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PREFACE

From 19 48 to 1958, Colombia experienced a period 
in her history known as la violencia. During this ten year 
period, Colombia lived under two dictatorships— -one civilian, 
one military— and suffered a rural civil war that almost 
destroyed it as a nation. Before some semblance of order 
was restored, la violencia had cost Colombia millions of 
dollars and thousands of lives. But even more dramatic 
and significant was the effect of la violencia upon the 
image of Colombia and upon Colombian mentality.

La violencia, and the political turmoil it created, 
tragically provided for many Colombians an opportunity to 
see the superficial nature of Colombian culture and democ
racy. Many began to question the concept of Colombian 
national identity. Descriptions of la violencia range 
from that of a social phenomenon, a social revolution, a 
political civil war, a moral outrage, to a test of Colombian 
tradition. In a sense, la violencia was all of these, but 
in terms.of Colombian history, politics, and society as a 
whole, la violencia represented something much more symbolic. 
La violencia can be viewed as the conflict.of Colombia's 
past with its modern existence.. La violencia exposed a 
traditional society and political system that was unable or

iii
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unwilling to deal with contemporary society= The reasons, 
causes, and answers to la violencia are found throughout 
Colombia’s history.

The pages which follow attempt to view the causes 
of Colombian violence in terms of political, social, and 
economic background. While it is possible to trace a his
tory of political violence throughout Colombian history, 
this study covers primarily the thirty years prior to the 
eruption of violence in 1948.

I should like to thank Professor George A, Brubaker 
for his encouragement and valuable suggestions during the 
course of my investigation. His observations on Colombian 
society and politics provided me with many insights into 
contemporary Colombia. I am also indebted to him for. the 
use of his personal library of Colombian materials.
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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a study of the background and causes 
of political violence in Colombia. The violence which broke 
out in Colombia in 1948 upon the assassination of Jorge

* iEliecer Gaitan had deeply rooted historical antecedents,
The causes for la violencia are many, and some can be found 
far back into nineteenth-century Colombian politics. Colom
bia has been a land of extremes. Colombian society through
out the nineteenth century had become highly polarized with 
two opposing forces in operation.

One obvious fact of Colombian history is her lack 
of national identity. Some Colombian historians have viewed 
their nation's difficulties as the result of its failure to 
become a modern nation. Colombia gained her independence 
but maintained a viceregal and colonial society. Through
out its history, Colombia was a political laboratory where 
European ideas were tested by intellectuals and politicians.

Important aspects of Colombian life in the coming 
of la violencia were the role played by party politics, and 
the strong class divisions in society. La violencia was 
neither spontaneous nor accidental. It came as a result 
of Colombia’s failure to achieve national unity, The 
thirty years preceding 1948 are the best examples of why •

vi
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la yiolencia was inevitable. From the rise of an upper 
level prosperity in the 1920s to the popularity of Gaitan 
in 1946, a new society had emerged. The events between 
1930 and 1948 help to explain 1a violencia,.



CHAPTER 1

HISTORICAL ANTECEDENTS

A century and a half of national life has shown 
Colombia to be. an extremely complex country. The com
plexities arise from the Colombian’s confusion of his 
history. The paradoxes, contradictions, and extremes in 
Colombia parallel the anarchy of ideas that is present 
throughout its national life. Certain patterns were es
tablished in Colombia's first one hundred and fifty years 
that led to the political chaos of la violencia.

The patterns and events of Colombia’s nineteenth- 
century history which are tied to its twentieth-century 
behavior involve an entanglement of geography, economic, 
development, and politics. Because of Colombian geography 
communications and economic development were delayed for 
an extended period of time. Politics, to the same extent, 
was controlled and determined by regional and geographic 
differences, The economic life of the nation related to 
the personalist nature of Colombia’s political development 
However, more significantly, the regional settlements, 
economic practices, and the lack of political preparedness 
were the result of a strong colonial heritage.



2
When Colombia achieved independence f the colony

was transferred into a Creole-feudal society in which the
polarity, division, and unsolved problems of the system

2were scarcely altered. Supposedly the revolution for
independence was fought to escape from colonialism and the
past. The anti-Spanish reaction which followed the Wars
for Independence was really an effort by the Liberators
to deny their Spanish heritage. But, the contemporary
Colombian sociologist, Orlando Pals Borda, points out that
the need to change from Spaniard to Colombian did not take
place, because the reaction did not go beyond the frame-

2work of Spanish mentality. The center of gravity of 
Colombian society still remained with those who were a 
part of the colonial elite. All that Independence actually 
brought about was the replacement of a Spanish oligarchy 
with that of a Creole oligarchy.

The Wars of Independence did not eliminate Spanish 
colonial habits. Instead the struggle for independence 
only accentuated the age-old colonial problems. Colonial 
Colombia presented a closed tradition which interfered

1. Vernon Lee Fluharty, Dance of the Millions: 
Military Rule and the Social Revolution in Colombia, 1930-5 6 
(Pittsburg: University of Pittsburg Press, 1957), p. 3,

2. Orlando Pals Borda, Subversion and Social 
Change in Colombia, trans. by Jacqueline Skiles (New York; 
Columbia University Press, 1969), p. 77:



3with any concept of modernity or progress» Independence 
itself created a problem which plagued Colombian national 
life for the next century. One major problem which the 
independence leaders sought to solve was the question of 
the center of power in government. That is, their first 
concern was over whether the nation was to be constituted 
in a federalist or centralist arrangement, By the end of 
the nineteenth century this was no longer a consideration. 
The major political issue by then had become one of how 
one or the other of the parties was to gain and maintain 
power. By the 1850s, the political parties had taken 
shape and were controlled by the Creole elite. A con^ 
sistent pattern to come out of Independence was the in
stitutionalization of violence as an irrational but 
effective political response on the national and local 
level.^ Violence and reaction to violence as a political 
policy date as far back, as the Comunero Revolt of 1782.

The instability of the governmental and economic 
structure, and the lack of any kind Of nationalism, pre
vented the post-Independence leaders from leading a con
sistent movement for national development. Colombia,

3. Orlando Pals Borda, "Violence and the Breakup 
of Tradition in Colombia," in Obstacles to Change in Latin 
America, ed. Claudio Veliz (London: Oxford University 
Press, 19 69) , p. 189.

4. Ibid,, p. 190.



divided by war, geography, local interests, and by its
liberators entered the nineteenth century with a progressive

5paralysis of national life. National Colombia is a con
tradiction. Independence caused it to deny its cultural 
heritage. Yet, it sought to enter the modern world still 
attached to the values of its colonial past.

Two Colombias have existed from the period of. the 
conquest.^ The divided nature of Colombia was reflected
not only in race, social status, and class but also in

7spirit. Colombia was a state, but not a nation. Mobility 
became alien to tradition and left no room for development. 
Independence cemented the tradition of the colony into the 
nation. The two mentalities of a colonial and independent 
nation became working parts of national life without any 
kind of middle ground. As a result, experimentation and 
risks were excluded from national goals and development. 
Independence gave the criollo aristocracy the administra
tive and political power to enact policies which enhanced 
their private interests. The new governments, regardless

5. William M. Gibson, The Constitutions of Colombia 
(Durham: The Duke University Press, 1948)', p. viii.

/ /6. Mario Fernandez de Soto, Una revolucion en
Colombia: Jorge Eliecer Gaitan y Mariano Qspina Perez
(Madrid: Ediciones Cultura Hispanica,. 1951)., p. 131.

7. Eduardo Caballero Calderon, Historia privada 
de Ips colombianos (Bogota: An tares, Ltda. , I960)., p. 85.
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of labels f became the dominant interest groups who minimized 
the change in colonial patterns,^

The physical features of Colombia hare added to the
difficulty in achieving national cohesion. Geography in a
sense created internal colonies or patrias chicas (local
fatherlands). Colombia's geography has been more an ally
to tradition than to. any particular ideology. Physicallyf
Colombia is a contrast of mountain ranges, vast plains,
and tropical coastal lowlands. The main currents of
Colombian life are directed into the mountainous regions
and bordering areas. The irregular terrain and varied
contours of the land are due to the separation of the
Andean range into three different Cordilleras, all within
the western third of the country. • The central cordillera
is the actual center of the nation with Cauca Valley on
the West and the Magdalena Valley on the east. This
western third of Colombia with long, extended valleys
between the separated ranges contains 98 percent of the

9total population. The eastern two-thirds of Colombia is 
almost uninhabited and has not been incorporated into the

8. William Paul McGreevey, An Economic History of 
Colombia, 1845-1930 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1971), p. 24.

z9. ^Banco de la Republica, I^epartamento de Investiga- 
cion.es Economicas, Atlas de economia Colombian a: Aspectos
politicos, humano,. y administrativo, segunda entrega 
(Bogoti: Imprenta del Banco de la Republica, 19 60),
cartograma 15.



mainstream of national life. In 1960, 55.2 percent of the
national area was occupied by only 2.4 percent of the
population. In total land use 56 percent of the national
territory is uninhabited, 28 percent is used for pastures,

10and only two percent is agricultural. Of the total area
of 1,138,538 square kilometers, less than a third, 360,000

11square kilometers, has been exploited. As a result,
Colombia has a heavy concentration of population in the
mountain valleys.

In Colombia, climatic regions are described as
vertical instead of horizontal. The variety of Colombia's
geography has made it difficult for Colombian leaders to
carry out national programs for development. The slow
development of transportation and communication networks
kept Colombia's semi-feudal society isolated from modern
changes. The dominance of localism has carried the country
to periods of constant crisis and continued separation.

12The basis of Colombia's entity is in its regions.

/10. Banco de la Republica, Departamento de Investi- 
gaciones Economicas, Atlas de economia colombiaha: Aspectos
agropecuarios y su fundamento eCologico, cuarta entrega 
(Bogotci: Imprenta del Banco de la Republica, 19 64) ,
cartogramas 58-59. .

11. Ibid., cartogramas 55-57i
12. R. C. West, "Geography of Colombia," in The 

Caribbean, Contemporary Colombia, ed. A. C. Wilgus (Gaines
ville: University of Florida Press, 1962), p. 20? see also 
Ramon Carlos Goez, Geografra de Colombia (Mexico D. F.:
Fondc* Cultura Econdmica, 1947) and Pablo Vila, Nueva geo
grafra de Colombia (Bogota: Libreria Colombiana, 1945).
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Strong regional loyalties, tied to local economics f

led some regions to champion revolution, decentralization
in governmentf and separatism in general. Each region had
its own transportation system, its metropolitan area, and
agriculture which met the needs within its zone. Colombia1s
regions have resisted integration in thought, feeling and

13action on a national scale.
At the end of the eighteenth century, Colombia was 

still traditional in thought and action. Most people pro
duced little. Markets for consumption of local products
were limited due to a small local demand and high trans-

14portation costs. Physical or social mobility were almost 
nonexistent. Colombia's economic development has been 
hampered by the emphasis upon one-crop production. During 
the colonial period mining was the primary economic ac
tivity. Through the first part of the nineteenth century, 
tobacco was the principal crop. Then during the last 
quarter of that century, coffee became the basis for the 
entire economy. Economic development was in part due to 
the land policy adopted by Colombians from their colonial 
heritage.

The natives for a considerable time had farmed and 
lived in the rural areas under a communal system. Beginning

13. Fluharty, p. 22.
14, McGreevey, p. 23.



in.the eighteenth century, the Spanish encouraged large
15ownerships, and began to break up the communal systems. 

During the conquest r the Crown took over ownership of all 
lands f distributing to the conquistadors land or rather 
granting to them Indians who worked a specific area„ These 
areas were situated close to central towns and usually in^ 
volved the agricultural lands. Eventually these vast areas 
accumulated and passed into private and ecclesiastical 
hands;, leaving small isolated sections surrounded by huge 
properties. The campesinos (peasant farmers) were left 
small plots where they engaged in subsistence farming on 
mountain slopes and in isolated pockets of land.

Although the natives were given individual tracts 
of land, Independence confused most of the mestizo farmers. 
The Independence leaders made efforts to do away with the
communal system, but, to the rural Colombian, private
enterprise and individual.ownership had no effect upon their 
way of l i f e . O f t e n  peasants sold their plots to the 
nearby large landowner. The campesjno then either worked 
for the landowner on a rental basis or kept a small area

15, Carlos Garces 0., "General Aspects of Colom
bia's Agriculture," in The Caribbean, Contemporary Colombia, 
ed. A. C. Wilgus, pp. 114-115.

16. Orlando Fals Borda, Peasant Society in the 
Colombian Andes, A Study of Saucio . (Gainesville; University
of Florida Press, 1955), p. viii.
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17for subsistence. The great variation in the size of 

rural properties and the unequal balance which existed 
in land holdings resulted in two diametrically opposed 
systems of agricultural production.

The polarity of the latifundia-jninifundia system 
has been the .major detriment to the -development of Colom
bian economy. Latifundismo was the strongest factor in the
establishment and perpetuation of the old order and tradi- 

18tion. The Spanish preoccupation with the breeding of 
horses and cattle was carried over into the national 
period. In general, the large landed estates represented 
the concentration of the best agricultural areas which 
were dedicated to livestock. Land was deliberately with
held from productive purpose. As a result, .land became

19an asylum for capital. Land and the amount of land owned 
was equated with levels of living. On the other hand, the 
small properties, minifundia, represented the concentration 
of poor land where the majority of the Colombian farmers 
were located. Barely enough was produced for subsistence,

17. Federico G. Gil, "Bipartisan Experiment," in 
The Caribbean, Contemporary Colombia, ed. A. C, Wilgus, 
pp. 89-90.

18. Francisco Posada, Colombia; Violencia y 
subdesarrollo (Bogota: Antares-Tercer Mundo, 1969), p. 5.

19. Thomas Lynn Smith,. Colombia; Social Struc
ture and Process of Development (Gainesville; University 
of Florida Press, 1967), p. 51.
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let alone fox the basis of an economy for an entire na- 

20tion.
The small farm holdings of five hectares or less, 

are prevalent throughout Colombia. This results in agri
cultural unproductivity and uneconomic utilization of the 
land. Because agriculture is the most important aspect of 
the Colombian economy, two significant factors emerge that 
involve the entire sphere of Colombia national life. First, 
for three centuries, two-thirds of the population has lived 
in rural areas making their living directly from the land. 
Urban people are involved in finance,. transportation and 
processing agricultural products. Second, coffee, which 
was to become Colombia's number one industry and export, 
is the principal source of income for the nation. With the 
money she gets in return for exporting coffee, Colombia 
imports manufactured items for internal consumption. In
one way or another, Colombians and their economy are tied 

21to the land.
Minifundia has tended to waste Colombia’s human 

and physical resources. The agricultural system in Colom
bia created an extremely low average of living eliminated 
class mobility. Nineteenth-century Colombia produced a

20, Garces O,, p. 118.
21, Lauchlin Currie, Programa de fomento para 

Colombia, 2nd. edition (Bogota: Banco de la JRepdblica,
1951), p. 70,
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society in which the premium was placed upon routine,
regulation, and order, rather than upon innovation, progress,

22 ' and change. The concentration of ownership and control
reduced the rural masses to a group of landless agricultural
workers. The question of land reform for the majority of
the Colombian population became more important in relation
to the events that took place just prior to la violencia.

The difficulty in nineteenth and twentieth-century
Colombian economy sprang from the attempt to produce a
modern economy with a colonial mentality. The damage had
been done in the Colonial period when the encomienda was
transformed into a form of land tenure = The tradition of
land ownership locked Colombia into a time period that made
it impossible for her to compete on an international level
and at the same time provide an adequate standard of living
for the majority of Colombians who lived and worked in rural
areas.

Another aspect of land tenure became evident during
/ /the first term of Alfonso Lopez and his Revolucion en

Marcha, 1934-1938. This involved the pattern of land 
distribution, The defective and haphazard method of 
land surveys used at the beginning of the national period 
proved to be a major stumbling block to any major land

22, Smith,, pp. 7-8,
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reform. The attempt of the Liberals•during the 1930s to 
redistribute lands met with strong opposition from the land- 
holding class. Inadequate records and unreliable land
surveys made land redistribution virtually impossible at

' . . 23the time.
The replacement of the Spanish with that of the 

Creole elite had merely insured the kind of economic 
practices that Colombians had known for three hundred 
years. The result of Colombia's one-crop economy^ chiefly 
for exportf instilled in the Colombian mentality'a policy 
of exploitation rather than one of protection. The cam-
pesino, on the other hand, developed a mentalidad cafetera

24 - •' % -(coffee mentality). Thus, the method of subsistence
agriculture was accepted and unquestioned for nearly one
hundred and fifty years. An enormous distance between
classes, increased, and the economic system provided each
Colombian with his specific niche in the vertical order of
national life.

The only important issue in nineteenth-century
' 25Colombian external economic policy was the tariff.. And

the tariff brought the politicians into the picture. The

23. Ibid., p. 5.
■ - / / - / - 

t 24. Fernando Arias Ramirez, Colombia: : Pais de
America (Bogotct; n.p. , 1967), p. 84. -

25. JMcGreevey, p. 71.
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origin of political parties in nineteenth-century Colombia 
can be described as the major focal point of Colombian 
history during that century. It was from the role of in
terest groups and their effect upon the national develop
ment that outlined the identification and structure of the 
political parties.

The four major interest groups in the first Century 
of national life were the elites, the urban middle groups7 
the rural peasantry, and the communal Indians. The 
merchants, first of the elites, were the principal pro
ponents for free trade and a federal system of government = 
They differed with the large land owners, who were strongly 
allied with the Church. The professional groups composed 
a separate class within the elites. The professionals were 
mostly politicians, writers, and academicians, At first, 
they had no direct interest in land policy and economics,
The professionals served as liaison, articulating the

27interests of the other elites. Eventually it was the 
professional sector which assumed leadership and directed 
the national political parties, The elites were able to 
form coalitions against weaker groups which included all 
of the non-elites. It was to take the non-elites over a 
century to attain enough strength to gain a national voice.

26, Ibid,, p. 74,
27. Ibid., pp. 75-77.



/ /.In the 1940s/ under the leadership of Jorge Eliecer Gaitan, 
Colombians, who had been excluded from the mainstream of 
Colombian national life, made a serious threat to confront 
the basis of power held by the elites.

It is important to describe the "oligarchy” because 
of its dominant role in Colombian life. The oligarchy was 
not called such until the 1920s, when the structure of 
Colombian society came under attack by a young socialist, 
Jorge Eliecer Gaitan. But the oligarchy had been in
existence since the colonial period. Perhaps the best

. . /definition of the,elite is that of Antonio Garcia, a con-
/

temporary Liberal writer. Garcia describes the basis of
the oligarchy as the small clique of two to three hundred
families who emerged from Independence in a position of
economic strength. The clases altas (upper classes) were
able to retain or transfer the power of the Spanish to their 

28own hands, It was phenomenal that such a small percentage •
of the population completely controlled and dominated the

/ /entire nation. Fernando Arias Ramirez placed the oligarchy
within the five percent of the population that maintained
the majority of the economic wealth and control of the 

29country. Because of the personalitic nature of economics

1 /2,8. Antonio Garcia, Gaitan y el problema de la 
revolucion colombiana (Bogota? Artes Graficas, 1955), 
p, 223,

/ /
29. Arias Ramirez, p. 96.
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and politics, the Creole elites were able to consolidate
their power and holdings. The major strength of the
oligarchy and its perpetuation in power came from those 

30who served it. The growing bureacracyz the marginal
businessmen, and the small landowners all depended upon
their oligarchs in government to maintain their existence,
and in return they supported the existing structure,
Colombia was a product of the elites, and it existed solely

31for their consumption.
An emphasis upon the most elite position dominated 

Colombian life. Anyone in the position of attaining land 
and wealth looked for an opening in the upper class, The 
idea of status and its privileges created an immense gap 
between the classes; as a result, a middle class was late 
in developing in Colombian society. With the coming of the 
twentieth century, education enabled many middle groups to 
attain the desired status. The remainder of the Colom
bians who were excluded from the inside circle of decision
felt only frustration. In helplessness, the masses turned 

32to politics.

/ /30, Alfonso Torres Melo, Que es la bligarquia
Colombians? (Bogota: Ediciones del Caribe, 1966), p. 34.

31, Fluharty, p. 183.
32, Fals Borda, Peasant Society, p. x.
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The unwillingness of the elites to share any power

and to establish any clear direction resulted in a century
of disorder, confusion, and violence. Without solutions to
political problems, economic development was delayed,
Colombia spent its first century as a nation determining
its method of government but gave no priorities to national
goals. The foremost problem facing Colombia in the nine^
teenth century was the location of power. During its first
century of national existence, Colombia had ten national
civil wars, seventy regional uprisings, and went through

33seven different constitutions, Ideologies were alternated
to suit political convenience, The imposition of democratic
labels upon a semi-feudal and traditional culture resulted
in the tragedy of a hundred years of civil war and chaos,
During this same period, Colombia had fifty-one national

34executives and thirty-two presidential elections. The 
development of Colombia in its first century points out 
even more the contrasts and extremes which kept it from a 
national identity, Colombia became a political laboratory

/33. Rafael Nunez, La reforma politica en Colombia, 
I-(1) (Bogota: Editorial Antena, 1954), 93-98. The geyen 
volumes of this publication contain the majority of Nunez’ 
political writings, which were first published as a series 
of articles in newspapers in Bogota and Cartagena between 
1881 and 1884.

✓ /34, uesus Maria Henao and Gerado Arrubla, History. 
of Colombia, trans, J. Fred Rippy (Chapel, Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1938), p. 541.
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where the vicious circle of politics evolved into a curious 
system of parasitism that lived at the expense of nation
hood.35
. It was not until the 1850s that political parties

had been clearly defined. Up until that time, Colombia was 
under the direction of personalist leaders and experienced 
her age of caudillos (strong men). In Colombia1s early 
years as a nation, personalities were dominant, and Colombia 
was still under the influence of its Liberators. ' Can the
origin of the political parties go back to the founders of

, /the nation? One Colombian writer suggested that Bolivar
founded one party and Santander the other.35 Although the
parties may claim the Liberator or Santander, the Man of
Laws, as their originator, it seems unlikely that neither
established a particular party based on his own ideas. It

/is more probable to ask if Bolivar founded one nation and
Santander another. The intensity and rivalry between
factions and sectors did develop into political interest
groups around the middle of the century, However, it is

/safe to assume that Bolivar and Santander provided the ex
tremes, divisions, and personal followings that were to

/ /35. / Miguel Samper, Escritos po1itico-economiCos, 
IIz ed. Jose Maria Samper'Bush, (BogotSl Editorial de 
Cromos, 1925), 303. •'

/ / // 36, Joaquii) Posada Gutierrez,' Memorias historlco-
politicas, I (Bogota; Imprenta Nacional, 1929), 13-28.
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shape the parties, The lack of compromise between the two 
men later personified the feelings 1 between the parties. 
Although a pattern of coalition developed later, Colom
bia’s first century was a conflict, over the definition of 
government. The policy of opposition had only two courses, 
either compromise or revolution. But compromise did not
come easy to the Colombians, especially when they were

37willing to die for a principle.
By 1849, the factions had received their names. 

Liberals and Conservatives. Some vagueness of definition 
had been eliminated by the consolidation of the factions 
into the two major groups and the politics of the nation 
was concerned with the choice of how the country was to be 
governed. Basically a Conservative was a large landowner, 
who supported a unitary and a centrally located power 
structure where order was a prerequisite for all action,
A Conservative believed in a strong position for the Church 
in national and educational affairs. He often promoted the 
"sacred cause" in the name of tradition to maintain the 
status quo. A Liberal by definition believed in decen
tralized government, regional autonomy, free trade and 
increased commerce. In Liberal thought, the Church was 
separated from participation in government affairs. The 
Liberal promoted free secular schools and advocated new

37. Samper, II, 299.
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ideas and progressive thought. Liberals advocated laissez-
faire not only in economy but also in government interven-

38tion in matters of national welfare.
/Howeverr as it will be described later, the Lopez 

regime in the 1930s broke the established pattern and pro^ 
vided the government with a new role, in which the govern
ment was the overseer of the nation's welfare. This 
particular crisis gave Colombians an unusual look at them
selves, The splits created within the Liberal Party during 
World War II actually divided the country into an intense 
and extremely bitter nation which stood on the brink of 
catastrophe up until the National Front in 1957.

Colombian politics established a pattern that kept 
it on the verge of constant crisis. A policy of opposi
tion that involved complete boycott of issues began at

v, /Ocana in 1828r when Bolivar's followers walked out of the 
Constitutional Convention. From that time a sign of 
disaster in national politics has been cabinet resignations, 
boycotts r walkouts, abstentions, and party splits which not 
only affect the individual parties but also the national 
sense of order. The experiments with federalism left a 
weak national structure which was irrelevant to any planning 
progress was merely a dream. By 1880, the parties had taken

38, Ibid. 312-314 .
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39the place of the caudjlTo. Rivalry and factionalism

separated the country. The main concern became the applica
tion of foreign theories and ideas. The concept of cor
rective constitutions became a panacea for the nation's 
ills. ̂  Every new constitution, every new idea, every new 
personality brought in a different period of confusion, 
frustration, and violence. . ,

The evolution of a new group within the elites 
possibly saved Colombia's oligarchic structure. In the 
last third of the nineteenth century a moderate group

42emerged between the extremes of the political spectrum.
The Moderates remained affiliated with their respective 
parties, but, depending upon the national atmosphere and 
pressure, sided with one of the two parties. By the second 
decade of the twentieth century, the Moderates were the 
most influential group among the elites.

The Moderates consisted of the professional groups, 
writers, intellectuals, politicians, and academicians.
Eduardo Santos, who became one of the more prominent 
Moderates of the twentieth century, described this particular

39. Fals Borda, Subversion, p. 79.
t40. Alfonso Lopez Michelsen, Cuestiones colom- 

bianos (Mexico D. F .; Impresiones Modernas S. A., 1955) , 
p. 352.

41. Gibson, p, 299.
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42framework of the country, Santos.in listing the leading 

Moderates in national life began with the precursor Antonio 
Narino, and brings the list through Rafael Nunez and the 
Regeneracion (Regeneration) of the 1880s and concludes with 
01aya Herrera and himself.̂  The Moderates were overseerers 
and controllers of the oligarchy and under their direction 
the clases altas were able to maintain their position and 
to keep down the pressure from below. The Moderates were 
in such a position that they could avoid blame for the ex
treme factions within their respective parties. During 
the periods when extreme factions were in control, such as 
the Lopez and Gomez regimes f they submerged to regroup 
their power. Whatever balance the Moderate faction hadf. 
their influence intensified and increased the emphasis 
upon the political aspects of Colombian life.

On the local level politics involved daily life.
After years of consistent civil conflicts each local sec-

44tion bonded together as a means of survival. In the rural 
areas, politics was measured in terms of security. In other

42. Eduardo Santos was President of Colombia from 
1938 to 1942, and was owner and editor of El Tjempo. His 
activities and position will be discussed in a later 
chapter.

43. Eduardo Santos/ La crisis de la democracia 
en Colombia y "El Tlempo” (Mexico D. F.; Grafica Pan- 
americana, 1955), p. 25,

44. Fals Borda/ Peas ant Societyf p, 242,
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words, political affiliation on the local level became a

/method of existence. The patron-campesino (landowner-
peasant) relationship enabled the land-owning families to
determine the law of the land in their localities. It
ensured their possession of provincial and national
authority through control of the electoral p r o c e s s . . The
oligarchy’s absolute control was further cemented by the

/presence of politicos (political bosses) . The cacique,■
the local chieftain and legacy from the colonial period,
remained and consolidated his power and became the most

46useful agent for the Colombian oligarchic system. And
y

it was through the local politicos that factions and in
terest groups were able to get votes. The rural leaders 
were responsible for the defense and support of principles 
symbolized by persons on the national level. The cacique 
existed because of the extremes found within the nation. 
Not only did great differences exist in classes but also a
great cultural and economic gulf separated the rural and .

/
urban populations. The local politicos also occupied an

47important social function. By stimulating interests in

45, R, L, Gilmore, "The National Period," in 
The Caribbean, Contemporary Colombia, ed. A. C. Wilgus., p. 76.

z 46. Mario Laserna, Estado fuerte o' caudillo 
(Bogota; Ediciones Mito, 1961), p.. 73.'

/ / /47. Jose Gutierrez, Idlosincrasia colombiana y •
nacionalidad (Bogota; Editorial Revista Colombiana Ltda., 
1966), p. 34.



politics, they often created unrest on a regional and some 
times national scale.

Although Colombia was divided politically and 
physically, the gap between classes grew even greater.
The success of the politicos in their dominance of Colom
bian life was all that held many Colombians together. In 
terms of politics dominating the cultural scene, Jose  ̂
Gutierrez has said: "We could say that one of the salient
characteristics of Colombia is the admiration of its na
tionals for all of the external manifestations of culture.
Such admiration for culture appears in many of our ac- 

4 8tions." Another Colombian writer defined this desire
for culture and sophistication as a "preoccupation with 

4 9style." Politics and culture became synonomous. All
classes looked toward the elite. To the elite itself,
the government and the economy became benefits of position
rather than instruments of public service. Because the
oligarchy meant government, the nation never assumed its

50role as the promoter of national welfare.
With the great desire for the products of culture,

• iColombian politicians became victims of their own prose.

/ /48. Jose Gutierrez, De la pseudo-aristocracia a
la authenticidad, 2nd edition (Bogot51 Edicipnes Tercer 
Mundo, 1961), p. 15. -•

49. Eduardo Caballero Calderon, pp. 50-51.
/50. Lopez Michelsen, p. 360.
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Foreign ideologies.and ideas took on greater significance.

c  ̂ -The use of the scientific philosophy of positivism.coin
cided with the emphasis upon order and stability. In the 
hands of intellectuals, the Colombian version of positivism 
enabled the Conservatives to finally gain control and to 
insure some kind of domestic order„

However in Colombia, political formulas were inde
pendent of any constructive ideology. The ideas and
theories became forms of convenience for limiting participa- 

51tion. Then, preoccupation with style differed only in the 
application of power by the ruling class. All that was left
of a common interest between the classes was the palabra

52 /muerte (words without meaning). Regardless of how Bogota
/and Colombia held onto the title of Atenas de Latihoameri'ca 

(Athens of Latin America), the nation lived in an illusion 
of culture that was superficial in respect to the total 1 
population,^3

Los poiitiqueros' (professional politicians) were 
the style of Colombian national life. • The development and 
progress of the nation was held up while a power struggle 
controlled the national mentality. At the end of the 
nineteenth century, Colombia was tired and frustrated. It

/ / . /51. Jose GutierrezDe la pseudo"-aristocracia,
p, 48.

/ /
52. Arias Ramirez, p. 95.
53. Eduardo Caballero Calderon, p. 86.
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had taken a century for Colombia to decide on the nature of
its political process. A Colombian writer described the
dilemma of Colombian politics physically and mentally when

54he said: "Our country is ill from politicking." His
description is applicable to the entire series of internal 
conflicts,throughout Colombia's history.

Belisario Betancur, a contemporary Colombian poli
tician, described the years of 1885 and 1886 as the cul-

5 5minating moment in the life of Colombia as a nation.
It was in those years that Colombia was able to establish 
a degree of order which lasted for almost half a century. 
Although the "Regeneration" of Rafael Nunez had brought 
Colombia back into the role of conservative orthodoxy, 
Colombia was still trapped within its colonial mentality. 
The-Conservatives established a period of order, and 
effective control that enabled the oligarchy to increase 
its hold upon the nation. The price for Colombia's prog
ress, which has been labeled the "Dance of the Millions," 
would be sixty years of upper level prosperity that would 
further separate Colombians from the culminating moment 
which Betancur had hoped occurred in the 1880s. From 
Nunez until la violencia, the only conflict which

/54. Fernandez de Soto, p. 165.
55. Belisario Betancur, Colombia, cara a Cara 

(Bogota: Ediciones Tercer Mundo, 1961), p. 19.



interrupted Colombia's march into modernity was the 
Thousand Days War and the loss of Panama.

The Thousand Days War was the longest and cruelest 
of Colombia's civil wars since Independence. Nearly a 
half-century elapsed before another violent confrontation 
took place. The War caused incalculable losses^-almost 
100,000 lives, and the total loss of commerce. Communica" 
tions were at best very difficult, and production of any 
kind was almost negligible.^ Following closely behind, 
was the Independence of Panama, to which most Colombians 
reacted with total shame. The aid and support given the 
Panama incident by the United States forced Colombians to 
sense a need for order and progress. In a way, this 
feeling set the stage for the dictatorship of Rafael Reyes 
during the first decade of the twentieth century.

The War of the Thousand Days in a sense was a re" 
action to the "Regeneration.11 The significance of the War 
is found in the almost complete destruction of the Liberal 
Party inasmuch as that party symbolized the nation as a
whole. It was tired, worn, and frustrated,, and Colombia
    ' ■ ■

/,56. Jesus Cock, Memories de, un coronel recluta 
(Medellin; Talleres de la Tipografia Bedout, 1946), 
pp. 65-68, 176-177; Victor M. Salazar,. Memorias de la 
guerra (Bogota; Editorial ABC, 1943), pp. 11-22.
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realized that little now could be done about Panama. The 
turning point was the dictatorship of Reyes.

The events at the turn of the century represented 
to Colombia a phase of its incompleted history. In its 
effort to rid itself of its colonial heritage r Colombia 
rushed into the international scene with an urgency to 
adapt popular forms and systems of foreign societiesf 
thinking they guaranteed success, But in the rush Colom^ 
bia did not take the time to develop its own systems. The 
War of the Thousand Days completed a century of constant 
civil war. The dictatorship of Reyes proved to Colombia 
it was time to begin development and direct the country 
toward some method of progress, however limited and arti
ficial it proved to be.

The, most visible sign of Colombia's economic 
development was the expansion of coffee. Beginning in 
the 1890s, and growing rapidly through the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, the expansion of coffee 
stimulated the construction of communication and trans
portation facilities. Colombia still suffered from the

58tyranny of distance. Most of the motivation for

/57. Rafael Azula Barrera, De la revolution al 
orden nuevo: Proceso y drama de un pueblo (BogotZl ~ 
Editorial Kelley, 1956), p. 17.

58. McGreevey, p. 244.
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transportation was based on the factor of increased inter
national trade and demand of external markets.

Railroads and railroad building had more of an 
impact upon Colombian society than upon its economy. 
Railroads were built to facilitate markets, and to bring
the backwater areas to the city, but not into national 

59life. Coffee brought the railroads, and railroads 
brought foreign money. At the beginning of the twentieth 
century, Colombia had only one hundred twenty-eight es
tablished industries; by 1930 there were eight hundred 

60forty-two. Coffee, the principal export, became the 
main source of income for the nation. From 1905 until 
1929, coffee as Colombia's major export increased from 
39 percent to 70.9 percent.

The greatest stimulus for Colombian markets was 
World War I. But all of the resources available for 
capital investment for the rest of the nation were re
invested within the same export s e c t o r . T h u s ,  Colombia's 
emphasis upon the coffee export economy had become dangerous

/59. Anibal Galindo, Recuerdos historicos, 1840 a 
1895 (Bogota: Imprenta de La Luz, 1900), pp. 290-294.

60. Currie, p. 103.
61. United NationsDepartment of Economics and 

Social Affairs, The Economic Development of Colombia 
(Geneva; United Nations, 1957), p. 32.

62. Ibid., p. 87.
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to the point of disaster. As foreign trade grew in value
and volume, the local economy grew more dependent upon
foreign investment. Coffee provided almost 80 percent of

63all the exchange earned through trade and commerce. The
dependence upon the local agricultural economy and that
upon foreign demand would create.grave domestic crises
as well as a considerable threat to development.

Up until 1925, the per capita gross income was 310
pesos (115 dollars). The influx of foreign money, plus .
the indemnification payment by the United States for Panama
brought into Colombia over two hundred million dollars by
1929.^ The population had increased almost 50 percent

65during the 1920s. The contradiction of Colombia's 
economic growth was in its rapid development, and the 
failure of that prosperity to sift down and affect the 
majority of the population. In 1925, 76.8 percent of the 
total population lived in rural areas, and 68.5 percent 
of the total population lived by some means of agri
culture.^^ All levels of the nation were affected by

63. United Nations, Food and Agricultural Organiza
tion, Coffee in Latin America, Colombia and El Salvador 
(New York; United Nations, 1958), p. 9.

64. U. N,, The Economic Development of Colombia,
p. 10.

65. Ibid., p. 11.
66. Ibid., p. 17.
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the foreign trade and investment which became the main 
factor in the determining level of domestic and economic 
activity.

Certain holdovers from Colombia's past century
became evident during the period of industrialization.
Colombia's lack of uniformity in taxes added further weight
to an aggregate of bureaucracies. Each department had its
own monopolies and separate tariffs inasmuch as individual
items failed to create the need for unity and cooperation.*^
Because the oligarchy was composed mostly of absentee land" ■
lords who took their profits abroad, Colombia had ho ready
capital to industrialize; consequently, industry was forced
to turn to foreign money.

The "orgy of borrowing" begun under the Pedro Nel
Ospina administration (1922™26), created huge debts which
pointed up the lack of knowledge on Colombia's part to
consolidate its own wealth and to reinvest in the growth
of a complete economy. However, under Nel Ospina,. the
Government overhauled the administration with the advice
of the Kemmerer Commission. The Kemmerer Commission was a
group of financial experts from the United States headed
by W, K. Kemmerer, a professor of economics at Princeton 

68University. Colombia established a national bank and

67. Ibid,, p. 92.
68. Henao and Arrubla, p. 531.
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tried to consolidate the budget. Heavy borrowing, mainly
from the United States./ resulted in an aire of confidence
among the upper class„ The reforms suggested by the
Commission made it necessary for Colombia to adjust its
colonial .mentality in .grder to meet the conditions of a 

69modern world,
Colombia!s appearance upon the modern scene brought 

not only financial prosperity but also new theories and 
ideas, Reformism and yague ideas of socialism became 
popular. And thinkers, especially Liberal Colombians, 
identified change as a radical diversion from its past.
The need for social consciousness had become apparent, 
However, Colombia's first experience with socialism was 
one of indifference, which many of the upper class thought 
to be a radical and strange type of thinking that Colom
bians need not worry about. In 1904, at the Municipal 
Theater in Bogotaf Rafael Uribe Uribe, a Liberal general 
and hero of the Thousand Days War, issued a new socio
political statement.Uribe proposed government inter
vention for the well-being of the nation. He also suggested

/ ,69. Antonio Garcia, Problemas de la nacion
colombiana (Bogota: Editorial Nuevo Mundo, n.d.), p. 10.

t 70. Gilberto Zapata. I^aza, 'Patricio'S o' . asesinos?
(Bogota: Editorial y Tipografia Ital Torino, 1969),
p. xi.



32
71a distribution of wealth among all levels of society.

Uribe seemed to recognize the future of Colombia as a
twentieth-century nation in outlining the coming attack
upon the absolute power held by the oligarchy. The state
had an obligation of service and the best way for the
oligarchy to insure their role as leaders in Colombia was

72for the parties to alternate in power. Uribe’s thought 
and seemingly radical departure from the standard and 
traditional party line projected a new kind of interpreta
tion for the Liberal Party. This was after Colombia had 
suffered through the previous disasters of the War and the 
loss of Panama and before the "Dance of the Millions" had 
begun. . Either Uribe was an original thinker in terms of 
national development or he may have been so disillusioned 
about Colombia's stagnation he was desperately trying to 
save a nation. But now Colombia was on the international 
level and was beginning a new era when the incorporation 
of the total population was needed to sustain its growth. .

During the 1920s, small groups of university stu
dents from upper and middle classes were caught up in the 
new revolutionary wave with the influence of the Russian 
revolution, and the effects of World"War I. Included among

71. Eduardo Santa, Rafael Uribe Uribe: Uri hombre
y una epoca (Bogota: Ediciones Triangulo, 1962), p. 411.

72. Ibid,, p. 450.
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these students were Alberto Lleras Camargo, Gabriel Turbay,

t /Luis Tejada, Juan and Carlos Lozana y Lozano, Hernandez 
Rodriguez, and German Arciniegas, who were to assume
leadership positions of importance under the Liberal regime

/ / /of Alfonso Lopez, Lopez' Revolucion en JMafc'ha during the
1930s was the kind of definition that Uribe gave for a
Liberal government nearly fifty years earlier. Uribe as

/ . /well as his ideological successor Jorge Eliecer Gaitan,
the popular leader of the 1940s, were both assassinated

/in the streets of Bogota in completely different eras»
It was as if Colombia's past had surfaced due to the
pressure of the twentieth century.

During Colombia's first century as a nation, it
had undergone a melancholic change and emerged with some
fragile structures based on the passive ignorance of
people dominated by tradition, politics, and a colonial 

73economy. The first two decades of the twentieth century 
provided for Colombia a period of rest where transitions 
could take place. The post World War I influx of money 
and ideas created thoughts of utopia which would eventually 
threaten the traditional way of life. • Business, industry, 
and government still remained highly personalistic; • the 
colony for all purposes was moved from the nineteenth into 
the twentieth century with the same inward view. Colombia's

73. Fals Borda, Subversion, p. x.
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elites did not resist the demands of modern living. They 
chose simply to ignore them.

Colombia's flirtation with progress added further 
strength to the oligarchic structure, but the process ex
posed the need for reform and created a restless popular 
tion, which finally became aware of the class differences. 
Going into the election of 1930, most Colombians of the 
clases altas were secure in their position and unaware of 
how quickly that-position was to be questioned and con*- 
frouted.

The most obvious pattern which emerged from Colom
bia's first century of national life and from the beginning 
of its second, was the survival of a colonial society that 
chose to look outside its own country for inspiration.
The social, economic, and political transformation of 
Colombia into the modern world was based upon historical 
experience of Europe or North America and not its own.
As Colombia was preparing to enter yet another era all 
within the same decade, the country was still divided;. 
it had produced within its own boundaries a society that 
could not reckon with the present. The myth had become 
reality; Colombia was still trying to win its independence.



CHAPTER 2

LIBERAL; COLOMBIA; 1930-1938

After World War I a new dimension appeared in 
Colombian society. Public income and expenditure lagged 
behind the country's rapid economic growth. The tradi
tional system of extreme wealth and poverty increased the. 
gap between the classes which gave the masses a premature 
awakening to the inequities of a structure that seemed to 
offer no improvement, Colombia moved from a system where 
factionalism within the elites had dominated national life 
to a period where authority was questioned, Colombians
suddenly realized their future was determined by the

1"majority of the minority," Although the 1920s did not 
directly create a class conflict, unrest and dissatisfac
tion set in first among the rural and urban labor groups, 
Prosperity had come to only a part of Colombia,

The effect of World War I upon the Colombian 
economy affected more than the exportation of coffee.
The public works programs and the construction of trans
portation systems were stopped, Campesinos, who had moved 
into the urban areas, were suddenly out of work; their

/ /
1, Garcia, Gaitan, p. 30,

35
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standards of living spiraled downward to a lower leyel than 
it had been before the short-lived prosperity. However, 
the elites still had capital and restrictive groups within 
the elites profited from its use. With the indemnification 
payment of twenty-five million dollars by the United States 
and' the reopening of the world marketsr Colombia's financial 
position reversed from economic depression to an uncon
trollable inflation, Colombia, having been pushed onto the 
international scene, entered reluctantly into the modern 
world. The economic booms and speculations of the twentieth 
century also brought waves of reforms into Colombia, Re
forms were often disguised as socialist theories and ideas.

In Latin America, especially Colombia, the tempo
of modern economy added to the confusion and restlessness
on the part of the non-elites. The reformers preceded
industry inasmuch as Colombia already had an agrarian
colonial economy, and well established provincial cities

2long before the onset of industrialization. Reformers 
had to depend upon people deprived of a political and 
economic power base. Upper-level prosperity took place 
in an unfavorable time for any major change to develop 
because nothing new had been created. The ciases altas 
held on to their money by taking minimum risks; they came

2. Claudio Veliz, ed., Obstacles to Change in 
Latin America, p. 21.
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out of the postwar depression in an even stronger political.
and economic position.

The increasing hold of the Conservatives on the
country began under Rafael Reyes following the War of the

/ /Thousand Days, The Suarez-Holgurn regime, 1918^1922, com~ 
pleted the nation’s return to the old orthodoxy. And with

t ,the election of Miguel Abadia Mendez, 1926, all Liberal
3opposition seemed to have disappeared. The reformers 

provided the only alternative to the traditional ruling 
parties, The reformers had the appearance of radicals 
and were not considered a threat by the Conservative 
hierarchy. Although the young reformers later returned 
to their party lines, they created a new road for Colombia 
to follow. As throughout Colombian history, youth and 
idealism, stimulated by foreign ideas, were often taken 
for granted. Most of the young Liberals in the 192.0s 
romanticized intellectually about Marx and Lenin.^ But 
in order to gain power and promote any change, some modifica
tion of their extremist viewpoint had to be made. Yet, the 
majority of the elites, including Moderates, felt little if 
any danger from radical views. Possibly, the oligarchy 
might have conserved their strength and maintained their 
almost impregnable position against pressure from below if

3. Azula Barrera, p. 21,
4. Fluharty, p. 30.
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it had not been for two events. They were the Banana Zone 
Strike of 1928 in Santa Marta and the world-wide depression 
of 1929.

During Colombia's economic prosperity of the 1920sf 
the rights of labor were ignored by the oligarchy and 
treated with impatience and force. The protection of: 
peasants depended upon the attitude of employers, and 
their verdicts were supported by the Army and police. The 
"prehistoric" condition under.which most national and 
foreign companies operated gave management dictatorial con-

5trol over its workers. Since labor laws were somewhat 
vague, Colombian government officials overlooked mal'v 
practices and cooperated freely with the companies in the 
pursuit of profits.

Due to the rise of class syndicalism and the.in
creasing influence of socialism, workers sought to organize

6in an effort to gain full payment for their work. In the 
fall of 1929, in the Banana Zone of Santa Marta, workers 
united in an effort to demand a regular wage instead of 
payment for piece-work. They sought compensation for acci
dents, abolition of company stores, and an increase in

5. La Semana, January 13, 1955, p. 14.
/ /6. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 255.
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7medical facilities» The manager of the United Fruit 

Company refused to answer the demands of the workers be
cause he did not consider them full-time employees.

On December 6, 1928f soldiers, who had been called 
in to break the strike, machine-gunned a crowd of workers
at Cienega railway station, killing four hundred and

8wounding forty. During the following months the Army 
broke all resistance. Numbers of workers took up arms 
and interfered with the fruit picking and in the movement 
of railway traffic. In some cases, armed peasants con
fronted small detachments of national soldiers. By the 
summer of 1929, evidence of scandal had grown. Over one
thousand had been killed, and pressure grew for an investi-

t ,gation. Questions concerning Abadia Mendez1 handling of
■9the affair changed into direct criticism.

/ /In the summer of 1929, Jorge Eliecer Gaitan made a 
personal investigation. Gaitan was a young, non-elite 
Congressman, who identified himself as a socialist, although 
he belonged to the reformist wing of the Liberal Party.

7. J, Fred Rippy, The Capitalists and Colombia 
(New York: Vanguard Press, 1931), p. 182. In piece-work 
the emphasis was on the number of bananas picked each day 
in a certain area. As a result, workers spent as much time 
in moving from plantation to plantation as in actually 
working.

8. New York Times, December 8, 1928, p. 6.
9. Henao and Arrubla, p. 553,



Gaitan1s report shattered Colombia's facade of an orderly 
and democratic state. Many of the upper classes were dis
illusioned and shocked when they learned the results of 
the report. Gaitan's report implicated the government too 
closely to foreign investments which openly deprived Colom
bians of their own wealth. The investigation led to a 
debate in the Congress which discredited the entire upper- 
level prosperity of the Conservative regime. The progress 
brought on by foreign money had been contradicted by. the 
exploitation of the Colombian masses. Suspicion was turned 
into anger and disgust,, creating a fear of foreign domina
tion. The political insecurity was further threatened by
charges of dishonesty, fraud, and graft. Adding to the

/political turmoil, Enrique Velez, the Inspector of Public 
Works, charged the government with mismanagement of bor
rowed money. Velez added to the lack of confidence in the 
Conservative administration when he described the purchases 
of unsuitable materials, deliberate low wages, and the 
failure of the government to compete on the open m a r k e t . .

Conservative credibility was destroyed during their 
presidential nominating convention in the summer of 1929. 
They failed to agree on one candidate. As a result the 
Party was seriously split to the point that it seemed as

10. Gibson, p. 352.
11. New York Times,,September 29, 1929, p. 2.
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if it were on the verge of anarchy. The two factions
grouped around Guillermo Valencia, an international
literary figure, and Vasquez Cobo, a representative of
the military. Conservative disaster was completed when

/the Archbishop of Bogota entered into the political con^
fusion. He first supported Cobo, then changed to Valencia,

12and later switched back to Cobo. The Archbishop's
political shifts helped shatter the already crumbling

13power structure of the Conservatives, The ineptness of 
the Conservative regime was exposed and removed any hope 
that the Party might maintain stability and control.

The depression, the collapse of the economy, the 
growing enlightenment, the increasingly obvious need for 
social reform, the implication of the Army, and the Banana 
Zone scandals all piled up into a vast potential for 
revolutionary impetus. The panic in late 1929 caused 
inflation, labor shortages, and the loss of the coffee 
crop. The President and the government came under personal 
and bitter attacks. Violence broke out in the rural areas 
and the nation was on the verge of another crisis.

The crisis was not an issue of partisanship but 
one of class grievances with dangerous overtones. The

12. New York Times, February 4, 1930, p. 18,
13. Zapata Isaza, p. 62,
14. Fluharty, p. 12.
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Conservative disarray and confusion gave the Liberals an 
unexpected opportunity„ But the Liberals could not really 
take advantage of the situation7 because many of the young 
Liberals were still thought to be radicals. The Liberals 
were really undecided and not prepared for the coming 
election of 1930. They had charged that the elections, of 
1922 were a fraud and thus boycotted the elections of 1926, 
The only faction with sufficient strength to take the 
initiative was the Moderates, The Moderates recognized 
that the period of transition would take consolidation.
They understood that if the masses were given the choice 
of the new radicalism and the chaos of the traditional 
Conservative regime, the position and strength of the 
oligarchy was destined to be undermined.

With less than two months left before the election, 
the Liberals approached Enrique 01aya Herrera, the Ambas
sador to the United States, as their candidate. Although

15Olaya was in name a Liberal, he refused the Party's offer. 
However Olaya did accept the nomination when it was offered 
by the Moderates, They proposed that he head a coalition 
called the Concentracion Nacional (National Concentration), 
which would eliminate the extremes. Although Olaya was 
more comfortable in Conservative thinking, his Liberal 
label gave the masses a kind of hope for something different,

15, New York Times, January 8, 1930, p. 19,
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He had enough idealism to appeal to the majority of Lib
erals i and enough moderate views to gain the support of 
the Conservatives.*^ Part of his appeal came from his 
prestige and recognition among all Colombians.

Olaya had long been on the national scene. He was 
involved in the overthrow of Reyes and became the Foreign 
Minister, In 1922, he became the Ambassador to the United 
States. His lack of exposure for eight years prevented 
him from attaining any political enemies. As a compromise 
candidate, he gave the oligarchy a chance to insure a 
period of calm and put off the inevitable confrontation 
until the economic situation became stable. Olaya returned 
home three weeks before the election to campaign and won 
without much contest.

Olaya's victory was more of a personal triumph
27than a definite victory by the Liberals. He constantly 

reassured the Conservatives and the Moderates that the 
country was not ready for reforms, especially those with 
socialistic definitions.*^ As leader of the coalition, 
he promised the Liberals to restrict the Church's political 
power and to the Conservatives he promised to calm the

/ /16, Garcia, Gaitan, p. 259,
17, New York Times, February 9, 1930, p. 7.
18, "Liberal Colombia," Literary Digest, CXXII, 

December 26, 1936, 15.
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revolutionary tones within the extremes of his own Party. 
Because he headed a coalition government, Olaya’s real 
purpose was to provide a transition with as much order 
and little change as possible.

Modern history began in Colombia with the election 
of 1930, The change in political parties without a full 
scale war brought Colombia into a new era. Although 
Colombia had some difficulty adjusting to depression, 
the nation had undergone a definite political change with
out destroying itself. The importance of the election of 
1930 lay in the effect it was to have on the direction of 
Colombian political life. Although the Moderates had 
sponsored a Liberal into power, nothing had changed. The 
class unrest and division was widened, Colombia was still 
separated. The polarity within the society increased and 
power remained in the hands of the oligarchy. The govern
ment had changed names, but there was no reference to the 
unrest,. The facade of Colombian democracy had slipped, 
but not enough. Colombia unconciously prepared for an un
certain future.

Another important factor in the election of 1930,
was the appearance of two major political figures on the
national level who were to dominate politics for. the next

/two decades. They were Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo and Laureano 
Gomez, These two men point out the difference and extremes
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found throughout Colombia's history. They began as close 
friends in Congress in 1913f but the national election of ; 
1930, changed both men's political ambitions. Lopez moved , 
into the leadership of the Liberal Party placing special 
emphasis upon the reformers. Although he opposed the com
promise candidacy of Olaya, he saw it as the only hope for

19the Liberals to gain power without a total revolution,
/On the other hand, Gomez assumed control of a divided. Con

servative Party and began to rebuild it around the glories 
of the past. During the next decade, Gomez would take the 
Party back into the era of traditional Spanish mentality.
His rallying call to a Conservative Colombia was a strong

20 Ianti-United States policy. From 1930, Laureano Gomez and
Alfonso Lopez became personal and political rivals and 
divided the country with their feud.

Although the Liberals had won the election, the 
Conservatives still maintained a majority in the Congress. 
Olaya not only had constant troubles from continual opposi
tion from the Conservatives but also from within his own 
Party, especially the faction headed by Alfonso Lopez. But 
Olaya was unable to appease the extremes and the masses as 
long as the economic situation deteriorated. The national

19, Zapata Isaza, pp. 64-66,
/20. Laureano Gomez, Interrogan:tes: sobre el ■ 

progreso en Colombia (Bogota: n.p. z. 1928) , p, 160.
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income had dropped from 75 million pesos in 1929 to 35

21million in 1932. To save the situation, Olaya imposed
a moratorium on debts and. mortgage foreclosures, By this
time, violence had become commonplace in the rural areas 
- j
of Tolima, Cundinamarca, and Valle de Cauca. However,
Olaya was enough off center with his Liberal Party affilia
tion to provide a skimming process whereby a few things 'Vi'
were accomplished, with the promise of more to come. , The

/government created the Caja de Credito Agrario (Agricul
tural Credit Bank) and Banco Central-to provide the credit 
and refinancing for small landowners. Although some minor 
land distribution took place, the masses were still without 
land and without jobs« Inflation had a devastating effect 
on the non-elites, and rumblings from below approached a 
similar level of those heard in the pre-election year of
1930.

The internal crisis had reached a stage where the
only alternative seemed to be revolution. However, the
possible outbreak of war with Peru saved Olaya1s coali- .

22tion. The threat of an invasion from Peru gave the masses 
a united cause to take their minds off the disintegrating 
domestic stability. Although a serious confrontation never

21. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 260.
22, Ibid., p , 267,
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developedf words z threats and patriotic fervor became an
escape from'the real possibility of a civil war.

The Leticia Affair began the first week of Sep^
tember, 1932„ An armed group of civilians from Peru took
possession of. Leticia, a border community on the Amazon

23River adjacent to Peru. Leticia had been under Colom
bian control since 1922. A backwater jungle community 
languishing in the tropics, Colombian nationals seldom 
noticed it. The nature of the crisis was blown out of such 
proportion that most people believed an invasion was im
minent. The nation rallied to support the government and 
attention was diverted from a stagnant economic situation. 
When the country became caught up in the patriotic feeling,
debate in Congress involved a proposal for a tomb of a

24not-yet-dead unknown soldier. " Olaya called both living 
ex-presidential candidates to duty for the duration of the 
crisis. Guillermo Valencia came out of retirement from 
his home as a personal advisor to the President, and 
Vasquez Cobo headed the military. The crisis lasted about 
six months, until Alfonso Lopez led a diplomatic mission 
to Peru to settle the dispute. The crisis ended as abruptly 
as it had begun with Colombia keeping its territory intact.

23. New York Times, October 9, 1933, p. 7„
. 24. Ibid.



But the importance of the Leticia Affair is found
in the setting aside of an inevitable confrontation of

/internal issues. The presence of Alfonso Lopez gave him
the popularity he needed to carry a Liberal victory in
the coming presidential election of 1934, Although Eduardo

/Santos, editor of the Bogota daily, Ei Tiempo, had the
support of the coalition between the Conservative and
Liberal moderates as Olaya/s successor, the Liberals won
a surprising majority in the Congressional- elections in
the summer of .1933, .The oligarchy had almost no choice.
It either had to allow Lopez to become president or resort
to revolution. Also the Leticia Affair brought back, the
presence of Laureano Gomez, Gomez returned in the fall of
1932, during the height of the crisis, from his post as
Ambassador to Germany. He immediately attacked the Con-

25servatives for siding with the Liberals, By this time, 
however, most of the traditional Conservatives had become 
part of the Moderate faction within the elite, supporting

fOlaya and Santos. Gomez became even more well known within 
the reactionary branch of the Conservative Party. His 
slogan, ”justice in the interior, and dignity on the 
frontiers," gave birth to the formation of a Conservative 
group which was alienated from the ruling section of

25, New York Times, December 24, 1933, p, 7.
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Moderates,^ Gomez was able to consolidate and lead an
extreme faction as Lopez had done with the extremes in the
Liberal Party.

The administration of Olaya Herrera by this time
appeared incompetent. Olaya paid more attention to the
Army and the National Police rather than to the social and
economic gaps in the Colombian society. The economy was
still dependent upon the United States as the major

27economic market, The lack of confidence in the govern
ment by the masses pointed directly to the need for change, 
Olaya was a politician1s politician, He was part of the 
group responsible for the upper-level prosperity in the 
1920s, His personality and prestige produced an adminis
tration that enabled the oligarchy to catch its breath and 
shakily prepare for the coming changes. The years 1930- 
1934 were not those of governmental crisis r but years in .

26. Azula Barrera, p. 39.
27. U. N., The Economic Development of Colombia, 

p. 34. The only drop in trade exchange between Colombia . 
and the United States occurred during the first Lopez ad
ministration. On page 34, the U. N, provided the percentage 
of Colombia's export markets from 1925 to 1949.

To the U. S. A. To Europe To Latin America 
1925-29 80,4% 12.9% ' 4.7%
1932-34 71.4 18.5 1.6
1935-39 56.2 24,6 .0
1940-44 76.2 -' 3.4 3.6
1945-49 81.6 5.2 2.9 .
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28which Colombia began a political transformation. But

the irony and sadness of the evolution was that Colombia
still had a colonial mentality.

The rise of Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo coincided with
the growing unrest among the masses of Colombians who were
looking for changes in the political and social structure,.
and for ah identification of Colombian reality. When he
was elected to the Presidency in 1934, many Colombians who
had been excluded from Colombian national life finally

/felt their hopes had been realized. But Lopez was only a
reformer, not a revolutionary. He presented new ideas that

/divided Colombia even more'. Lopez saw government taking 
the position of sponsor and director of the nation^s demands 
and needs. The state was the originator, promotor, and 
controller for the welfare of the majority of its citizens. 
Such ideas created fear among the oligarchy, who regarded 
government as the tool for maintaining their privileged 
position.

/Lopez changed the struggle from a factionalism 
within the elite to a conscious and serious class struggle.

fAlfonso Lopez was himself a product of the oligarchy, his
• /father having been a prominent banker, Lopez had an ex- • 

tremely privileged childhood and was trained to take part

z 28, Milton Puentes,.Grahdes' hombres de Colombia 
(Bogota: n.p., 1962), p. 241.
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in the political affairs of the upper class. Tutored by
the great Colombian intellectual, Antonio Miguel Caro, he
completed his higher education in England and in the United
States. As a young man he spent very little time in
Colombia, and was not exposed to the tragedy of the Thousand
Days War, After the War and the loss of Panama, he returned
to Colombia to serve as a representative from the Depart™
ment of Tolima in 1913, In 1934 he was still thoroughly

29international in his thinking. To a great extent he was
influenced by the reform movements and politics of the
United States.

/Lopez gradually developed a basic opposition to
the old political methods and became a proponent of a
Colombian version of socialism with which he sought to

30counter political strife and class division. Strongly
opposed to big business, Lopez fought against the financial
policies and heavy borrowing programs of the Conservative
administrations in the 1920s, As the symbol of the dis-

/contented masses, Lopez1 popularity increased partly because 
of his availability to the Colombian masses. He toured the

32country and made himself known to the population. At the

29. Eduardo Zuleta Angel, El pres'idente Lopez 
(Medellin; Ediciones Alb6n, 1966), pp. 13-15.

30. La Semana, February 21, 1955, pp. 11-12.
31. Zuleta Angel, p. 73,
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/same time, Lopez fell into disfavor with the ruling classes 

because he by^passed the traditional method and relied upon 
the masses for the support of his programs.

The Conservatives boycotted the election of 1934, 
Although the Liberals could count on the votes of everyone 
except the reactionaries and large landowners, the elections 
provided no real test of Lopez * strength. The Moderates 
withdrew from active participation in an effort to avoid 
any blame for the actions of the Lopez administration. 
Moderates sought to ride out the storm and prepare for the 
next election.

Doctor Lopez1 personality was such that he had
awakened feelings within Colombian extremes. One did not

/ 32react simply to Lopez; one either loved or hated him.
The growth of emotional reactions to political figures
had become such a part of the national temperament that
politics were carried out on a personal level. Lopez was
under attack the minute he took office. Gomez began a
counter-revolution and called into play all the issues and

/ /personality traits which might damage Lopez. Lopez was 
accused of lacking a university education and of being 
nothing more than a commercial opportunist playing upon

32. Lucas Caballero Calderon, Figuras politicas : 
de Colombia (Bogota? Editorial Kelley, 1945), p. 29.
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33the emotions of the masses, But the major criticisms

fcame from within Lopez' own Party. In forming his adminis
tration r Lopez swept out the old guard, and surrounded 
himself with the youth of the Party. Many were the intel
lectuals of the 1920s who had experimented with the ideas 
of Marx and Lenin, At one time or the other the group
included Alberto Lleras Camargo, Gabriel Turbay r the

/  /Lozano brothers, Jorge Soto, de Corral, and Dario Echandia, 
Lopez, whose training had been in administration 

and finance, sought to use the intellectuals in forming 
a new progressive program for implementation on the domestic
level, especially in land reform, labor, and in the judi-

34 /ciary, Unlike his predecessors, Lopez was cosmopolitan
and international. All of the Presidents during the Con
servative hegemony of 1886 to 1930 were poets, writers, or
lawyers, All were tied to the feudal landholding oli- 

35 /garchy. Lopez, as a businessman, tried to bring a new
/mentality to the office of President. But although Lopez

was still a member of the oligarchy, he created what
developed into a class conflict and then chose to ignore it. 

/In Lopez1 thinking, if a revolution were to come, it was 
going to be from the top of the social scale.

33, Azula Barrera, pp. 43-45.
34, Zuleta Angel, p. 80.
35, Posada, p. 93.
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- /In the Presidential Message of 1934z Lopez attacked

thej old order. He accused the oligarchy of government by
occupation, and stated that a complete reorganization of
the country was necessary if the nation wanted to avoid
another civil war. Pointing up the lack of direction the
country faced, he called for a new sense of.national prog^

/ress and national goals. Lopez called upon the Army to
aid in the exploitation and colonization in the uninhabited
two-̂ -thirds of the country. The land policy with its titles
and tenure was imperfect and haphazard, he proposed a new .
system in which the land of those who cultivated it would
be protected. A faulty education system had produced too
many doctors and lawyers„ The lack of skilled technicians
was the cause for the failure of the development of Colom-.
bia's natural resources, Lopez also pointed out that cheap,
illiterate labor was responsible for the meagerness of

36Colombia’s economic system. Religion and education had
become the chains which bound Colombian development..

/1 . The task was formidable but Lopez had provided for
the Liberal Party and the government a new mentality with 
which the masses could identify. In an effort to bring 
government closer to the people, Lopez tried to appeal to 
the rising urban industrial,• and incipient middle class.

3.6. Pan American Union' Bulletin, XLVIII, November, 
1934, 825-830.
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He fashioned his political ideas and reforms after Franklin

37-Roosevelt's New Deal, Even though the government had 
begun to take on appearances of social consciousness^
Lopez faced difficulty in carrying out his reforms, A 
reactionary crusade carried out by Gomez contributed greatly 
in blocking the reform program. Lopez had stirred the 
masses sufficiently to threaten the oligarchy.

In the congressional elections of 1935f L&pez 
finally received a majority of reformist Liberals to sup
port his reforms. In order to legislate the reforms needed
for his Revolucicm en Marcha, Lopez, rather than risk a   —.—       *
fight with a conservative Supreme Court, asked the Congress 
to amend the Constitution instead of sacrificing his re
forms . To have drafted a new Constitution would have been
impossible at that time. The most important and contra-

|versial aspect of Lopez' first administration was the set of 
amendments known as the "Codification of 1936," The legis
lation was met on all sides by opposition led by the 
reactionary forces within the Conservative Party. The 
Moderates sided with the traditionalists knowing that 
if the laws were enforced, the privileged position of the 
oligarchy would disappear.

37. E. J, Hobsbawn, "The Revolutionary Situation 
in Colombia," in World Today, XIX, June, 1963, 248-258.
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The opposition first attacked article 26 of the

code because.it threatened their basis of power. Article
26 provided that:

Private property and other rights legally ac^ 
guired in accordance with the civil laws by 
natural or juridic persons shall be guaranteed, 
nor may they be disvowed by later laws. When . 
the enforcement of a law passed for reasons of . . 
public utility or social interest conflicts 
with the rights of individuals, private interests 
must give way to the public or social interests 
, . . . Property is a social function of which
implies obligations. For reasons of public 
utility or social interest, as defined by the 
legislature, for reasons of equity may deny in
demnification by means of an absolute majority 
vote of the members of both h o u s e s . ^8

The now-famous Law 200 gave squatters' rights to public 
and private lands. Emphasis was placed upon economic 
utilization of the land. However, the effort to bring the 
Vast areas previously isolated for pastures under cultiva
tion proved contradictory. In order for the government 
to put such a program into effect, the Colombian concept 
of land ownership had to be redefined.

The equality of useful land and its distribution
was never accomplished as long as the major landholders
regarded peasants and their rights a nuisance. The oli^
garchy considered land to be a social reward rather than

39an economic problem. Actually the peasants had no way

38, Gibson, p.. 367 , 
3 9, Smith, p, 88.
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of„financing ownership and even fewer were prepared for 
the legalistic maneuvering involved in registering titles. . 
Although some land was parcelled out, significant improve
ment failed to appear because the same areas were involved . 
in the distribution.

The real accomplishment of the Codification was
in the field of labor. Articles 40 and 44 had given
workers legal status by stating; . "Labor is a social ob^
ligation, and it shall enjoy the special protection of
the State . , . . . The right to strike is guaranteed, ex-

41cept in the public services." Although the laborer was 
given legal status, nothing was done to promote diversi
fication, control and production. The significance was , 
in tying labor to the Liberal Party. But labor was still 
without protection from the elite who held, owned, and 
promoted industry, The upper class feared labor and still 
maintained^ that it was related to and was a force of com
munism. .

;: : However, the most impressive change in government
fand in the nation was the philosophy Lopez had written 

into the Codification, Articles 28 and 29 gave the State 
a new definition;'

_  -- /40». Carlos Mario Londono, Economia social coTom- 
biana (Bogota; Imprenta Nacional, 1953], p. 161.

41, Gibson, p. 370.
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By means of legislation the State may intervene 

. . . in the exploitation of public and private busi
ness and industries for the purpose of ration
alizing production, distribution, and consumption 
of goods, or to give labor the just protection 

;" to which it has a right . . . . Public assistance
is a function of the State. It shall be given to 
persons who, being physically incapable of working, 
lack the means of self-support or the right, to 
demand the same of other persons.42

The Codification also included complete separation of Church 
and State, and secular control of education. The most in
sulting provision of the new amendments to the oligarchy 
was the idea of an income tax. For the first time in 
Colombia's national history, an effort was made to shift 
national income from custom receipts to the citizenry. 
Heretofore, personal and corporate income was regarded 
as inviolate.

The concept of the State as guardian of the na
tion 1s economic health brought storms of protest from the 
oligarchy. The function of the State in relation .to its
citizens was to become the basic question regarding Colorn-

? ' bia's future, Lopez had now been alienated from the rest
of the upper class. . Although the land reforms passed, the
new tax structure was declared unconstitutional by the

tSupreme Court. Lopez had gone too far. The oligarchy 
coalesced into a counter-revolution to return Colombia to

42, Ibid, , p. 36.8.
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vits traditional past, Lopez’ detractors described him as a 

radical and considered his advisors socialists,
z ''Lopez' political moves created a split in the

Liberal Party in 1937. The majority of Liberals began to
side with their class rather than with their Party, Al-'

/though the masses gave full support to President Lopez F 
the reformist wing of Congress lost the elections, The 
liberal Moderates regained control of the Party, Laureano 
Gomez exploited the split with the Liberal Party and the 
masses became even more confused. Now, for the first time

Athe elites had become polarized. The Revolucion eh Marcha
had brought Colombia to the revolutionary crossroads.
Colombia still did not know an authentic nationalismf but
the old order was beginning to disintegrate with the help
of the dreams of socialist utopia, secularism,. and the

44accumulation of technology,
• iToward the end of his term, Lopez had developed 

problems not only with his rival, Gomez, but also with
his own followers. One of the major problems was the

t : 45generation gap between Lopez and his advisors. Exemplary
V /of this gap was the split between Lopez and Jorge E « Gaitan.

/ / fGaitan who was appointed Mayor of Bogota during Lopez1

43, Azula Barrera, p, 79.
t - ‘ .44, Lopez Michelsen, p. 8.

45, Fals Borda, Subversion, p. 143.
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presidency disagreed over the speed of. the reforms. The 
dispute revolved around whether the Constitution should 
be reformed or done away with completely.^ Gaitan began 
to assume direction of the non-elites and disenchanted 
Liberals as Lopez proved more ineffective. Gaitan did not 
assume complete control of Liberal progressive thought 
until Lopez finally relinquished leadership and power in 
1945.

/Before Lopez completed his first term, the opposi^ 
tion became so bitter and reactionary that he offered his 
first resignation. Lopez1 revolution had really created 
a negative influence; his programs and his advisors were 
too radical for Colombian mentality. Although by common 
standards, the reforms of the Codification of 1936 were 
not all that extreme. But to the people to whom they

47were applied, the reforms were considered too radical.
The most significant concept that came out of 

Lopez1 Revolution was that of the social, economic and 
politic obligation of the State. But the idea of an in
terventionist State was too hostile to the ruling classes, 
who seemed even more steeped in tradition than the rest of

46. Zapata Isaza, p. 76.
47. Kathleen Romoli, Colombia: Gateway to South 

America (New York; Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1941), 
p. 283,
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the country." Even Lopez v personality, became synon'omous
with politics. His view created resentment among the more
wealthy citizens who were Liberals who then sided with the
opposition. The best description of Lopez1 first term was
made by one of his own followers: "He cleaned house, but
failed to build a hew one."^

During the years,. 1930^1938, the Liberal Party for
the first time gave identification to the masses. L^pez
has transformed the Liberal Party from a faction of the
elite into a popular peoples1 party. Then in 1938, the ,
Conservatives and Moderates fought back to retain part of
the traditional government. Their effort intensified
partisanship and hatred causing the dangerous emergence

50of divisions along class lines. The New York Times, on 
December 23, 1934/ carried an editorial from El Tiempo 
speculating on the prospects of Lopez’ first year, The 
editorial pointed out that Colombians were sacrificing 
their future for the sake of the traditional order. The • 
system was trying to ignore the social ills of its progress.

rTo counteract the proposed reforms of the Lopez 
regime, the Moderates and Conservatives returned to the 
past to maintain the status quo. A disintegration of .

   —  ,  ,  .48, Garcia, Gaitan, p, 272.
49, : Ibid,, p. 273.

. 50, Hobsbawn, p. 250.



parties followed because only temporary and superficial
problems were altered without a change in the structure.
The vacuum that was left would be filled by popular and
demagogic movements without a sound fundamental program.
Although Lopez offered Colombia a nationalistic symbolf

51he became nothing more than a precursor of change. But 
Lopez provided direction for future change. His programs 
offered progress, but he did nothing in the way of re
lieving the pressure of a worn and uneven social structure
It was certain that from 1936, the country was to be con-

52stantly on the verge of an internal explosion. Whereas 
the first six years had offered some hope for change, 
liberal Colombia quickly disappeared. After 1936, the 
country almost seemed to accept its fate as the "eternal 
invalid.

51, Robert Dix, Colombia: Political Dimensions
of Change (New Haven; Yale University Press,.1967), p. 91

52, Eugenio Gomez, Problemas colombianos de 1863 
a 1945, IV (Bogota: Editorial Antena, 1945), xv.

/ /53, Arias Ramirez, p. 128.



CHAPTER 3

THE POLITICS OF THE OLIGARCHY: 1938-1946

tThe revolutionary overtones of Lopez' first term
caused many Liberals to move into the Moderate camp, Al- 

/though Lopez still had popularity among the masses, he
could no longer count on support within his own Party,

■ /Also Lopez was hampered by Colombian law? there, was no
limit to the number of terms a president could serve,

/but he could not succeed himself, So, Lopez had to sit 
out the presidential election of 1938,

The Moderates regained control of Congress fol
lowing the congressional elections of 1937. The split 
within Liberal ranks during 1937, led the Moderates to 
seek the re-election of Enrique Olaya Herrera, but Olaya 
died that same year while serving at a diplomatic post 
in Europe„ The leadership of the Moderates passed to
Eduardo Santos, editor of El Tiempo. As with Olaya,
/ 1Lopez did not like Santos, and fought his nomination.

Again the Conservatives boycotted the -election and Santos 
ran unopposed.

1. Zuleta Angel, p. 120,

63
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The election of Eduardo Santos meant a pause in 

the reformist pace begun by Lopez. Santos' politics were 
somewhat more measured than Lopez'.^ . Again the Moderates 
had hoped to provide an opportunity to ride out a period 
of unrest. But the split between Lopez and Santos did not

i tgive the country rest. Although not in the spotlightf
Gomez exploited the Liberal differences and watched the
Liberals discredit themselves.

The people of Colombia were being swept into the
whirl of a social revolution almost unknowingly. The
passivity that had been the symbol of rural Colombia had
changed into a slow awakening. The apparently resigned,
docile individuals who accepted exploitation and neglect
became sensitive toward issues and personalities. A
clear-cut crisis had not arisen as Colombia entered the
1940s, but the result of a transition that was affecting
all levels of Colombian society was taking place. The
sporadic outbreaks of violence, which in most cases was

3misunderstood, created a definite feeling of unrest.
When Lopez "betrayed" his class, the Moderates 

decided to slow down the expectations of the non-elites.
When Santos assumed the Presidency, he began his term with 
the purpose of orienting the country back into the mentality

2. Fluharty, p. 60.
3. Pals Borda, Peasant Society, p. vii.
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of the pre-reform era. Santos as the leader of the
Moderates, represented the cautious, compromising, and
self-serving interests of the elites who wanted at least
to make the appearance of a democracy. He represented
much in Colombia that Lopez opposed. In reality, Santos
was an above-average President, But. he represented a
feeling within the oligarchy, that the country had gone
far enough in the area of reforms. To push any farther
would allow a corrosion of their privileges.

As editor of El Tiempo, Santos exercised con^
siderable control over public opinion.^ Santos thought
political passions would do more harm than good and sought

5to limit the ambitions of the masses. The Moderates
thought Colombia’s progress could be controlled and directed
without depriving the nation of its traditional order.
/Lopez’ aggressive policy of government was changed by 

Santos into a policy of conciliation. Under Lopez the 
Liberals had given the masses a voice and encouraged their 
expectations. But under the moderation of Santos, the 
government was unwilling to share its domain with its 
people. The entire theme of Santos' term was to avoid an 
outright conflict which would result in a civil war.

4. Azula Barrera, p. 108.
/ /. 5. German Arciniegas, "Apuntes para una biograf^a

de El Tiempo," in Eduardo Santos, La crisis de Ta democracia 
en Colombia y"El Tiempo", p. 228.
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Whereas the Leticia Affair had saved Olaya's

presidency, World War II saved Santos, but on a much larger
scale. The War brought Colombia closer to the United
States, and again the United States became an issue of na-

/tional politics„ Laureano Gomez had by now adopted the 
beliefs and practices of Franco's Spain. Gomez condensed 
his ideas into a Colombian version of Hispanidad (cult of 
Hispanic culture). So, in regard to the inter-American 
policy of the United States, Gomez cried treason and made 
charges that Colombia was selling itself out.

However, the War did provide an artificial boom 
to the Colombian economy. From 1939 until the postwar 
years, the formation of capital for private investments 
increased from 66.9 percent to 73 percent in 1947.^ The 
movement of population into the urban areas from the rural 
sector coincided with the shortages of goods and the demands 
for Colombian products. At a time when rural workers were 
needed, they were moving to the cities to look for other 
jobs,

. Although the rural sector in 1939 included 69 per
cent of the population, its portion of the national income

7was only 47 percent. Coffee exports, which had dropped 
during the Lopez administration to 64 percent of total

6. Currie, p. 51.
7. Ibid,, p. 35,
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exports, increased almost ten percent during the first 
two years of the War.^ In 1939, out of the total popula
tion of 8,889,000, the total number of employees in prin-

9cipal activities was 4,554,000. While the War injected
new income into the country, the resultant economic boom
bypassed the majority of Colombians.

Throughout the War, the Liberals maintained con-
/trol of the government, Laureano Gomez took full ad

vantage of Liberal differences, and exploited especially
/those between Santos and Lopez. By playing upon the fears

of the oligarchy as well as those of the masses, h,e under-
10 /mined the confidence in government. Gomez was born to 

the opposition. Every political act had some spectacular
iand sensational effect. Gomez used his newspaper, El

Siglo, as a forum to point out Colombia's childlike faith
in the United States» Since gaining leadership of the
Conservative Party in 1930, he earned the reputation as a

11 /man of passion. Gomez smothered the young in his party 
and ruled with absolute authority.

8. U. N., Economic Development of Colombia,
p. 32.

9. Currie, p. 35.
10. Zapata Isaza, p. 107,
11. Azula Barrera, p. 35.
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Vernon L. Fluharty in his work on contemporary

/ 10 Colombia described Gomez as "sometimes loyal opposition,"
/Lopez at one end and Gomez at the other, they represented

the extremes in politics which had plagued Colombia through?-
/out her history. Gomez? explosive nature made his per-

13sonality more feared than his politics. With his
rconversion to Falangism, Gomez assumed the personification

of traditional Colombia. He charged forward as the savior
of the old order and attained a large following as leader

. 14
of the opposition.

Using Liberal weaknesses and controversies f the
Conservative caudillo created a suspicion, a mistrust,

/and a fear of Liberal personalities. Between Gomez and
/his rival Alfonso Lopez, the country was divided morally

and physically into a state of undeclared civil war. The
(  _election of 1942, finally moved Gomez to break with the

/norms of the then contemporary political scene. Gomez 
became openly violent and hostile in his attacks upon

ithose claiming to be reformers. As Gomez assumed the 
personality of the old Colombia, the center of his bitter-, 
ness became Alfonso Lopez,

12. Fluharty, p. 49.
13. Lucas Caballero Calderon, p. 185,
14. Azula Barrera, p. 32.



An unusual incident occurred during the election
of 1942» For the first time the Colombian political scene
was an open power struggle among three factions within the

15oligarchy rather than two. Santos was now in complete
control of the Moderates. The Moderates did not support

/the Liberals' renomination of Alfonso Lopez but instead
t /chose their own candidate, Arango Velez. Whereas Lopez

had not been able to stop Santos' election, Santos was not
/able to prevent Lopez’ return to power. The pause in the

/reformist rhythm was not as great as Lopez1 popularity.
While Gomez did not place a candidate on the ballot, he
used the Liberal split to back the Moderates. Thus, by
1942, the three divisions within the political oligarchy

/were the reformers headed by Alfonso Lopez, the Moderates
/controlled by Eduardo Santos, and Laureano Gomez who led

the reactionaries.
/Lopez won the chance for a second term partly be

cause of his past records and the efforts he had made
/toward reform. But Alfonso Lopez was not the same Presi

dent who had taken office in 1934. He was tired. - He had 
been campaigning over ten years to move Colombia into a 
new direction, The duration of the struggle, and the in
creasing opposition to his ideas had exhausted him. It 
appeared that pride and ambition were the only reasons he-

15, Ibid., p. 66.
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again sought the presidency.*^ But although Lopez won at
the polls, the real winner of the 1942 election was

/ /Laureano Gomez. The Santos-Lopez split gave the Liberal
Party the appearance of a groping, confused, and selfish
leadership incapable of solving the nation’s problems.

/Even the masses saw in Gomez and in his followers the only
semblance of unity.

The crisis in the leadership of the Liberal Party 
/signaled the trouble Lopez was to have throughout his ab

breviated second term. Even in the beginning it appeared
/ tas if Lopez had lost his aggressiveness, Lopez’ new re

straint and middle-of-the-road attitude gave many of his
supporters the impression that he had betrayed the Revolu-

i 1 7 /cion en Marcha. Lopez no longer surrounded himself with
the enthusiastic reform-minded Liberals as he had in 1934,
He turned more to the Moderates for advice and counsel.
Colombia's first nationalistic President began to doubt
himself, and, in so doing, he questioned his own concepts
of reform. Even Lopez had now come to believe that reforms
were not worth risking a class civil war.

zAlfonso Lopez' second term was the turning point 
in modern Colombian history. The Santos faction had brought 
Colombia back into closer ties with the United States and

16. La Semana, January 15, 1955, p. 14.
17. Ibid., p. 15.



Lopez increased the ties with the Allies by finally de- 
daring war on Germany, This move infuriated Gomez whose 
Falangist philosophy was now so intense, that he broke 
with the oneness of the oligarchy. Gomez' counter
revolution now launched a full scale propaganda effort. 
Gomez gave Colombia an alternative, either return to the 
past or the nation would be destroyed.

The reactionary spirit definitely gained strength
fin Colombia under the emotional leadership of Gomez, The

indecision of the Moderates and the quarreling among the
Liberals created a lack of faith among the masses. The
government as a whole appeared to be inept and clumsy.
/Lopez might have survived the turbulence and domestic dis

order of his second administration if it had not been for
ftwo particular incidents that Gomez was able to use as

/material with which to expose the Lopez regime as corrupt 
and scandalous. The first event occurred in the summer of 
1943, when a Colombian prize fighter, "Matamoco," was

zfound dead in a Bogota park.
In any'- other circumstances and time period, the

death would have gone unnoticed. But "Matamoco" was tied
with the Liber'al Party and had been used by minor officials

18of the National Police force.as a strong arm. The Na-
ttional Police symbolized Lopez' liberal Colombia,

18, Newsweek,. February 21, 1944, p. 40,
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"Matamocq" had published a small news bulletin called "Voice
of the People" which had some popularity in the workers'
barrios. However, an opportunistic Conservative judge made
a full-fledged investigation and charged.that the murder
was a result of "Matamoco's" frustration with the Liberal
Party. "Matamoco" was murdered because he had attempted
to promote some kind of change by threatening to expose
corrupt officials

The "Matamoco Affair" eventually implicated several
/highly placed officials within the Lopez hierarchy. The 

affair in reality was nothing more than the exposure of
flocal police graft. But Laureano Gomez, through radio and

/press, blew the issue into a national scandal. Gomez 
charged the Minister of the Interior, Alberto Lleras 
Camargo, with conspiracy and fraud. In return, Lleras

tbrought libel charges against Gomez and took the matter 
/to court. Gomez was jailed for contempt and became a 

martyr. The Liberals were now completely disorganized 
and weak. However, Gomez was released and his attacks 
became more violent. Politics suddenly changed into a 
personal civil war.

Later that year, a prostitute was found dead in 
another Bogota park. This time the Conservatives made 
charges that implicated the President's son. With the

19. Ibid.
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I thelp of Gomez r Lopez1 popularity decreased and his Presi-

/dency and personal life became discredited, Lopez' wife
was ill, and as an excuse to remove himself from the

zpolitical scene for a cooling-down period, Lopez asked 
the Congress for permission to leave the country in order 
to take his wife to the United States for medical atten
tion,

/When Lopez returned in 1944, he still had suf
ficient public confidence to retain power of the Presi-

20 / dency. But the final blow to Lopez1 prestige came soon
/ 'after in the spring of 1944. While Lopez reviewed the 

Army maneuvers in the city of Pasto, an extremely tradi
tional and conservative area, he was abducted by a group
of Army officers headed by Colonel Diogenes Gil, The 
Golpe de Pasto (coup of Paste) indirectly brought about 
the fall of the Liberal Party. The Colombian masses viewed 
the incident as the total incompetence of the government 
to maintain order and stability. The State, in the person

t 21of Lopez, represented nothing but political confusion.
The coup at Pasto was an effort to take direct action by
removing the Liberals from power.

Only the quick action taken by the cabinet avoided
/

a civil war. The leadership of Alberto Lleras and Dario 

/20. Lopez Michelsen, p. 215.
21. Laserna, p. 93.



'■, /Echandia saved the country. Lleras went directly to the
radio to expose the minor officers' reyolt as a completely
regional plot and as no threat to national security. But
the damage had been done. The coup was described as the
conventional Army1s protest against the rural violence and

22against the disorientation of the country.
The Golpe de Pasto was not a unified effort by the

Army to prevent the course the nation was taking. The Army
did remain loyal and stayed within its traditional limits
of neutrality. Nevertheless, many of the older officers
within the Army were jealous of the power given the Na*~

■ /tional Police which was favored by Lopez. The revolt at,
Pasto was part of parallel revolts at Bucaramanga and
Ibague, Most of the older officers, particularly the ones
involved in the Golpe de Pasto, were Conservatives. Colonel
Gil had once served as Commandant of the Navy.. During the
Leticia Affair in 1932, he was acquitted during a court-

23martial on charges of cowardice and lack of foresight.
/

Antonio Garcia, a Colombian historian, points out 
that the real tragedy of the Golpe de Pasto lay in the 
fact that it was too premature,, unorganized, and selfishly 
motivated. Thus, the Army was fairly well discredited.

z
22. Garcia, Problemas de la nacion colombiana,

p. 99.
23. Newsweek, July 24, 1944, p. 64.
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So when the Army needed to make a move in the first years
of la violencia in 1948 and .1949, it had no source of

24support or legality,
z /When Lopez returned to Bogota, he made efforts

toward coalition, but no one wanted to share the fall of
/his regime. Even the masses had decided that Lopez could

do no more. The last basis of Lopez1 power crumbled when
Santos separated from the Liberal name. As long as Lopez
had the recognition of the Moderates, he still had some
degree of power. Santos resigned from the political

, 25scene in order to avoid responsibility of Lopez1 acts.
With ho visible means of support, Lopez resigned in August 
of 1945. The reform era in Colombia had ended as abruptly 
as it had begun.

/In his resignation speech, Lopez alluded to the
serious crisis that paralyzed the country. Colombia was
involved in a new world; the War had brought the nation
into the international scene; industrialization challenged
the traditional system; and personalities were more im-

26portant than policies. Social consciousness had been
awakened too suddenly, and the institutions, the people,

/and the nation could not handle the change. Lopez hoped

t ,24. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 310.
25. Newsweek, October 16, 1944, p. 42.
26. Zuleta Angel, p. 194.
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or thought that by abandoning power he would remove the
obstacle blocking a coalition. The coalition was the only
way Lopez saw as a means of avoiding civil war. With the
resignation of Lopez, the masses lost their spokesman. The
masses now sought leadership and change from personalities
outside the traditional structure of the political system.

/On his third try, Lopez' resignation was finally 
accepted. Because both vice-presidents had resigned in 
order to prepare for the Liberal nominating convention in 
the summer, an interim President was chosen by Congress to

icomplete Lopez1 term, Alberto Lleras Camargo was elected
to serve as the interim President for the uncompleted year.
Lleras had been involved in the high levels of Colombian

/politics ever since Lopez first took power in 1934. He had
held ambassadorships and cabinet positions, Lleras was
only thirty-nine, years old in 1945, he had been part of
the young revolutionary wave of the 1920s and had been one
of Lopez' advisors and his major speech writer, He had
the reputation as a brilliant writer, but in politics he

27was out of his element, Lleras set up the National Union 
coalition and incorporated the Moderates and Conservatives 
into his cabinet. But Lleras was not the strong man

' " z27. Lucas Caballero Calderon, p. 63.
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Colombia needed, possibly the reason for his election,

28Lleras set up and gave Colombia a year of deceptive peace.
Lleras more readily saw the need for order than any 

of the other political figures. He had mellowed somewhat 
from his younger days and had moved from his reformist 
liberal stance to a more moderate tone with an emphasis

/upon order rather than civil war. The resignation of Lopez
29had left the Liberal Party politically bankrupt. Although

the Moderates were still in control of Congress, Laureano 
' /Gomez held the real basis of power in 1945, The Liberals
did not really win in 1930 but they did lose in 1944 with

Z go the fall of Lopez.
After World War II, the impact of change, the

domination of international events, and the fluctuation
of economic stability took away the fagade of Colombia’s
oligarchic system. The old regime disintegrated more
rapidly than a new social order .had developed to replace
it. Colombia was going through another transition. The
congressional elections of 1945 had shown the decline of
the influence of organized labor. The effect of the War
gave Colombia a new mentality, however distorted. The

28. "Watch Colombia," Canadian Forum, XXV,
December 1945, 206,

/ /29. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 36,
30. Alberto Nino H., Antecedentes y secretos del 

9 de Abril (Bogota: Editorial Pax, n.d,), p. 3.
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reasons for change involved all levels of society„ There
had been an increase in schools, in the introduction of
farm machinery, in the availability of newspapers., and
urbanized army draftees returned to the rural environ*- 

31ment. All of these forces served to separate Colombians 
into the haves and have-nots„

With the split between the oligarchy and the society 
now more decisive and more distinct, an attitude of ani
mosity , suspicion, and bitterness existed throughout the 
nation, Lleras' coalition seemed to be the only group 
working against the inevitable civil war. But in reality, 
only one faction appeared to have no fear of a civil war or 
its consequences, Its movement was not revolutionary but 
reactionary, and its goal was Hispanidad,

The election of 1946, signaled the effects of a 
later explosive situation. The liberal years in Colombia 
had changed political issues. Now Colombian politics was 
no longer centered around traditional issues. The issue 
now was where the country was going and who was going to 
lead it. The study of la violencia by Orlando Pals Borda 
and German Guzman outlined the election of 194 6 as the 
second step in the build-up to the eventual breakout of 
the violence in 1948. A kind of tension existed that 
seemed to be waiting for the spark to set off the explosion.

31. Pals Borda, Peasant Society, p. 245,
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The majority of Colombians were disillusioned with progress
and the nature of government and political affairs„ Arms
were being stored and open hostility was becoming apparent =
Certain Conservative factions were planning retaliatory

32measures in the event of a Liberal comeback,
The election of 1946 also brought different per-

/sonalities onto the national scene. Although Gomez had
been the leader of the anti-Lopez attack and in fact re-
sponsible for Lopez1 discredit, Gomez1 presence was not
recognized as a significant factor within the political 

/framework. Gomez took the responsibility of preserving
33tradition as his personal mission. The Liberal nominating

convention came out with Gabriel Turbay. Turbay was
another one of the young revolutionary thinkers of the
1920s, But as the crisis increased and party splits
widened, Turbay moved under the wing of the Santos Mod- 

34erates. During the convention, the lopistas pushed for
/ ✓ fthe nomination of" Dario Echandia, one of Lopez’ advisors.

But when Turbay received the nomination, Echandia’s group

y  /■32,^ Orlando Fals Bords, German Guzman, and 
Eduardo Umana Luna, La violencia en Colombia, I (Bogota: 
Ediciones Tercer Mundo, 1963), 28.

33, Nino H., p. 4.
/ / t' '34, Agustin Rodriguez G., Gabriel Turbay (Bogota:

Internacional de Publicaciones, S. A., 1965), p. 15.



35walked out. The dissident Liberals called their own con
vention in February of 1946. They nominated Jorge E.

/ /Gaitan. Gaitan had the support of the masses, the old 
lopistas, and the remainder of the dissident Liberals. 
Gaitan was a popular leader and possibly had more po
litical exposure than Turbay.

A third candidate appeared less than two months
before the election. The Conservatives at first seemed

/uncommitted to putting forth a candidate, Gomez, who was
master of the situation, waited while the two Liberals
campaigned against each other, then announced the candi-

/dacy of Mariano Ospina Perez as the National Union coali-
3 6 /tion candidate, Gomez1 move destroyed the Liberal 

chances for victory by splitting the votes. Thus, the 
election of 1946, provided the country with three candi
dates, a conservative Moderate, a liberal Moderate, and 
a Liberal.

35. New York Times, July 25, 1945, p, 4,
36. La Semana, December 23, 1946, p. 6.



(CHAPTER 4

GAITAN: 1946-1948

The political campaigning for the Presidency in 
1946 proved the oligarchy's weakness to the Colombian 
masses. Yet the oligarchy was still strong enough to 
exploit the masses' needs. The government of Alberto 
Lleras had failed to give the people any hope by not sup
porting any particular candidate. Lleras' position pointed
out that the national government had only one interest,

1 , maintenance of order. Lleras showed no favoritism and
publicly remained completely indifferent. Alfonso Lopez
also withdrew from the political scene by not endorsing
any of the Liberal candidates. Lopez said he felt his
interests would be better protected by the coalition 

2candidate.
Santos' candidate, Gabriel Turbay, was the steady

Party man. From the first, the Conservatives suspected
/Turbay. He still had the radical tint of his Lopez years. 

His Lebanese origin was attacked with.tones of racism,

v 1. Alberto Lleras Camargo, Sus mejores paginas 
(Bogota; Organizacion Continental de los Festivales del 
Libro, 1961), p. 47.

2. Milton Puentes, Historia del partido iiberai 
colombiano 1810-1942 (Bogota! Talleres Gr^fico Mundo al 
Dia, 1942), p. 606.

' 81
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3Yet, he was the Liberal oligarchy's choice. However, the

other Liberal candidate, Jorge Eliecer Gaitan was even
/more suspected than Turbay. Since Gaitan was outside the

/oligarchy, Ospina Perez became the most preferable choice
among the elites, much like Olaya had been in 1930.

When Ospina's candidacy was announced, thefol-
lowers of Gaitan and Turbay recognized that neither had a
good chance to win. In order to secure a Liberal victory.,
efforts were made by both sides to persuade the other to
withdraw. But the ambition and idealism of both interfered
with the issues. Each man assumed he could save the Liberal

/Party, Turbay's all-or-nothing campaign challenged Gaitan1s 
popularity, which created bitterness, internal hatreds, 
and destroyed the Liberal Party's credibility.̂  Although 
Ospina and the coalition won, he received little more than

5a third of the votes. The coalition government's victory 
was a test of strength for the oligarchy. The disintegra
tion of the Liberal Party had eliminated the traditional 
lineups in the political structure. The ironic defeat of
the Liberals changed the identity of the factions who were

/struggling for power, Gaitan represented the masses,

3. "Watch Colombia," Canadian Forum, XXV, December, 
1945, 207,

/ . ' ' - - : ■4. Rodriguez G., p, 128; Puentes, Historia del 
partido liberal, pp. 607-608.

5. Hispanic American Report, October, 1948, p. 9,
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Ospina represented the ruling classes. The masses knew now
exactly who their enemy was and the elites realized their
traditional position of privilege was being threatened.

The manifestation of the nation's frustration with
its ruling classes was shown in the surprising strength of
Gaitan.® The major issue to come out of the election was
the possibility of Gaitan's personal appeal. During the

/year of 1946, Gaitan had received more attention than any
7other public figure. He had begun as a popular figure, 

but the election showed that he was capable of real politi
cal strength. Part of Gaitan's early support for his

/ 3 /candidacy came from Gomez' political maneuvering. Gomez'
scheming did split and discredit the Liberal Party, but
at the same time, he created a political threat to his own

/basis of power. The masses had found a leader in Gaitan
who challenged the oligarchy and demanded their right to

/share their nation's future. In a sense, Gomez' straw 
man became a serious obstacle to his counter-revolution.

Because Gaitan represented for Colombia a chance 
to alter her direction, he became one of the most important 
figures in modern Colombia. Gaitan's life and death 
coincided with the contemporary history of Colombia from

6. New York Times, "May 6, 1946, p. 4.
7. La Semana, December 30, 1946, p. 5.
8. Nino H,, p. 2.
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1920 until his assassination in 1948, He came from a 
typical middle class family of Bogota; his father was 
somewhat politically active and his mother was a school 
teacher.^ As a youth, Gaitan had little to do with the 
Liberal oligarchy. He was not part of the romantic intel
lectual revolutionaries of the 1920s.

In 1920, Gaitan completed a degree in political
science at the National University, and then went to Italy
to study criminal law under Enrico Fermi. He was in Europe 
during the mid-twenties and it was there he formulated his 
socialistic ideas and concepts for reform in Colombia. In
1924, he published his Las ideas socialistas en Colombia,

i.0where he first labeled and attacked the oligarchy.
In 1928, Gaitan was elected to the House of Repre

sentatives where he defended the need for social change.
The 11 social caudillo" first gained popularity from the . 
personal investigation of the Banana Zone Scandals of 1929. 
During the Lopez and Santos administrations, he held 
cabinet positions and also served as the mayor of Bogota. 
Although Gaitan had followed and worked with Lopez, he 
still charged that the Liberals had only carried out

s ? f i9. Jose Maria Cordoba, Jorge Eiiecer Gaitan
(Bogota; n.p., n.d.), p. 7. Cordoba was GaitSn’s personal
secretary and became one of his closest friends.

f g e *10. Jorge Eiiecer Gaitan, Gaitan: Antoiogia de
su pensamiento economico y social (Bogotil Ediciones “ 
Suramirica, 1968), p. 38.



11 /simulated reform. Gaitan's weakness in the sense of
Colombian tradition was he was not a member of the oligarchy. 

— /Then, in 1944, when Lopez left the Liberal leadership,
/Gaitan's role as leader of the masses assumed greater im-. 

portance. Through his agitation, personal appearances and 
previous experience, he came into the national spotlight.
The elites had always chosen to be indifferent towards

i -
Gaitan, assuming he would never achieve a wide basis of

/support. But the election of 1946 changed Gaitan from the
ideal to the real leader.

/Gaitan was responsible for a new feeling among the
non-elites» He brought a new wave of expectations into the
national level. His "I am not a man, I am the people"
identified Gaitan as the personification of the masses in
the way Gomez had taken on the personality of traditional 

12Colombia. The Conservatives called him a demagogue, the 
Liberals named him a radical, and the communists thought
him to be a facist. But no one described him for what he

/ ■really was. Gaitan was a socialist and a reformer, but
/ 13more importantly, Gaitan was a nationalist.

. 11, Ibid., p. 43.
12. Puentes, Historia del partido liberal, p. 253,

f /13. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 9.
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Alberto Nino H. stated that Gaitan was a living,

paradox. Although he was a revolutionary, he hated 
14 1violence. Gaitan had tremendous talents for public

/speaking. His bombastic speeches drew thousands to Bogota's 
/

Plaza Bolivar and to the National Theater, and his popu
larity increased commensurate to the masses’ frustration.
His gift for oration probably trapped him into over-

15 /estimating his strength. But Gaitan had finally brought 
out the issue that Colombia had been struggling to express 
or had been afraid to admit for three decades. The Colom
bian people now confronted their ruling class with a 
spokesman who demanded justification or change, Gaitan 
gave the nation an alternative to the traditional past, 
either reform or chaos I ®

The oligarchs considered Gaitan an intruder. His
support and strength came from the masses, but ironically

• ■ ,this strength turned to weakness, because Gaitan was a 
demagogue. Gaitan still did not have the basis of power 
to move national governments. His strength was not in 
ideology or programs but in his orations and personal

14. Nino H., p. 4. Although Nino was a (moderate) 
Conservative and chief of Security Police under the Ospina 
administration, he was also a personal friend of Gaitan.

/15. Lucas Caballero Calderon, p. 54.
/ /16. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 66.
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appeal. From his defeat in the election of 1946, he gained

t * ■a tremendous emotional following, Gaitan's famous slogan,
a la carga (to keep at it), was ironic. As Nino H, pointed 

/out, Gaitan was the leader of the masses, he admonished 
them "to push on" but he failed to instruct them "how" to

17insist on change.
Gaitan noted that Colombia’s division had created 

two countries-"-one political, one national. Gaitan’s
statement, that the people were superior to their rulers

/ 18began an open fight between Gaitan and the oligarchs,
/ ■Gaitan assumed the leadership of what he called the "na

tional country" and identified himself as the leader of the 
democratic and moral restoration of the n a t i o n . T h e  
political country which Gaitan described was in the hands 
of the oligarchy. He implied that the coalition of
Ospina had been chosen and was under the control of

/  'Laureano Gomez..
/Laureano Gomez was the only remaining powerful 

figure after the election, Santos returned to the news
paper and became inactive in politics. Alberto Lleras left
the country to assume the directorship of the Pan American

/Union, Alfonso Lopez became the Colombian delegate to the

17, Nino H., p. 14.
/18, Cordoba, p. 21.

19, Azula Barrera, p. 235.
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United Nations, and Gabriel Turbay was in Europe. The
clash of politics and personalities now revolved around

/ >Jorge E. Gaitan and Laureano Gomez f with Mariano 0spina
/ /Perez in the middle. Gomez had the political powerr

/Gaitan had the popular support, and 0spina had neither.
In reality, Ospina was isolated not only from the

majority of Colombians but also from his own party.
Ospina said in a review of his administration that when he

20assumed the Presidency in 1946, he came alone, Mariano 
/Ospina Perez was born into the oligarchy, he attended 

school in the United States and received an engineering 
degree from Louisiana State University, His family's 
wealth continued to increase after he returned to Colombia. 
He became a millionaire and entered politics. As a senator,. 
Ospina was seldom present at congressional debates and roll 
calls. He had a reputation of being indecisive. His per^ 
sonality was such that he appeared to be the least offen
sive of any of the national figures. It was this kind of 
atmosphere that the National Union yanted to implement,
By avoiding issues and personalities, the government could

/eliminate the aggressive nature of the previous Lopez
administrations. Ospina’s life had been one that shied
away from confrontation, consequently'his position as 
 ------------------

/ /20. Mariano Ospina Perez, El goblerno de Union.
Nacional, Torno VI (Bogota; Imprenta Nacional, 1950} , 
245-251.
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leader of the coalition increased the weakness of the govern
ment in the eyes of the masses. Ospina was now in a posi
tion. Where he had to take direct action and make decisions,
something in which he did not have a great deal of ex- 

21perrence.
Aside from indecisivehess, Ospina faced other 

glaring problems. First, Ospina was a minority President 
and his lack of administrative skills accentuated the weak
ness of the coalition. Moreover, the masses held an in-

22tense popular resentment against him. The emphasis of
Ospina1s government was to be upon the soothing of political
feelings, preserving the traditional order, and ignoring
the reasons for the internal crisis. As the government
chose to ignore the basic issues dealing with the economic

/and social stagnation, it also tried to ignore Gaitan.
The week after the election, Gaitan assumed the

/leadership of the Liberal Party. Gaitan had expected to
be consulted when Ospina filled the positions on the

/coalition cabinet. With Gaitan's new electoral strength,
the coalition would never be successful if Gaitan were not 

23included. However, Ospina made his first major mistake

21. La Semana, October 28, 1946, p. 3,
22. "Behind the Uprising," New Republic, CXVIII, 

April 26, 1948, 8.
23. Nino H,, p. 11,
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in snubbing Gaitan. Ignoring Gaitan, 0spina named Con
servatives and moderate Liberals to the coalition. Ospina’s

/action can be tied to Gomez1 refusal to cooperate with the
reformers in the Liberal Party, The mistake went far beyond
the insult to Gaitan, because the majority in Congress, in
the state legislatures, and most of the city government's

24was controlled by the reform-oriented Liberals.
But Gaitan also made a major mistake in taking 

control of the Liberal Party. The second administration 
of Lopez and the bankruptcy of the Liberal Party proved to
the masses that the Liberals were not so different from the

25 1Conservatives. In order to gain power Gaitan became part
of the traditional oligarchic structure as head of the

zLiberal Party, Prior to his new role, Gaitan was a popu
lar leader who had crossed party lines, but with his
identification as a Liberal, partisan fears and hatred

26were revived among the masses. Many political observers 
/thought Gaitan had sacrificed some of his principles in

27 /order to gain power. Did Gaitan think the course would 
be less difficult if he were a part of the structure?

24. German ^.rciniegas, State of Latin America, 
trans. Harriet de Onis (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952),
p. 190.

/ /25. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 313.
26. Ibid., p. 314.
27. Ibid., p, 51i
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x» / fAlberto Nino H, justified Gaitan's move in that Gaitan's

influence had reached another circle. His presence still
28assured the nation that changes had to be made. In a 

wayf Gaitan’s victory in attaining political power was
pyrrhic.

/Inasmuch as Gaitan emphasized change and promised
an improvement in social conditions, he controlled the

29domestic peace. The victory of the coalifion under the 
/direction of Gomez f meant to the masses they were the losers 

in a Conservative regime. The unrest approached a stage 
where factions began to prepare for civil war. The masses 
were only, waiting for a word from Gaitan, But instead, 
the popular leader issued a call for order and legal
action and promised a continued fight on the national

n 30 level.
/The main strength in Gaitan’s proposal for change

31involved a lawful, legalistic, and orderly change. Aside
from this, Gaitan was as contradictory as his programs

/were vague. Gaitan stated that as long as the problems

28. Nino H., p. 15.
/■ 29. Jose Antonio Osorio Lizarazo, Gaitan: 'vida, 

mgerte, y permanente presencia (Buenos Aires: Ediciones
Lopez Negri, 1952), p. 313.

 ̂ .30. Nino H., p. 9.-
/ /31. Gaitan, Antologia, p. 221.
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and people of Colombia were polarized, civil war meant
,. 32disaster.

IGaitan ran into several problems in forming a 
program for change in Colombia. Because he was an idealist, 
he really did not accept the circumstances of power in. 
Colombia. To him, the basis for a new Colombia, was in 
economic equality which would eliminate social injustice.
As a result, the political aspect of Colombian society

3 3  /could be corrected. Gaitan, as a man of passion, did 
not realize or did not want to realize the part political 
passions played in the everyday life of the common Colom
bian.

Gaitan5s idealism resulted in solutions that won
him popular support but in practicality they seemed some^
what vague. Because he proposed to do away with the class
system and demanded an end to the economic monopoly of the
oligarchy, the masses treated everything Gaitan said with 

34reverence. So despite his vagueness and possible visions 
of glory, the masses followed him loyally and faithfully.

However, one important and significant program of
/Gaitan1s did take shape and was presented to Congress in 

1947. The Plan Gaitan involved a complete reform of banking

32. Ibid., p. 223.
33. Ibid., p. 226.
34. Osorio Lizarazo, p. 295,
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and credit which would end Colombia's long-time policy of
the wealthy as the controlling element in politics. He
proposed state intervention in economic affairs on all
levels from private investments to corporations. Gaitan
also outlined a State Planning Commission which would
regulate and provide better working conditions for laborers
and peasants.̂  The emphasis was to .be upon cultivated
land which would be protected. Any, work was to have a
guarantee of payment. Every Colombian was to have fiscal

36remuneration for his labor.
fActually, Gaitan was not the originator of these

/ /ideas. Gaitan1s reforms resembled the basics of Lopez'
/ /Revolucion en Marcha. Gaitan had incorporated them into

/his version of a nationalistic Colombia, Gaitan had with-
i /drawn support from Lopez due to his feeling that Lopez

had failed to carry out or to complete the revolution.
But again Gaitan's idealism interfered with his sense of

/Colombian history. Whereas Lopez had spent his energy and 
strength in propagandizing the idea of change into Colom
bian mentality, Gaitan believed that a nationalistic
Colombia never would emerge as long as the country remained 

37 /political. And Gaitan began to experience the same

35. Gaitctn, Antologia, pp. 257-262.
36. Ibid., pp. 119, 238.
37. Ibid., p. 246.
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feelings of Lopez in that progress and national goals had 
no meaning to the oligarchy.

/The force and impact of Gaitan upon the nation
frightened the oligarchy, because he had taken the words 

/of Lopez and put them into harsher terms, and saw the 
possibility of civil war if the country did not move.
Gaitan's popular support began to reach massive proportions, 
which promised enough strength to elect him President in 
1950, thus ending the rule of the Colombian oligarchy. As 
a result, the oligarchy closed ranks and remained even 
more steadfast.

Throughout her. history, Colombia had conducted 
politics in a vacuum; the issue was not how to solve prob
lems but rather how to avoid them. So, in reality nothing 
in the structure changed. Leaders such as Olaya, Santos, 
and Ospina, who were all politically Moderates and wealthy 
members of the oligarchy, provided a situation where a 
moderate solution was impossible. So during each man's 
term the nation moved closer to a civil war.

The situation at the beginning of 1947 approached
38a period where mounting pressure needed an outlet. The 

government of Ospina viewed the situation with insensi
tivity and thought expectations were too far ahead of what

38. Donald Dozer, "The Roots of Revolution in 
Latin America," in Foreign Affairs, XXVTI, No. 2, January,. 
1949, 283.
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39had already been given. As the year progressed, the

tension, frustration, and fear of the masses changed into
demands and vocal rebellion. Violence now occurred with
increasing regularity in the rural areas. The masses
began to store and accumulate arms,' Criticism of the
government became more open, The total rejection of 

/Gaitan’s reforms by the coalition-dominated Congress gave
40 'impetus to violent reactions, The masses1 frustration

was almost complete because the nation was out of their 
41reach.
The one brief: session of relief and anticipation 

that came to the nation in 1947, but which meant disaster 
for the oligarchy, was the result of the congressional 
elections. The elections had a special significance be
cause it was the first time the political country, described 

/by Gaitan, was not able to strengthen its hold on the 
nation. Although the Moderates still maintained their 
majority in the National Congress, the real winner was

t fJorge Eliecer Gaitan. The gaitanista candidates had won 
sufficient seats in the national and state legislatures 
to threaten control of the oligarchy. The gaitanistas 
had outpolled the coalition candidates by over one-hundred

39. Posada, p. 102.
4.0. Nino H. , p, 23.
41, Zapata Isaza, p. 210,



42 /thousand votes, The votes for Gaitan candidates signi
fied two important factors. First, Gaitan was unques
tionably the leader of the Liberal Party. Second, the
nation rejected the coalition government. The majority

/ 4 3of Colombians now backed Gaitan.
Although Ospina reorganized his cabinet the fo-lr

lowing month to include gaitanistas, national tension had
not been alleviated.^ Gaitan1s strength had pushed the
oligarchy into an almost desperate position. Rural. un~
rest increased with the political strife creating an atmos
phere of violence and hostility. Extremes and passions

45dominated the country. To provide a more effective
means of control, the government increased its repressive
attacks. Government methods came Under criticism for
selective "persecution." The persecution of one Liberal
faction led to retaliation against Conservative factions.

/Although Gaitan was the force holding the country to
gether, the country moved even closer to civil war when 
Gaitan publicly attacked the Ospina regime for secretly

/42. "Gaitan, Party Mender," Newsweek, January 23, 
1947, p. 50.

43, La Semana, March 29, 1947, p. 7.
.44 . Ibid. , p. 8 .
45. David Bushnell, "What Has Happened to Democ

racy in Colombia?" in Current History, XXIV, January,
1953, 38.
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storing arms = ̂  Colombia had moved into a dangerous im
passe.

Gaitan had taken over the leadership of the Liberal
Party, but he failed to unify and reorganize it. The
''Liberal" Congress did not approve any law or legislation
of importance. Gaitan fought.his own Party, even though
he had the support of the majority of the population. It
was in the National Congress that the moderate Liberals
revolted against his leadership.^ The elites were de-

/termined to eliminate Gaitan!s influence, while the country
prepared for war. The upper classes had economic and
political power superior to the working classes but also
had the disproportional political and cultural capacity 

4 8to that power. The oligarchy wanted the nation, but the 
nation wanted Gaitan. The congressional elections of 1947 
had contradicted the oligarchy's choice of running the 
country.

fGaitan had now become dangerous by eliminating
party lines. His influence grew not only in the urban

49areas but also in the conservative rural areas. The 
constant urban migration had done much to change the

46, New York Times, September 14, 1947, p. 29.
47, La Semana, December 13, 1947, p. 7.

/ /48, Garcia, Gaitan, p. 223. 1
49, Posada, p. 103,



traditional concepts of.social positions. Violence had 
become the only outlet for expression. Emotions now re
placed principlesr and frustration resulted in violence. 
Neither politics nor static economics were able to deal 
with such stresses. Confusion, revenge, and insurrection 
added to the physical and mental chaos. It was almost as 
if the nation were looking for a martyr in order to provoke 
a confrontation,'^

The waves of postwar shifts and balances in the
international economy also affected Colombia's rapidly
vanishing attempts for order. During World War II, there
had been a heavy demand for Colombian raw products, but
the end of the War brought an end to the economic gains
that Colombia had enjoyed. A surplus of import exchange
accumulated causing a scarcity of imports. The United
States had provided the major percentage of exchange for
Colombia during the War, but now took a greater interest
in Europe, leaving Colombia in economic limbo. In 1946,

51the cost of living in Colombia rose twenty percent.
The scarcity of goods caused rising prices which led to an 
uncontrollable inflation. Money was available, but as 
throughout Colombian history, only a small percentage of 
people controlled the major portion of the wealth. In

50, Nino H., p. 31. •
51. Dozer, p. 283.
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1948, ninety percent of Colombia1s wealth was in the hands
52of three percent of the population.

The drop in investments in the postwar period also
hurt the stimulation to Colombia’s growing industrializa- 

53tion. The postwar economic fluctuation resembled the
upper-level prosperity of the 1920s, Colombia’s economic
gains had left the masses without benefits, and had done
nothing to alleviate shortages of food staples, clothing,
and housing. Sixty-six percent of the average Colombian's

54income was being spent on food. In 1947, "87.7 percent
of the total population had an income of less than one
thousand pesos per year, and two-thirds of this group
were rural workers.̂

The 0spina government was late in issuing price
controls, and when it did, it failed to enforce them.
Prices and wages lagged behind the personal income. As
a result, urban workers began to strike, while terrorist
activities took place in the rural provinces. Gaitan’s
presence on the: scene as the reformer kept the country from

/complete disintegration. The oligarchy had fought Gaitan’s

- 52. Ibid.
53. Hispanic American Report, January, 1949, 

pp. 9-10.
54. Dozer, p. 284.
55. Currie, p. 40.
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programs on every issue. Inasmuch as Gaitan represented
the masses as a spokesman, they viewed the attacks upon 

/Gaitan as the threats to their own existence. As long as
Gaitcin was present, the. masses still had some hope that
change and relief were possible.

/ /Whereas Gomez and Lopez had been representative
/of the real cycle of Colombian history, Gaitan, "the

56symbol of the masses," interfered with that cycle. If
/the upper classes did not allow Gaitan to share the power

of administration, they surely would not share their
modernity with the majority of the country, Colombia
moved into a period where the necessity of revolution
had overtaken the Colombian's traditional sense and desire 

57for order. Although the rise to leadership of the
/Liberal Party was a personal highlight for Gaitan, his

position as the voice against the traditional structure
58eventually cost him his life. Another irony of Colom

bian political life was found in the political views of 
the major leaders of the polarized society. Laureano 
Gomez and Jorge Gaitan both opposed collaboration with the 
existing government, yet the coalition government still 
existed.

1 t56. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 36.
57. Dozer, p. 284.
58. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 12.



By January of 1948, violence and armed conflicts
/had become so intense in the departments of Boyaca, San

tander, and Caldas that President Ospina declared a state 
59of seige. All resistence to the government, both verbal 

and physical, resulted in an undeclared civil war, Ospina * s 
modification of the National Police posed a direct threat 
to the life of dissenting Colombians. Retaliation and 
vendettas became political policies.

On February 7, 1948, a mass demonstration was held 
/ /in the Plaza Bolivar in Bogota. The unusual aspect of this

demonstration was the complete silence. The "Manifestation
of Silence" was a new type of protest in Colombian his--
tory.^  It seemed as if the crowd had come to mourn for

/a dying country. The only voice was that of Gaitan in a
speech directed to the President.

Put a stop, Mr. President, to the violence. All 
we ask is the defense of human life, that is the 
least a people can ask. In the time of this 
blind uncontrollable force, we must take advantage 
of the people1s capacity to work for the benefits 
of Colombian progress. Mr. President, this 
saddened crowd, with these black banners, ask you 
with this mute shout of our hearts a very simple 
thing. All that we ask is that you deal with us, 
and our families, as you would want your own 
family to deal with you.^l

59. New York Times, January 19, 1948, p. 11,
60. La Semana, February 14, 1948, pp. 6-9.

/ /61. Gaitan, Antologia, p. 415. .
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' /It was at this particular moment that Gaitan was

62 /at the height of his career. But nevertheless, Gaitan
received no response and neither did the country.

By March, a general fear paralyzed, the country.
The Colombian people were aware that something catastrophic 
was about to happen. Violence increased in the departments 
of Tolima and Cundinamarca. The national crisis reached 
immeasurable proportions as further tension appeared be
tween Ospina and Gaitan. Gaitan presented Ospina with a 
formal list of grievances on the worsening condition within
the country. President Ospina ignored the complaint and

/ »Gaitan immediately dissolved the Libera] activity within
the coalition and withdrew all support from the govern
ment.^ The break visibly separated the masses from their 
government, which added unrest and contempt toward the 
policies of coalition.

The government in its official capacity seemed to 
be more concerned about the Ninth Inter-American Conference 
to be held in April, 1948. 'The preparation for the Con
ference created a new level of tension as increased govern
ment activity and publicity alarmed the masses. The two 
major issues of the Conference were to question the pos
sibility of a massive United States aid program to Latin

6.2. Osorio Lizarazo, p. 288.
63. La Semana, March 27, 1948, p, 5,
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America which was seconded by emphasis upon the growing

64influence of communism. The significance of the Con
ference was underlined especially by United States1 in
terests in that George Marshall headed the United States 
delegation.

The situation provided an embarassing position for
Ospina. Ospina/s dilemma revolved around whom to choose
as the delegates to represent the host nation. Again
Ospina's thought turned to a coalition involving the key

/ /personalities, Gomez and Gaitan. But the situation was
/critical because Gaitan had withdrawn from the coalition.

/The controversy was ended when Gomez stated he would not
take part if Gaitan were a member of the Colombian delega*- 

/tion, Gomez implied that Gaitan1s presence at the Con^
ference would upset the representatives,^^ Gomez was chosen
to lead the Colombian delegation and Gaitan was ignored,

/Gomez1 appointment increased the resentment between the
/factions. The personal affront to Gaitan was taken more

seriously by his supporters who felt degraded and insulted,
/ /One of Gaitan1s biographers suggested that Gaitan1s absence

from the Colombian representation was in part due to subtle
/pressure from the United States. Gomez* implications meant

64, Azula Barrera, p. 340.
65, Osorio Lizarazo, p. 288.
66, La Semana, March 27, 1948, p. 5.
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/to deny Gaitan’s importance in the eyes of the attending 

67nations. The scapegoat was already being prepared.
The condition within the country deteriorated each 

day. The rural violence had driven families into the 
cities where they found only hunger, lack of shelter, and
frustration. The population of the cities, especially

/ - . - Bogota, grew into angry mobs waiting for the right spark.
That spark came on April 9, 1948.

On April 9, 1948, after the Ninth Inter^American
/Conference had been in session about a week, Jorge Eliecer 

Gaitan left his law office with four friends at noon for 
lunch. As he stepped out of the building onto the side
walk, a poorly dressed, unshaven young man brushed against 
him, walked by, then turned and shot him three times in 
the shoulders and neck. Gaitan collapsed to the sidewalk,®®

Within seconds, that entire section of downtown
/ - - Bogota exploded. The assassin was immediately attacked

by on-lookers. An enraged mob magically appeared, and in
minutes, the assassin, Juan Roa Sierra, was beaten to death.
The mob instantly sought revenge. The naked body of Roa
Sierra, beaten and torn beyond recognition, was dragged
through the streets to the front of the National Palace

67. Osorio Lizarazo', pp. 313-314, 366.
68. Ibid,, p. 297.
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where it was hurled upon the steps. Thus, angered masses

Qhad pointed an accusing finger at the government.
/Gaitan was rushed to a local clinic where he died

/two hours later. When Gaitan’s death was announced, the
crowds went berserk. And for the next sixteen hours,

/Bogota was in a state of chaos. The mobs first thought 
/of Gomez and tried to find him. They descended upon the

National Capitol, where the Conference.was being held.
The representatives had all been evacuated by the time the
masses overwhelmed the guards. The building was soon

/wrecked, and the mob then moved to Gomez1 home and news'-
70paper, El Siglo, Both were sacked and burned.

With the assassin dead, Gomez' disappearance, and 
the President well-guarded, the mobs’ anger and vengeance 
turned to looting and destruction. The mobs moved about 
like a wounded animal attacking and stripping anything in 
its way. At first the National Police sided with the crowds. 
Fires, desecration, and murder were the result of an emo
tional explosion. A rain began to fall that evening to
dampen some of the excitement. By late afternoon the Army

z69. "Bogota Berserk," Newsweek, April 19, 1948, 
pp. 48-49; "Colombian Uprising," Nation, CLXVT, April 24, 
1948, 425; "Murder in Bogota," Commonweal, XLVII1 , April 
23, 1948, 645; La Semana, April 24, 1948, pp. 7-10.

70, "Upheaval," Time, April 19, 1948, pp. 38-39; 
New York Times, April 10, 1948, p. 3? New York Times, 
April 11, 1948, p. 1,
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was out in force, and as soon as reinforcements arrived
the destruction and looting began to subside. All through
the night and following morning, the Army continued to have

71running gun battles with snipers.
By Saturday morning, April 10, over 2,000 people

had been killed, 136 buildings were destroyed, and over
7221,000,000 dollars worth of damage had been done. With

reinforcements from outlying regions, the Army regained
zcontrol of Bogota, but the reaction spread throughout the

country. Other cities that suffered the same fate as
Bogota were Barranquilla, Bacaramanga, Buenaventura,

73Puerto Tejada, and Cadi.
All the underlying tensions and frustrations were 

now in the open, Colombia took on the appearance of a land 
committing national suicide. Had it not been for the 
loyalty of the Army, and its quick reaction, the government 
and the country would have disintegrated. Within weeks a 
semblance of order was restored in the cities, but the rural 
areas were hopelessly lost. Banditry and outlawry replaced 
any form of government. The bogotazo, as the riot became

71. "Adding Up the News," Scholastic, LIT, April 
26, 1948, 6; "Aftermath," Time, April,26, 1948, p. 35;
New York Times, April 11, 1948, p. 371

72. Foreign Commerce Weekly, May 8, 194 8, p. 3; 
see also the personal description of Azula.Barrera, p, 406 
ff.

73. La Semana, April 24, 1948, pp. 26'-28.
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known, took a terrific toll, both in terms of human life 
and in the spiritual and mental life of the nation. But 
the greatest of all the tragedies was what happened to the 
mind and personality of Colombia as a nation,

The immediate response of the government was to 
determine the cause, but in so doing, the blame went out
side Colombia. Again, the soothing of political feelings 
was stressed rather than the social and economic problems 
which created the reaction to Gaitan* s death. Charges 
were directed against the international conspiracy of cdm^ 
munism.

However, communism was all too convenient, because
communist strength in Colombia was more of a smoke screen
than any real threat. Colombians had always had their own
version of foreign ideologies, and Colombian communism did
not threaten the existence of the nation, Colombian
leftists, whether communists or socialists, had followed
the leadership of Lopez and Gaitan and had been a part of
the reformist wing of the Liberal Party. One observer
stated the bogotazo gave the communists undue and over’-

7 4rated publicity.
The government invited Scotland Yard to make an 

official investigation. . The investigation provided nothing

74, Robert Alexander, Communism in Latin America 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1957), p. 243..
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of an exact nature. However, an accepted reason for 

/Gaitan's assassination leaked out. Juan Roa Sierra's
motive was one of personal revenge. Roa Sierra killed .

/Gaitan out of anger because the popular leader had secured
the release of a man who had allegedly killed one of Roa's 

75relatives. , But many Colombians, especially the sup
porters of Gaitan, believed that Roa had .been used because 
the assassin was a simple, angry, bitter, young Colombian 
with a fragile intellect.^ Again, the reason diverted 
the meaning of the masses' violent reaction.

After the initial emotional release, the violence 
took on aspects of the earlier Colombian history of par
tisan politics. However, this time the rivalry between 
Liberals and Conservatives became more intense and des
perate. But the situation following Gaitan's assassination
was somewhat different because the chaos, the anarchy, and
the frustration provided an opportunity not only for the 
extremist, but also for professional criminals, and rural 
bandits to take advantage of a confused nation.

In the months following the April riots, the govern
ment operated without much consistency. The basic problems 
were ignored and the concern became an all-out effort to . 
forget the events as soon as possible. The country returned

75, Newsweek, April 26, 1948, p, 40.
76. Osorio Lizarazo, p. 315.
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to its traditional methods, which produced two dictator
ships ,and a civil war on a personal and violent level.
The masses received the brunt of the suffering. They did 
not need or want to forget what had happened, because 
their physical condition never recovered after the loss of 
their symbol. Somehow from sheer exhaustion, the country 
under the leadership of its traditional personalities was 
able to make an attempt at reorganization in the late 
1950s. The result was the National Front which has been 
able to restore some dignity to the nation but not to the 
individual.

In a sense, Colombia, the modern nation, stopped 
on April 9, 1948, and returned to its past. The following 
ten years were not as some observers pointed out„ Colom~ 
bia's attempt at a social revolution did not bear fruit.
It had created no leaders, no ideology, no organization.
Its major creation was violence. From the 1920s, Colombia 
had been moving toward a new era, however awkward and 
haphazardly. April, 1948, put off the time when Colombia 
would realize its place in.a modern world. And the fol
lowing years, 1948 to 1958, known as la violencia, brought 
old Colombia face to face with its modern existence,. The 
facade, the illusion, and the deception of Colombian society 
was exposed and violently torn down. But the tragedy of 
the entire day, year, decade, and of national history was
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that Colombia failed to recognize the difference between 
the past and the future and failed to separate them. Thus, 
frustration became despair and despair became la vioiencia.

Although violence has been a part of Colombian 
history, and was present throughout the Liberal regime,
April, 1948, can be used as the beginning date for la 
Vioiencia, because that year, Colombia began another 
transition period„ The new period was to become a test 
to see if Colombia could leave its past behind. From 
1948, it took nearly ten years for the nation to adjust.
The cost for modernity was political, physical, economic, 
moral, and national bankruptcy.



CHAPTER 5

COLOMBIANIPAD: IN SEARCH OF A NATION

La violencia was the result of Colombia's effort 
to move into the modern world. The split between the 
classes, the urgency for change, the personalistic nature 
of its politics, and the disillusionment with tradition 
came together in Colombia in 1948. The gradual need for 
social change was abruptly interrupted and misdirected by

fGaitan’s death. The dream and the wish for change was
turned into a mere struggle for national survival. Belisario
Betancur in describing the effects of the violence wrote,
"we are a generation of violence."^

/During Gaitan’s lifetime, the majority of Colom
bians supported change in social institutions and they
sought leaders who might give them that change. But when 

/Gaitan, their charismatic leader and symbol of change, was 
assassinated, the masses revolted in the only means of ex
pression they knew. All of their energies and frustra
tions accumulated into a wave of destruction and violence.
In effect, many among the lower classes felt that violence

1. Betancur, p. 8.

Ill
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2was the price for progress. Throughout her history,

Colombia has never had a coherent revolutionary movement.
The expectations of the masses were never channeled into
class conscious goals. Even the revolutionary tones of
Colombia's growth suffered from "ideological anarchy."

/Gaitan offered hope, inspiration and slogans, but he failed 
to promote definite programs. La violencia essentially 
became the outlet for the frustrated history of the Colom
bian masses. The violence was not revolutionary; it had no 
goals or direction; it represented a blind, leaderless

3conflict as a statement against the traditional structure.
La violencia actually contradicted whatever ideals the
liberal movement had tried to establish. Ideological
anarchy gave way to emotional anarchy, which, in a way,
had been the pattern of Colombian history,

/The tragedy of Gaitan's assassination, whatever the 
cause, was a deep personal loss. The masses reacted as if 
someone had attempted to take their own life. It was

2. Fals Borda,‘et ad.., La violencia en Colom
bia , I, 24, On pages 287-300, the authors describe and 
discuss various estimations on the total cost of the 
violence in terms of human life and finance. Because 
the greatest amount of activity took place in isolated 
rural areas, accurate figures are very unlikely. Based 
upon agricultural, population, and sociological surveys', 
the authors have placed the total number of deaths at 
150,000 and total cost at close to 100,0 00,000 pesos.

3. Fals Borda, Subversion, p. 248.
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conceivable that the violence and aftermath of April 9,

41948, was a feeble effort at a classic social revolution.
But again the lack of leadership prevented the nation from
accepting an explanation.

The climax of the immediate effect of Gaitan’s
death was gone after the second day. Colombia had actually
come to a standstill. The government failed to mover and
it did so only in maintaining power. Whatever evolution
Colombia had gained toward social change was lost.

Almost every Colombian condemned the crime of the 
/death of Gaitan, but no one tried to prevent the conse

quences. The nation refused to accept the violence as a 
statement against a society that needed to change. As a
result, the violence was viewed as a genuine political

/instrument, The assassination of Gaitan had been the 
device that suddenly and disasterously unleashed the re
pressed forces of nationalism that Colombia had not yet 
been able to formulate.

' i I

Traditional Colombia was unable to resist the
total impact of the ideals of socialism, secularism, and
technology. The moment of break was the assassination 

/of Gaitan which terminated the crisis in the Colombian 
government, . The elites only had one way to go, and the

4, Hobsbawn, p. 248.
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5non-elites had only one reaction. The oligarchy viewed

Ga.xt.axL as an outsider and thwarted his efforts as they had
Lopez’ efforts at reforms. However, they viewed him as
dangerous but not for the reason he was. Gaitan was dan-

6 /gerous to the oligarchy because he was authentic« Gaitan
attempted to define a new Colombia.

/Neither Gaitan1s rise to national prominence nor
the Colombian masses’ reaction to his death was a social

/accident. Without Gaitan's personal presence, the masses 
had nothing. Although Gaitan was nationalistic, he did not 
have any national themes. Instead, his emphasis was upon

7universal themes which resulted in an inversion of values.
/ •Gaitan promised the nation to do away.with the old system,

but failed to offer a replacement.. To oppose him, the
oligarchs withdrew into their past and remained safe
within the sanctuary of tradition,

/Colombia and Gaitan fell victims to their own
history, because they had failed to learn from their past.
Many Colombians were now following an unauthentic tradi- 

8tion. But in searching for past glories, Colombia had

/ /5. Garcia, Gaitan, p. 286.
6. Posada, p. 104.
7. Eduardo Santa, Nos duele Colombia (Bogota: 

Ediciones Tercer Mundo, 19 62), p. 70.
8. Ibid., p. 74.
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developed the incapacity of being able to undertake a 
national goal all the way through to completion„ In other 
words, Colombia did not know how to implement change.

Violence is the history of Colombia, It is the 
tradition of thought and life, violence was the only re-

isponse available to masses of Colombians, Alfonso Lopez
/Michelsen, the son of the Liberal President, Alfonso Lopez, 

and founder of the revolutionary Liberal Party in con
temporary Colombia, wrote that Colombian history has been
tormented by the people’s failure to find a method in which

9to express themselves, Colombians in one form or another, 
with or without leaders, have been involved in a colonial 
siesta. Nationalism crept into Colombia with the advent 
of the.twentieth century, and Colombian nationalism posed 
a threat to the ruling classes which represented social, 
economic, and political interests. When tradition could 
no longer define for each party their reasons for ex
istence, the masses questioned the parties’ validity.
The lack of answers resulted in a physical reaction,- 
la violencia.

In evaluating the events of the 1930s and 1940s up
/until the assassination of Gaitan, we can see that Colom

bia was moving toward a new era. The unanswered question 
is whether Gaitan could have made a difference. But

/9. Lopez Michelsen, p, 53.
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violence was, and is, too much a part of Colombia's national
life to be changed with the appearance of one man. The
possibility was extremely strong that Gaitan would have been
elected to the Presidency in 1950, but at the same time
gaitanismo would have created an opposite reaction in Coloim-
bian society. The society wanted a change but directors
of that society found more reassurance and safety in the

/policy and tradition of Hispanjdad by Laureano Gomez.
Colombia was again faced with another crisis of traditional

/order, as it had been from its independence. Gaitan's
/role, as Antonio Garcia described it, was that of the

"necessary man" who becomes the symbol of change. The
necessary man signaled the death of an old s y s t e m , T h e

/importance was not in Gaitan's direction but in his style.
/Gaitan as a popular leader challenged the old order and

gave the country an imprint of the future, pointing up
the urgency for change

Gaitan was more than a social accident. Again it
is not important whether he was successful in implementing
programs, but rather that he found a new definition of

/Colombianidad (Colombian identity). Gaitan’s death divided 
the nation more deeply than ever. Two Colombian nations 
had always existed. Colombia was composed of internal

' /10, Garcia, Gaitan, p. 12.
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colonies involving political, economic, and social degrees 
within the country.

Beginning with its independence and throughout the 
nineteenth century, Colombia was a crucible of politics 
where the struggle was to maintain power rather than to 
gain it. The Colombian -masses turned to politics in an 
effort to escape the drudgery of a life where social ad
vancement and economic benefits were denied them.. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, Colombia was a nation 
based and ruled by politics. The society was based upon 
two political parties. If one fell, the entire structure 
crumbled.

Colombia moved into the twentieth century un
certain of its future. The turn of the century ended with 
a disastrous civil war and another repetition of the 
historic cycle. The pattern of crisis-coalition emerged 
in Colombia as a definite method for the elites to main
tain their position in times of threats and self-destruction.

La Concordia Nacional, 1902, had enabled the elites 
to establish complete control over a tired and frustrated 
nation. World War I affected all aspects of Colombian life. 
The exposure to the world scene opened new markets and 
foreign investments. The immense influx of money resulted 
in an anarchic approach and application of capitalism 
which brought on a false prosperity. Slowly, Colombia
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began to change her habits and thinking. Then another 
world incident intruded into the national life of Colombia. 
The world-wide depression of 1929 exposed Colombia's upper- 
level prosperity, which in the eyes of the masses, was 
viewed as exploitation of their country's wealth by a 
minority. In 1930, Colombia changed political parties 
without the past norms of violence and confusion and made 
the appearance that she was approaching modernity.

The period from 1930 to 1948, brought Colombia 
too quickly into areas in which she did not have any ex
perience. The leaders did not prepare the nation for such
a change. The period opened and closed with crisis- .

/coalition governments, the Concentracion Nacional, 1930,
/and the Union Nacional, 1948. In those twenty-odd years, 

the recognition of classes occurred in which Colombia as 
a nation found contradictions in its institutions and their 
leaders. The advancement of technology accelerated ex
posure to a new set of circumstances, and new political 
ideologies entered the minds of Colombians. The result 
was a hope and idealism which created a new spirit among

' t
. the masses. Under the leadership of Alfonso Lopez and

/ •his Revolucion en Marcha, 1936, the government was given
a new definition as the protector and director of indi
vidual welfare. Young men who had been caught up in the 
wave of social change replaced the traditional leaders.
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But the new ideas also brought in confusion and frustra
tion .

The concept of authority became confused with the
concept of tradition. Class differences were exposed and
made even greater. Demands exceeded performance, institu~
tions failed to keep pace with the nation's growth, and
leaders appeared to ignore solutions to local problems.
Just before World War II, under the Presidency of Eduardo
Santos, a Moderate, the oligarchy tried to stop the trend.
But when Lopez returned to the Presidency in 1942, the
oligarchy began the counter-revolution. With the advent 

/of Laureano Gomez, a fanatic Conservative, the standard
of tradition was raised. Gomez brought back the idea that

/the past was salvation from the chaos. Under Gomez, the 
rebirth of Spanish religiousity and paternalism took place, 
Colombia was faced with a two-fold crisis, revolution versus 
reform or tradition versus revolution. In short, Colombia 
was a confused country."*"'*' The masses represented a dif
ferent force in Colombian politics, but they did not have 
the support of an ideology. Until Gaitan, Colombia was 
unable to gauge the transformation that might take place. 
Before Gaitan's prominence, 1946 to 1948, no unity in 
popular feeling existed. A lack of mass cooperation

/
11. Alfredo Garcia Cadena, Unas' ideas eTementa 1 es , 

sobre problemas colombianas (Bogota: Archivo de la Econpmia
Nacional, 1956), p. 12.
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divided the nation. With the symbolic leadership of 

/Gaitan, the confused expression on the part of the masses
was channeled to the goal-oriented voice of protest. But

/as quickly as Gaitan appeared as a major force on the na
tional level, he was removed.

The masses throughout Colombian history have had 
to depend upon personalities rather than institutions and 
policies for change, Gaitan1s assassination created 
another vacuum which the nation was unable to fill. Their 
feelings resulted in an emotional expression of violence. 
Eduardo Santa described the situation as "a contradiction,
a history of adolescents who did not know.what they wanted

12or did not want what they knew."
The most direct cause of la violencia was the 

stagnation of Colombian national life and the existence 
of a colonial mentality living in a modern century and yet 
claiming to offer the benefits of a republican society.
With the rapid developments and changes brought about" by 
technology and new political ideas, many Colombians realized 
they had failed to complete their independence. As a na
tion Colombia could only concede the need to establish order 
and stability, but failed to provide mass satisfaction for 
basic needs

12. Santa, Nos duele Colombia, p. 61.
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In a sense, la viplencia was an aborted revolution;

however, as a revolution, it had neither guidance nor
direction. Alberto Lleras Camargo, the interim President

/who followed Alfonso Lopez in 1945, and who was one of the
originators and the first President of the National Front
in 1958, summarized Colombia's as well as Latin America’s
frustration of history:

Latin America has instability because it has not 
yet experienced the culmination of the process 
of social, economic, and political integration; 
because the greater part of its political agi
tation represents the crumbling.of situations 
that are essentially unstable; because it is 
going through revolutions that did not take 
place at the proper time and are now mixing ex
plosively with those of our day . , . . A com
plete revolution at independence was circumvented 
. . .  . Material progress had failed to sift 
down through all layers of society . . . .  Latin 
Americans think it is possible to create a modern 
nation without expending too much effort,3-3

Although Colombia's structure had the appearance of modern
systems with democratic labels, it was still colonial in
purpose. Colombia's problems were rooted in its history.
The past was not only entrenched in the systems but also
in the individual mind. The history of Colombia as a
nation was the history of a mentality that dominated the
world three centuries ago. And in Colombia, this mentality
has struggled to stay alive. '

13. Alberto Lleras Camargo, "Points of View," 
Americas, VII, No. 3, March, 1955, 37.
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