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THE ENGINEERING OF COLOMBIAN NATIONALISM

Subtitle: How elites manufactured a unitary nation-state by controlling history, restricting citizenship, and systematizing exclusion through constitutional design and cultural hegemony.



On July 20, 1810, a Bogotá merchant named Joaquín González Llorente refused to lend a vase to a group of criollos who wanted to decorate a banquet table for a visiting royal commissioner, Antonio Villavicencio. The slight sparked a riot in the main plaza of Santafé. The crowd grew. The Viceroy, Antonio Amar y Borbón, lost control of the capital. By day’s end, a junta had been established to govern in the name of the absent Spanish king—not in the name of independence, but in the name of protecting colonial order while Madrid faced Napoleon’s armies. Within a decade, this regional autonomy movement had become independence, and this market-square incident had become the mythic origin of a nation. The transformation happened not because the 1810 vision had changed, but because the opportunity to change it had arrived.

The journey from vase-triggered riot to national foundation is not a story of spontaneous liberation. It is a story of deliberate construction. The Colombian state was engineered from above by a centralized, white, male, and Catholic elite who deployed constitutions, standardized histories, state-sponsored literature, and visual culture to forge what Benedict Anderson called an “imagined community.” The goal was to impose political and social order on a geographically fragmented, racially diverse population, systematically elevating certain actors to the pantheon of national heroes while legally and culturally marginalizing Afro-Colombian and Indigenous peoples.


THE FLORERO AND THE ELITE USURPATION

The official narrative of July 20 presents the riot as spontaneous—a righteous “Cry of Independence” by the common people. Rigorous analysis reveals a different mechanism. The incident was a calculated provocation engineered by criollo elites—Camilo Torres Tenorio, José Acevedo y Gómez, the Morales brothers—to wrest administrative control from Spanish peninsular authorities. Their goal was not to dismantle empire. It was to secure greater autonomy for the Viceroyalty of New Granada in the wake of the Napoleonic invasion of Spain, as evidenced by Torres Tenorio’s 1809 Memorandum of Offences. The initial governing junta explicitly maintained allegiance to the Spanish crown. The shift toward genuine independence came only after political momentum had been seized.

Over time, the state retroactively elevated this performative riot into the pure genesis of the nation. The incident was immortalized in state-sponsored visual culture, most notably in Pedro Alcántara Quijano’s 1940 historical painting, which depicted the brawl not as an elite political maneuver but as a righteous uprising witnessed by common people. This mythological framing served a precise function: it provided the nascent republic with a unifying origin story while establishing the conservative criollo aristocracy as the natural, unquestionable inheritors of power.



THE DICHOTOMY OF LIBERATORS

The newly liberated territories required a heroic pantheon. The state curated two primary liberators into a digestible binary, each embodying a permanent tension that would justify violent partition for the next century. Simón Bolívar was elevated to represent centralism, Pan-American unity, and the necessary authoritarianism required to maintain order. His vision was the Gran Colombia—a unified South American state stretching from Venezuela to Peru, held together by executive force and continental ambition. Francisco de Paula Santander was cast as the “Man of the Laws,” representing federalism, institutional legalism, and constitutional supremacy over military force. Santander believed governance should flow upward from municipalities and provinces, with power dispersed rather than concentrated.

Their actual conflict was bitter and personal. Bolívar promoted Santander as Vice President of Gran Colombia, but Santander used the position to consolidate power among regionalist elites. When Bolívar left for Peru in 1819, Santander remained in Bogotá, building a parallel power structure. By 1826, when Bolívar returned and discovered the extent of Santander’s consolidation, the rift was permanent. Santander’s inner circle allegedly plotted Bolívar’s assassination in 1828. Bolívar’s response was summary: exile. Santander spent years away from the nation he had helped liberate, returning only after Bolívar’s death and Gran Colombia’s dissolution.

Yet the state’s use of this conflict was brilliant and brutal. Rather than acknowledging the rupture as a failure of state design, it reified the conflict into the foundational narrative for Colombia’s political identity. The subsequent bloody divisions between Conservative and Liberal parties—which would produce decades of civil war—were presented as the natural expression of this transcendent tension between Bolívarism (centralism, authority, order) and Santanderism (federalism, law, representation). By anchoring the nation’s political identity to these two titans, the state normalized ideological factionalism as an inherent Colombian trait, a permanent feature of the nation rather than a design failure that could be corrected. This framing transformed structural conflicts into romantic political philosophy.



GEOGRAPHY, FRAGMENTATION, AND THE LOGIC OF VIOLENCE

Nineteenth-century Colombia was fractured: isolated regional economies, profound geographic fragmentation created by Andean terrain and deep jungles, and no integrating infrastructure. The ideological fault lines centered on state structure (Federalism versus Centralism) and the role of the Catholic Church in public and educational life. However, the actual mechanics of violence tell a different story.

The daily reality of this turbulent era is preserved in thousands of broadsides archived in the J. León Helguera Collection at Vanderbilt University—rapidly printed posters announcing political decrees, tracking local gossip, and documenting regional rebellions like the War of the Supremes. These documents reveal a society in constant flux, communicating authority through fragile, temporary media.

The cyclical violence that defined the century was often driven by localized vendettas rather than high political theory. The Swiss academic Ernest Rothlisberger, traveling in the 1880s, observed that the savagery of conflicts like the War of a Thousand Days (1899–1902) was fueled heavily by a desire to exact vengeance for past atrocities. Religion and ideology were not always the true dividing lines; there were freethinkers among Conservatives and Catholic fanatics among Liberals. Even within dominant parties, divisions were complex. The Conservative party fractured between Nacionalistas and Históricos, the latter advocating for administrative decentralization, cessation of unbacked paper money, and greater focus on public works.

Yet the central state’s official narrative sanitized these chaotic, vengeance-driven local wars, subsuming them into a grander binary narrative of national ideological evolution toward order.



RENDERING THE NATION LEGIBLE

To impose intellectual and administrative order over this fractured territory, the state commissioned the Chorographic Commission of New Granada (1850–1859), led by Italian geographer Agustín Codazzi and immortalized by Manuel Ancízar in his seminal work Peregrinación de Alpha. This was not merely a scientific expedition; it was a state project to create the epistemological conditions for national governance. The Commission utilized geographic sciences, cartography, and costumbrista literature to document the nation’s topography—but the documentation was selective and purposeful.

The Commission’s methodology worked on multiple levels. It mapped physical geography in precise detail: river systems, mountain passes, soil composition, climate zones. This information was materially useful for state projects—roads, taxation, military logistics. But it also produced vivid paintings and descriptive texts that ostensibly represented the defining characteristics of each locality. These texts were far from neutral. They categorized local inhabitants by race, custom, and perceived developmental level. A region inhabited by white landholders was described in terms of civilization, learning, and economic potential. A region inhabited by Indigenous peoples was described in terms of primitive customs, superstition, and need for guidance. These descriptions were not merely observational; they were prescriptive. They established an implicit hierarchy: who was civilized enough for autonomy, who required paternalistic administration, who was suited for labor extraction.

By mapping the “country of regions,” the central elite in Bogotá effectively invented a visual and scientific framework for the nation, defining who belonged within the state’s boundaries and establishing a hierarchical taxonomy of its diverse populations. The Commission produced a comprehensive atlas of Colombia showing regions, peoples, resources, and vulnerability. This atlas was not distributed for public understanding. It was a tool of state power—knowledge that allowed Bogotá to understand, classify, and ultimately control the territories it claimed to govern. Knowledge generated in the capital flowed back to the capital, where it was used to justify administrative decisions made hundreds of kilometers away from the people those decisions affected.



LA REGENERACIÓN: THE ARCHITECTURE OF INSTITUTIONAL CENTRALIZATION

The extreme federalism of the 1863 Constitution—which granted nine sovereign states and created an entity called the “United States of Colombia”—culminated in a sweeping conservative counter-revolution in the late nineteenth century known as La Regeneración (The Regeneration), spearheaded by President Rafael Núñez. The goal was absolute order and monolithic identity imposed from the top down.

The 1886 Constitution was the watershed moment in the creation of the modern Colombian state. It aggressively dismantled what the regime called “quasi-anarchy.” The previous period had featured forty-one state constitutions, nine sovereign states, and localized custom checkpoints that fragmented the economy. The 1886 text established what officials termed “the fiction of an official nation” through absolute institutional centralization.

The structural shifts were profound and mechanistic. The country was officially renamed the “Republic of Colombia,” a semantic nuance intended to signal the definitive eradication of federal fragmentation. Sovereign states were downgraded to Departments, with less developed frontier zones classified as Intendencias and Comisarías. All were to be ruled directly from Bogotá, with governors and mayors appointed exclusively by the President. Presidential power was vastly expanded; the term was extended to six years, granting executive authority akin to an absolutist monarch. The death penalty was reinstated to crush political dissent.

Identity was fostered through uniform national laws. Most civil and penal codes were codified at the national level rather than locally. This deep centralization persists in modern Colombian public administration—police officers are part of a singular National Police force rather than localized municipal departments, and elections are administered with high uniformity across the country.

But the mechanisms of exclusion were equally deliberate. The 1886 Constitution fundamentally redefined citizenship by dismantling universal male suffrage. Voting rights were restricted exclusively to literate men over twenty-one who possessed a yearly income of at least 500 pesos or real estate valued at 2,000 pesos or more. These thresholds were not accidental. Five hundred pesos in 1886 was beyond the annual earnings of the vast majority of Colombian workers, most of whom labored in agriculture, manufacture, or artisanal trades. Literacy, meanwhile, was not distributed randomly. In Colombia’s core industrial zones, literacy among men was perhaps 40–50 percent by 1890. In the peripheral regions—where Indigenous and Afro-Colombian populations concentrated—literacy rates ranged from five to fifteen percent. The Constitution’s literacy requirement thus operated as a racialized filter: it appeared to be a neutral standard of qualification, but it systematically excluded the regions and populations the elite wished to marginalize.

The contraction of the electorate was explicitly justified through racist arguments. Conservative intellectual José María Samper, a prominent voice in the constitutional debates, argued that allowing Afro-Colombians and Indigenous populations to vote would lead to societal revolution and barbarism. He warned that uneducated masses, lacking “civilized” restraint, would vote destructively. The state needed to protect itself from its own people. His arguments reflected a deeper fear: that democratic inclusion, if extended to the periphery, would produce voting coalitions hostile to elite interests. Universal suffrage was not merely impractical; it was dangerous.

The result was dramatic: presidential voting participation plummeted from 11.2 percent in 1875 to 1.8 percent by 1891. The 1875 figure—already low—reflects the federal period when at least some expansion of suffrage had occurred at the state level. The 1891 figure represents near-total disenfranchisement. In some regions, fewer than one person in fifty participated in presidential elections. The state had achieved what it sought: a government accountable to a tiny elite, shielded from the political demands of the majority.

In tandem with political disenfranchisement, the 1886 Constitution and the subsequent 1887 Concordat with the Vatican enshrined the Roman Catholic Church as a fundamental pillar of social order and the official religion of the nation. Public officials were required to protect the Church, establishing the government’s role in regulating social and political life through hierarchical, Catholic corporate values.

The impact was most severe in geographic peripheries. While central, industrialized zones were granted Departmental status, the vast hinterlands—home to the overwhelming majority of the nation’s Indigenous and Afro-Colombian populations—were legally classified as “National Territories.” Lacking any fiscal autonomy, these territories were placed under direct control of Catholic missions through the 1888 Catholic Missions Agreement. The explicit mandate of these missions was to “catechize” local minority populations. Education in these regions was systematically starved of academic resources; it focused almost entirely on religious indoctrination and Spanish language imposition, institutionalizing a form of geographic and racial apartheid. Primary education coverage in these Indigenous peripheries remained abysmally low, creating persistent patterns of educational and economic inequality that have plagued the country into the twenty-first century.









	Governance Element
	Federal Period (1863)
	La Regeneración (1886)





	State Structure
	United States of Colombia (9 sovereign states)
	Republic of Colombia (unitary, dependent Departments)



	Suffrage
	Universal male suffrage
	Literate, propertied males only



	Security Apparatus
	Local and state militias
	Centralized National Police and National Army



	Legal Framework
	Local penal and civil codes
	Codified national law imposed uniformly



	Religion
	Secularism / church-state separation
	Catholicism as official religion



	Peripheral Governance
	Loose federal integration
	National Territories delegated to Catholic missions







THE MYTH OF MESTIZAJE AND THE ARCHITECTURE OF ERASURE

A critical component of Colombia’s national mythology is the discourse of mestizaje—the notion that the nation is a harmonious, egalitarian blend of European, Indigenous, and African ancestries. The ideology posits a simple equation: todos somos mestizos (we are all mixed); therefore, clear-cut racial boundaries do not exist; therefore, systemic racism is absent. This discourse allowed the state to present itself as a haven of diversity while fundamentally masking the deep racial hierarchies ingrained in its social structures. The brilliance of mestizaje as an ideology lies in its apparent inclusivity masking structural exclusion. It appears to recognize mixture and celebrate the nation as a product of multiple ancestries. In practice, it erases the possibility of distinct ethnic or racial politics because it claims everyone is the same.

In practice, mestizaje functioned as an exclusionary ideology designed to erase distinct Black and Indigenous identities in favor of a homogenized, European-leaning archetype. The historical project was implicitly biased toward “whitening” (blanqueamiento), operating under the assumption that the nation would incrementally shed its Indigenous and African characteristics to approach the “civilized,” whiter end of the socio-cultural spectrum. This was not theoretical. Parents actively encouraged children to marry lighter-skinned partners, to adopt Spanish rather than Indigenous languages, to cultivate European tastes and aesthetic preferences. Over generations, this created a statistical phenomenon: descendants of Black and Indigenous families gradually reclassified themselves upward toward whiteness, not because their ancestry had changed but because their self-identification had been guided toward the socially advantageous category.

Colonial hierarchies, inherited and intensified by the republican state, had ranked white Europeans at the apex of society, Indigenous populations as primitive “lost souls” requiring paternalistic evangelization, and enslaved Africans as the absolute bottom. These hierarchies were not merely cultural; they were institutionalized in law. Colonial authorities had actively discouraged mixture between Black and Indigenous peoples (Zambos), fearing a unified subaltern opposition. This divide-and-conquer strategy—sowing political discord between minority groups—persisted into the republican period. The mestizaje ideology inherited from the colonial period, but inverted it: rather than preventing mixture, it celebrated mixture while ensuring that the mixture flowed in only one direction—toward whiteness, toward European identity, toward assimilation into the dominant culture.

Following independence, criollo elites maintained these hierarchical biases. The national narrative actively denied the multiethnic reality of the nation, encouraging lighter-skinned mestizos to adopt European dress, language, and cultural signifiers to artificially distance themselves from Blackness. This systemic erasure was so pervasive and effective that even in the modern era, statistical invisibility remains profound. In the 2018 national census, nearly eighty-three percent of the population classified themselves as white or mestizo—a demographic anomaly that underscores the persistent dominance of the oppressor’s eye in Colombian self-identification, where appearances associated with African ancestry still rank lowest in the racialized social hierarchy.

This exclusion was heavily reinforced through state-sponsored visual culture. Museums and national exhibitions functioned as performative stages for the embodiment of the state. Academic art championed by the Republic’s newly established art academies sought to project cosmopolitanism mirroring European aesthetic standards while upholding the conservative moral order dictated by the 1887 Concordat. In these highly curated spaces, representation of Afro-Colombians and Indigenous peoples was strictly controlled. They were either entirely omitted from the visual landscape of the nation or relegated to the background as exotic, primitive curiosities, thereby visually cementing their exclusion from the modern political body.



THE COLONIZATION OF MIND: HISTORIOGRAPHY AND THE LETRADO

To ensure the survival of the unitary state, the Colombian government recognized that military and constitutional force was insufficient. It required the colonization of the mind. The state deployed pedagogical instruments, official historiography, linguistic standardization, and state-sponsored literature to ossify national memory into a monolithic, heroic framework. Central to this project was the figure of the letrado—the ideal type of writer and statesman responsible for constructing a national narrative through the “written sign.”

In 1902, immediately following the devastating War of a Thousand Days, the state oversaw the creation of the Academia Colombiana de Historia (ACH). Functioning as the supreme quasi-governmental arbiter of historical truth, the Academy systematically curated the nation’s past. Through its official journal, the Boletín de Historia y Antigüedades, and extensive primary source volumes such as the Archivo Santander and Biblioteca de Historia Nacional, the ACH monopolized historical discourse for decades. The Academy’s output was overwhelmingly focused on the political and military exploits of great men, the institutional continuity of the state, and the heroic mythos of the struggle against Spain. By controlling access to archives and establishing the parameters of valid historical inquiry, the ACH ensured that alternative narratives—economic exploitation of the lower classes, systemic racism against minority populations—were entirely excluded from the official record.

The most potent weapon in disseminating this official history was the textbook Compendio de la Historia de Colombia, authored by lawyers and ACH members Jesús María Henao and Gerardo Arrubla. Winning the national history contest sponsored by the Ministry of Public Instruction in 1910—a competition held specifically for the Centennial celebrations of Independence, with the stated goal of finding the perfect textbook to educate the emerging middle class—the textbook became the officially adopted manual for primary and secondary education across the country. It maintained its hegemony for nearly eight decades, through the 1980s. Generations of Colombian children learned their nation’s history from no other source.

The Compendio was not an objective recounting of facts. Its authors explicitly constructed a national identity rooted in Conservative party ideology and Catholic Church doctrine. They reduced rich, complex social realities of the colonial and republican eras to a rigid temporal chronology: military battles in which heroes vanquished enemies; ecclesiastical triumphs in which the Church civilized the savage; presidential successions in which great men guided the nation. The textbook presented history as an inevitable progression toward the current Conservative order, as if the 1886 Constitution represented the natural culmination of Colombian historical development.

The textbook’s linguistic strategy was subtle but deliberate. European territories and actors were described with qualitative adjectives that attributed virtue and civilization to them. Spanish conquistadors were “brave” and “determined”; Colombian patriots were “noble” and “patriotic.” The ancestral territories of native inhabitants were aggressively renamed. A region that had been called by an Indigenous name for centuries would appear in the Compendio under a Spanish colonial name, effectively erasing Indigenous geography from the student’s cognitive map. Students learned a landscape that had been linguistically conquered, where Spanish names represented legitimate claims and Indigenous names represented primitive past.

The textbook succeeded immensely in forging cohesive political culture and a conservative citizenship model. It produced generations of Colombians—not all, but a critical mass of those educated enough to become teachers, administrators, journalists, and politicians—who understood their past strictly through the lens of institutional heroism and Catholic providence. It created what the historians of the Nueva Historia would later call an amnesia social—a systematic forgetting of the structural inequalities and violence inherent in the state’s formation. Students learned about Independence and the Constitution and the great leaders, but they did not learn about the approximately 100,000 people killed in the War of a Thousand Days. They did not learn that the “Indian problem” was not an indigenous problem but a problem created by elite theft of indigenous lands. They did not learn that slavery had existed until 1851, or that former slaves still labored in conditions of near-servitude into the twentieth century.



LITERATURE AS STATECRAFT

Alongside formal history textbooks, the Colombian state utilized literature to standardize manners, language, and cultural memory. Linguistic standardization was viewed as fundamental to civility; grammars produced by Rufino José Cuervo dictated that “speaking properly” was the primary signal of being cultivated and well-bred, an indispensable condition for participation in the public sphere.

Novels in the costumbrista and romantic traditions were instrumental in shaping the national psyche. The costumbrista genre sought to incorporate the “culturally deficient” middle classes into the ruling elite’s worldview by diffusing “correct” taste and common cultural standards, presenting a sanitized, picturesque version of regional traditions.

Foundational fictions such as Jorge Isaacs’s María and Eustaquio Palacios’s El Alférez Real (1886, the same year as the centralizing Constitution) were central to this literary statecraft. El Alférez Real, set in the Valle del Cauca during the late eighteenth century, painstakingly reconstructed the patriarchal life of colonial haciendas, specifically the Cañasgordas estate. By romanticizing a rigid class structure, enslaved labor, and the innate benevolence of the criollo aristocracy within the framework of an impossible love story, Palacios provided an aesthetic and moral justification for the deeply unequal social hierarchies preserved by the Conservative republic. These novels bridged the gap between history and narrative, casting a nostalgic glow over the colonial past and presenting elite landowners as the natural, cultured custodians of the nation.

This literary nation-building was institutionalized in the mid-twentieth century through the Biblioteca Popular de Cultura Colombiana (1941–1952), directed by Germán Arciniegas, Minister of Education during a period of Liberal reform. The Ministry published vast collections of Colombian literature, historical chronicles, and essays. The project was an explicit attempt by the state to expand the reading public, modernize the domestic publishing industry, and solidify a unified, state-approved cultural identity among the emerging middle classes. By providing accessible, officially curated editions of the nation’s intellectual output, the government reinforced the parameters of what constituted “Colombian culture,” ensuring that the foundational narratives of nineteenth-century letrados reached a mass audience.



THE SPATIAL PERFORMANCE OF PATRIOTISM

Beyond the written word, the Colombian state utilized physical space, urban architecture, and numismatics to reify its historical mythology. The apex of this spatial propaganda occurred during the 1910 Centennial of Independence, a pivotal moment that served a specific political function: to project an image of national unity, modernity, and recovery following the War of a Thousand Days (1899–1902), which had killed roughly 100,000 people and left the country economically devastated.

To commemorate the centenary, the state transformed the urban landscape of Bogotá with deliberate intention. The centerpiece was the Parque de la Independencia (Independence Park), a sprawling 14-hectare urban space nestled in the eastern foothills of the capital. The park’s location was significant—in the periphery of the city, where most of Bogotá’s poor residents lived—yet the site itself was designed as a temple of elite aspiration. Designed with inspiration drawn from late-nineteenth-century Parisian aesthetics, the park served as the site for the First Agricultural and Industrial Exposition, an event that physically linked the heroism of the 1810 independence movement with the industrial, cosmopolitan modernity to which the 1910 state aspired.

The park’s centerpiece was the Quiosco de la Luz (Kiosk of Light), designed by Italian architect Pietro Cantini as an exact replica of a pavilion in Versailles. This was not accidental. Colombia had no Versailles, no palace representing centuries of accumulated royal power. But the ruling elite could purchase a copy—could import European legitimacy in miniature, a message that said: We are European. We are civilized. We belong to the world of the great powers. The kiosk symbolized Colombia’s alignment with European civilization, not through achievement but through aesthetic acquisition.

The park also featured monuments to abstract ideals and busts of constitutional drafters. These were not randomly placed; they formed a pedagogical landscape. A visitor walking through the park would encounter, in sequence, statues of the founding fathers, representations of Liberty, Progress, and Industry. The park created a physical environment in which visitors—particularly school children, for whom it became a mandatory destination—were meant to perform patriotism. They walked paths designed by the state, viewed sculptures chosen by the state, stood before monuments the state had erected. The park was architecture as pedagogy; it taught Colombian national identity through spatial experience before a visitor had read a single word.

Concurrent with these architectural projects, the state reinforced its messaging through everyday objects. Money was the ideal medium—ubiquitous, tangible, impossible to avoid. The 1910 Centennial commemorative coin encapsulated the nation’s ideological pillars with precision. Its obverse featured classical iconography—a seated Liberty holding a basket of fruits beside a rising sun and a Catholic cathedral. This design perfectly blended republican ideals of freedom (Liberty as a classical female figure) with the promise of agricultural wealth (the basket of tropical fruits Colombia produced for export) and the strict religious orthodoxy of the 1886 Constitution (the cathedral, asserting Catholic presence and legitimacy). All were united under the national motto inscribed on the coin: “Liberty and Order” (Libertad y Orden). The coin worked as a complete statement of national ideology. A peasant in Medellín handling this coin in a market transaction would absorb its message: our nation is free, agricultural, Catholic, and orderly. These were not separate ideals; they were presented as inseparable aspects of Colombian identity.

The national mythology also relied heavily on the curation of specific martyrs to enforce a gendered model of patriotic sacrifice. Policarpa Salavarrieta, universally known as La Pola, is the most prominent female heroine of the Colombian independence era. A seamstress of lower-class origin, she operated as a spy for the Revolutionary Forces under General Antonio Nariño, gathering intelligence and transmitting information through her networks of female servants and washerwomen—a clandestine economy of information that the formal military could not have accessed. She was captured in 1817, tried for high treason, and executed by Spanish Royalists. Her final words, according to state narratives, were defiant, delivered from the execution block to a crowd gathered to watch her die.

Female revolutionaries were frequently erased or dismissed as “embarrassing radical lunatics” by the overwhelmingly male historians of the nineteenth century. Yet La Pola was actively elevated to mythical status. Her youth, defiant courage at the execution block, and tragic ties to the revolutionary cause fit perfectly into a romanticized national narrative. More crucially, her story was safe. Unlike male revolutionaries who might be remembered as leaders, strategists, or architects of political power, La Pola was remembered as a martyr—brave, yes, but ultimately sacrificed. This allowed the state to celebrate female patriotism while simultaneously containing it.

The state heavily utilized her image to foster ubiquitous national pride, featuring her portrait on postage stamps and the 10,000-peso banknote. The establishment of the “Day of the Colombian Woman” on the anniversary of her execution enshrined her sacrifice into the calendar of national commemoration. The recent issuance of a bicentennial commemorative coin in her honor demonstrates how the state continues to mobilize her legacy more than two centuries after her death. Yet this elevation simultaneously constrains the historical role of women. It frames ideal female participation in the state primarily through tragic, self-sacrificing martyrdom for the patriarchal republic. La Pola becomes the model: a woman who served the nation by accepting death rather than by exercising power. The state celebrates her sacrifice but does not create space for female political leadership or authority. She is immortalized as a saint, not as a strategist.



THE CHALLENGE TO MONOLITHIC MEMORY

For the better part of a century, the monolithic, exclusionary national narrative forged by La Regeneración and the traditional Academy faced little institutional opposition. The Academia Colombiana de Historia maintained its monopoly over what counted as legitimate historical knowledge. University history departments, when they existed, were small and subordinate. The education system disseminated the Henao and Arrubla textbook unchallenged. The state’s narrative of heroic progress had become, for most Colombians, simply “what happened.”

This began to change beginning in the mid-twentieth century, accelerating into the present day. The fracture came not from within the traditional academy but from outside it—from younger, professionally trained historians who had studied abroad and absorbed different methodologies.

The absolute hegemony of the Academia Colombiana de Historia was permanently fractured in the 1960s by the emergence of the Nueva Historia de Colombia (New History of Colombia) movement. Led by professionally trained, university-based historians such as Jaime Jaramillo Uribe, Germán Colmenares, and Álvaro Tirado Mejía, this movement was heavily influenced by international social sciences and the French Annales school—a historiographical tradition that had rejected “great men” history in favor of long-term structural analysis of economy, demography, and social change.

The Nueva Historia scholars launched a blistering critique against the traditional academy. They argued that the state’s official history was antiquarian, excessively biographical, and fundamentally blind to the structural, economic, and demographic realities of the nation. They noted that the Academy’s fifty volumes of published documents said almost nothing about how ordinary Colombians lived, worked, and died. Military victories were chronicled in detail; the conditions of enslaved labor were barely mentioned. Constitutional drafting was celebrated; the circumstances that made certain constitutional clauses possible—land concentration, exclusion of the poor from politics—were ignored.

They shifted the focus away from presidential successions and military battles toward agrarian inequality, the evolution of the coffee economy, labor exploitation, and the historical marginalization of the lower classes and ethnic minorities. This shift was methodologically radical. Rather than asking “What did the great men do?” they asked “What structural conditions made their actions possible?” Rather than asking “When did Independence happen?” they asked “For whom did Independence represent liberation, and for whom did it mean continued subjugation?” The answers were unsettling to the traditional narrative.

Members of the traditional Academy, such as Roberto Velandia, fiercely defended the old paradigm. Velandia accused the Nueva Historia scholars of utilizing a materialist interpretation—a reference to Marxist methodology—to strip the national narrative of its “idealism, heroism, and sentiment of the fatherland.” He argued that by focusing on economic structures rather than moral choices, the Nueva Historia was diminishing the nation’s greatest achievement: the triumph of civilization over barbarism. The ideological divide was absolute. For the Academy, history was a narrative of progress; for the Nueva Historia, it was a narrative of conflict.

Nevertheless, the Nueva Historia succeeded in establishing a parallel, highly critical historical discourse that exposed the mechanisms of state violence and elite control. Young historians trained in the 1970s and 1980s produced monographs on rural violence, labor history, the history of slavery, and the colonial origins of contemporary inequality. They did not overturn the official narrative—the Henao and Arrubla textbook remained in use—but they created an alternative intellectual tradition. Universities began hiring Nueva Historia scholars. Graduate students encountered methodologies and questions that challenged what they had been taught in secondary school. The academic landscape of the country was permanently altered.

The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries forced the state to legally and institutionally reckon with its exclusionary past. The promulgation of the Constitution of 1991 marked a radical legal departure from the unitary Regeneración text of 1886. For the first time, the state officially recognized Colombia as a multiethnic and multicultural nation, granting specific collective land rights and guaranteeing political representation for Afro-descendant and Indigenous communities, theoretically shattering the illusion of a homogenous, white-mestizo nation.

As the state sought to end over fifty years of devastating internal armed conflict, the mechanics of history-telling transitioned from a tool of patriotic indoctrination into a critical component of transitional justice. The implementation of the Law of Justice and Peace in 2005, followed by the 2016 Peace Agreement with the FARC, catalyzed the creation of state-sponsored memory institutions, such as the Historical Memory Group (GMH). These bodies were explicitly tasked with creating a “new national narrative” that actively integrated the voices of victims from the periphery. Reports produced by these groups documented atrocities like the 2004 Bahia Portete massacre, wherein paramilitaries targeted, tortured, and killed Indigenous Wayuu women—events that the traditional narrative had previously ignored, silenced, or mischaracterized as simple delinquency.

Policymakers recognized a severe “historical illiteracy” among the youth, stemming from a 1984 curriculum policy that had dissolved history into general “social studies,” leaving a generation ignorant of the root causes of contemporary violence. President Juan Manuel Santos signed Law 1874 of 2017, proposed by Senator Viviane Morales, which mandated the return of Colombian history as an independent, obligatory subject in schools. The law’s explicit intent is to use history education to understand the origins of the armed conflict and promote principles of truth, justice, and non-repetition.



THE 2021 PARO NACIONAL AND THE CONTESTED NATION

Despite these progressive legal and pedagogical reforms, the deep-seated structural inequalities inherited from the nineteenth century—systemic racism, extreme wealth concentration, geographic marginalization of the periphery—continue to violently manifest in modern Colombia. This systemic tension culminated in the massive Paro Nacional (National Strike) of 2021.

Triggered initially by a regressive tax reform proposal by President Iván Duque during the severe economic contraction of the COVID-19 pandemic, the protests rapidly evolved into a holistic, nationwide rejection of the historical state apparatus. The demonstrations laid bare the historical claims of marginalized populations who had been systematically excluded from the promises of the state since the 1886 Constitution.

In an unprecedented physical challenge to the official national memory, protesters engaged in the widespread tearing down of colonial and republican statues across the country’s major cities. The toppling of monuments honoring Spanish conquistadors and elite historical figures represented a visceral, spatial repudiation of the state’s curated pantheon of heroes. It was a physical manifestation of the demand to rewrite the national narrative from the perspective of the historically oppressed.

The state’s response to the 2021 strike mirrored the repressive mechanisms of its authoritarian past. Utilizing the National Police and the heavily militarized Mobile Anti-Disturbance Squadron (ESMAD), the government deployed severe violence to quell the demonstrations. Human rights organizations documented dozens of deaths, hundreds of missing persons, and systemic human rights violations. Reports highlighted the use of gender-based and sexual violence by state security forces as a deliberate tool of political punishment against women, girls, and LGBTIQ+ individuals who dared to challenge traditional social norms and claim public space. This brutal response underscored the enduring legacy of a state apparatus initially designed to impose order and obedience upon a fractured populace through force.



CONCLUSION

The creation of the Colombian nation and its accompanying historical mythology was a highly calculated exercise in top-down engineering by a conservative criollo elite. By manipulating the narrative of the 1810 independence riots to legitimize their usurpation of power, by imposing the centralist and Catholic hegemony of the 1886 Regeneración Constitution, and by propagating the exclusionary post-racial myth of mestizaje, the Colombian state forged a national identity that systematically rendered its Indigenous and Afro-descendant populations invisible and politically impotent.

Through the absolute institutionalization of history via the Academia Colombiana de Historia, the pedagogical dominance of mandatory textbooks like the Henao and Arrubla Compendio, the literary romanticization of colonial hierarchies in novels like El Alférez Real, and the spatial propaganda of Centennial monuments, the state successfully enforced a cohesive but deeply inequitable national memory for the better part of a century. This memory sought to replace the chaotic reality of regional rebellion and civil war with a sanitized timeline of heroic, patriarchal progress.

However, the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have witnessed the systematic unravelling of this monolithic narrative. Propelled by the critical, materialist scholarship of the Nueva Historia, the pluralistic mandates of the 1991 Constitution, the transitional justice requirements of the ongoing peace process, and the visceral public reckonings of the 2021 Paro Nacional, Colombia is currently engaged in a painful, violent, but necessary deconstruction of its foundational myths. The battle over Colombia’s history has irreversibly migrated from the elite halls of the traditional academy to the streets, the classrooms, and the contemporary political arena. It is an active, ongoing struggle to redefine the very nature of the nation, demanding to know who is recognized, who is remembered, and who is ultimately granted agency in the future of the Colombian state.
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