cárcel, con su...
“Pero hay un rayo de sol, en la lucha,
Que siempre deja a la sombra vencida”;
Helena Odena, furia española
De nuestros pueblos
Que no perdonan...
Los encerrados en las cárceles de aquí y de allá...
Los torturados... los desaparecidos sin aparecer
Como Fernando y Pedro y Claudia y Luisa
Y como tantos miles
Que confían en el nuevo amanecer...
Y muchos miles que a nombrar mi voz no alcanza
Pero que son el brillo y la esperanza.

And… As things do not happen just here,
And… As laces of unity are not strengthened
just here
But in all the countries were fascism reigns,
But in all the peoples where the oppression
features,
They arrive at this point of the spiral, also,
Pablo Neruda with his “Canto General”
To his Chile, to his America and to the World
García Lorca with frank denounce to Franco the
bloody;
Miguel Hernández, died in prison, with his…
“But there is a lightning of sun, in the fight,
That always leaves the shadow defeated”;
Helena Odena, Spanish fury
Of our peoples
That do not forgive…
The locked up in the prisons of here and there…
The tortured… The disappeared without
appearing
Like Fernando and Pedro and Claudia and Luisa
And like many thousands
That trust in new dawn…
And many thousands that my voice do not
accomplish to name
Yet they are the brilliance and the hope.

Tornan, también,
Los asesinados por los Pinochets
O por los Strossners;
Los muertos por Videlas o por Castelos Blancos;
Los inmolados por los gorilas bolivianos;
Los torturados por los arrodillados de Venezuela;
Los torturados o desaparecidos por los vendepatrias
colombianos;

They also return,
The assassinated by the Pinochets
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Los muertos o condenados por los chupatraseros imperiales
del Perú;
Todos los que brillan con su luz propia
Porque el luchador popular
Es luz que nunca se apaga.
¡Ni un minuto de silencio!
¡Ni un clarín de despedida a los siempre presentes!
¡Ni un minuto de silencio!
¡Ni un clarín de despedida a los siempre presentes

Or by the Stroessners;
The dead persons by Videlas or by Castelos
Brancos;
The sacrificed of the Bolivians gorillas;
The tortured by the knelt of Venezuela;
The tortured or disappeared by the Colombians
traitors;
The dead and condemned by the imperial
servants of Perú;
Every one of them shines of its own light
Since the fighter of the people
Is light that never extinguishes
Not a single minute of silence!
Not even a farewell bugle for the every time
presents!
Not a single minute of silence!
Not even a farewell bugle for the every time
presents!

The focus is moved from the Colombian context to the international one, for arguing that the
repression of the minorities and the opposers exists in many parts of the world. Oppression is
directly connected to fascism, starting from the experience of the Spanish Civil War, where
different poets and artists took part in the war for defending the Spanish Republic against
Francoism. However, there are more than the famous artists like Garcìa Lorca that fought and
died for freedom; there had been hundreds of thousands of common people that decided to give
their life for beating fascism and oppression. Their sacrifice represents nowadays the hope for a
new emancipation of the oppressed; this is made possible by the remembering of their lives in the
collective, by naming their forgotten names for unveiling their stories from the oblivion of the
history of the oppressed.
Then, for the Colombian context, the most important international examples come from
Latin America, where many authoritarian states developed during the second half of the XX
century. Therefore, there is the need for naming the victims of Pinochet in Chile, Stroessners in
Paraguay, Videla in Argentina, Castelo Branco in Brazil, and of all the others repressing Latin
American regimes. In this part is strong the idea that who died because of political reasons keep
shining in the society, since its death does not represent the end of its ideals and claims, which are
continued to be carried by others.
Oscar concludes the monologue and puts his paper on the floor:
Y... en la carpa levantada
Con guitarras, con poemas, teatros, obeliscos y demás
Ondean las pancartas que denuncian
La muerte en el presente

And… In the tent set upright
With guitars, with poems, theatre, obelisks and
More
Flutter the billboards that denounce
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Y anuncian la vida del futuro;
Empezamos a leerlas y así dicen:
“Cuidado con las fiestas y las Navidades:
No relajemos la disciplina y la atención
Porque pueden hacernos miles de maldades
Los opresores de nuestra nación”
“Al futuro
Pueblo puro
Con paso firme
Y Seguro”
“La estrella del oriente nos alumbrará
Y el pueblo consciente al final triunfará”
“La guerra integral no es otra cosa
Que destruir el clavel y la rosa”
“Tengamos abiertos los ojos y oídos
Porque soplan vientos que son muy jodidos”
“La ley de convivencia ciudadana
Es el estado de sitio que empieza en esta mañana”
¡Tomemos el tiple y las maracas
Toquemos la guitarra y la carrasca
Y cantemos el tango y la marcha!

The death in the present
And announce the life of the future;
We start to read them and so they say:
“Pay attention to the celebrations and the
Christmases:
Do not relax our discipline and attention
Because they can do us thousands of wickedness
The oppressors of our nation”
“To the future
Pure people
With solid and certain
Step”
“The star of the Orient will illuminate us
And the conscious people will eventually
triumph”
“The total comprehensive war is nothing but
Destroying the carnation and the rose”
“Let’s keep the eyes and the earing open
Because screwed winds blow”
“The law of citizen coexistence
It is the state of siege that begins this morning”
Let’s take the tiple and the maracas
Let’s take the guitar and the carrasca
And let’s sing the tango and the march!

Finally, the subject of the poem is not the assassinated victims anymore, but the living social
fighters which carry the same ideals of justice and equality and who were murdered in the past.
Oscar describes what seems to be the gathering before a march, where people join the protest
bringing billboards with slogans and musical instruments since Arlequin Y Los Juglares’
perspective is always the art at the service of the socially oppressed. The protests are the final
materialization of the “death in the present” used for reaching the “life in the future”, that is the
social justice and the recognition of the committed crimes by the state, as well as the guarantee of
no repetition. The billboards express other two contrasting elements: on the one hand, the
solidarity between the members of the people and the common sentiment of identity and the will
of justice against the unpunished violence; on the other hand, the inevitable conflict between the
oppressed and the oppressors, which cannot be resolved by an agreement since the oppressors
“they can do us [the oppressed] thousands of wickedness”. This apparent contradiction between
the strong sense of identity, solidarity and justice and the impossible reconciliation of what appears
as an ontic enemy is the Marxist sociological analysis that Oscar performs about the Colombian
society. One may say that one of the main common threads of the poem is the division of
Colombian people among oppressors and oppressed. Although the division in two groups is
certainly lacking specificity, it permits to observe the Colombian conflict under the lens of the class
struggle, that is considering the conflict as a clash on interests between people as classes, and not
for instance as citizens or ethnic groups (Elster, 1986). Consequently, society can be divided among
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just two classes: who is oppressed, and who oppresses for pursuing its interests which are not
reconcilable with the oppressed preferences.
Yet, the monologue is not finished; Oscar introduces the next monologue by saying its
title: “El Pueblo, de Pablo Neruda”. Adriana rises from the floor, and she comes in front of us, the
public. She continues her body exhibition muted, by physically staging what the poem is saying.
By the end of the poem, Oscar touches Adriana for the first time, enveloping their hands together,
while she joins him in finishing the poem:
“Todos se irán, tú quedarás viviente.
Tú encendiste la vida.
Tú hiciste lo que es tuyo”.
Por eso nadie se moleste cuando
parece que estoy solo y no estoy solo,
no estoy con nadie y hablo para todos:
Alguien me está escuchando y no lo saben,
pero aquellos que canto y que lo saben
siguen naciendo y llenarán el mundo.

“Everyone will go, you will remain alive.
You lighted up your life.
You made what is yours”.
For this, no one is bothered when
Seems that I am alone and I am not alone,
I am with no one and I talk for everyone:
Someone is listening to me and they do not know
it,
But those whom I sing about they know that
And they keep born and they will fill the world.

CONCLUSION
This chapter has focused on the theatre group Arlequin Y Los Juglares and some of its main
members. Besides, it has described the theatre group as first a social theatre, that is a group that
carries its ideals, desires and goals. The latter is described in the group description presented in the
first publication of their magazine, as well as in their theatre plays and the interviews that I could
conduct.
The analysis of the interviews about historical memory and the societal role of Arlequin Y
Los Juglares show a clear view of society of the group. According to their position, Colombian
society is deeply divided between a small minority of oppressors and a large majority of oppressed.
The latter is doubly oppressed by the deterministic discourses about the determination of the world
by an external actor, which eventually signifies the acceptance of the status quo and the injustice
within society. In this sense, the artistic work might reveal the uneven distribution of power and
resources to the oppressed, therefore starting a process of social emancipation and transformation
of the society, either via revolution or reforms. On the other hand, the art helps to cure the injuries
of the conflict, for instance offering the youngsters an alternative to the systematic violence.
However, the alternative is not free of commitment since it considers a political engagement by
carrying and supporting a living memory of the conflict. The living memory consists of
contextualizing the past in the present, that is considering that the violence and injustice of
nowadays stem from a conflict that oppressed the Colombian people for more than fifty years.
Thus, the current injustice has historical responsibilities, rather than being determined by external
factors. Besides, the living memory represents the possibility of a claim for the political meaning
of the thousands of murders of activists, militants and social leaders.
The two analysed theatre play mirror the goals of Arlequin Y Los Juglares. On the one hand,
El arbol de sombreros is about one specific aspect of the social change needed in Colombia. On the
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other hand, Elegia en memoria, recuerdo, saludo y lucha treats the topic of historical memory (or living
memory) in order to reiterate the importance of remembering the victims of the state violence as
political victims who belonged to the oppressed part of society. Together, they represent a
materialization of historical memory and social injustice and exclusion. Yet, the change in society
cannot be achieved without a deep reflection on historical memory, that is without understanding
the origins of the injustice. Indeed, the topic of historical memory is strictly connected to the
current social struggle. The collective forgetting and discourse on the conflict is the same one that
keeps affecting the part of the population called by Oscar as the “44 millions of oppressed
Colombians”. Therefore, Arlequin Y Los Juglares aims to create a new political and collective identity
among its members, which allows to be healed from the depoliticized discourses about historical
memory and the conflict and to fight for changing the injustice within the society.
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CHAPTER 5
THE BIGGER DISPUTE FOR
HISTORICAL MEMORY: PLACES OF
MEMORY AND PROTESTS
INTRODUCTION

After having analysed an individual story of political victimisation and how it intertwines with the
political context and historical memory construction in Colombia, and how these are challenged
by the artistic political activism of Arlequin Y Los Juglares, here I analyse the current general
context in Medellín and Colombia. Specifically, the chapter will begin with an ethnographic analysis
of the Casa Museo de la Memoria, showing how the historical memory is shaped and narrated within
its walls and around the building. Then, the focus will be on the recent wave of protests in the
country which take the name of Paro Nacional. I will argue that the recent protests also represent
the persistence of subjugated memories on the conflict, as well as a will to politicize again the
discourse on memory. Finally, I will show how the counter-memories movement is not
contested just by the law enforcement institutions and repressive apparatuses of the state, but
also by paramilitary forces that use threats and violence to repress the protest in Medellín and to
control the territory.
5.1 A TRIP TO THE MUSEO CASA DE LA MEMORIA AND ITS SURROUNDINGS
Casa de la Memoria is a museum completely dedicated to the Colombian conflict and its terrible
consequences. The museum was opened in 2006 by the initiative of the Municipality of Medellínprogramme of attention to the victims. The explicit aim of the institution is the transformation of
the war’s logics towards more civilized practice trough the construction and the circulation of the
memories of the Colombian conflict. The museum building is an imponent dark grey modern
construction, which remembers the stylization of a big coffin. From the outside, the building
emanates a sensation of mourning, as the walls themselves would represent the death of thousands
of individuals whom the museum attempts to keep remembered. Luckily on the façade, there is a
new mural made by six different artists, which represent some of the victimised groups by the
conflict: the indigenous people, the Afro-descendants, and the land, symbolising the nature and
the peasants.
Once inside, the visitors are asked to fill a form with some personal information, including
the nationality and, if they are from Medellín, the Comuna where they live. The visit is for free, and
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many people visit the museum, including both Colombians and foreigner tourists. After the
registration, one can have the access to a hallway which connects the entrance to the real
exposition.
At the entrance of the exposition a panel welcomes the visitors:
“MEDELLÍN, MEMORIES OF VIOLENCE AND RESISTANCE. One single truth does not exist.
Everyone narrates from their point of view, from the role they have played in the scheme of things. […]
Like all stories, it is incomplete, subjective and imperfect. But it is a narrative of various voices: those of
the victims who have suffered some or multiple forms of this violence, those of the perpetrators, who speak
through their acts. […] We know that there are as many museums as visitors and interpretations. We hope
that this space provokes reflection, ideas and emotions; that it moves you to be part of the construction of
a new proposal for society”

The museum consists of a permanent exhibition that takes place in a unique dark room; here, there
are different interactive databases of information and memory, each one focussing on a different
side of the conflict. The first one is about the origins and expansion of Medellín since its origin.
Another consists of an interactive timeline of the last 50 years, where one can navigate among the
different relevant episodes and events happened in Medellín, Antioquia department and Colombia.
Then, space is left to the visual remembering with the photos of three photo reporters along with
their personal stories and involvement with the conflict.
An important part of the museum is the personal story lives narrated in the first person for
highlighting a different type of victimisations occurred during the conflict. The visitor can decide
between thirty-four different stories, including journalists, social leaders, displaced persons, priests
and indigenous and afro Colombian leaders. Lastly, a series of panels remember with examples
different aspects of the conflict, like the land issue, the gender violence, violence against nature
and different kind of selective homicides (academics, trade unionists, political opponents, military
and police forces).
The museum shows the effects of the conflict without expressing strong arguments; it has
a descriptive role, and it gives the impression to tell the conflict story in the most possible impartial
way. The museum is small but dense. It can move one’s emotions, it is successful in being emphatic
with the public. The main focus of the museum is the pain that the Colombian conflict caused and
still causes especially on the population, presenting all the armed actors in a similar way, with
similar responsibilities on the violence caused. Yet, which kind of historical memory the museum
wants to foster?
The intention of the museum is a collection and representation of different memories,
coming from different perspectives. However, the Casa de La Memoria is an official institution
created by the municipality of Medellín, and therefore by a public, state-funded institution. This
means that it has the responsibility and the task of representing a specific kind of historical
memory, what one might call the “Official historical memory”. What the museum shows is the
violent aspect of the conflict; yet it does it without contextualizing the violence, which it does not
mean justifying it, but rather clearly explaining why the violence happened in Colombia. Further,
the actors of the conflict are presented on the same level: paramilitaries, narcotraffickers and
guerrilla and, in a minor level, the law enforcement institutions (army, police, etc.). They are not
characterized through an explanation of their ideology and origins: what is described is just the
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violence and the suffering that these actors caused. Thus, violence is depoliticized by not reflecting
on the context where it happened.
Which kind of memory do they want to foster? Is the reconciliation rhetoric enough for
overcoming the Colombian conflict? Or would it be better to clearly define the responsibilities of
each actor, explaining the causes of the different aspects of the conflict both in the rural and urban
environments? Why were the political opposers and trade unionists exterminated? Are the
responsibilities of the guerrillas and the State treated on the same level? Has their violence the
same meaning? The exhibition does not contemplate the primary role that a democratic state
should have, that is being the guarantor of the rule of law and human rights.
Besides the de-ideologization and de-contextualisation of violence, the museum
features/displays two important absences. On one hand, the many political parties and
organisations that have been exterminated and repressed during the last decades in Colombia. I
take as an example the Partido Comunista Colombiano Marxista-Leninista and the Frente A Luchar since
they have been often mentioned in the previous chapters of this research. As it often happens in
Colombia, the only discriminated political organisation which is mentioned is the Uniòn Patriotica,
that represents a famous and visible case not just at the national level, but even internationally. On
the other hand, the museum cites the current case of the Falsos Positivos, that is a relevant and
serious argument in nowadays Colombia. The Falsos Positivos refers to the homicides of innocents
committed by the Colombian public force in the framework of the Democratic Security Policy
promoted by the former president Álvaro Uribe Vélez between 2002 and 2010. The militaries used
to assassinate innocent persons and then declaring them as part of the guerrilla groups on one hand
for achieving prices reserved to the squads with more killings by the end of the year; on the other
hand for showing military results to the international community and especially to the United
States (Vestri, 2015). Hence, the topic of the Falsos Positivos is strictly connected to the historical
memory, since it represents a crime committed by who should guarantee human rights in the
country. At the same way, the heads of the Colombian army and part of the politics aim to cover
up the scandal grew in society. Their repressive action mainly consists in the constant removal of
the posters of the sensibilization campaign on the Falsos Positivos “¿Quién dio la orden?” (“Who gave
the order?”) from the walls of the city. Besides, the fight around the issue is so intense that even
in the University of Antioquia, a place where usually the political expression is free, the murals
about “Quien diò la orden” are constantly deleted by the administration. Unluckily for them, the
students keep painting them again; moreover, some of them literally filled the university of “Quien
diò la orden”’ paper posters as a reply to the repression of the university’s direction.
Even the definition of “falsos positivos” is a reason of contrast and conflict. The
progressive part of society and the associations and relatives of who have been a victim of this
crime prefer to refer to the phenomenon as “extrajudicial executions”. This because the term “falso
positivo” implicitly refers to a mistake, an unintended casualty happened in the context of military
action, whereas they are selective homicides committed out of the law by the State, and that is why
the definition of “extrajudicial execution” describes better the phenomenon.
Following the rule of highlighting the already visible cases which mainly receive justice, if one
carefully looks in the museum can find the story of Fabiola Lalinde, among other thirty-three
testimonies. The case of her son Luis Fernando Lalinde Lalinde is considered one of the first cases
of Falso Positivo (which however do not refer to the period of the Democratic Security Policy
between 2002 and 2010). He was disappeared and assassinated by the army in 1984. Thanks to the
fight of the mother, his rests were found in 1992 and they were finally buried in Medellin in 1996.
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Fabiola Lalinde’s fight represents a victorious example of an individual against the covering up of
murder by the army. However, the risk represented by the famous examples is the little effort for
visualizing all those cases that are still unknown by the public opinion.

“Quién dio la orden” mural at the University of Antioquia

Therefore, even though the museum attempts to be an important centre for the historical memory
and the unveiling of truth about the Colombian conflict, it results incapable to unlink from the
collective forgetting that characterizes the Colombian official historical memory. Although the
Casa de la Memoria represents one of the best examples of challenging the general collective
forgetting of the conflict, it does not satisfactorily achieve its aim. Indeed, it is successful in
expressing the few conquests of the victims in terms of justice and recognition; yet its contribution
for fostering that challenge towards making the invisible visible is still insufficient. If one confronts
Adriana and Pedro’s story of victimisation with what is shown in the museum they would not be
able to identify themselves with it, due to the absence of any reference to their political affiliation
and repression by the public force. Hence, their story remains one of the many invisible stories,
which cannot find physical space in the exhibition for finally becoming visualized.
The museum is surrounded by a park called Parque del Bicentenario, where youngsters meet
on a daily base for gathering, drinking beers and smoking weed. On one side of the park, there is
a small garden composed of small plants placed in multiple pots. Each plant symbolises an
individual victim of forced disappearance in Medellín. Pedro Benitez, Adriana’s partner, has his
plant in the garden since he was a victim of forced disappearance, torture, and homicide. The
symbolic installation is meant to point out the effects and the magnitude of the phenomenon of
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forced disappearance in the city, which is often just remembered by who was affected by it, that is
the relatives of the disappeared. Nonetheless, even this symbolisation of victimisation lacks an
explanation of the reasons the disappeared ended up being disappeared. Taking Pedro’s story as
an example another time, one can identify specific reasons for why he was victimised rather than
another individual. He was a militant of a radical leftist party hostile to the government, and so he
ended up being one case of victimisation in a systematic plan of repression of the oppositions.
However, the visitor of the garden cannot find this information, but just the name of the
disappeared. Hence, Pedro is remembered as a victim, but he is forgotten as a political victim.

Pedro’s tree in the garden of the disappeared

Crossing the Parque del Bicentenario one can find a tall statue representing a modern soldier and what
seems to be a “rural soldier” dressed like a peasant and holding a spear. Three flags raise above
the statue of the soldiers: I recognize 2 of them as the Colombia and Antioquia Department flags,
whereas I do not know the third one. The statue is controlled every day by groups of four or five
soldiers with automatic rifles, and behind it, there is a small police station with the permanent
presence of armed policemen. Moving closer to the statue, it is possible to read its plaque:
“In memory of the heroic and brave soldiers of the glorious National Army, which have built and made Colombia
a great, respected and free homeland during its 200 years of republican history.
At the same way, to the Cuarta Brigada in the 100 years from its creation.
National Colombia Army, Alcaldia de Medellín
12 December 2019”
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The statue dedicated to the Colombian Army

The contrast between the statue and the museum is easy to notice. A road divides the two, and the
statue was likely placed there with the clear intention of facing the museum and what it represents:
a visualization of the historical memory so far achieved by sectors of the society, which surely do
not share the army’s collective memory and perspective of the conflict. The statue physically
represents the conflict between the different versions of historical memory. Each tries to impose
its own memory as the real one and its explanations and truth to build a specific interpretation of
the past for influencing the present and the nearly future. The army is one of the most important
and controversial actors in this fight between different memories, and it carries its own perspective
without hiding it. One example is related to the case of the Falsos Positivos, but others can be found
if one analyses the public positions and speeches of the heads of the Colombian army. During my
stay in Colombia, an infamous narcotrafficker died in Medellín. His nickname was Popeye, and he
belonged to the Medellín drug cartel led by Pablo Escobar. He spent more than 23 years in prison
for having committed at least 3000 crimes, including the murder of journalists, judges, one minister
of the republic, one coronel and the candidate for the presidential election Luis Carlos Galán in
198974. The commander of the Colombian army Eduardo Zapateiro, besides affirming that
narcotrafficking is cancer for Colombia, sent his public condolences to Popeye’s family:
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“Today, as the commander of the army, I present our condolences to Popeye’s family. We are very sorry
for Popeye’s death, we are human beings, we are Colombians. And from the commander of the army of
the Colombian people, you should expect just security and defence. It is my responsibility, and
constitutionally I have to guarantee to the Colombian people the respect for its life, its goods, its honour
the order and freedom”75

As one would expect, the public declaration of the commander of the army shake and divided the
country due to its controversiality. Indeed, Popeye represents that side of Colombia which
contributed to the collapse of the state in terms of democracy and security. Further, it is not usual
for the army to send public condolences, even if they are based on a motivation of humanism
between the people. Indeed, as Adriana told, “A general of the army has made public condolences
to Popeye’s family, one of the biggest murderers that this country has known, and he never made
any condolences to the families of the murdered social leaders”. Besides, the general’s discourse
fits with the reconciliation and catholic-oriented attitude that an important portion of society has
on historical memory and the heritage of political violence. The army adopts this view for fostering
the collective forgetting and covering up of its responsibility in the illegitimate violence during the
last decades.
The debate on historical memory is conflictual because it will decide in some way the main
features on which future Colombia will be constructed on. It will narrate to the new generations
who have been a victim and who a victimizer, and how come many people have died, as well as
for what reason. It is what Jelin (2003) describes as a political fight between irreconcilable
positions: it is impossible to find one perspective on historical memory on which each part would
agree on. This situation of “memory VS memory” results also as the fight for the conquest of
power in Colombia: indeed, different political parties and forces either carry or appropriate a
certain version of historical memory, which inevitably influence the whole vision of it on topics
such as the State role, the army, the welfare, narcotrafficking and the peace agreements.
The museum Casa de La Memoria and the statue of the army are the physical
representation of two different historical memories. They are examples of what Jelin (2007) defines
as politics of memorialisation, that is the answer given to the state by those actors who struggle
for symbolic recognition through the materialisation of memories. Here it is interesting to observe
that despite the contrasting meanings both the museum and the statue were both instituted with
the collaboration of Medellín’s municipality. The materialisation of the past should signify the
conclusion of political fights and the shared remembering of a conflictual political past; However,
the contrast between the two different places of memories underline the current fight on the past,
which has not found a clear winner yet. Nonetheless, other perspectives on historical memory are
excluded from this dualistic confrontation between physical spaces. Indeed, on the one hand, the
Casa de la Memoria represents the recognition of the violence, yet it does not distinguish among
the different meanings and intensity of violence committed by each actor. Therefore, the lack of
distinction between violence fosters a false symmetry of them and false equal responsibilities of
the actors of the conflict. On the other hand, the statue of the army impersonates the negation of
several aspects of the conflict, as well as the involvement of the law enforcement institutions in
the illegitimate use of violence. Yet, taking the perspective of Adriana, Pedro, and Arlequin Y Los
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Juglares as an example, it does not fit within this dualism on historical memory represented by the
“reconciliationist” and negationist positions They are carriers of what I would define as “politicized
memory”, in the sense of the recognition of the political meaning of the conflict, and therefore of
violence and repression. The politicized memory rejects at the same time the negation of the
involvement of the public force in the “dirty war”, and a social reconciliation that must be seeking
a priori from the social cleavages that the conflict contributed to deepen. What the negationist and
the “reconciliationist” positions have in common is the tendency to de-politicize both the conflict,
the repression, the appeasement process and the reconciliation; it is to say that the de-politicization
works on both the past, the present and the future’s debates. On the other hand, the politicized
memory carries what Rancière (2004) indicates as the essence of a real democracy, that is
Disagreement (Mésentete) with the established order and ideology. Disagreement interrupts the
regime of the Consensus about the de-politicization of memory promoted by both the
“reconciliationist” and negationist positions. Disagreement highlights that part of society and that
ideology that should not be allowed to participate in the public life about memory. Indeed,
Rancière defines democracy as the interruption of the “logic by which those who have a title to
govern dominate” (p.6) committed by the part who should not be speaking, the part-of-no-part,
the politicized part.
5.2 THE FIGHT FOR THE PRODUCTION OF OFFICIAL KNOWLEDGE ON
HISTORICAL MEMORY: THE CENTRE FOR HISTORICAL MEMORY
Besides the fight for the places of memory, there is another important dimension contended within
the Colombian society: the production of knowledge on historical memory. If the places of
memory represent the latter in the physical space, the production of knowledge concerns the
writing of official reports and other forms of written documentation and testimony. In Colombia,
the issue of producing reports and written knowledge about the violence began by the second half
of the past century. By the end of the Violence, a truth commission composed by the different
parts (liberal, conservatives, police, army and the Church) was formed to investigate the causes
and responsibilities of the Violence. Yet, the attempt of clarification on the period of the Violence
was covered up by both the conservatives and liberals, de facto failing in its goal (Interview with
Alvaro Villarraga).
Regarding the current situation of internal conflict which originated in the ‘6os, one can
identify three different approaches that the Colombian State applied towards the historical memory
(Sánchez, 2019). The first period considers the ‘70s and the ‘80s, where the State was perceived as
a threat by the human rights defenders. Indeed, as Sánchez underlines, even though Colombia was
formally a democracy, It had many common features with the dictatorships of the Cono Sur,
including state crimes like the forced disappearance. During this phase, historical memory research
remained permanently tied to the defence of human rights. The state used to see the human rights
NGO as a continuation of the guerrilla, while the NGOs considered the state as the main human
rights violator in the country. The second phase is seen as an intermediary phase where the state
began to have a minimum of dialogue with the social organisations. Finally, the third phase
represents the beginning of knowledge production directly by the state starting from 2005. Within
this framework, the Historical Memory group and the National Centre for Historical Memory were
created respectively in 2005 and 2011 (ibid.). These institutions are formed for guaranteeing the
right to the truth regarding the armed conflict, both for the victims and for the society in general,
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as well as to the right of the victims to have a symbolic reparation, that is an official memory
(Herrera and Cristancho Altuzarra, 2013).
The importance of the work led by the Historical Memory group is described by its director
Gonzalo Sánchez, which underlines the importance of creating knowledge from within the state,
rather than from the academia to the state (ibid.). In other words, it represents the possibility of
the creation of an official state historical memory produced by a theoretical independent group of
researchers. Therefore, the process of memorization led by the organisations of the civil society
can finally be crystallized in a narrative structure promoted by the state, as well as in places and
commemorations (like the Casa de La Memoria). Indeed, as Sánchez (2019) observes, the Colombian
historical memory was developed especially where the conflict was felt the most, that is in the rural
areas far away from the urban centres. Consequently, the memory in Colombia was always
produced in the periphery, and it is now moving from there to the centre to be officialised; yet,
the peripherical memories keep mistrusting the centre, due to years of discrimination, exclusion
and discrimination. Nonetheless, considering the example of Medellin, one might argue that it is
the second most important city in the country, and therefore it cannot be considered as periphery.
Indeed, the city presents important places of memory and examples of politics of memorialization
such as the Museo Casa de la Memoria. Although Medellin is not the periphery, a different
consideration can be done regarding its peripherical areas that can be seen as the materialisation
of the subjugated knowledges that are not represented by the knowledge production of the centre.
However, the historical memory remains a political matter, where it is impossible to find a
perspective agreed by all parts of society. Indeed, the war of narratives on the conflict increased
in the last years, since each war actor is now interested in how it will be remembered in the future
national imaginary (ibid.). Hence, even though during the last years Colombia experienced
significant steps forwards in the collaboration between the State and the single organisations from
the civil society, it does not mean that the conflict on historical memory is over. Colombia
discovered this when Uribe’s right-wing returned to power after the 2018 elections. The election
of Duque opened a new season of moving backwards regarding the peace and the clarification of
memory since the Uribismo promotes the idea that in Colombia there has not been any political
and complex conflict, but rather just a clash between illegal bands. The consequence of this view
was the nomination of a new director of the Historical Memory Centre, Rubén Darío Acevedo, a
declared Uribista. After one year from his nominee, the Historical Memory Centre was expelled
from the International Coalition of Sites of Conscience, one of the biggest networks of museums
about human rights protection. The reason for the decision was the missed recognition of the
existence of the internal conflict in Colombia by Acevedo. The latter justified his neglect by
arguing that he forgot to send the document to the International Coalition of Sites of Conscience
where he recognised the existence of the conflict. Further, he affirmed that he always recognised
the conflict during the public events, probably referring to it by other definitions.
One can easily understand the danger of a new Historical Memory Centre that mirrors the will of
the current government, which are the renegotiation of the peace agreement, the vision of the
militaries as heroes and the creation of an official memory for the victimizers rather than for the
victims of the conflict. Indeed, the Uribistas foster the perception that the promoters and financiers
of the war are nowadays victims of the new spaces of justice and truth. Further, the memory is
nowadays the site of a battle where the supporters of a military victory do not accept the solution
of the conflict via negotiations (Sánchez, 2019).
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The control of the Historical Memory centre is essential and contested because it
represents the most important source of official knowledge of memory in Colombia. As Jelin
(2003) argues, not all the memories have the same value in society: indeed, the State is the only
actor that can produce and impose knowledge on the whole society. It is a macro-entrepreneurship
of memory (ibid.), in the sense that it can become the most efficient and effective supporter of the
achievement of a certain perspective on historical memory. Yet, for the same reasons, it can also
become the greatest obstacle for the clarification of truth, the guarantee of no repetition and justice
for the victims. The memory is political and this matter is confirmed by the threat represented by
the taking of the power in the institutions by the supporters of the war and the victimizers of the
conflict, and therefore in the production of official knowledge. The latter, along with the power
exercised by the State, allows the creation of discourses about the official memory and history
constrain the possibility of the subjugated memories to effectively resist to the hostile State
(Foucault, 2003).
Yet, as I will describe in the next paragraph, the subjugated memories were able to become
visible by creating a transnational protest. The subjugated memories could be visualized due to the
particularity of the production of historical memory in Colombia, which as I already said is
historically produced in the peripheries, rather than by the central and official state.
5.3 CHALLENGING THE OFFICIAL STORY: THE PARO NACIONAL PROTESTS
After the election of President Duque in 2018, from November 2019 onwards Colombia is
experiencing a new, unusual wage of protests. The main points raised by the protesters are linked
to the neoliberal policies implemented by the new government led by the Centro Democratico
(Democratic Centre), which despite its name is a conservative right-wing party. The latter aims to
achieve during the 2018-2022 presidency many reforms, including the privatisation of the pension
system, the job reform, the privatisation of some Statal entities, the costs increase of services such
as water and electricity and the decrease of taxes for big multinational at the cost of an increase of
taxes of the middle classes. Further, the government decided to set the salary for young workers
at 75% of the minimum standard salary76.
Besides, trade unions, students’ movements and organizations of the civil society, along
with the political opposition, have decided to march against the corruption present in the country,
and against the negligence of the State in implementing the peace agreement with the FARC signed
in La Havana in 201677. Indeed, according to Transparency International, Colombia is placed in
the lowest part of the ranking of perceived corruption, and the ranking position did not experience
a significant change for 12 years78.
Regarding the peace agreements with the FARC, 173 ex guerrilleros have been killed from
2016 to 2019, plus 14 cases of forced disappearance and 29 assassination attempts. According to
the UN, only in 2019, there have been at least 77 cases of assassinations of ex guerrilleros in the
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country79. As a consequence of the clear lack of security measures adopted by the state for
protecting the demobilized FARC soldiers, many of the latter decides to go back to the “monte”
(mountain) for joining other guerrilla groups such as the ELN, since being reincorporated into
society is not a safe option for them.
Finally, the protest addresses an essential problem for a theoretically democratic state, that
is the continuous assassination of social leaders in the country. The Social leaders are mainly
present in the rural areas, and they are key figures for the community: they have the capacity of
leading the group towards the defence of the collective interests, and they are an example of
courage and strength, besides being able of looking for external help and support. During my time
in Colombia, I had the luck of knowing and living with few of them; I would say that social leaders
are not superheroes with some kind of power, but as the word says, they are leaders, that is they
can stand for the group and leading it. That is the reason for why they are the target of a selective
assassination by mainly paramilitary groups, which want to break the resistance of collectives in
defending certain interests (natural resource, environment, public denounces) by killing the leaders
of those communities. The number of assassinated social leaders is frightening: just considering
the period from the 1 January 2018 and 17 November of the same year 226 social leaders and
human rights defenders have been killed in the country, while during the first 100 days of Duque’s
presidency, 120 social leaders were killed80.
The last comparable wage of protests in the country happened in 1977, and nonetheless,
the protests of this year can be considered the biggest since the Bogotazo in 1948, when the
population rase up after the assassination of the liberal leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (De la Rosa
González, 2012). Moreover, the Paro Nacional is characterized for its high intersectionality among
the protesters and the different demands. Indeed, the already mentioned reasons of the protests
represented a unique time in Colombian history where different groups such as trade unions,
peasants organisations, Afro-Colombians and indigenous communities, students, feminist
movements and environmentalists gathered together in the same protests demanding for different
(but complementary) changes81. Further, the protest takes even more importance if one considers
the protest culture in Colombia, which is surely less important than in other Latin American
countries. In fact, Colombia has experienced for decades (and keeps doing it) at the same time the
strongest leftist guerrilla groups and the weakest institutional left of the continent (Bergquist, 2017).
With these premises the day of the general strike in the country, the 21 of November,
hundreds of thousands of Colombians took the streets in dozens of cities to ask for a change to
Ivan Duque and the government. The number of participants differs from the governmental
estimate (207.000), and that of the organizers (1.5 million people). Besides the numbers and the
reasons for the protest, what monopolized the debate was the violence that characterised some of
the protest and the police. Indeed, as often happens during our times, the protest itself was
completely obscured by the debate whether the violent protesters were either saboteurs, vandals
or just individuals protesting through violent means. An exemplary case is the death of Dilan Cruz,
an 18-years old protester which died due to a calibre 12 bullet shot by a member of the ESMAD
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(anti-riot police)82. The society divided on the reaction towards Dilan’s death: on one hand, the
supporters of the Paro Nacional considered him a martyr killed by the state repression. On the other
hand, another part of society considered him to be a vandal since he was hooded and he was
throwing back the tear gas cans to the police, including politicians like Paloma Valencia of the
Centro Democratico, who publicly declared that Dilan Cruz was a vandal83. Moreover, the familiar of
Dilan Cruz built a small monument to remember him in Bogotà; however, the monument was
vandalized by unknown people and eventually rebuilt84. It is interesting to see how the fight for
the places of memory is present even when claiming justice and keeping alive the memories of
events that happened in the very recent past. It shows the tendency of the Colombian society to
quickly forget about violence and political repression’s matters. Yet, it also shows how the
collective forgetting is willed by a specific part of society and contested by another which has
remained for most of the recent past in a subjugated position. Max Yuri, a member of the Truth
Commission, briefly resumes the diverse narrative constructions for the different victims:
“There is a symbolic construction of who is the victim and who is the victimizer. All the victims of the
FARC have a story; the victims of the state are numbers. At the same time, the responsible [for the state
victims] are considered as they had to do what they did. Some people say ‘What has a boy to do in a
protest?’, or ‘Dilan was a vandal, he had drugs in the school, once he was detained…’, so it is a moral
assassination, besides the physical one” [Personal Interview]

This polarisation is well expressed in a short documentary on the vandalization of Dilan’s
monument by the magazine Semana85. Here, Dilan’s sister argues: “I think that with this action
[vandalizing the monument] they wanted to express that they do not support us but the ESMAD”:
On the contrary, Bogota’s councillor Emel Rojas declares: “I defend the ESMAD. When Dilan
takes something that was thrown against the protesters, and he throws it back to the ESMAD, it
is an act where he is performing vandalism. And it is an act where he is making aggression to the
authority”. Then, the reportage shows the cancellation of a mural dedicated to Dilan in a shopping
mall. Finally, Dilan’s sister says: “There are moments when one feels alone because everyone
already forgot what happened. This monument represents Dilan keeps fighting. If they are going
to remove the plaque, we are going to put another one, two, all which are necessary”.
The clash between supporters of the Paro Nacional and the conservatives (mainly Uribistas)
who are against it reflects the clash on historical memory that I described talking about the museum
Casa de La Memoria and its surroundings. The violence of part of the protests is instrumentalized
for delegitimizing the protest itself and its demands. In this way, political protest, as well as
violence, are depoliticized by the creation of a societal discourse on what is allowed and what is
not as a form of protest. Further, the production of discourse is the expression of the power of a
part of society to decide what is allowed and what is not, hence who is a vandal and who is not
(Foucault in Hook, 2007). Yet, the latter distinction eventually decides the potential politicisation
of the debate on the protests, and therefore the discourse takes a political role and value. At the
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same way, the discourse decides among collective memory and forgetting by for instance
identifying Dilan Cruz as a vandal or not. The battle is now on how to remember (or to forget)
Dilan Cruz, that is either as a victim of the police brutality and repression or as a vandal with no
political meaning. Besides on the social media and trough declaration, the battle is also fought on
the places of memory like Dilan’s monument. The symbolic power of the latter is the
materialisation of the challenge to the official discourse, which is that if a person is engaging in a
clash with the police (even if he is defending the others), he cannot be remembered for the meaning
of its protest, but he must be forgotten as a vandal. Thus, a monument to his memory cannot be
accepted, and it deserves to be removed since it represents the attempt of remembering a person
not accepted by the official discourse.
To conclude this analysis, one can say that the Paro Nacional represents the resistance
against the official discourse and production of knowledge in Colombia. Regarding the contested
past and the historical memory, the Paro Nacional gathers all those memories which have been
subjugated so far by the official discourse. The Paro Nacional is the greatest insurrection of the
subjugated discourses and memories that Colombia ever experienced; the participants are
variegated but united by one desire: disrupting the official discourse, and consequently the
dominant power and knowledge production. `

“A country that sows corpses” – Paro Nacional

5.4 ARLEQUIN Y LOS JUGLARES AND THE PARO NACIONAL
Arlequin Y Los Juglares resumes the intersectionality of the demands of the Paro Nacional by
performing a small play during the 21st November march in Medellín. Here, surrounded by
thousands of persons and standing on a float, they perform the poem La Muralla by Nicolas
Guillén, adding a part to it. The poem starts in its classic way:
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Para hacer esta muralla,
tráiganme todas las manos:
los negros, sus manos negras,
los blancos, sus blancas manos.
Ay,
una muralla que vaya
desde la playa hasta el monte,
desde el monte hasta la playa, bien,
allá sobre el horizonte.
—¡Tun, tun!
—¿Quién es?
—Una rosa y un clavel…
—¡Abre la muralla!
—¡Tun, tun!
—¿Quién es?
—El sable del coronel…
—¡Cierra la muralla!
—¡Tun, tun!
—¿Quién es?
—La paloma y el laurel…
—¡Abre la muralla!
—¡Tun, tun!
—¿Quién es?
—El alacrán y el ciempiés…
—¡Cierra la muralla!
Al corazón del amigo,
abre la muralla;
al veneno y al puñal,
cierra la muralla;
al mirto y la hierbabuena,
abre la muralla;
al diente de la serpiente,
cierra la muralla;
al ruiseñor en la flor,
abre la muralla…

For making this wall,
Give me all your hands:
The black, their black hands,
The white, their white hands.
Oh,
A wall that goes
From the beach to the mountain
From the mountain to the beach, well,
There above the horizon.
- Knock, knock!
- Who is there?
- A rose and a carnation…
- Let’s open the wall!
- Knock, knock!
- Who is there?
- The coronel’s sabre…
- Let’s close the wall!
- Knock, knock!
- Who is there?
- The dove and the laurel…
- Let’s open the wall!
- Knock, knock!
- Who is there?
- The scorpion and the centipede…
- Let’s close the wall!
To the heart of the friend,
Open the wall;
To the poison and the dagger,
Close the wall;
To the myrtle and the mint,
Open the wall;
To the teeth of the snake,
Close the wall;
To the nightingale in the flower,
Open the wall…

The poem talks about the creation of a wall composed of all the good human beings, regardless of
the colour of their skin. It is a wall that allows the good things to get inside, and it is a defence
against the dangers of the world. The wall represents the strength created by the unity of everyone,
which is the only way that the oppressed persons have for resisting against their common enemies,
and the only solution for structurally changing their situation.
During their performance, Oscar and Adriana add new friends and enemies engaging the
audience. They ask the latter to hold the hands of the persons on their sides and opening the wall
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to the friends by raising their hands. At the same way, they must keep their hands down when they
announce the arrival of an enemy:
A las comunidades diversas!
Abre la muralla!
A la represion estatal
Cierra la muralla!
A las mujeres que marchan
Abre la muralla!
A los desaparecedores
Cierra la muralla!
A la lucha popular
Abre la muralla!
A los que rebajan el presupuesto de la educacion
Cierra la muralla!
A la reforma tributaria
Cierra la muralla!
Al paquetazo de Duque
Cierra la muralla!
A los lideres sociales
Abre la muralla!
A la Guardia Indigena
Abre la muralla!
A las luchas campesinas
Abre la muralla!
A las marchas de este pueblo
Abre la muralla!
A la clase trabajadora
Abre la muralla!
A los estudiantes
Abre la muralla!
A los profesores
Abre la muralla!
A la represion de estado
Cierra la muralla!

To the diverse communities!
Let’s open the wall!
To the State repression
Let’s close the wall!
To the women in march
Let’s open the wall!
To the “disappearers”,
Let’s close the wall!
To the popular fight
Let’s open the wall!
To whom decrease the education’s budget
Let’s close the wall!
To the tributary reform
Let’s close the wall
To the Duque’s “paquetazo”
Let’s close the wall!
To the social leaders
Let’s open the wall!
To the Indigenous Guard
Let’s open the wall!
To the peasants’ fights
Let’s open the wall!
To the march of these people
Let’s open the wall!
To the working class
Let’s open the wall!
To the students
Let’s open the wall!
To the professors
Let’s open the wall!
To the State repression
Let’s close the wall!

The more they shout the names of friends and enemies, the more the protesters are involved in
this collective ritual. A circle of persons is formed around the float. Both the names of friends and
enemies are linked to the protest: on one hand, there is the diversity, the women, the indigenous
people, the workers, the students, the social leaders. On the other hand, the enemy is seen in the
Paquetazo, the socio-economic reforms promoted by Duque’s government. Further, the enemy is
seen in the state repression and the “disappearers”. Hence, the Colombian state of the last decades
is considered as the real enemy of the people in the march, that are the real “people” of the country
oppressed by an oligarchy. The enemy is at the same time the state of the past, which repressed
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and disappeared systematically and at the same time also the state of the present and the future,
which wants to economically oppress who has little resources for benefitting who has more.
Therefore, the poem concludes as it has begun, arguing that the only way for overturning
the power balance between who oppresses and who is oppressed is the unity of the people,
regardless of ethnical conditions:
Alcemos una muralla
juntando todas las manos:
los negros, sus manos negras,
los blancos, sus blancas manos.
Una muralla que vaya
desde la playa hasta el monte,
desde el monte hasta la playa, bien,
allá sobre el horizonte…

Let’s erect a wall
Joining all the hands:
The blacks, their black hands,
The whites, their white hands.
A wall that goes
From the beach to the mountain,
From the mountain to the beach, well.
There above the horizon…

What Arlequin Y Los Juglares communicates to the protesters is the rupture of the Consensus on
the Colombian democracy, that is the exclusion of who has no voice in the political debate. It is
about performing what Rancière (2003) defines as the Disagreement (Mésentete) of the part-of-no
part. The part that should not speak claims for its own space in the state by claiming for a real
democracy, which is based on the conflict and disagreement between different political positions.
The part-of-no-part are all the people which are joining the hands: not only the Afro-Colombians
and the indigenous, but also the political victims, the students, the working class and the peasants
which have been constantly repressed and are now demanding for their recognition.
5.5

CONSTRUCTING A POLITICIZED PLACE OF MEMORY: THE
UNIVERSIDAD DE ANTIOQUIA
As I described in the previous paragraphs, the politicized memory does not own an official place
of memory, but it is represented within different organisations and entities around the city and the
country. An emblematic location where the subjugated knowledges can be physically represented
are the public universities in the city. Particularly the University of Antioquia is a place for
socialization, fun and serious activities all day long, from the morning till the closure at the end of
the day. Public universities in Colombia are in general safe spaces for students, where they can talk
about politics, organizing protests, or simply doing workshops of dance or sport. Besides, it is a
safe place for students and other people in need of money as well: the university is the perfect
place for setting up your own informal business. In the University of Antioquia, I saw different
examples of those, there were informal stands for anything, the big majority run by students: fruit
juices, second-hand books, empanadas, almuerzos86, vegetarian burgers, tinto87 and cigarettes, beers.
Everything that a student might need can be bought through this informal economy.
The university is intensively lived by many students not just because it is a natural space
for the student’s socialization and because, as a student, it is really easy to feel a sentiment of
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attachment and home to it. I think that the reasons for this go beyond the preferences and regards
more the sphere of necessity. Indeed, Latin America and especially Colombia and Medellín have a
very different story from Europe and the US. Their story is based on violence, bombs,
assassination, and political repression. It is not rare to hear about the assassination of social leaders,
students, trade unionists, political opposers, or violence linked to common crime and the control
of the neighbourhoods in the city. This difference between what the university represents in
Colombia and the West mirrors the challenge that Sousa Santos (2012) stages against Habermas’
concept of “public sphere”. The Portuguese scholar argues for an emancipated theory on and by
the Global South, since the theory production of the West is Eurocentric, and indeed it fits in just
that context. Even though the situation has visibly got better in Medellín, violence is still there, as
well as fear and consciousness of what the standards of violence are in Colombia. Therefore,
students fulfilled their necessity of a safe space for imaging, dreaming, organizing, and acting for
obtaining a different society within the fences of the university. The latter, which are unusual for
European universities (especially public universities) are instead common in Colombia, and the
reason is always the same: the necessity of space for performing public expression and individual
creativity in a space freed from the violence of the street and the institutional spaces.
The university is a physical space which takes another meaning from the one that we are
used in many European universities. How the spaces and the walls of both universities are
decorated tells something significant: the University of Antioquia is full of leftist murals, some of
them explicitly referring to a communist ideology (like a mural representing and citing Lenin),
others remembering important leaders of civil society killed during the conflict. One of the newest
and most contested murals in the university is about the Falsos Positivos, as I already mentioned
previously in this chapter. The image represented by the mural is part of a bigger campaign in
Colombia that aims to obtain truth and justice for the death of the Falsos Positivos; yet, the
billboards, flyers and posters which are constantly attached on the walls of the city are at the same
time removed by the military and police forces. Even in the university, the mural was deleted by
the direction at least during my permanence. However, the students responded by repainting it
and adding the question “Are you going to delete this as well?”. The walls of the university are
transformed in a strong politicized message, which aims, on one hand, to draw a political horizon
that at least part of the students willing to reach, that is a socialist turn in society (Dean, 2012). On
the other hand, the walls are a space of claiming for justice for the murdered students, journalists,
and political leaders in the country. Hence, the university is transformed in a place of memory
(Jelin, 2003); however, its meaning does not match the one of the Casa de La Memoria, nor the
statue of the army, which are symbolic entities endorsed by official institutions. On the contrary,
the university is a free and informal way of political expression, liberated from the consensus of
the state authority. It represents another perspective on the conflict and on Colombia, one more
radical where distinctions between the different ideologies and responsibilities of the armed actors
are made. The university transmits a political message of the conflict and about the current
situation: the same message is exported and transmitted periodically by marches and protests. An
example is the remembering of Dilan Cruz by reproducing his face using empty tear gas cans threw
by the police. Here, the message is clear: the police shot Dilan Cruz, but it could have been anyone
else since the police perform excessive repression symbolised by all the empty cans of gas. Other
examples are the significant participation of the university in the organisation of the marches of
the Paro Nacional. During the whole period of the protests, the students have been the most
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organised and active social group. Their organisation was also reflected by the autonomous
protection groups that escorted every protest ready to defend it in case of a potential police attack.

Dilan Cruz’s face made of empty tear gas cans – University of Antioquia

As a place that I have often frequented, I have experienced different situations where the students
have showed a specific radical posture on the current Colombian society, and therefore on the
perspective about the conflict too. Most of the courses of the university were on strike by the time
of my arrival as a sign of support to the Paro Nacional. The students have always been an important
percentage of the protesters going to the marches; at the same way, the service of order of the
marches was composed by hooded students, which remained in the first line of the protest and
they often confronted the police for defending the rest of the protest. Finally, the students regularly
use to organise plantones (occupations) of the roads bordering the university to symbolically protest
and highlight their demands. It is regarding one planton that my course mate Luuk and I had the
possibility of experiencing the grief for the loss of a student.
5.6 THE PHYSICAL REPRESSION OF THE SUBJUGATED KNOWLEDGES: THE
PARAMILITARY
Despite the 2005 agreement for demobilizing the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, which was more
focussed on amnesty rather than on the punishment for the paramilitaries, the latter never really
ended in the country. After the 2005 Ley de Justicia y Paz promoted by the ex-president Alvaro
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Uribe Velez, paramilitary groups formed by members of the AUC which did not participate in the
demobilization process are generally defined as BACRIM, or Bandas Criminales (Criminal Gangs)
(REFWORLD, 2017). Therefore, the definition of paramilitaries disappeared, and the result is the
unification of all the illegal groups (except for the guerrilla groups) under the same definition,
regardless whether their objective is the control of a neighbourhood or the defence of private
interests and the persecution of civil society activists and human rights defenders.
Nowadays, the most important BACRIM is the “Clan del Golfo”, also known as Autodefensas
Gaitanistas de Colombia, funded by ex-members of the AUC. It is the most organized illegal armed
group in Colombia, and it is present in more than 200 municipalities with some 7000 members
(Pineda, 2018). The strength of the group increased after the demobilization of the FARC in 2016,
and its activity is mainly based on narcotrafficking. The high level of power of the group is
confirmed by their connections with the Sinaloa Cartel in Mexico, and the effective corruptive
power that the AGC has on the Colombian politics, at both the local and national level (ibid.).
The use of violence for maintaining the control of the population and the territory is a
typical characteristic of the criminal organisations like the AUC. Their power of influence in the
areas of presence is so significant that the AUC could declare a Paro Armado (Armed Strike) in 36
municipalities in 2016. According to the Colombian public force, 63% of the violent actions
committed in that context affected the civil population, especially in the Antioquia department
(Pérez, 2020).
The presence of the Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia is not limited to the rural and remote
areas; instead, their influence reaches the most important cities of the country too, as I could
experience during my research in Medellín. The 2nd of March the AGC released a pamphlet written
in hundreds of fliers within the University of Antioquia; the pamphlet intended to threaten specific
organisations from the university and civil society due to their activities and their support to the
Paro Nacional. They communicate directly mentioned the “Communist threat” in the country and
their commitment to “liberating Colombia from the communist plague”. Hereby, I report the
translation of part of the pamphlet:
“Today, even more than ever before, we confirm our flags of fighting for the liberation of our Fatherland
from any kind of guerrilleros, communists and militias, which have directly infiltrated organisations and
student trades of the capital of Antioquia, and have confirmed relationships with subversive groups that
drive Santos’ illegitimate peace and promote uprisings and illogical anarchist actions which are in reality
ways for reinforcing their urban structures camouflaged within trade unions and student organizations.
We have identified you, and we will check whether you will start to behave within the law marks and you
will definitely cease the uprisings, the bombs; otherwise, you will be exterminated:
[LIST OF ORGANIZATIONS]
You are now informed, either be ready for the war or die as civilians”
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The ACG pamphlet

The text of the announcement has few central points: the communist threat, the illegitimate peace
agreement with the FARC, and the collaboration between the civil society organisations (especially
the students) with the guerrilla groups. One could easily recognize these three points in the
discourse promoted by the Centro Democratico and by the Colombian government. It is disquieting
acknowledging the common points between the party that holds the legitimate power and the most
influential illegal group in Colombia. At the same way, one can acknowledge the similar positions
of the AUC and the government about the protest of the Paro Nacional as a movement led and
influenced by the guerrillas. This announcement seems to reflect the multiple open endorsements
that many Colombian presidents made towards the paramilitary forces, as well as a potential
collaboration between the two actors (Huhle, 2001). On the other hand, the communicate shows
the deep political characteristic of the conflict between armed groups in Colombia, de facto rejecting
the Uribistas’ description of the conflict as just an internal armed fight between illegal groups.
Finally, it proves the capacity of the AGC of acting in urban contexts like Medellín, and it shows
their modus operandi when it comes to influencing the political life of a context.
What I have learnt during my time In Colombia is that words have an important meaning,
and threats are often very real. The 4th of March, two days after the AGC’s communicate, Sara
Fernandez, a social science professor at the University of Antioquia, was stabbed in her house.
Fernandez is not just professor as she is a member and the secretary of the University of Antioquia
professor’s organization ASOPRUDEA (Asociación de Profesores de la Universidad de Antioquia), which
was the first organization mentioned in the AGC communicate. One of the first persons to give
the news of the attempt was the mayor of Medellín, Daniel Quintero Calle, who talked in a tweet
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about the perpetrator as a homeless 13 years-old kid. However, he had to change version after a
couple of hours due to the medical analysis of the injury, which was apparently made by an adult.
Yet, many people criticized the attitude of the mayor, since he presented the case as something
isolated and with no political meaning, when it is evident that the stabbing was not related to a
robbery attempt and that the aggressor was paid for doing what he did by someone else88. Sara
Fernandez survived, and the day after she sent a video from the university hospital, underlining
the importance of defending the independence of the public university and the importance of
maintaining a critique thought89.
The AGC behaved as a counterforce against the attempt of the subjugated memories to
claim for the consideration of their perspective by the state. Their action is the recognition of the
ongoing conflict in the country and the existence of forces that want to keep repressed who has
been repressed until today. The paramilitary takes an active role in the current debate on historical
memory and, like any other actor, they want to have their space of influence to make their version
influential. The latter includes the heroization of the paramilitary experience in Colombia as “anticommunist corps” which contributed to make Colombia a better country. Besides the government,
their rhetoric is very similar to the plaque of the military statue that I have described before in this
chapter. The difference that reveals the contradictions between these actors is the strong political
language used by them. The conflict is so politicized again, and the State attempts to reduce the
armed confrontation to something that regards common criminal gangs is rejected.
CONCLUSION
If in the previous chapters the focus was on an individual life story and the ethnography of a single
group, in this chapter I have shown how historical memory is contested at the broader societal
level in the city of Medellín. Specifically, I have argued that the fight for historical memory is
reflected by the fight for the places of memory, where three perspectives attempt to impose their
memory as the real one: the “reconciliationists”, the negationists and the subjugated politicized
memories. The first two sides find their places of memory in the Museo Casa de la Memoria and in
the statue dedicated to the Colombian Army, which are both official entities endorsed by the State.
On the other hand, the subjugated politicized memories do not have their place of memory in an
official site, but rather in state-free zones like the public university of Antioquia. Moreover, their
demands are supported within the framework of the recent wave of protest of the Paro Nacional.
Then, I have highlighted the fight for the production of official memory, which allows a
certain perspective on historical memory to acquire more credibility, prestige and authority if
compared with its contenders. Indeed, only a combination of the exercise of power and the
production of authoritative knowledge can produce an effective discourse (Hall, 2001). However,
the subjugated knowledges attempted to claim for the recognition of their knowledges by
performing activism and organising marches and protests. However, their attempt is threatened
by the de-politicization and demonization of their actions, as it happened regarding the death of
Dilan Cruz. Besides, the threat comes from extra-legal groups as well. Here, the repression is not
performed using official discourses for de-valuating the subjugated knowledges’ actions, but rather
from life threats. Therefore, becoming political and visualized in Colombia does not just
88
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comprehend the risk of being politically defeated, but also being physically eliminated by a
repressive force which does not respond to the democratic rules of the country.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION: THE FIGHT FOR THE
MEANING OF THE PAST

When I was planning my thesis research and proposal, I was not expecting to produce research
mainly focussing the concept of historical memory. Nonetheless, as often happens, when I arrived
in the field and I could experience on my skin the Colombian socio-political atmosphere, I
acknowledged that the debate on historical memory is probably the greatest challenge for the
future of the country. By shaping the meaning of the past, the historical memory will influence the
construction of Colombia in the nearly future. This means deciding whether the legitimacy of the
state will be based either on social justice, equality and on the pacific resolution of the conflict, or
on the social disparity, the privatisation of the public services and the continuation of the war.
Indeed, the role of historical memory goes beyond the clarification of the responsibilities of each
actor within the conflict; rather, by clarifying the “who” and the “why” of the violence and by
stating who has committed more or fewer crimes, the historical memory owns the role of deciding
which part carries the values which are the “right” values for the Colombian society.
Colombian historical memory can be studied from different perspectives and subjects. By
writing this thesis, my aim was not to focus on each facet of historical memory in Colombia. A
work of such dimensions would require other dimensions and research time. I believe that it would
be extremely interesting and useful performing a document review of the production of the
different institutions, such as the Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica, or studying in detail the
development and history of the concept of historical memory in Colombia, as Gonzalo Sánchez
Gómez did (2006, 2019). However, I have to leave this task to other enthusiastic researchers.
My specific focus within the framework of historical memory has been the political
violence perpetrated by the state. I believe that the clarification of the state crimes is the most
needed and important in Colombia since the state does not and cannot have the same
responsibilities of any other armed actor when it comes to committing crimes. Indeed, the state is
the guarantee of the rule of law and the human rights in the country; this position gives to the
public authority a significant amount of responsibilities, which if not respected make it inevitably
guiltier than the other extra-legal actors.
Therefore, I have defined my research question as follows:
“How is the historical memory of the Colombian conflict contested by subjugated groups in
society that have been victimised and repressed by the public force?”
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In order to answer my question, I have analysed the concept of historical memory and state crimes
by analysing a life history, a grassroots artistic group and the recent protest wave named Paro
Nacional.
In Chapter 1 I have contextualized why the historical memory is such an important and
debated matter in Colombia. I have focused on the importance of recognising the victims of the
conflict, as well as on examples of grassroots organisations that aim to obtain the recognition of
the crimes committed against the victims by the state. Then, I have introduced my research
question and the theoretical framework that guided me during my research. The latter is mainly
based on four arguments. For the collective memory, I mainly followed Jelin (2003) and Foucault
(2003), who respectively talk about places of memory, fight for the past, memory versus memory
and subjugated memories and knowledges against the official discourse. The topic of
depoliticization has been researched following the insights by Rancière (1999, 2004) and Dean
(2003), whereas the insights on the collective action are taken from Melucci (1996). Lastly, the
theory of curated stories and modes of narration are represented by Fernandes (2017) and Portelli
(2010).
In Chapter 2 I briefly introduced the Colombian historical context regarding its internal
conflict. I have mainly focused on the political repression occurred especially from the 1980s; I
have reported the political genocide of the Unión Patriótica as a clear example of selective
murdering and systemic elimination of the opposer. Besides, I have introduced the phenomenon
of the paramilitary as an extra-legal weapon of the state used for the repression. Finally, I have
shown the complicated and paradoxical history of the Colombian transitional justice by dwelling
also on the complicated and debated Peace Agreement with the FARC in 2016 followed by the
rejected referendum.
In Chapter 3 Adriana described her story life, whereas I have scrutinized a few aspects of
her life. First, I have highlighted the construction of her political identity, influenced by living in
an invasion neighbourhood and by being a militant of an illegal and radical party. Then, I have
analysed the victimisation of Adriana and her partner Pedro performed by the State. I
contextualised the phenomenon of the forced disappearance, also by reporting the testimony of
Sandra, Adriana, and Pedro’s daughter, who is the example of being a state victim even though
not directly affected by it. Finally, I have exposed the new life of Adriana as an activist and artist,
and how she got victimised again by a paramilitary group. Besides, I have briefly pinpointed how
the social pacification occurred in Medellin by the beginning of the millennium as an example of
para-politics.
In Chapter 4 I have analysed the theatre group Arlequin Y Los Juglares by performing an
ethnographical study. After having presented the group components and its headquarters, I have
focused on two key features of Arlequin Y Los Juglares: social justice and historical memory.
Indeed, I have considered the group as a social movement with its own collective identity and
goals to reach through its activities. After having exposed the members’ thoughts and beliefs on
society and historical memory, I researched these two subjects by analysing two theatre plays. The
subject of social justice (specifically the defence of the common goods and the community) has
been debated within the analysis of El Arbol de Sombreros, while the subject of historical memory
was dealt with through the theatre play Elegia en memoria, recuerdo, saludo y lucha.
In Chapter 5 I have moved my focus on the bigger context. I performed a small
ethnographical research of the Museo Casa de la Memoria and its surroundings to show the politics
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of memorialisation present in Medellin, and the fight for the physical memory. At the same time,
I have analysed the fight for the control of the official knowledge production, in this case,
represented by the Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica. Then, I have investigated about the
Paro Nacional and the Universidad de Antioquia, arguing that those are spaces liberated from the
State control, where the subjugated memories can express their politics of memorialization and
demanding their perspective on historical memory as the correct one. Finally, I have concluded
with an example of how the subjugated memories’ attempts are repressed by either legal or extralegal groups.
In order to disrupt the state hegemony of the historical memory, the subjugated groups
construct a specific political identity, that permits them to divide the oppressors and the oppressed
within the society. Therefore, the main polarization used for analysing the country is not anymore,
ethnicity, occupation, nor gender, but rather the status of victims. The creation of a new common
identity permits the oppressed to make demands for official recognition of the crimes committed
by the state. It means demand for the “who”, but also the “why” of the violence committed by
the public force within the framework of the Colombian conflict. The demanding of the
recognition of the causes of the repression is essential since it means recognizing the existence of
a political plan for physically eliminating the militants and sympathizers of leftist groups and
ideologies. On the other hand, unveiling the reasons of the repression is also related to the fight
for the future material conditions of the Colombian people, which is represented by the demands
of the Paro Nacional. Arguing that repression occurred because the state wanted to maintain a
situation of socio-economic injustice highlights the threat for the future since the far-right in the
government keeps reiterating that injustice.
Defining the “why” of the repression also includes the re-politicization of the debate on
the conflict. This means challenging the discourse about the externality of the state from the
conflict, which instead of having had an active role would have been a victim of criminal armed
groups. Re-politicizing the debate means arguing that the conflict began for specific reasons and
interests at stake and that not all the actors represented the same and committed both the equal
amount and the same type of violence. Regarding the state crimes, re-politicizing the debate means
claiming for their recognition and their public condemnation as being extremely serious since they
were committed by the guarantee of the human rights and the democratic regime in the country.
Besides, the re-politicization implies challenging the position of whom I have defined as
“reconciliationists”, that is who believes in the immediate reconciliation of the Colombian society
without any kind of recognition nor reparation.
The re-politicization of the conflict considers the re-politicization of the places of memory
and the politics of memorialisation as well. Therefore, the subjugated knowledges which do not
see themselves represented in the institutional places of memory find their physical expression in
other contexts. The latter are the places of the contestation of the public authority, where its
control is little or inexistent. It is the case of the Antioquia University and of the Paro Nacional,
where alternative memories perform as counter-memories that challenge the official discourse and
knowledge about the conflict.
Considering the example of Arlequin Y Los Juglares, the process of identification of
oppressed and oppressors, as well as of re-politicization, is made through the theatre. I have
highlighted how the latter is a catalyser for creating critical consciousness by its members, which
permits to unveil the injustices present within the society. At the same way, it allows to not accept
a “reconciliationist” position on the conflict, but rather demanding for the recognition of the
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victims and the political essence of the war by performing theatre plays. The creation of a new
political identity is confirmed by the political involvement and commitment that the group asks
the members as citizens of the Colombian society. The performance of the subjugated memories
is guaranteed by the performance of the theatre plays, which also represents the intersectionality
of the group’s goals. By witnessing the plays, one can understand the complexity and multitude of
the knowledges and memories that remain invisible to the main public. Those are for instance the
Afro-Colombian and the indigenous memories, and the peasants and political opposer’s memories.
However, as I already said, the different subjugated memories can be gathered within the group of
the oppressed.
On the other hand, the political repression is still active. It works as a repressive
counterforce against the attempts of the subjugated memories of becoming more visualized by
physically threatening and hitting the oppressed. The examples that I have reported come from
different times and contexts, yet they are the representation of the same counter force. On one
hand, after the forced disappearance and murdering of Pedro, Adriana got victimized again by
paramilitary groups in the Barrio Limonar. This was due to the cultural and social activity that she
and Oscar were performing in the neighbourhood, which was the same kind of activities that I
then described in Chapter 4 about Arlequin Y Los Juglares. On the other hand, the paramilitary
took action recently against the students and professors organisations of the Antioquia University,
stabbing an important professor in her habitation. In this occasion, the paramilitary released a
pamphlet where one could observe that their view on society was organised through polarisation.
Indeed, they divided the “communists” from the “defenders of the Fatherland”, implying their
belonging to the latter. Hence, the polarisation of society is not seen just by the oppressed, but
also by the oppressors, who claim to be the saviours of the country. This vision is shared by also
many Uribistas and representatives of the legal far-right in Colombia, who are the supporters of
the continuation of the war, arguing that the state has always been a victim within the framework
of the conflict.
The polarisation is identified in different ways by both the subjugated memories and
represents the “memory versus memory” that is triggering the Colombian society. Both in the
knowledge production and the places of memory, the fight is still going on. Surely, what I have
named as “subjugated knowledges” acquired more visibility throughout the last decades. However,
the recent election of Ivan Duque at the presidency has brought the “negationist” perspective on
the conflict at the edge of its power. Indeed, the peace agreement with the FARC is in crisis, and
the general situation of the conflict seems to worsen in the early future. Further, as I have
described, the fight between memories was exacerbated when Duque nominated a negationist and
Uribista director for the Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica, who did not avoid to be reluctant
on admitting the existence of armed conflict in Colombia. The fight between the “politicized
memory” and the “negationist memory” is continuing, and it will decide the political, social, and
economical future of Colombia.
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EPILOGUE:

“NI UN MINUTO DE SILENCIO”
It is early December, and we (my classmate Luuk and I) have just discovered the university
of Antioquia and its world. Therefore, we decide to explore it also during evening time. However,
when we arrive at the gates of the university, we notice a gathering of students ready to go on two
buses of the university. Intrigued by the situation, we approach the security guard at the gate, that
is talking with a girl, apparently belonging to the group ready to get on the buses. We ask for the
reason of why they are gathering, and they tell us that they are ready to go to San Cristobal, a village
belonging to the municipality of Medellín placed on the western border of the city. The reason of
the journey is participating to the commemoration of a student died few days ago; his name was
Julian. He was a 20 years-old and he was a student of physical education. On the 2nd of December,
he was participating in an activity of the clandestine organisation of the youth of the Movimiento 19
De Abril, a university clandestine group which takes its name from a dissolved guerrilla formation.
The action performed by the clandestine organisation consisted in blocking a road next to the
university for supporting the protest of the Paro Nacional, and at the same time throwing on the
ground papabombas (small paper bombs). Unfortunately, a motorbike rider did not respect the block
of the road and impacted against Julian while he was driving very fast. All the papabombas that Julian
had in the pocket exploded due to the impact; his conditions were already very severe. He was
transferred to the hospital where he died during the same night. The security guard show me the
video of the impact between the moto and Julian, and the consequent explosion: it is horrible, and
those images refuse to get out from my mind.
When Analuna, the student talking with us at the gates, notices that we are very interested
about what happened and what is happening more generally in Colombia, she offers us to go along
with them to San Cristobal. So, even though there are no empty seats in any of the buses, they
arrange some space for us.
When we arrive, the commemoration has already begun. It takes place in an open space
outside of the church of the small fraction of San Cristobal where Julian used to live with his
family. From there, it is possible to have a look at the lights of the city of Medellín from a higher
point. Some people give a speech, remembering Julian, others just listen or are aside, crying and
despairing for his death. The little square is full, hundreds of people are gathered there for
remembering a young student died for asking a change in his country. Suddenly, six young men
enter the scene, carrying on their shoulders an elegant white coffin, Julian’s coffin. The latter is
placed in the middle of the crowd, and a part of the coffin is opened to show Julian’s face.
Suddenly, people start to go closer, for giving the last salute to their friend, comrade, classmate,
cousin, brother, son. Dozens of matches surround the white coffin. When the crowd begins to
be too close to the coffin, and when many people start to take videos and photos of Julian’s body,
the coffin is carried on a stage, and an organized queue is formed for giving to everyone the
possibility of a last salute to Julian.
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A song starts to heat the atmosphere: “Los que mueren por la vida”, by Ali Primera:
Los que mueren por la vida
No pueden llamarse muertos
Y a partir de este momento
Es prohibido llorarlos
Que se callen los redobles
En todos los campanarios
Vamos pu pal carajo
Que para amanecer
No hacen falta gallinas
Sino cantar de gallos

The ones which die for life
Cannot be called death
And beginning from this moment
is forbidden to cry for them
Let’s silence the bells
In all the campaniles
Come on
That for waking up
There is no need for chickens
But of the roosters’ singing

This melancholic song gets mixed with the strong emotions, with the desperate crying of many,
and with the anger for the death of a young student of everyone. Finally, the collective anger is
released through a choir, shouted at the top of everyone’s voice:
Mi voz, la que esta gritando.
Mi sueño, el que sigue entero.
Y sepan que solo muero
Si ustedes van aflojando
Porque el que murió peleando
Vive en cada compañero
Por nuestros muertos
ni un minuto de silencio
toda una vida de combate.
Hasta cuando? Hasta siempre
Hasta donde? Hasta la victoria Y
si es preciso hasta la muerte...

My voice, the one that is shouting.
My dream, the one that keeps going integer.
And let them know that I only die
If you will get loose
Since the one who died fighting
Lives in each comrade
For our deaths
Not even one minute of silence
A whole life of fight.
Till when? Until forever
Till where? Until the victory and
If it is necessary until the death…
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