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Abstract 

How do people rebuild their lives, livelihoods, and community in the same location 

where brutal conflict has occurred?  My research in San Carlos, Colombia--a rural community 

emerging from a decade of violence—investigates how conflict targets the built and natural 

environments of people’s lives. Roads, bridges, buildings, and land have all been sites of 

violence, illustrating the blurred lines between military and civilian space.  The meanings of these 

locations change after war.  Yet, for those returning after a decade of internal displacement, these 

are exactly the building blocks that must be used to remake home, livelihoods, and community.   I 

use the concept of forensic infrastructure to explore the materiality of memory and politics in war, 

the immediate aftermath, and long-term reconstruction. 

 A forensic approach to infrastructure involves understanding materials as text and tools in 

which politics and memory are embedded and enacted.  Forms of infrastructure serve as archives 

of the past and stages for the practice and performance of awesome and everyday life.    As both 

material and metaphor for interdependence, infrastructure is the physical embodiment of complex 

concepts such as development, modernity, progress, citizenship, and stability.  

 Nowhere are these concepts more contested in Colombia than San Carlos.  Between 

1998-2005, the FARC and ELN guerrillas, the Bloque Metro and Cacique Nutibara 

paramilitaries, and the armed forces fought in San Carlos over control of the country’s largest 

hydroelectric complex and the Bogotá-Medellín highway connecting Colombia’s two biggest 

cities.  Eighty percent of the population fled.  Beginning in 2005, however, after paramilitary 

demobilization and military victories over the FARC, people started returning to their homes.  

Since 2010, San Carlos has been host to innovative initiatives facilitating return.  It is often 

portrayed in the national media as a model for return, reconstruction, and reconciliation. 
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While internal displacement has been a crisis in Colombia for decades, large-scale return 

is a new phenomenon. Little has been written about return, especially based on sustained 

ethnographic fieldwork.   This dissertation, based on seven research trips between 2008-2015, 

including fifteen months of fieldwork in San Carlos and Medellín in 2011-2012, sheds light on 

the everyday experiences and difficulties of return—both for those who were displaced and those 

who remained.  Rebuilding	  the	  physical	  spaces of connection, containment, and circulation 

necessary for community to function in San Carlos embodies a larger struggle over the nature of 

development, progress, and reparation in Colombia.  I suggest return is possible in San Carlos 

because the fight was over mobility instead of the land itself.  The same model of return will be 

difficult to impossible to apply in areas where monoculture agriculture or mining play a major 

role in conflict. 
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Introduction: Quality of Life 
I’m stuck between the strands of a barbed wire fence. Claudia is laughing at me. “You 

might be thin, but you never got guerrilla training in elementary school like I did. That’s why I’m 

so much better at this than you are.” Her son—also laughing—pulls the bottom strand lower. 

Claudia pulls the top one higher and I am able to squeeze through. Safely on the other side, I have 

to laugh at myself as well. It always happens. I’m no good at the shortcuts.  

The only military skills I learned as a child growing up in Macon, Georgia were how to 

snap to attention and stand at ease in PE class. My third grade teacher taught us how to play songs 

from every branch of the armed forces on the recorder. None of these life skills ever came in 

handy. In the Colombian municipality of San Carlos, however, members of the Ejército de 

Liberación Nacional (ELN) taught Claudia to clean weapons and shimmy under barbed wire 

when she was young. These lessons didn’t make her a guerrilla any more than my ability to play 

military songs on the recorder made me a soldier. Claudia’s skills, however, at least helped us get 

to the river. We could have taken the road and crossed over the Macondo Bridge—a perilous 

swinging structure —to get there. But people from the community preferred to take the muddy 

path that was quicker, if you didn’t mind the barbed wire and electric fences that supposedly were 

“usually not on.”  

We were going to my favorite place. It’s called “The Encounters”—a small spit of sand 

and several flat rocks that jut out at the point where a crystal clear mountain stream meets a 

swiftly moving muddy river. I spent long, lazy afternoons there with friends, lying on rocks in the 

sun, watching the dogs play, and riding the current down the river. Bamboo grows tall on the 

mountainside amidst haphazard smatterings of coffee, corn, and cane. Flecks of gold dance in the 

clear mountain stream. Salsa music drifts from the bar just around the bend in the river. Thickly 
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forested green mountains surround us, interrupted only briefly by the incongruously bald 

mountaintop of El Tabor that punctuates most of the region’s vistas. 

Days like these—happy and free of worry or cost—are an important part of why people 

returned after the war or why they remained during horrible violence. “Quality of Life,” they call 

it. Time spent with family and friends cooking sancocho (the traditional Colombian soup best 

made over an outdoor fire), climbing trees and picking guavas, frying fresh fish and skipping 

stones by the river. These are the things money can’t buy. And these are the reasons people cite 

for coming home—the real and imagined pleasures of rural life.  

The past is not forgotten. Sometimes people talk about the bad times while sitting on the 

riverbank, watching a child play or a pot boil. Sometimes not.  

There is magic in the life and landscape of rural Colombia. And there is a reality that can 

be brutal.  

There’s a dark side to the gold dust in the river and the bloody fighting over mining 

concessions.  

There’s a dark side to so many Colombian rivers, where bodies are tossed from bridges to 

float away in a watery grave. 

There’s a dark side to the bucolic countryside where landmines and lost loved ones lie 

hidden. 

These are the tensions and the realities that form the landscape of people’s lives. These 

are the joys and pain that form return’s terrain. 

After years of war, people return for what remains. This comes in many forms and 

fashions. The ruins of homes they hope to rebuild, land they hope to re-plant, the missing bodies 

of loved ones they hope to find and rebury—this time with dignity, this time in a marked grave. 

They return for the remains of whatever it is that matters most, whatever it is they feel necessary 

for life to carry on.  What remains also keeps them away or keeps them wary if they’re there—
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landmines, bad memories, armed actors who have not laid down their weapons. There’s a lot that 

remains. 

People in San Carlos tell the story of armed men using a human head as a soccer ball in 

the town square. The event is burned into the community’s memory. It is used as shorthand for a 

fact at once very simple and very complicated: things got really bad.  

But they have lots of other stories—good and bad, spoken and unheard but felt and 

known all the same. I heard many kinds of stories in the year I lived in San Carlos between 2011 

and 2012 and the frequent trips back I’ve made since then.  

“The universe is made of stories, not of atoms,” the poet Muriel Rukeyser once wrote. 

It’s made of both, of course. And perhaps even those atoms have stories. This is a story about 

community—the ties that bind, how they break, and how they are remade. Community means 

many things. In fact, there are many communities in this story, as there are in all stories. In this 

small story, there is the community of the Colombian state, of a rural town and surrounding 

villages, of plants and people, of armed actors and their resources, of the living, the dead, and the 

spaces that contain them. Inanimate objects are characters, just as are the people who make, 

break, and reshape them. Buildings, bridges, and bombs; soil, stones, and seeds all have ever-

changing stories embedded in their structures.  

This is the forensic infrastructure of war and its aftermath.1 A forensic approach to the 

built and natural environment involves understanding materials as both text and tools in which 

politics and memory are embedded and enacted.  Both infrastructure and ecology serve as 

archives of the past and stages for the practice and performance of awesome and everyday life.2  

                                                        
1 I draw from Eyal Weizman's notion of forensic space throughout this work. Eyal Weizman, Hollow Land: 
Israel’s Architecture of Occupation, 1 edition (London  ; New York: Verso, 2012). 
2 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas, Second 
Printing edition (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2003). 
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The built and natural environments are targets and tools in war, illustrating the lack of clear lines 

between civilian and military spaces. In the aftermath, they are archives and evidence of hopes 

and horror, dreams and loss.3 The past is embedded within the physical materials used to re-build 

the present and re-imagine the future. 4 This structural memory shapes everyday life in the 

aftermath in ways that are barely visible and seldom acknowledged.  

Places hold memories, spaces tell stories. Philosopher Dylan Trigg suggests place does 

not merely provide “the context on which memories hang, but the very texture of the specific 

content itself.”5 In many ways, memory is as spatial a construct as temporal, a key difference 

being that while we can never go back in time, we can return to the scene of the crime. It’s not 

enough to rebuild homes, recultivate fields, and reconstruct roads if one’s environment is filled 

with mental landmines of memories that render places uninhabitable. Rebuilding community 

requires a physical and psychic reclamation of the spaces and places in which one lives. The 

legacy of the past can irrevocably change the shape, content, and meaning of structures. There are 

points of no return.  

How do people remake their lives, livelihoods, and community in the same location 

where brutal conflict has occurred—always confronted with the scene of crimes, of horror, of lost 

                                                        
3 Pilar Riaño-Alcalá explores the complicated geography of conflict and memory in urban neighborhoods 
in Medellín. Dwellers of Memory: Youth and Violence in Medellin, Colombia (New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 2010). 
4 In focusing on the physical legacy of violence, I am drawing upon previous work on embodied 
experiences of violence. Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, 1 
edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987); Diane M. Nelson, A Finger in the Wound  : Body 
Politics in Quincentennial Guatemala (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); Veena Das and 
Stanley Cavell, Life and Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary, 1 edition (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2006); Diane M. Nelson, Reckoning: The Ends of War in Guatemala 
(Durham, N.C: Duke University Press Books, 2009); Erica James, Democratic Insecurities: Violence, 
Trauma, and Intervention in Haiti (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010); Kimberly Theidon, 
Intimate Enemies: Violence and Reconciliation in Peru (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2014). 
5 Dylan	  Trigg,	  The	  Memory	  of	  Place:	  A	  Phenomenology	  of	  the	  Uncanny,	  1st	  ed.	  (Ohio	  University	  Press,	  
2012),	  53. 
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dreams, of lost loved ones? Anyone who has had her life destroyed knows no one rebuilds alone. 

The best way to understand the connections that hold our lives together is to lose them and 

struggle over the days, months, and years that follow to remake these ties that bind with the 

frayed remains and the new lines thrown, made, fought for and found. When one form of 

connection is targeted and destroyed, others emerge in the absence.6 The nature, reach, and 

quality of these connections form the contours of concern around which community is built.  

What kind of community exists today in San Carlos? On any given day or night, you can 

find a mime, a mystic, a nihilist, and a pharmacist in the town square. All but the pharmacist will 

probably be smoking. Sometimes, the mystic and the nihilist smoke cigarettes together. They 

used to be friends. I don’t think either of them have much time for the mime, although the mystic 

seems to find him useful from time to time. Every small town probably has their version of such 

characters. But I’m partial to mine. 

“Small Town, Big Hell:” The Density of Rural Life 

“Soy un mimo pero no soy mimado,” the town mime says with a bow, his long white 

beard scratching his knees. He’s a mime, but not a spoiled one, he assures me, shaking his head 

and wagging his finger with exaggerated emphasis before lighting up a cigarette. I haven’t known 

many mimes in my life but this one is certainly very talkative. A chance encounter with him can 

lead to conversations about topics as varied as literature, his ex-wife, the hot peppers he is 

growing in his garden, or his alleged participation in founding the Green Party. Conversations are 

a real time commitment with this mime. If I see him in the square, I make a quick calculation of 

my available time and decide whether I should go forward or seek an alternative and circuitous 

                                                        
6 Rebecca Solnit, A Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in Disaster, Reprint 
edition (Penguin Books, 2010). 
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route. With his large, red-plaid hat jauntily cocked to one side and flowing beard, he is thankfully 

easy to recognize from a distance.  

In a small town, it’s hard to avoid someone. “Small town, big hell,” people often say in 

San Carlos, usually—but not always—with a laugh. The only chance of evasion is a detour 

around the square. The spacious red brick plaza is one of the most beautiful in Antioquia. Fast-

food rotisserie chicken establishments anchor three corners. The funeral home occupies the 

fourth. The enormous red brick Catholic Church dominates the square and life in the community 

as a whole. Countless people have told me their faith was the only thing that got them through the 

horrible years of war. Faith continues to be a cohesive force for much of the community. During 

the weekend, there is a constant rotation of masses.   People spill out of church and into the 

square all hours of the day.  Throughout the year, processions and public prayers wend their way 

across town at all hours of the day and night, making it impossible to avoid life within the 

liturgical calendar. 

Faith takes many forms. In the evenings, Pastora—a mystic and municipal council 

member, a combination perhaps more politicians should embrace—is usually sitting at the café to 

the right of the church (the side closest to the funeral parlor) smoking cigarettes and drinking 

coffee.	  That is, if she’s not at the mayor’s office, a conference on victims’ rights, giving a talk 

somewhere in the country on San Carlos’ experience of conflict, or even meeting with the 

president. She holds court in the town square—plotting, planning, mind turning in ways I cannot 

begin to imagine, intensity radiating out of every pore of her being. What emerges is complex, 

poetic, deeply metaphoric, at times metaphysical.  

“The universe conspires,”	  Pastora often says with a sly smile usually reserved for when 

things have gone her way. She is not beyond playing her part in orchestrating celestial 

conspiracies. Sometimes when she’s talking to people, she pulls out two pictures she keeps in the 

pages of a notebook she carries in her purse. They are of her children the paramilitary killed. “I’ll 
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talk to the kids about it,” she assures whoever she is talking to. “You have angels on your side.” 

This generally makes people feel better. I’ve heard Pastora pray for god to grant her “the most 

persuasive words possible” to convince someone to do something she wanted. Needless to say, 

Pastora often gets what she wants. 

I once saw a draft for a Committee of Celestial Security she drew up after the murder of a 

demobilized paramilitary member. It was a proposal for its legal creation, the same as one might 

draw up for any other legally recognized committee. She had written out the objectives and 

function of the organization in flowery legalese. The municipal head of security signed the 

document. It was as official as any Committee of Celestial Security could be. Hers was a brand of 

mysticism I understood. The stars might not always align in our favor but that doesn’t mean we 

can’t do our damnedest to nudge them into a more auspicious formation. 

Faith, however, isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. Some find the lack thereof more comforting. 

They often prefer whiskey to tea.  

“I don’t hate and I don’t love. Not anymore. I’m not capable of either,” a man in San 

Carlos once told me as we sat drinking late into the night at a bar under the shadow of an 

imposing statue of Símon Bolívar. He had been in a political party whose members were 

systematically assassinated to the point that it is now euphemistically described as a “historic 

party.” He and his brothers had been involved with civic movement organizing in the 1970s and 

80s. They were killed. Somehow, he had survived.  

I see him with his youngest daughter. His face lights up when he plays with her. He loves 

to make her laugh. I’ve also seen him display a notable lack of loyalty to friends and family. 

Sometimes people have to make too many compromises in order to survive. These compromises 

can twist, warp, and kill something inside until what remains feels unrecognizable from what 

existed before these choices were made. “I don’t hate and I don’t love. Not anymore.” We drank a 

lot that night. I think that was a regular occurrence for him. It is for a lot of people in San Carlos.  
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Not everyone tries to mute the pain. Some turn the volume up and blast their pain out 

loud and at large. Some define themselves and their cause around their pain. Some people live 

their lives largely in the past tense, overwhelmed with the grief of what was lost. Some people 

hurtle forward as fast as they can, studiously avoiding the past through continuous movement and 

activity often lubricated with substances and sex. Everyone has their own way of getting through 

the nights and days that follow terrible loss. 

Some spend their nights and days caring for the pain of others. 

“Are you remembering to use bug repellant when you go to the river?” Leandro yells at 

me as I scurry past the pharmacy into the square. 

When I first arrived, I got insect bites that swelled into spectacularly large boils on my 

legs. The first time, he lanced and cleaned them for free, welcoming me to the community and 

sending me on my way. The second time, he was not as kind, or more accurately, he was kind in a 

different way. My parents had come for a visit and my father—a doctor—told me not to worry 

about the bite that was getting progressively larger and larger on my calf. My mother, knowing 

my father’s proclivity to underplay any medical condition short of a flatline, suggested I go to the 

pharmacist. 

Instead, I travelled with my parents for a week and then came back to see Leandro. He 

looked at my leg and was furious. “How could you have waited this long?” he scolded me. “Now 

this is bad, this is really bad. You’re lucky the coffee doctor is in town.” He took me by the hand 

to the large two-story building where the coffee grown in the region is bought, stored, and sold. 

The Federation of Coffee Growers paid for a doctor to come to town several times a month. The 

doctor looked at the enormous boil on my leg and lanced it. We all examined the large and 

astonishingly red circle that remained on my leg. “This one’s going to cost you,” Leandro said. 

“The ointment you need is expensive. You never should have left it that long,” he repeated as we 
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walked back to the pharmacy. I half trotted, half limped to keep up with his fast gait. “I’m sorry, 

Leandro,” I said, hanging my head sheepishly. “I’ll come and see you earlier next time.”  

“Don’t let there be a next time,” he wagged his finger at me. In the months that followed, 

I saw Leandro fuss at just about everyone—for smoking, for being out playing pool when they 

should be resting. If people saw him in the square when they knew they were doing wrong, they 

would sometimes try to hide from him. But no one avoided him for long. Everyone ended up in 

his pharmacy. It didn’t matter that there was a doctor at the hospital or that the coffee doctor 

came from time to time. Everyone went to Leandro. They loved him, and for good reason. He’s a 

pretty fantastic person. Sometimes I stop in and say hi and ask him if he’s taking care of himself 

and getting enough rest. He smiles, lies to me, and says of course he is. I smile, lie to him, and 

say of course I’m using bug repellant at the river.  

The density of rural life lies not in numbers but in knowledge—of where you’ve come 

from and what you’ve done. Such knowledge can make for a “big hell.” During war, information 

offered to armed actors could easily lead to someone’s rape, torture, disappearance, or death. 

After the conflict ended, everyone knew many of the people responsible for violence were still in 

the community. This can mean running into the person who killed your daughter on the way to 

church. It can lead to finding out who killed your father from the driver taking you to work.7  

Small towns are places of thick connections. These connections can be the things that call 

you home, that hold you up, and that help you carry on. They can also keep you away, make it 

impossible to come home. Knowledge can save your life or claim it. People return to the 

                                                        
7This density of unspoken knowledge and archive of selective truths forms the framework of life and death 
in stories like Chronicle of a Death Foretold, in which an entire town knows of a man’s impending death. 
Robin Kirk uses the novella to explain similar knowledge of the assassination of human rights leader Josué 
Giraldo Cardona.  Gabriel García Márquez, Chronicle of a Death Foretold, trans. Gregory Rabassa, Reprint 
edition (New York: Vintage, 2003); Robin Kirk, More Terrible than Death  : Violence, Drugs, and 
America’s War in Colombia (New York; Oxford: Public Affairs  ; Oxford Publicity Partnership, 2004). 
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countryside—despite the pain, the fear, the bad memories, the current difficulties, the lack of 

jobs, the drug and alcohol addictions, the continued presence of armed actors—for the promise 

and reality of a Quality of Life they do not have elsewhere. These also have to contend with a 

density of life they do not have anywhere else.  

The Sweet Coast 

People call San Carlos the Sweet Coast for its abundant water. Six rivers—San Carlos, 

Samaná Norte, Guatapé, San Miguel, Arenal, and Calderas—run through the municipality. There 

are seventy-six streams as well.8 It is probably no accident there are the same number of villages. 

I’ve often heard people say that every village has a swimming hole or waterfall. Some have both. 

The area has a distinctly coastal feel. People take off work on Wednesday afternoons (or anytime 

they can, really) to go fishing, go on a picnic, take their kids swimming, make out with someone 

on a hammock by a crystalline mountain stream. It is a beautiful place.  

The municipality—the equivalent of a county in the United States—is large, rural, and 

remote. Only seventy miles from Medellín, Colombia’s second largest city, it is at least a four-

hour drive there, longer if there’s a landslide or roadblock. Most residents live in villages 

scattered across the mountainous terrain of the seven hundred square kilometer municipality. The 

remaining population lives in one of the three small towns—el Jordán, Samaná, and Puerto Garza 

(Narices)—or the municipal urban center, also called San Carlos. The municipality is a small 

place. Yet it punches well above its weight.  

                                                        
8 Alcaldía Municipal de San Carlos Antioquia, Esquema de Ordenamiento Territorial (San Carlos, 
Colombia, 1999). 
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Figure 1: Map of Colombia and Eastern Antioquia (Source: www.alternativaregional.com) 
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Figure 2: Map of Municipality of San Carlos (Source: Municipal government of San Carlos)  

San Carlos is an area of national importance. Six dams and five hydroelectric complexes 

in San Carlos and several other municipalities in the region of Eastern Antioquia generate one-

fourth of the country’s energy and three-fourth’s of the department of Antioquia’s power.9 Much 

of this fuels Medellín, Colombia’s industrial capital. There are three hydroelectric complexes in 

San Carlos alone—Calderas, Jaguas, and San Carlos. The San Carlos hydroelectric complex—

which has been operational since 1984—is the largest in Colombia.10  

                                                        
9 Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo (UNDP), Area de Paz, Desarrollo, y Reconciliación, 
Oriente Antioqueño: Análisis de La Conflictividad (Bogotá: United National Development Program, June 
2010). 
10 The hydroelectric complex generates 1,240 Megawatts of power and has the capacity to generate over 
300 MW more. The Punchiná dam on the Guatapé River feeds this complex. Isagen Energia Productiva, 
“Central Hidroeléctrica San Carlos,” Www.isagen.com.co, accessed January 17, 2015, 
https://www.isagen.com.co/metaInst.jsp?rsc=infoIn_centralSanCarlos; Isagen Energia Productiva, 
Características Técnicas: Central Hidroelétrica San Carlos, 2013. 
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Figure 3: Hydroelectric complexes in San Carlos, Antioquia (Source: 

centralhidroelec.blogspot.com)  

In the 1970s, San Carlos went from being a remote place, where life revolved largely 

around the twin pillars of small-scale coffee farming and the Catholic church, to one of strategic 

importance for national aspirations of modernization and development. This held true for the 

entire region of Eastern Antioquia, where San Carlos is located.11 Eastern Antioquia—one of nine 

regions in the department of Antioquia—borders Medellín and fuels the city in many ways. It 

provides food from its farms, workers from the countryside, and power from the hydroelectric 
                                                        
11 San Carlos is one of twenty-three municipalities in Eastern Antioquia, which is divided into four 
subregions based largely upon their land use and topography—forests, dams, plateau, and moor/paramo. 
San Carlos is in the dams region of Eastern Antioquia. Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo 
(UNDP), Area de Paz, Desarrollo, y Reconciliación, Oriente Antioqueño: Análisis de La Conflictividad. 
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complexes. The area is also crucial to the circulation of people, goods, and power throughout the 

country and beyond. Medellín’s airport and much of Colombia’s industry and export farming is 

located in Eastern Antioquia. The Medellín-Bogotá highway that connects the economic and 

political capitals runs through the region. The region is a choke point. 

“Big projects bring big problems,” people often say of the hydroelectric complex and the 

conflict it attracted. In San Carlos, hydropower shed light on a centuries-long colonial 

relationship between cities and the countryside. It also represented new realities and needs of 

industrialization, urbanization, and massive population growth. Nowhere in Colombia were the 

asymmetrical relationships between the city and the country more evident and contested. These 

were the parameters around which conflict was fought in San Carlos.  

Civic movements organized throughout Eastern Antioquia in the 1970s to advocate for a 

more equitable return of the profits from the hydroelectric complex to power-generating regions. 

These were lively spaces of political participation. Local elites—with the assistance of 

newly formed paramilitary groups—worked to undermine these organizations in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s. The guerrillas—first the ELN and next the FARC—co-opted and controlled 

what remained of the civic movements. The destruction of spaces for non-violent political 

participation is at the heart of the “Colombian paradox”—one of South America’s most stable 

democracies hosts the continent’s longest civil conflict.  

Colombia is neither a failed nor a weak state. It is a compromised one. Conflict in 

Colombia has traditionally worked through infiltrating or replacing, instead of destroying, the 

structures of the state. Networks of corruption have weakened faith in institutions while forming 

the basis of parallel structures, of detours often forged through systems of illegality in which 

resources circulate more freely and responsibilities are more quickly and consistently met then 

through the impenetrable and often ineffective landscape of legality. An out-sourcing of the 

responsibilities of governance and violence to non-state groups and a persistent decimation of 
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broad-based, non-violent political participation makes this system of weak cohesion possible. 

This is at the heart of Colombian violence, democracy, and economics. They are all connected. 

They feed and sustain each other. The conflicts that began in the 1980s in San Carlos and so 

many other places in Colombia have their roots in a political and economic structure that is 

centuries in the making. 

Over the past three decades, left-wing guerrillas, right-wing paramilitaries, armed forces, 

and drug traffickers have fought each other for territory, power, and resources. Six million people 

have fled their homes due to these conflicts.12 Over ten percent of the population has been 

internally displaced at some point in their lives. Two hundred twenty thousand people have died 

in these conflicts since 1958, most in the last three decades. Over eighty percent were civilians.13  

The complicated network of armed actors in San Carlos illustrates the shifting 

configurations and affiliations that make Colombian conflict both so difficult to understand and 

end. Since the 1970s, six illegal armed groups have had a presence in San Carlos. The ELN and 

the Autodefensas de Rámon Isaza were the first. The ELN arrived in the 1970s and became a 

                                                        
12 According to Colombian government statistics, 6,044,151 people were displaced at the end of December, 
2014. Red Nacional de Información, Unidad para la atención y reparación integral de las víctimas, 
http://rni.unidadvictimas.gov.co/?page_id=1629. Accesed December 2, 2014. This number was similar to 
the 2013 estimate of the NGO Consultoría para los Derechos Humanos y el Desplazamiento (CODHES), 
which suggested 5,701, 996 people had been displaced. Over the years, the Colombian government and 
CODHES have had serious discrepancies in their estimates of the number of displaced people for a variety 
of reasons. Civil society and religious organizations began keeping track of the number of displaced people 
in 1985 while the Colombian government only began in 1995. The government has since added those 
displaced between 1985 and 1995 to the ranks of the officially registered displaced. The statistical 
discrepancies speak to a larger problem involving the politics of accounting in situations of war. People are 
often scared to register in governmental offices—particularly if they are fleeing governmental forces–and 
often do not have the paperwork, mental energy, or desire to register. Additionally, the politics around who 
and what can cause displacement has been debated, with the government at first not counting displacement 
due to drug fumigation or to the neo-paramilitary groups that formed after paramilitary demobilizations. 
The government now counts these forms of displacement.  
13 Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia) Área de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!  : 
Colombia  : Memorias de Guerra Y Dignidad, Segunda edición corregida. (Bogotá: Centro Nacional de 
Memoria Histórica, 2013), 31. 
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major presence in the region in the mid 1980s.14 In 1986, the ELN prioritized actions in areas of 

national economic importance and those that provided corridors for its various fronts to move 

throughout the country. Eastern Antioquia was strategic for both of these reasons. The FARC 

entered San Carlos several years later, for similar reasons. Also in the mid-1980s, early 

precursors to the paramilitaries under the auspices of the Autodefensas de Rámon Isaza came 

from the Magdelena Medio region and forcibly recruited campesinos to combat cattle theft in 

ranches.15 

The guerrillas, however, dominated the municipality between 1986 and 1997. “They saw 

a beautiful opportunity to place themselves here because the people already hated the institutions, 

hated the police, who we saw as those who killed people,” one resident recalled. “They entered 

looking for us so that they could vindicate the deaths of our own…”16 The guerrillas were able to 

capitalize on widespread community mistrust of local power structures, and resentment of 

paramilitary and police efforts to suppress civic organizing. They entered under the auspices of 

meting out justice in what was clearly an unjust society and took over many of the state’s roles. 

The state was present, however, in San Carlos. There were four military bases, two 4th 

brigade army battalions, and a permanent police station there. Yet this presence protected the 

power that flowed out of the region, not the people who lived there. Few in the community saw 

                                                        
14 The ELN drew from previous radicalizing work of rural organizations during the 1970s such as the 
Asociación Nacional de Usuarios Campesinos (ANUC), línea Sincelijo as well as the Movimiento de 
Unidad Revolucionaria (MUR-ML) and the Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR) Patria Libra. 
The Carlos Alirio Buitrago Front—founded in 1986—was the main branch of the ELN active in San 
Carlos. The FARC had two active fronts in the region—the 9th and the 47th. Mary Roldán, “‘Cambio de 
Armas:’ Negotiating Alternatives to Violence in the Oriente Antioqueño,” in Colombia: Building Peace in 
a Time of War, ed. Virginia M. Bouvier (Washington, D.C: United States Institute of Peace, 2009), 277–94; 
Gonzalo Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de 
Memoria Histórica., San Carlos: memorias del éxodo en la guerra, Taurus pensamiento; Variation: 
Pensamiento (Taurus (Firm)) (Bogotá, Colombia  : CNRR, Grupo de Memoria Histórica  ; Ediciones 
Semana  : Taurus, 2011), 62. 
15 Ibid, 52. 
16 Ibid, 63. 
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the military and police as protectors. The distrust of those legally mandated to provide security 

made it easier for the guerrillas to serve this role for a time, particularly in the aftermath of the 

decimation of the civic movement. While not everyone welcomed the guerrillas with open arms, 

many did. For years, people went to school and church, business and bed with the guerrillas. At 

the very least, it was impossible to avoid engaging with them. Their presence was pervasive.  

The FARC and the ELN had distinct operating styles in San Carlos and throughout the 

country. While both groups used drug profits to finance their operations, the ELN relied far more 

upon extortion and kidnapping for their financing. Their political geography, thus, focused on 

areas like San Carlos that were conducive to such financial operations. Likewise, the two groups 

had different military and political approaches. In San Carlos, the FARC prioritized military 

actions and their role as soldiers while the ELN placed more emphasis on building a social and 

political base. “The FARC walked around as an army, they traveled in a group,” one resident 

recalled. “The ELN entered as militia, in the high schools and primary schools. They came to live 

in town and began to participate in all the community activities that served as their entrance and 

then began to kill people, recruit campesinos and citizens of San Carlos.”17 Just as the political 

elite before had done, the guerrillas killed leaders who did not ascribe to their own views or 

support their role in the community. Yet, their dominance over virtually all spaces of power in the 

community lessened the amount either group resorted to violence.  

In the 1990s, both groups gained power throughout the country. The ability to block the 

Medellín-Bogotá highway was a priority for the ELN; San Carlos was an ideal location to realize 

this goal. Both the ELN and FARC used San Carlos as a launching point to conduct acts of 

sabotage, kidnapping, and roadblocks designed to block the circulation of resources necessary for 

the state to function. 
                                                        
17 Ibid, 64-65. 



 

 18 

 

Figure 4: Eastern Antioquia road map, Department of Antioquia Secretary of 

Infrastructure  

These actions drew the attention of both the military and the paramilitaries. In the mid 

1990s, then-governor of Antioquia, Alvaro Uribe, dispatched two battalions to San Carlos, 

primarily to protect the hydroelectric complexes of Calderas and San Carlos. Between 1996-2000, 

three more military divisions were sent to the region. They successfully protected the 

hydroelectric complex. The same could not be said about the residents.  

The paramilitaries’ arrival in the late 1990s—part of a much larger expansion throughout 

the country—brutally and dramatically shifted the balance of power in San Carlos and many other 

places that had once been guerrilla strongholds. Village histories describe this as a lethal and 

destructive turning point in the community.18 “The village was filled with panic when actors at 

the margin of the law arrived,” one history recounted. Actors at the margin of the law had been in 

the villages for years in the form of guerrilla groups. But it is only in the late 1990s that frequent 

                                                        
18 The municipal government solicited village histories as part of village development plans created through 
a participatory budget process in 2010 and 2012. Seventeen villages participated. 
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mention of armed actors, killings, and flight appear in these histories. “We began to live in a very 

different world, filled with anxiety and uncertainty,” residents of one village wrote. Not everyone 

supported the guerrillas. But their dominance had created a stability that crumbled with the arrival 

of new “actors at the margin of the law.” 

Bloque Metro was the first paramilitary group to arrive. The group formed in 1997 as part 

of the paramilitary coalition, the Autodefensas Campesinas de Córdoba y Uraba (ACCU). Carlos 

Mauricio García, a former Army captain who went by the name Doble Cero, led the group. He 

grew up hunting and hiking in the mountains near where the hydroelectric complex was located. 

He set up a base of operation in the small town of El Jordán, close to the army base that protected 

the complex. The group drew support—both forced and voluntary—from residents of San Carlos 

as well as other parts of Antioquia. More than most other paramilitary leaders, Doble Cero had a 

political rather than economic motivation for defeating the guerrillas. Bloque Metro’s financial 

structure largely depended upon kidnapping, extorting local business, and stealing water company 

vehicles and gasoline. This was notably similar to the ELN’s funding strategy. Perhaps this was 

why Doble Cero was able to flip guerrillas to his ranks.19 

As the ELN and the FARC’s dominance in the region began to lessen, they fought each 

other for control of the territory and access to the Bogotá-Medellín highway. They also fought 

over tactics. When Bloque Metro destabilized the guerrillas, the FARC resorted to the same terror 

tactics the paramilitary were using. The ELN did not. The FARC won. Many of the ELN leaders, 

                                                        
19 Verdad Abierta, “Bloque Metro,” VerdadAbierta.com, accessed January 29, 2015, 
http://www.verdadabierta.com/victimarios/418-bloque-metro; Verdad Abierta, “‘Doble Cero,’ Carlos 
Mauricio García Fernández,” VerdadAbierta.com, accessed January 29, 2015, 
http://www.verdadabierta.com/la-historia/687-perfil-carlos-mauricio-garcia-fernandez-alias-doble-cero; 
Aldo Civico, No divulgar hasta que los implicados estén muertos: las guerras de “Doblecero” (Bogotá: 
Intermedio, 2009); Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área 
de Memoria Histórica., San Carlos, 76. 
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however, changed sides to fight for Bloque Metro.20 The ELN had been in the region for decades 

and knew the territory well. The paramilitaries grew in strength, under the watchful eye of the 

army. The military would often enter the community for several days to gather information only 

to leave and the paramilitaries arrive shortly thereafter. This hardly seemed a coincidence. 

The FARC was under increasing pressure and retreated further into the mountains, 

sowing landmines throughout the areas they still controlled. A new paramilitary group—Cacique 

Nutibara—arrived under the leadership of a former guerrilla turned drug trafficker known as Don 

Berna. The two paramilitary groups later fought each other, largely due to Doble Cero’s critique 

of the role narco-traffickers played in the paramilitary and proposed demobilization.21 Doble Cero 

opposed paramilitary demobilization due to concerns narco-traffickers would dominate the 

negotiation process. He did not live to see his fears realized. 

In 2003, Cacique Nutibara demobilized. Yet, Don Berna created a new paramilitary 

group—Heroes de Granada—to take the place of Cacique Nutibara. The next year, rival 

paramilitaries assassinated Doble Cero. Bloque Metro crumbled upon his demise. Don Berna was 

arrested in 2005 yet continued to be a major player in the criminal and political world.22 The same 

held true of the supposedly demobilized paramilitary groups. Within a decade, the region went 

from guerrilla to paramilitary control.23  

                                                        
20 Verdad Abierta, “Bloque Metro.” 
21 Between 2002-2003, over a thousand paramilitaries died in this dispute. Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional 
de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria Histórica., San Carlos; Civico, No 
divulgar hasta que los implicados estén muertos. 
22 Don Berna ran a criminal network from prison for the next three years. His control over criminality 
caused a decrease in Medellín’s murder rate that has been described as “donbernabilidad”—a play on the 
Spanish word for governance. When he was extradited in the United States on drug trafficking charges in 
2008, his monopoly on criminality fractured. Medellín’s murder rate rapidly rose as rival gangs sought to 
fill the vacuum of power left from Don Berna’s absence. Forrest Hylton, “Remaking Medellín,” New Left 
Review, II, no. 44 (April 2007): 70–89. 
23 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica., San Carlos, 89. 
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This victory came at a steep price to the civilian population. Between 1998 and 2005, the 

paramilitaries, guerrillas, and armed forces fought each other, largely through civilians. First the 

paramilitaries and next the FARC committed massacres—thirty-two in total—terrorizing the 

population and killing several hundred people. The FARC and the ELN kidnapped travelers from 

the road. The FARC planted an untold number of landmines throughout the municipality, leaving 

seventy-nine civilians and ninety-three soldiers wounded or dead. The FARC and the ELN blew 

up bridges and electrical towers, committing thousands of attempted acts of sabotage against the 

energy and transportation infrastructure. All of the armed groups disappeared people, burying 

hundreds of bodies in unmarked graves or throwing them off bridges and dams. All of the armed 

groups selectively killed over a hundred people, most of whom were community leaders. All of 

the armed groups forcibly recruited young people to their ranks, raped women, tortured people, 

and terrorized the community. They took people’s goods, homes, livelihoods, and lives.  

Close to twenty thousand of the twenty-five thousand residents fled their homes, 

primarily from villages throughout the municipality. 24 Over half went to Medellín.25 About one-

fourth fled the countryside and sought shelter in the small town of San Carlos. Most of the rest 

went to smaller cities in Eastern Antioquia or major cities in other parts of the country. A few left 

for places like Costa Rica, the United States, Canada, or the Netherlands.26 Thirty villages in San 

Carlos were completely abandoned; more than twenty partially so.  

                                                        
24 This number reflects displacement between 1985-2010. The vast majority of this displacement occurred 
between 1998 and 2005. Ibid. 
25 Eastern Antioquia was one of the five Colombian regions with the greatest number of displacement 
between 1997 and 2004, during which time, 125, 071 fled the region. The other four were Montes de 
María, la Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, Urabá, and Atrato. People from both Urabá and Eastern Antioquia 
primarily fled to Medellín.  
26 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica, San Carlos, 198. 
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Over five thousand people remained, however, primarily in the town center of San 

Carlos. These people, who call themselves resisters, provided much of the social and political 

infrastructure that enabled others to return. They witnessed unimaginable horror and yet, they 

remained. They kept the schools and government running. They put on plays. They taught art 

classes and coached football teams. They started a regional sporting event called the Peace 

Games. They continued with the event the year the FARC set off a bomb in the square, killing 

three people the first day of the festivities. They kept the home fires burning. 

By 2005—after a second wave of paramilitary demobilization—violence significantly 

decreased. The state and the paramilitaries had successfully weakened the guerrillas. The smoke 

began to clear. Beginning in 2005, people started to return. The countryside was filled with 

landmines and nearly empty of people. Major infrastructure was destroyed. The remaining social 

fabric was grievously stretched from the strain of surviving horror. Schools were closed. Houses 

and farms were in ruins. It was a community nearly—but not completely—destroyed.  

Yet by 2008, so many people had come back the municipal government declared a “crisis 

of return”. Internal displacement has been a crisis for decades in Colombia. Return, on the other 

hand, was a new problem. In response, municipal, departmental, and national government 

agencies, non-governmental organizations, and private sector entities created unprecedented 

alliances to facilitate return and reconstruction in the region. One notable example was an alliance 

between the municipal governments of Medellín and San Carlos. The alliance involved a 

coalition of over thirty public, private, and international institutions that provided housing, 

income and employment assistance, and psychosocial support to three hundred families returning 
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to San Carlos. The project required a change in the Constitution to allow the municipal 

government of Medellín to allocate budgetary funds to another municipality.27 

The return process drew national and international attention, even winning the National 

Peace Prize in 2011 from a coalition of Colombian media outlets, civic organizations, and the 

United Nations Development Program.28 A pilot project in landmine removal resulted in the 

national government declaring San Carlos the first municipality to be officially free of mines in 

December 2011. The following year, the national Unit for Victims’ Assistance and Integral 

Reparation (Victims’ Unit) collaborated with the municipal government in another novel project 

facilitating return. For the first time in the country, a municipality was named as the official 

operator of such a project, a task normally outsourced to a national or non-governmental 

organization. In October 2013, internally displaced residents in the municipality were the first in 

the country to receive reparations as part of the Victims and Land Restitution Law. A national 

government project supporting return through the Department of Social Prosperity called 

“Families in their Land” is currently underway. Twelve thousand five hundred people have 

returned to San Carlos since 2005.29 

San Carlos has been called a pilot, a pioneer, a national example, a symbol of resistance, 

and a model for a comprehensive and dignified return.30 Where once San Carlos was featured on 

                                                        
27 Alcalde de Medellín, Reconstrucción de La Experiencia Alianza Medellín-San Carlos Piloto: Modelo 
Territorial de Acompañamiento a Retornos Colectivos (2009-2011) (Medellín, Colombia, 2012). 
28 Rafael González Toro, “Premio Nacional de Paz Para San Carlos,” El Colombiano, November 21, 2011, 
http://www.elcolombiano.com/premio_nacional_de_paz_para_san_carlos-NYEC_159163. 
29 “Con $ 15 Millones Por Familia Indemnizan Por Primera Vez a Desplazados,” El Tiempo, October 8, 
2013, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-13108155. 
30 Alcalde de Medellín, Reconstrucción de La Experiencia Alianza Medellín-San Carlos Piloto: Modelo 
Territorial de Acompañamiento a Retornos Colectivos (2009-2011); Néstor Alonso López, “Otro Paso En 
Retorno a San Carlos,” El Tiempo, September 2, 2011, 
http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-4796739; “San Carlos, Ejemplo Nacional de Retorno 
de Familias Desplazadas,” NOTICIAS ORIENTE ANTIOQUEÑO, accessed December 2, 2014, 
http://noticiasorienteantioqueno.wordpress.com/2012/01/04/san-carlos-ejemplo-nacional-de-retorno-de-
familias-desplazadas/; “Con $ 15 Millones Por Familia Indemnizan Por Primera Vez a Desplazados,” 15; 
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the nightly news as a guerrilla stronghold—a label it has yet to shed in the popular imagination 

outside of the municipality—now it is regularly offered as an example of the best the country has 

to offer in terms of reparation and reconciliation. This might be as close as you’ll get to a success 

story, a Colombian “Mission Accomplished.” Every country needs success stories. And every 

success is complicated and incomplete.  

The Road Home: The Nature of Roots 

The paved road from Medellín stops shortly after the small town of Granada. The twenty-

mile bus ride to San Carlos takes around two hours if road construction or landslides don’t cause 

a delay. People on motorcycles often overtake the bus; sometimes small children riding a worn-

out mix of horse and donkey known simply as bestía do the same. Soldiers pass on their way to 

work, perhaps to remove the landmines sown throughout the region, in transit to one of the many 

bases in the area, or travelling to unknown destinations for untold purposes. 

The windy, rutted road cuts through mountains and forests, waterfalls and rivers, 

punctuated by coffee, cacao, or cane fields, small homes, and the occasional school or building 

with a billiards table and a sign advertising cell phone use by the minute. And then the wild 

beauty that dominates the region quickly subsumes the small patches of cultivation and 

construction that signify a village. 

Abandoned houses also line the road. The weeds, as they say, have eaten their homes. In 

the absence of people during the height of conflict, nature quickly took over. Human presence is 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Santiago López Martínez, “En San Carlos, El Retorno Es Integral,” El Mundo, October 10, 2013, 
http://elmundo.com/portal/noticias/derechos_humanos/en_san_carlos_el_retorno_es_integral.php#.VL2LQ
WTF_JU; Ricardo León Cruz, “San Carlos Renace Con El Retorno,” El Mundo, September 2, 2011, 
http://www.elmundo.com/portal/noticias/antioquia/san_carlos_renace_con_el_retorno.php#.VL2GC2TF_J
U. 
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necessary to hold back nature’s press. The built environment quickly crumbles without the human 

circulation necessary to maintain infrastructure.  

The closer one gets to town, the more frequently the billboards appear. International aid 

agencies, branches of the national, departmental, and municipal government, and even Juan 

Valdez as the symbol of the powerful Federation of Coffee Growers claim credit for a diverse 

array of projects ranging from road and house construction to model farms and historical memory 

initiatives.  

The last sign before arriving to town proclaims “Welcome to San Carlos: Symbol of 

Union and Rootedness. Territory Where They Are Rebuilding Dreams, Hopes, and Life.” Below 

are two separate images that merge into each other. The first shows women and children gathered 

around boxes filled with dirt in the countryside, preparing to plant. The second features men and 

women sitting in white plastic chairs holding lit candles in the air. While the two images are from 

separate events, together they tell a multi-generational narrative of re-rooting and re-membering 

community, of life carrying on, through the children standing beside their mothers, through the 

seedlings families will soon plant in the land they are returning to, through the candle’s flame as a 

representation of what (and who) were lost and the memories that remain.  
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Figure 5: Welcome to San Carlos 

This is the landscape of reconstruction, a mix of ruins and rehabilitation, all set against 

the backdrop of spectacular natural beauty. The aftermath of conflict is embedded and etched on 

lives and land. Notions of rebirth and resurrection abound in the images and narratives of 

cultivated portrayals of reconstruction in which San Carlos is often cast as a ghost town coming 

back to life through return. There is perhaps no tale more classic than the attempt to return home. 

Central to this narrative, however, is the very impossibility of the act, in large part due to the fact 

that home no longer exists. The story of return and reconstruction in San Carlos is not a 

countryside reborn but instead one remade from a combination of what remained, what returned, 

and what arrives anew.  

Over twenty years ago, Liisa Malkki wrote of the scholarly debate between roots and 

flows as battling metaphors for describing the refugee experience. These metaphors and the 

theories and policies they shape are tied into deeply held ideas of the meaning of home and the 

source material for culture, community, and rights. Malkki critiques the botanical metaphors that 

naturalize relationships between place and culture, resulting in an “ecological immobility of the 

native” in which displacement for those deemed “closer to nature”—the indigenous, certain 
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minorities, or peasants, for example—results in complete cultural loss.31 "The idea of culture 

carries with it an expectation of roots, of a stable, territorialized existence," James Clifford 

suggests, noting the bias against movement in defining culture.32  

The reaction against the grounded notion of roots, the nation-state, citizenship, and 

belonging was often simply to posit the opposite—uprooting and ceaseless motion. An array of 

metaphors and theories celebrating displacement and dislocation emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari uprooted the arboreal and replaced it with the rhizome and a 

proposed “nomadology”.33 James Clifford suggested a study of “travelling cultures.” Giorgio 

Agamben chose the refugee and the camp as ideal types for normalized states of exception.34  

While anthropologists were critiquing the conflation between culture and place, Afro-

Colombian and indigenous activists were embracing and rebranding this relationship as one of 

“territory” that involved political rights deeply rooted to place. “The territory,” Arturo Escobar 

explains, “was fundamental to the physical and cultural survival of the communities, and the 

argument that these communities have unique ways, rooted in culture, of using the diverse spaces 

constituted by forest, river, mangrove, hills, and ocean were the two most important conceptual 

innovations.”35 This “ecological immobility” was mobilized as a tool for rights and recognition in 

Colombia and beyond.  

                                                        
31 Liisa Malkki, “National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the Territorialization of National 
Identity among Scholars and Refugees,” Cultural Anthropology 7, no. 1 (February 1, 1992): 24–44; Arjun 
Appadurai, “Putting Hierarchy in Its Place,” Cultural Anthropology 3, no. 1 (1988): 36–49. 
32 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture (Harvard University Press, 1988), 338. 
33 Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1987); Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Nomadology: The War Machine, 
trans. Brian Massumi (New York, NY, USA: Semiotext, 1986). 
34 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press, 1998); Giorgio Agamben, “We Refugees,” trans. Michael Rocke, Symposium 49, no. 2 (Summer 
1995): 114–19; See also: Daniel Warner, “We Are All Refugees,” International Journal of Refugee Law 4 
(1992): 365. 
35 Arturo Escobar, Territories of Difference: Place, Movements, Life, Redes (Durham: Duke University 
Press Books, 2008), 54. 
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Some roots are more fixed in earth than others. Every farmer has a connection to land as 

livelihood. There is culture to cultivation. In The Invention of Culture, Roy Wagner points out the 

connections between the word “culture” and its Latin root—colere—“to cultivate.” This 

connection continues with the medieval English notion of cultura as a plowed field.36 The 

evolution of meaning is not a division between nature and culture but instead a connection 

between the two.  

At the heart of debates between roots and flows are the political, cultural, and emotional 

meaning of place and the rights these convey. Are rights attached to human beings (who are often 

in forced or voluntary motion) or are they rooted—however tenuously—to the places where 

people reside? These notions of place directly shape how the condition of displacement is 

understood and construed. The causes and consequences of displacement and its possible 

remedies are tied to place as a political, physical, and psychic construct.  

What are the political and theoretical stakes of making the refugee and the camp 

philosophical containers for understanding the global economic, political, and technological 

changes of a so-called New World Order? In Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, 

Agamben suggests, “the refugee must be considered for what he is: nothing less than a limit 

concept that radically calls into question the fundamental categories of the nation-state…”37 

Kalpana Rahita Seshadri describes the political significance of internal displacement in a similar 

light to Agamben. In her 2008 article, “When Home is a Camp: Global Sovereignty, Biopolitics, 

and Internally Displaced People,” she suggests the increased international interest in the 

                                                        
36 Roy Wagner, The Invention of Culture (University of Chicago Press, 1981), 21. 
37 Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, 134; Agamben, “We Refugees.” 
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protection of internally displaced individuals following the end of the Cold War illustrates “the 

legitimacy of the notion that national sovereignty is today in indubitable decline.”38  

Both Agamben and Seshardi move the onus of citizens’ protection and thus the nature of 

citizenship itself from the nation-state to the international and even human community as a 

whole. There are important differences, however, regarding the responsibility for assistance and 

the realities of exile for refugees and the internally displaced. The problem of restoring basic 

human rights of protection and well-being to refugees, whose status is defined in large part 

through the crossing of borders, is inherently an international one. Refugees tend to have access 

to greater resources than do the internally displaced, often drawing upon a host of international 

agencies. In some cases, refugees can acquire new language and employment skills as well as an 

understanding of international human rights and development discourse during exile that facilitate 

the process of reestablishment or return.39  

Internal displacement, however, is a more tenuous and often less protected status than 

that of refugees. In many cases, those who are displaced must depend upon the same authorities 

for assistance that are responsible for their flight.40 The UN Guiding Principles of Displacement 

provide an international legal framework for protecting internally displaced people. 

“Governments are responsible for the human rights of their citizens as part of the essence of 

statehood; when they are unwilling or unable to provide for the security and well-being of their 

citizens, an international responsibility arises to protect vulnerable individuals,” Thomas Weiss 

                                                        
38 Kalpana Rahita Seshadri, “When Home Is a Camp: Global Sovereignty, Biopolitics, and Internally 
Displaced Persons,” Social Text 26, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 40. 
39 Kristi Anne Stølen, Guatemalans in the Aftermath of Violence: The Refugees’ Return (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007). 
40 Erin Mooney, “The Concept of Internal Displacement and the Case for Internally Displaced Persons as a 
Category of Concern,” Refugee Survey Quarterly 24, no. 3 (2005): 9–26; Roberta Cohen and Francis 
Mading Deng, Masses in Flight: The Global Crisis of Internal Displacement (Washington, D.C: Brookings 
Institution Press, 1998). 
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and David Korn offer regarding the guiding principles.41 Yet, these are non-binding “soft-laws”—

little more than legal suggestions.42 

Colombian legislation regarding the state’s responsibility towards internally displaced 

people in 1997 predates the guiding principles and has a far greater capacity for enforcement. 

While the original Colombian law was little more than suggestion itself—offering promises of 

protection with few organizational or financial resources to realize the letter of the law—it 

provided a foundation for persistent contestation. The constitutional court and civil society 

organizations have taken an active role in the continual improvement of legal protection for 

displaced people.43 There is a constant refinement of the law and the bureaucratic structures 

tasked with helping the displaced. This can be difficult to keep up with. The attempt to make the 

process better can also make it more confusing. But there is a definite push and pull, an attempt to 

improve the system, as flawed as this might be. Internal displacement in Colombia is not 

evidence of the demise of state-based sovereignty. Instead, it represents a longer Colombian 

tradition of contested rights and unequal protection of citizens that has existed for centuries.  

                                                        
41 Thomas Weiss and David Korn, Internal Displacement: Conceptualization and Its Consequences (New 
York: Routledge, 2006), 3. 
42 Phil Orchard, “Protection of Internally Displaced Persons: Soft Law as a Norm-Generating Mechanism,” 
Review of International Studies 36, no. 02 (April 2010): 281–303. 
43 In 2004, the court found the government’s realization of the law to be unconstitutional. The ruling 
highlighted the chasm between the importance the law placed on meeting displaced people’s rights and the 
paucity of resources devoted to this clearly complicated and ever growing problem. In 2008, the 
Constitutional Court further refined the specificities needed to meet the letter of the law, describing how 
specific rights could be “effectively enjoyed.” By 2013, the National Victims’ Unit had delineated twenty-
four rights with complicated indicators and definitions. If the requirement for ending a condition of 
displacement is meeting all of these goals—which include land restitution and individual and collective 
reparation—it is difficult to imagine how long it will take to resolve such a condition. 
Diana Carolina Morales, “Corte Constitucional y cambios en la Política Pública de Atención a la Población 
Desplazada por la violencia,” Contexto 38 (2012); Corte Constitucional de Colombia, Sentencia Tutelar 
025 de 2004, 2004, http://www.corteconstitucional.gov.co/relatoria/2004/t-025-04.htm; Nicolás Espinosa 
M et al., “Población En Situación de Desplazamiento En Antioquia. El Papel Del Enfoque de Derechos En 
Los Aspectos Técnicos Para El Diseño Y Medición de Indicadores. (parte I),” El Ágora USB 11, no. 1 
(2011): 1–47; Unidad para la atención y reparación integral a las víctimas, “Primera Presentación de Los 
Indicadores de Goce Efectivos de Derechos Para La Población Desplazada,” May 14, 2013. 
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Bifurcated Citizenship: Rights in the City and the Country 

Worldwide, there are currently more people displaced from their homes due to conflict 

than any other time since World War II.44 Most people who flee, however, do not leave the border 

of the state. The global internally displaced population is twice that of refugees. Most internally 

displaced people do not live in camps but instead seek refuge in large cities with family and 

friends before searching for more stable places of residence.45 Despite the clear optics and 

philosophies refugees in camps provide (and the questionable ethics of such political and 

theoretical use of human suffering), forced migration most often ends at the border of the nation-

state, as weak an entity as this might be.  

In Colombia, millions of people have fled the countryside since the mid-1980s. Ninety-

three percent of displaced people in Colombia are rural. Most seek refuge in cities such as Bogotá 

and Medellín. While the rate of displacement has decreased since the peak years at the turn of the 

21st century—when over a half million people a year were fleeing their homes—several hundred 

thousand people a year continue to flee conflict, particularly along the Pacific coast and border 

departments.46  

                                                        
44 There are currently seventeen million refugees while thirty-three million people are involuntarily 
displaced within the borders of the state due to conflict. Over sixty percent of the world’s displaced 
population in 2013 came from five countries (in this order): Syria, Colombia, Nigeria, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Sudan. The intensity and structure of conflict differs wildly among these 
five countries. Of the group, Colombia is—far and away—the country with the most functional 
government, civil society, and economy. The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), World Refugee Day: Global 
Forced Displacement Tops 50 Million for First Time in Post-World War II Era, Press Release (UNHCR, 
June 20, 2014), http://www.unhcr.org/53a155bc6.html; Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Global 
Overview 2014: People Internally Displaced by Conflict and Violence (Geneva, Switzerland: Internal 
Displacement Monitoring Centre, May 2014), http://www.internal-
displacement.org/publications/2014/global-overview-2014-people-internally-displaced-by-conflict-and-
violence, 10. 
45 Brookings-LSE Project on Internal Displacement, Under the Radar: Internally Displaced Persons in 
Non-Camp Settings (Brookings Institute-LSE, October 2013). 
46 The departments of Arauca, Chocó, Nariño, Norte de Santander, Putumayo, Cauca, and Valle del Cauca 
are particularly hard hit. The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), 2015 UNHCR Country Profile: Colombia 
(Bogotá, 2014), http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e492ad6.html. 
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Colombian displacement illustrates a bifurcated citizenship in which one form of 

recognition exists for urban dwellers and another, lesser one for the rural poor. Protection and 

recognition can, of course, be further broken down along a sliding scale of concern within the city 

and the country largely depending upon race and class lines that are also geographically 

inscribed. The city and the country, however, provide a clear delineation of differential access to 

rights and resources that is not unique to Colombia.  

Notions of citizenship and the city have developed together. The walls of the city in 

ancient and medieval times illustrated the limits to which centralized protection extended. The 

geographic delimitation of citizenship to spaces of urban density continues to this day in 

Colombia. War violated the right to the countryside for millions of Colombians, forcing them to 

struggle for their right in the cities. In turn, the city buckled under the weight of this ever-growing 

population.  

French philosopher Henri Lefebvre and British geographer David Harvey describe “the 

right to the city” as the ability for people to shape the (urban) environments in which they live, 

thus changing themselves through changing their communities.47 Gloria Naranjo and Deicy 

Hurtado explicitly cite this right when describing internally displaced people’s struggles to make 

their lives in the Colombian cities where they flee. This is a persistent theme in the voluminous 

literature on thirty years of internal displacement in Colombia.48 For decades, the presence of 

                                                        
47 David Harvey, “The Right to the City,” New Left Review, II, no. 53 (October 2008): 23–40. 
48 Daniel Pécaut, “The Loss of Rights, the Meaning of Experience, and Social Connection: A Consideration 
of the Internally Displaced in Colombia,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 14, no. 1 
(October 1, 2000): 89–105; Gloria Naranjo Giraldo and Deicy Hurtado Galeano, El Derecho a La Ciudad. 
Migrantes Y Desplazados En Las Ciudades Colombianas, Desde la Región (Medellín: Corporación Región, 
2002); Gloria Naranjo Giraldo and Deicy Hurtado Galeano, Desplazamiento Forzados Y Reconfiguraciones 
Urbanas. Algunas Preguntas Para Los Programas de Restablecimiento (Bogotá: Codhes, OIM, 2003); 
Gloria Naranjo Giraldo, “Ciudadanía Y Desplazamiento Forzado En Colombia: Una Relación Conflictiva 
Interpretada Desde La Teoría Del Reconocimiento,” Estudios Políticos, no. 25 (July 2004): 137–60; Gloria 
Naranjo Giraldo, Juan Esteban Lopera Morales, and James Granada Vahos, “Las políticas públicas 
territoriales como redes de política pública y gobernanza local: la experiencia de diseño y formulación de 
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internally displaced people in cities has been evidence of a largely rural conflict spilling out of 

bounds. Nowhere is this more visible than the mountains that ring Medellín. Every year, 

neighborhoods expand further up the hillsides as more people flee their homes or seek better 

economic opportunities in the city.49  

Currently, Colombian government and international agencies place the number of 

internally displaced people at six million and counting. Yet, there is no way for anyone to shed 

the label of displacement. The numbers offered are cumulative. There is no accounting 

mechanism for when the condition of displacement ends—either through re-establishment or 

death.50  This is a complicated and fraught debate to enter, particularly in a context in which the 

very existence of displacement has been denied. Protection and assistance of the displaced has 

only come with a lengthy fight and remains limited.51  

Yet the question must be asked: what is required for someone to no longer be considered 

displaced? What, exactly, it means to “be placed” is at the heart of this question. There are no 

easy answers or indicators. Return is situated squarely in this question and predicament. It seems 

return would be the simplest way to reverse a condition of displacement. A symmetrical act of re-

placement.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
las políticas públicas sobre desplazamiento forzado en el departamento de Antioquia y la ciudad de 
Medellín,” Estudios Políticos, no. 35 (April 28, 2010), 
http://aprendeenlinea.udea.edu.co/revistas/index.php/estudiospoliticos/article/view/5157. 
49 In 2012, more people fled to Medellín than any other part of Colombia. Consultoria para los derechos 
humanos y el desplazamiento (CODHES), La Crisis Humanitaria En Colombia Persiste. El Pacífico En 
Disputa. Informe de Desplazamiento Forzado En 2012. (Bogota, Colombia, 2013). 
50 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Colombia: Displacement Continues despite Hopes for Peace, 
January 16, 2014, http://www.internal-displacement.org/americas/colombia/2014/displacement-continues-
despite-hopes-for-peace/. 
51 Jose Obdulio Gaviria, an advisor to then-president Alvaro Uribe, assured a group of businessmen in 
Washington D.C. in 2008, “In Colombia, we don’t have displaced people. We have migration.” Gaviria’s 
attempt to recast these victims of conflict as economic migrants fits a larger political desire to depict 
Colombia as a post-conflict state.  
Mario Murillo A., “Colombia’s Double Realities: Threat Against Indigenous Communities Ignored as Calls 
for a Second Re-Election of President Uribe Get Louder,” Colombia Journal, August 18, 2008, 
http://www.colombiajournal.org/colombia292.htm. 
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“The hillsides are full,” then-mayor of Medellín Alonso Sálazar declared in a 2011 

speech about the Medellín-San Carlos Alliance. This project allowed the city to help facilitate 

return to the countryside in order to lessen the burden of municipal governance while “re-rooting” 

people in the countryside. I frequently heard Medellín municipal officials describe the project as 

“win/win.” The rights to the city and the country are not separate but instead depend upon each 

other. They arise from malleable and fragile relationships of interdependencies and connections 

born from the combination of roots and flows required for circulation. Is return simply a uni-

directional mobility that ends with re-placement back to the countryside or is it a process that 

lessens the asymmetrical relationships that caused displacement in the first place? This remains to 

be seen.  

Forensic Infrastructure and Psychological Ecologies 

Anthropologists follow connections. From cows to kula rings to kinship—we follow the 

moving pieces and ties that bind to find structure (or the illusion thereof).52 I follow 

infrastructure, which is both a metaphor and material of interdependence.53 I consider 

                                                        
52 E. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer: A Description of the Modes of Livelihood and Political Institutions of a 
Nilotic People (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969); Marvin Harris, “The Cultural Ecology 
of India’s Sacred Cattle,” Current Anthropology 33, no. 1 (February 1, 1992): 261–76; Bronislaw 
Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific (Prospect Heights, Ill.: Waveland Pr Inc, 1984); It seems 
silly to pick citations for kinship since it is so foundational to anthropology but here are two classics all the 
same: Claude Levi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures of Kinship, New edition (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1971); Kath Weston, Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, Kinship, Revised edition (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1997). 
53 I am not alone in following infrastructure. Susan Star Leigh called for an “Ethnography of 
Infrastructure,” in 1999, Abdou Maliq Simone suggested people could be infrastructure in 2004, and Brian 
Larkin explored the production and circulation of media as a form of urban infrastructure in 2008. While 
infrastructure was previously a topic of interest primarily for science and technology and new media 
studies, in the past few years there has been an explosion of interest in anthropology on the topic of 
infrastructure. An Anthrosource search for articles with the word “infrastructure” in the title netted twenty 
results between 1990-2015. Only three were published before 2010. Half were published in 2014 alone in a 
wide variety of journals, including American Anthropologist, American Ethnologist, The Journal of Latin 
American and Caribbean Anthropology, Cultural Anthropology, and City and Society. This is clearly an 
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infrastructure to include the complex network of social, ecological, political, emotional, and 

economic relations required to maintain the physical means for circulation, connection, and 

containment.54 These are the ties that bind and build political, social, and economic community. 

They reflect the value systems of those who design the articulated networks of lines that connect 

and contain the movement of people, goods, resources, and ideas.55 These connections are 

embedded in deeply rigid foundations that do not wish to move and cannot be wished away. The 

breaking of these connections illustrates the fragility of stability and community.56 That is why 

infrastructure is a target in war. 

Infrastructure is the physical embodiment of complex concepts such as development, 

modernity, progress, citizenship, and stability. These concepts are contested. The fight over 

                                                                                                                                                                     
emerging buzzword in Anthropology. So, the question is, why? Some of this is a reaction to a previous 
theoretical move towards the infinite flexibility of networks, rhizomes, and a new world order in which 
space displaced place. Infrastructure combines the connections and articulation of networks while placing a 
much-needed focus back on the material limits to these connections. It also ties into a foundational subject 
matter for anthropology: structure. From the binary stability of structuralism to the revolutionary teleology 
of Marxism to the supposed rejection of structure itself in post-structuralism, infrastructure is merely the 
latest stop along what is a continuous search for better tools to think about and with forms of social 
coherence and disturbance. It is no better or no worse than any of the past ones (perhaps with the exception 
of post-structuralism, which is personally not my favorite lens to think with.) What it provides is a means 
for thinking about mobility across large spatial scales, within sharp constraints. Anything is not possible 
with infrastructure. This is not a new world order. Instead, it is far more genealogical a way of thinking in 
which one form of connection is often laid on top another, like fiber-optic cables over telegraph lines. The 
same is true of infrastructure as a theoretical lens itself. Susan Leigh Star, “The Ethnography of 
Infrastructure,” The American Behavioral Scientist 43, no. 3 (December 1999): 377–91; A. M. (Abdou 
Maliqalim) Simone, “People as Infrastructure: Intersecting Fragments in Johannesburg,” Public Culture 16, 
no. 3 (2004): 407–29; Brian Larkin, Signal and Noise: Media, Infrastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria 
(Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2008). 
54 Louis L. Bucciarelli describes infrastructure as "a dense interwoven fabric that is, at the same time, 
dynamic, thoroughly ecological, even fragile." Designing Engineers (MIT Press, 1994), 131; Cited in 
Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigh Star, “How to Infrastructure,” in The Handbook of New Media, 2006, 
231; Susan Leigh Star, “The Ethnography of Infrastructure,” The American Behavioral Scientist 43, no. 3 
(December 1999): 377–91. 
55 Langdon Winner, “Do Artifacts Have Politics?,” Daedalus 109, no. 1 (January 1, 1980): 121–36; Steve 
Woolgar and Geoff Cooper, “Do Artifacts Have Ambivalence? Moses’ Bridges, Winner’s Bridges and 
Other Urban Legends in S&TS,” Social Studies of Science 29, no. 3 (June 1, 1999): 433–49. 
56 Susan Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder outline eight key features of infrastructure, three of which are 
particularly pertinent to this study—embeddedness, built on top of another base, and visible upon 
breakdown. “Steps toward an Ecology of Infrastructure: Design and Access for Large Information Spaces,” 
Information Systems Research 7 (1996): 111–34. 
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infrastructure is largely about different perceptions of what these concepts mean, whom they 

should serve, and how they should function. Power and politics are enacted through the 

construction, destruction, and transformation of infrastructure. The acts of controlling or 

destroying infrastructure in war change the use and meaning of these physical places. The same 

occurs in reconstruction.  

Infrastructure in San Carlos—specifically the hydroelectric complex and roads—is the 

physical manifestation of an asymmetrical and colonial relationship between the city and the 

country.	  The hydroelectric complex has harmed and helped the community. While the balance 

most likely tilts towards the former, the construction of the complex provided jobs for many 

community members. After decades of organizing, it also provided a steady funding source to the 

municipality due to laws requiring the power company to give six percent of their gross energy 

sales to communities in the watershed.57  

Community members do not have mixed feelings about the need for better roads, as they 

do about the hydroelectric complex’ location in the region.58 People see how road improvements 

will help their lives in meaningful ways—from economic viability to access to life-saving health 

care. Yet, the fight for better roads—specifically a paved road between San Carlos and Granada 

                                                        
57 Law 99 passed in 1993. It was modified in 2011 through article 222 of Law 1450. Only 10% of the 
money can go to administrative costs; 50% has to go to clean water and sanitation projects as well as those 
promoting environmental sustainability. Half of this goes directly to municipal governments while the other 
half goes to a regional organization established to promote environmental sustainability—CORNARE—
Corporación Autonoma Rio Naré. San Carlos receives payments for two hydroelectric complexes—San 
Carlos and Calderas. Eighteen municipalities also receive “transferences” for the San Carlos hydroelectric 
complex. The 6% sum of gross energy sales is for renewable resources although a 4% transference exists 
for thermal energy. Another equation exists for non-renewable resources. Articles 360 and 361 of the 1991 
Constitution (modified by Legislative Act 5 of 2011) requires extractive industries to pay communities 
where non-renewable resources are located royalties which are 20 % of sales. Isagen Energia Productiva, 
Transferencias de Ley Del Sector Elétrico: Centrales San Carlos, Jaguas, Calderas, Termocentro, Miel I Y 
Su Travase Guarinó, November 2012, http://www.isagen.com.co/comunicados/folleto_transf2012.pdf. 
58 Daniel Mains observed a similar dynamic in Jimma, Ethiopia, where residents criticized dam 
construction while praising road improvements even though both projects were riddled with similar 
problems. “Blackouts and Progress: Privatization, Infrastructure, and a Developmentalist State in Jimma, 
Ethiopia,” Cultural Anthropology 27, no. 1 (2012): 3–27. 
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that would provide an easier link to Medellín—has been an unmet aspiration for decades. Bad 

maintenance and consistent inability to finish the paved road stands in sharp contrast to the 

priority the national government places on protecting and maintaining the hydroelectric complex. 

The geography of political value is evident in the ease with which resources move from the 

country to the city and the difficulty with which the opposite occurs. 

Asymmetrical warfare is a result and reaction to asymmetries of power. Thus, guerrilla 

attacks against infrastructure were not only against the physical structures of roads, bridges, 

energy towers, and land but also the political, social, and psychological values embedded within 

them. Infrastructure illustrates the unequal distribution of rights, resources, and concern that 

represent state power. Infrastructure is why this small place is important to the functioning of the 

Colombian state as a whole. It is why the guerrillas chose the area as a stronghold, in turn why 

the paramilitaries arrived, and why the state cared enough to wage a series of military offensives.  

Susan Schuppli suggests a forensic approach to matter “renders visible the systems in 

which it is embedded, and activates its political potential.” 59 My forensic understanding of 

infrastructure as both text and tool draws from forensic anthropology and the emerging field of 

forensic architecture. Both shape the physical memory of matter into coherent stories for political 

and legal use. I build upon the work of the Forensic Architecture research team based out of 

Goldsmith College in London. Under the leadership of Israeli architect Eyal Weizman, members 

of the research team use spatial practices to understand the physical patterns and logic of conflict 

and turn this information into legal evidence of human rights violations.60 Schuppli, also a 

researcher with the forensic architecture team—expands the lens of forensic study to include 

                                                        
59 “Material Witness,” Susan Schuppli, accessed January 19, 2015, 
http://susanschuppli.com/research/materialwitness/. 
60 “Forensic Architecture - Home,” Forensic Architecture, accessed January 19, 2015, http://www.forensic-
architecture.org/. 
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media. In her forthcoming book, Material Witness: Forensic Media and the Production of 

Evidence, she explores “the ways in which matter archives and refracts the complex histories of 

violence in which it is implicated.”61  

In this dissertation, I study four examples of infrastructure—roads, bridges, buildings, 

and landmines. Each is a metonym for larger foundational concepts with psychic, social, political, 

and economic dimensions. Roads create distance and development. Bridges illustrate progress 

and precarity. Buildings are containers for horror and hope. Landmines represent the blurred lines 

between both war and peace, security and freedom. I explore how the meaning and use of each 

change in war, the immediate aftermath, and long-term reconstruction. 

When a road is blocked, a bridge is blown, a building is occupied, or a landmine sown, it 

is not just what these locations physically represent and provide that is being attacked. Instead, 

the complicated network of emotions and economics, politics and practicalities these structures 

serve is put out of service or into alternative use. Destroying a bridge does not merely transform 

the shape of concrete and rebar. Connection, stability, and hopes for progress also buckle and fall 

away. The destruction of infrastructure is a tool of political, economic, and psychological 

warfare. The act of rebuilding and repurposing these places are also filled with meaning far 

beyond the physical acts of reclamation.  

My first chapter, on roads, offers a two hundred year history of Colombia as told through 

the construction, maintenance, and fight for control over transportation infrastructure. The 

following chapter on bridges examines guerrilla and paramilitary tactics for burning bridges 

through sabotage and massacres, both tools of terror. It examines what emerges in the absence of 

physical and metaphorical bridges during displacement and the complicated networks of co-

                                                        
61 Susan Schuppli, Material Witness: Forensic Media and the Production of Evidence (Cambridge, Mass: 
MIT Press, 2015). 
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responsibility required to rebuild bridges. The chapter on buildings takes the example of a hotel 

that was once paramilitary headquarters as an allegory for the many phases of conflict and its 

aftermath. I suggest it represents the two sides of the sacred—horror and holy. Its many uses 

before, during, and after conflict offer an alternative to traditional sites of memory and an 

example of reparation in practice. My final chapter examines the manufacture and use of 

landmines as a lens with which to understand the difficulties in establishing an end to war and the 

negotiations between security and freedom this process entails. The process and politics of 

demining illustrates the new relationships between people and places that form in the attempt to 

slowly identify and remove the hidden remnants of war. 

Roads and bridges are tools for connection. Buildings and landmines are means for 

containment. They are all spaces of circulation—of people (living and dead), goods, resources, 

and ideas. Circulation is more than mobility. It is a governing principal of life itself—what gives 

human beings the power of animation. Little wonder that no sooner did William Harvey discover 

the human circulatory system than Adam Smith applied the concept to capital.62 Money, blood, 

ideas, spirits, people, goods—this is the stuff of life and death. They all require circulation. This 

life-giving ability to move is targeted in war. This is why planes bomb bridges and supply lines. 

This is why guerrilla groups build tunnels. Because those who fight know the power of 

circulation. They seek to make their own lines of circulation and break those of their opponents. 

Changes in the content and nature of this circulation in war and the aftermath provide the source 

material for new forms of community. The fight to rebuild the physical spaces of connection, 

containment, and circulation necessary for community to function embodies a larger struggle for 

development, progress, and reparation.  

                                                        
62 Richard Sennet, Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilization (New York: W.W. 
Norton and Company, 1994), 255-256. 
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Resources that flow are different from those that grow. Return is possible in San Carlos 

because the fight was over the former. Despite the level of physical, social, and emotional 

destruction, one important resource remained: land. While displacement in many other areas of 

the country is part of a clear strategy to force people off their land so that others could put it to 

economic use, this was not the case in San Carlos. Instead, guerrillas, paramilitaries, and the army 

were fighting for mobility and the ability of people and resources to circulate across and above 

land.  

Displacement in San Carlos reflected the geography of military concern—most of the 

abandoned villages were located near the roads to Medellín or the hydroelectric complex. Once 

the state took control of these sites of infrastructure, people were able to return to their land. 63 

This is not the case in most parts of Colombia. Access to land is and most likely will remain the 

biggest barrier facing return in the years to come. San Carlos is thus an exceptional case of 

displacement and return, not an emblematic one.  

As one of the few successful cases of return, San Carlos has been the topic of several 

recent studies.64 Most notable is its inclusion as one of the thirty-two reports the National Historic 

Memory Center (CNMH) has produced on emblematic aspects of conflict since 2008.65 San 

                                                        
63 Ibid, 30. 
64 The first—Return is Not Just Coming Back—was published in 2006 and recounted the history of conflict, 
displacement, and the initial process of return, with a particular focus on evaluating the legal efficacy of 
then-President Álvaro Uribe’s public policies. This was part of a four-book project—one overview of the 
process and three case studies. Each case study was chosen as representative of a particular cultural 
experience of displacement and return. One focused on Afro-Colombians and another on indigenous 
people. San Carlos is a primarily white and mestizo region. Whether race places a factor in the relative 
success of return in San Carlos is a matter of debate. But white skin and light eyes certainly didn’t save 
people from conflict or send the state to residents’ rescue during the worst of the conflict. Luz Piedad 
Caicedo and Pulido Hernandez, Belky Mary, Retornar no es sólo volver: desplazamiento y retorno en San 
Carlos, Antioquia., Textos de Aqui y Ahora; (Bogotá: ILSA, 2006). The second—San Carlos: Memories of 
Exodus in War is one of thirty-two case studies the National Center of Historical Memory (CNMH) has 
produced on emblematic aspects of Colombian conflict since 2008.  
65 The CNMH was originally formed under the name Historic Memory Group (GMH) in 2005 as part of the 
National Commission for Reparation and Reconciliation (CNRR). The CNRR was formed as part of the 
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Carlos represented both the role development and modernization played in conflict and the 

experience of massive displacement and return. I am deeply indebted to the excellent work of the 

CNMH research team. I do not want to rewrite this work in English (although at times it has been 

tempting!) Instead, I want to build on this foundation, the work of many other local and regional 

history and memory projects, and the wide body of media accounts produced about San Carlos to 

think about the political and cultural power stories about return will have in the years to come. 

What (and who) will these stories serve? This depends largely on how they are constructed. The 

infrastructure of stories has real power.  

Return is a new phenomenon in Colombia. Little has been written on the subject, 

especially based on sustained ethnographic fieldwork. The theme uniting the sparse work on 

return is uncertainty regarding sustainability—particularly under the legally mandated conditions 

of dignity, security, and free will—and the difficulties with instituting land restitution.66 Up to 

eight million hectares of land—fourteen percent of Colombian territory—have been illegally 

acquired through forced displacement. Twenty percent of the rural population is displaced from 

                                                                                                                                                                     
2005 Justice and Peace Law (975), which was tasked with facilitating paramilitary demobilization and 
victims’ reparation. The mandate for the GMH was to produce and distribute a narrative of armed conflict 
in Colombia that identifies “the reasons for the emergence and evolution of illegal armed actors.” Under the 
2011 Victims Law, the work was restructured under an expanded mandate of the National Center for 
Historical Memory, whose work also includes the creation of a museum and national human rights and 
historical memory archive. Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), 
and Área de Memoria Histórica., San Carlos; “¿Qué Es El Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica?,” 
January 28, 2014, http://www.centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/somos-cnmh/que-es-el-centro-nacional-de-
memoria-historica. 
66 Luz Piedad Caicedo, Desplazamiento Y Retorno: Balance de Una Politica (Bogotá: Instituto 
Latinoamericano de Servicios Legales Alternativos (ILSA), 2006); Luz Piedad Caicedo and Pulido 
Hernandez, Belky Mary., El limbo en la tierra: reubicación de la población desplazada del Alto Naya en 
Timbío, Cauca., Textos de Aqui y Ahora; (Bogotá: ILSA, 2006); ibid.; Nora-Christine Braun, “Displacing, 
Returning, and Pilgrimaging: The Construction of Social Orders of Violence and Non-Violence in 
Colombia.,” Civil Wars 11, no. 4 (December 2009): 455–76; Human Rights Watch, The Risk of Returning 
Home: Violence and Threats against Displaced People Reclaiming Land in Colombia, September 2013, 
http://www.hrw.org/node/118407; Amnesty International, A Land Title Is Not Enough: Ensuring 
Sustainable Land Restitution in Colombia (London, November 27, 2014). 
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their homes and land.67 In many ways, displacement has been a thirty-year counter-agrarian 

reform, placing over half the country’s arable land in the hands of one percent of the 

landowners.68  

A sweeping transitional justice law passed in 2011—the Victims and Land Restitution 

Law—offers land restitution to millions of displaced people. 69 While return illustrates the 

lessening of violence in some areas, it is premature to call Colombia a post-war state. And yet it is 

engaging in transitional justice mechanisms usually reserved for countries where warring parties 

have at least signed peace agreements. The difficulty and very lethality of instituting land 

restitution in most parts of the country speaks to the consequences of premature declarations of 

peace. Less than one percent has been returned to those who previously owned or lived on this 

land. Of this amount, it is unclear how much of even this small percentage those returning have 

been able to safely claim.70  

San Carlos faces a different problem with land: the memories it holds. San Carlos is a 

minefield—literally and figuratively. Return (and resisting) requires people to confront these 

physical memories every day. It is often the weight of these memories—the very physicality of 

them—that prevent people from returning. “It takes a certain kind of person to make peace with 

land that has betrayed them,” Timothy Egan writes in his eloquent and exhaustive history of those 

                                                        
67 Amnesty International, A Land Title Is Not Enough: Ensuring Sustainable Land Restitution in Colombia 
(London, November 27, 2014), 11. 
68 Alfredo Molano, Aviva Chomsky, and Lance Selfa, The Dispossessed: Chronicles of the Desterrados of 
Colombia, trans. Daniel Bland (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2005); Amnesty International, A Land Title Is 
Not Enough: Ensuring Sustainable Land Restitution in Colombia. 
69 Gobierno do Colombia, Ministerios del Interior y de Justicia, Ley de Víctimas Y Restitución de Tierras, 
2011. 
70 Amnesty International, A Land Title Is Not Enough: Ensuring Sustainable Land Restitution in Colombia; 
Victoria McKenzie, “Colombia’s Land Restitution Law Defrauding Victims: Amnesty International,” 
Colombia News | Colombia Reports, November 27, 2014, http://colombiareports.co/colombias-land-
restitution-law-defrauding-victims-amnesty-international/. 
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who stayed behind during the Dust Bowl exodus. “But that is the way with home,” he 

concludes.71  

It is not the land itself that betrayed people in San Carlos, but it holds memories of 

neglect, betrayal, and unimaginable horror—the physical archive of past events. The physical 

locations where people once felt “in place” can change into foreign, dangerous, polluted land not 

conducive to life, home, or community. The idea and reality of returning home to the same place 

where horrible violence occurred calls into questions the meanings of foundational concepts such 

as “home,” “place,” and the connection between the two. Home is both a place and an emotion. 

Home exists in many dimensions. It is not wholly bound to place. But the emotional geography of 

home does exist. It is powerful. And it drew many people back to San Carlos. 

“Such an enigma. But isn’t that what home is? The dreaded place where your heart 

sings.”72 For Tom Spandauer, it was the beauty of land in rural Idaho—alfalfa fields, irrigated 

water, the mystery of earth and sky that surrounded and enfolded him—that made his heart sing, 

even in a dreaded place. We all have this. Live oaks and Spanish moss, prairies and rice fields in 

Louisiana; magnolia trees in bloom, the thick smell of confederate jasmine, honeysuckle, and 

camellias in Georgia are some of the immersive, sensory experiences of home for me. I carry this 

with me to other places I live. Do I ever want to live in a small town in Georgia again? Doubtful. 

I never even lived at my grandparents’ house in Louisiana. Less a matter of geography and 

stability and more one of emotion and sensibilities, these are some of the things that trigger an 

emotion of home for me. Not everything this triggers is good. Fear, doubt, anger—all of these 

                                                        
71 Timothy Egan, The Worst Hard Time: The Untold Story of Those Who Survived the Great American 
Dust Bowl, Reprint edition (Boston: Mariner Books, 2006), 312. 
72 Tom Spanbauer, “Being Queer in Idaho,” Nailed, October 28, 2013, 
http://www.nailedmagazine.com/editors-choice/being-queer-in-idaho-by-tom-spanbauer/. 
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emotions might rear their head. As might comfort, peace, and happiness in forms and formulas 

not known elsewhere.  

This is part of what brings people back to San Carlos. They have to hold conflicting 

emotions of beauty and pain, comfort and instability in the physical locations they are trying to 

re-make and re-claim. These places are triggers for painful and happy memories. Often, the two 

are intertwined. The work of rebuilding requires finding a way to live within an immersive 

environment of the past where stories are seamlessly woven into everyday life and landscape.  

Riding in the back of a truck to a swimming hole, someone points out the location where 

her friend’s father was murdered. A dispute ensues regarding the exact location. And then we hop 

out to play in the river.  

The sound of a helicopter leaving town after the governor’s visit reminded my friend 

Edgar of another time he heard such a noise. There had been a lot of fighting and he was away 

from home. He had been so scared that his wife Diana and their young daughter were in danger 

that he rushed back to find them. Diana was making breakfast as he told the story, scrambling 

eggs with tomatoes and onions, frying sausage, and heating corn arepas. She turned from the 

stove to look at him. “You shouldn’t have come. We were fine, our little girl was fine.” She 

reached over and lovingly tousled his hair. He smiled sheepishly and turned his head towards his 

plate. The moment passed along with the helicopter whisking the governor back to the big city.  

Valeria—a psychologist working in San Carlos—explains to her little girls the different 

plants and animals in the countryside. They live in Medellín and are visiting their mother, a 

psychologist working in San Carlos. The several hour-long walk to lunch is part field trip, part 

nature hike, with history and botany and English classes interwoven in our long uphill walk along 

a muddy trail to the house. We stop to pick guavas. As Valeria picks fruit for her daughters, she 

tells them how people used to put bombs in them during the violent times.  
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Perched on the crumbling concrete retaining wall of a dis-used tilapia pond trying to 

pluck guavas from the trees, Valeria gives her young girls a history lesson interspersed with a 

lecture on the importance of vitamin C in their diet. The land is a tool for her to teach her children 

about painful pasts and hopefully healthy futures. City girls come to the country and learn more 

about the land, people, and history of Colombia as a whole through these physical forms of 

historical memory. Later, over coffee and corn pudding, our host mentions there were recently 

landmines on that trail. It is part of the fabric, these horrible things that have happened here, but it 

is far from the entire pattern. 

What is the frame then that holds this community together? 

It is family and farms, fishing and food. 

It is faith.  

The things that tested and tore these foundations—violence and greed, rumors turned 

deadly, revenge fantasies finally satisfied—are not external to the frame. They are within, part of 

the warp and weft of community. These things that broke the scaffolding of daily life have to be 

incorporated into the remaking. They cannot be banished from the frame. Their roots are sunk too 

deep. 

Full Circle Stories, Asymmetrical Lives 

“Return is a triumph of the Colombian government, a triumph of security, a triumph of 

the countryside, a triumph of being rooted, a triumph of rural development,” Diego Molano—the 

former head of the national governmental institution tasked with assisting the internally displaced 

stated in a 2011 speech at a conference in Medellín. 73 The public story crafted around return in 

                                                        
73 Molano wrote essentially this same statement in an article the previous year for the United Nations 
Development Program’s Colombian projects magazine. Diego Molano Aponte and Jorge Rojas, “Tres 
 



 

 46 

San Carlos is often painted as representative of this triumph. Resilience and a symmetrical 

restoration are implicit within many of the speeches and stories publicly told about San Carlos. 

Resilience assumes an overall structure—be it ecological or individual—remains intact in the face 

of disturbance. A great deal of re-organization is often necessary within the structure to maintain 

the overall system. 74 Yet resilience often implies restoration to a previous state, crafting a 

symmetrical story of bouncing back.75  This narrative structure was evident in many accounts of 

the Medellín-San Carlos Alliance. 

“Everyone has a movie,” the young man said as he bounded onto the stage. “Now, Milder 

is going to tell us about his,” the interviewer informed the crowd, before sitting down to talk with 

the young plantain farmer patiently waiting for a turn at the microphone.  Medellín municipal 

officials had asked him to speak at a meeting about his participation in their program facilitating 

return.  Milder gave a ten minute version of the past decade of his life: death, displacement, 

death, displacement, city life is bad. At one point, the interviewer asked why his family fled their 

village. Milder quickly responded that his father and brother had been killed. And without 

missing a beat, he navigated the story to its desired conclusion: return, struggle, happy. Country 

life is good. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Miradas a Los Retornos de La Población Desplazada,” Hechos Del Callejón 54 (July 2010): 4–6; Post-
conflict states often place great political and economic importance on a return that is narrowly defined 
through geographic parameters of success. Repopulating formerly war-torn areas is seen as a matter of 
reestablishing legitimacy and authority over national territory as well as a means of inspiring international 
confidence for investment in reconstruction and development. Richard Black and Saskia Gent, “Sustainable 
Return in Post-Conflict Contexts,” International Migration 44, no. 3 (August 2006): 15–38. 
74 Stuart L. Pimm, “The Complexity and Stability of Ecosystems,” Nature 307, no. 5949 (January 26, 
1984): 321–26; C. Perrings, “Ecological Resilience in the Sustainability of Economic Development,” in 
Models of Sustainable Development (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 1996), 231–52; W. N. Adger, 
“Social and Ecological Resilience: Are They Related?,” Progress in Human Geography 24, no. 3 
(September 2000): 347–64. 
75 Andrew Zolli and Ann Marie Healy, Resilience: Why Things Bounce Back, Reprint edition (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2013). 
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It was a simple story, one that fit the audience’s need and Mider’s as well. Even if he 

hadn’t had an interviewer to guide the conversation, he would have known the story 

representatives from the Medellín city government and various NGOs and private corporations 

gathered in the auditorium wanted to hear.  

After Milder’s “movie” came Helena’s. The five-minute video begins with two women 

happily drinking coffee in San Carlos. The mood of the video rapidly changes, however, as it 

switches to a reenactment of Elena’s experience of displacement. She wanders around Medellín, 

children in tow, searching for a place to stay. In the next scene, she explains that even though it 

was frightening and difficult to return to her home—which she found in shambles—it was even 

harder to make a life in the city. As she cooks in her newly repaired home, she explains the 

different entities that made return possible and thanks the city of Medellín. In the final scene, a 

narrator explains the greater context of return and the number of families and institutions 

involved in the process as the camera pans across a landscape of mist-covered mountains and 

spring-fed rivers. Horses and cattle graze and children and dogs play in swimming holes while 

women cook dinner. Elena makes sancocho over a fire at the river’s edge. In the final shot, she 

walks down to the river, puts a paper boat in the water, and watches it float away.  

Fade to black.  

Both Milder and Elena’s “movies” are narratives of hardship, exodus, exile, and return. 

The designated storytellers who populate events celebrating the Medellín-San Carlos project and 

other return and reconstruction initiatives understand how to construct and offer eloquent and 

expected narratives to their audiences. Milder and Elena trade in the currency of stories featuring 

linear chronologies and circular geographies of resolution and completion. In this public 

narrative, the nuance and messiness of what exists outside this framework, including the pre-

conflict past and the post-return present, is given short-thrift, if factored in at all.  



 

 48 

The final image of the video is an idyllic scene of a lost paradise now reclaimed. People 

are once again enjoying their lives in the bucolic countryside. Past troubles, in the form of the 

paper boat, are laid down at river’s edge and sent afloat. The portrayal of the countryside as a 

place of beauty, recreation, and comfort is a dramatic shift from decades of imagery of rural 

conflict—particularly in San Carlos. It is a powerful symbolic vehicle illustrating the ability to 

heal and the possibilities for regeneration that not only provides hope Colombia can transition out 

of conflict but evidence this is occurring.  

This is all true. But it’s far from the whole story.  

Stories with a triumphant narrative of completion—such as the video—fail to represent 

the multi-faceted reality of people’s lives or the complicated and often contradictory 

circumstances that make up the framework of any country attempting to transition out of conflict. 

These are narratives of radical transformation. Any representation of continuing problems mars 

the purity and utility of this structure. And thus the paper boat of the past exits the frame.  

But the problems remain. Elena’s struggles—off stage and outside the frame—continue. 

While thankful for the assistance she has received, her life raising four children in the countryside 

without her husband, who was disappeared years ago, is far from easy. She was constantly 

hustling just to keep her job, to have enough for food, and school supplies, and the essential 

incidentals such as first communion clothes. Her participation in this video and other television 

interviews was another piece of the hustle, made easier by the fact that she liked the attention. 

She knows the epilogue of the impossibility of going home is not the story the audience seeks to 

hear. There’s not room on the stage for these complexities, a fact Milder noted after the event. 

Talking over coffee with several other families from San Carlos, he said there was a lot more to 

his story but that he certainly couldn’t tell it in ten minutes and it wasn’t the place for that.  
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Michael Taussig suggests terror-talk “automatically imposes a framing and a distancing-

effect.”76 The same holds true for triumph-talk, which will only bolster the same compromised 

order that causes and maintains violence if these stories fail to acknowledge the real asymmetries 

that persist. “The asymmetry of power can indeed generate a kind of quiet brutality,” Amartya 

Sen writes.77 It generates many other forms of brutality. Not all are quiet.  

The underlying causes of Colombian conflict are asymmetrical relationships of power—

not only between the city and the country but also across a wide economic and political 

infrastructure in which violence is used to prevent the very forms of participation that might 

lessen these inequalities. Stories are a vital part of this infrastructure. That is why telling stories 

about war and its aftermath that offer unachievable narratives of symmetry and restoration do real 

damage.  

These symmetrical stories do not accurately portray the asymmetries implicit in return or 

the power dynamics of those facilitating projects and the relationships of dependence created and 

critiqued. Institutional officials from different return projects would often lecture participants on 

the importance of “co-responsibility.” This was a code word for dependence. They were telling 

project participants to remember they too needed to be responsible for their own development and 

could not depend upon aid agencies to provide them with the means for rebuilding their lives. 

Even calling participants “beneficiaries” spoke to the asymmetries in this relationship. Those 

employed in these projects, however, were also beneficiaries. War creates a broad base of 

employment. So too does “peace and reconciliation.” Yet, this was seldom part of the 

conversation.  

 

                                                        
76 Michael Taussig, The Nervous System (New York: Routledge, 1992), 17. 
77 Amartya Sen and Paul Farmer, Pathologies of Power: Health, Human Rights, and the New War on the 
Poor, First Edition, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), xvi. 
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Hysteresis: Structural Memories and the Legacy of Conflict 

In practice, peoples’ lives followed the model of hysteresis far more than resilience. 

Derived from the Greek for “lagging or remaining,” hysteresis is the legacy a shock has on a 

structure or system. A Scottish mechanical engineer, Sir James Alfred Ewing, first named the 

phenomenon when he noticed iron remained magnetized long after the source of magnetization 

was removed.78 He made this discovery while working in Japan in the 1870s and 80s, where he 

helped develop the modern seismograph.79 Economists noted the same phenomenon in European 

markets years after the Great Recession of 2008, describing a puzzling lack of productivity.80 

Similarly, friends of mine working on projects with returning plantain farmers would bemoan 

some people’s lack of progress. They had everything necessary to set up their farms, they would 

say, and for some reason it just wasn’t working. Was it laziness? Depression? Some combination 

of the two? Those observing such behavior would ask, critique, and editorialize. From post-

conflict plantain farms to supra-national economic structures, however, these responses to shocks 

are only puzzling if there is an expectation that a previous state can be restored and that the same 

rules apply.  

 

                                                        
78 Sir James Alfred Ewing, Magnetic Induction in Iron and Other Metals (D. Van Nostrand Company, 
1900), 77-98; George C. Hadjipanayis and North Atlantic Treaty Organization Scientific Affairs Division, 
Magnetic Hysteresis in Novel Magnetic Materials (Dordrecht  ; Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
1997). 
79 Alex D. D. Craik, “Science and Technology in 19th Century Japan: The Scottish Connection,” Fluid 
Dynamics Research 39, no. 1–3 (January 31, 2007): 24. 
80 David Romer, Advanced Macroeconomics, 4 edition (New York: McGraw-Hill/Irwin, 2011), 484-486; 
Ron Martin, “Regional Economic Resilience, Hysteresis and Recessionary Shocks,” Journal of Economic 
Geography 12, no. 1 (January 1, 2012): 1–32, doi:10.1093/jeg/lbr019; Laurence M. Ball, Long-Term 
Damage from the Great Recession in OECD Countries, Working Paper (National Bureau of Economic 
Research, May 2014), http://www.nber.org/papers/w20185; Jordan Weissmann, “It’s Hysteresis: Why the 
World Might Be Forever Poorer Thanks to the Great Recession,” Slate, June 13, 2014, 
http://www.slate.com/blogs/moneybox/2014/06/13/hysteresis_will_the_world_ever_fully_recover_from_th
e_recession.html. 
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In San Carlos, those who remained and those who return frequently cite the increased 

dependence on external aid as a major change. Independence emerges as a perceived victim of 

conflict. Before conflict, residents wrote in a village history, “we didn’t need institutional 

assistance to live, we had nice houses, the roads were in good shape, we lived with dignity.” 

While such a statement neatly creates a before-and-after structure to rural life in which conflict is 

the dividing line, the village histories themselves speak to an increasing interconnection and 

interdependence with outside entities that expanded over time and during disasters, both natural 

and man-made.  

Conflict did not destroy independence but instead altered an evolving interdependence, 

cutting previous connections while creating new ones. These connections increased with return. 

People in San Carlos have received more assistance than most places in the country. It is a 

laboratory and labyrinth of post-conflict projects and possibilities—a test case for the kinds of 

connections that could be employed to rebuild communities throughout the country. Residents of 

San Carlos are grateful for the assistance and the national and international attention these 

initiatives have garnered. Yet, they are also critical of both those who receive and those who give.  

I was sitting in one of my favorite villages one day talking to a coffee farmer and his 

brother about the new programs that might become available once the security situation 

improved. House construction had been a frequent request. Work could not begin, however, until 

the military had certified the village to be free of landmines. I could see one of the demining 

team’s vehicles in the background as we chatted. This was clearly a work in progress.  

“You see him right there,” one of the men said, pointing to another villager who was 

currently living in a tiny house with extended family members while he waited for the city of 

Medellin to begin construction on the new house he was supposed to receive. “He could have 

gone out into the forest and gotten what he needed to build himself a new house. That’s how we 

used to do it. But instead, he’s just going to wait for years until the city builds him one.” 
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Conflict certainly changed people, as many in the community noted. Yet, there was a 

practical patience to his waiting for what had been promised. Why should he go and build a home 

from materials that will not be as good as what the city will provide if he was in a program that 

offered to build it for him? There was a lag time, of course. A long one. But he was willing to pay 

that price. Whether it made him happy or not, whether he was better off or not, was beside the 

point. The fact was that he was making a practical, rational decision to wait it out. Yes, this 

wasn’t what he would have done in the early days. But then, such assistance wasn’t an option 

when the first settlers arrived. Times had changed, long before the violence came. People often 

seemed to omit that fact. He got his house, eventually.  

Hysteresis illustrates the inability of some systems to “bounce back.”  In many ways, 

hysteresis stands in direct contrast to resilience, which comes from the Latin, “to rebound or 

recoil.” A Scottish engineer also coined the use of resilience in mechanics twenty years before 

Ewing to describe the opposite phenomenon, explaining how steel beams would resist and absorb 

stress.81 Hysteresis, on the other hand, illustrates how stresses to systems can permanently alter its 

structure or require what might seem like a disproportionate amount of time and assistance to 

return to a previous state.  

There is little expectation that physical infrastructure will “bounce back” when destroyed. 

The physical crumbles into rubble. It is people who are expected to survive and continue to 

function through it all. This itself is a misunderstanding of the nature of plasticity. Hysteresis is 

present in the stretching and resulting spring of a rubber band. After being stretched, it does not 

return to where it was before. The more it is stretched, the less it responds. While the material of 

                                                        
81 D. E. Alexander, “Resilience and Disaster Risk Reduction: An Etymological Journey,” Natural Hazards 
and Earth System Sciences 13 (2013): 2710.  
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the rubber band doesn’t change with the stretching, its properties, capabilities, and mechanics do. 

Plasticity often involves irrevocable change.  

As Colombia faces the possibility of a new chapter of transitioning from war to whatever 

comes afterwards (which is often far from peace) it is crucial to factor in the structural memory 

and real lags that will occur in rebuilding lives. When the real costs of reconstruction and 

reparations are factored, the hysteresis effect should be considered in these already enormous 

tasks. The temptation to put the cart before the horse is evident in the transitional justice 

mechanisms put into place with the 2011 Victims’ and Land Restitution Law, in which the state is 

offering a legal framework for reparation and restitution before conflict ends. In such a context, it 

is all the more necessary—if perhaps depressing and economically unfeasible—to say that what is 

offered, even under the best of circumstances, might not be enough. This is not a call to not try, to 

not continue with the truly meaningful and transformative work of return and reparations. It is a 

caution against a facile use of resilience as a concept with which to understand how people 

survive conflict and remake their lives in places like San Carlos.82 And it is a critique against the 

narrative construction of resilience as evidence to bolster the political project of creating a post-

war country.  

Only once have I ever heard anyone in San Carlos use the term “resilience”. A local 

social worker had just returned from a conference in Mexico and was excited about the idea. She 

suggested a “rapid methodology” of training teenagers for a two-day proposed project to work 

with children to foster resilience. The project was called “Return to Happiness.” She pitched the 

idea to a room filled with municipal and NGO officials working with a variety of return projects 

                                                        
82 Olga Lucía Martínez Ante, “Montaje de La Filarmonica de Bogotá Por La Paz de Esta Tierra,” El 
Tiempo, April 3, 2014, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-13776855; “Resiliencia En La 
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in San Carlos. There were no takers. I have, however, heard those from outside use the term to 

describe people in San Carlos. On April 9, 2014—the 3rd Annual National Day of Memory—the 

Bogotá Philharmonic Orchestra performed a multi-media musical, theatrical, and video 

production that drew upon several of the National Historical Memory Group’s reports, including 

that of San Carlos. It was called “Resilience in Land.” This is an admirable artistic attempt to 

creatively use and share the findings of the historical memory group. I am not criticizing the work 

but instead asking for caution with how we think and talk about how people survive the aftermath 

of war.  

The difference between resilience and hysteresis lies in thresholds—the first does not 

cross, the second does. Brian Walker and David Salt define resilience as “the system’s capacity to 

manage a disturbance and prevent the state of the system from reaching a threshold.” 83  

Hysteresis is what happens when this threshold is crossed or forever broken.  Violence in San 

Carlos crossed that threshold. That’s what people are saying when they tell the story of the soccer 

game with a human head. Or when they tell other stories of horrible brutality, some of which I 

will recount in these pages. They are saying that war went beyond what they thought was 

humanly possible. Many of those who committed these acts will say the same.84  

No one’s bouncing back here. Perhaps no one ever does. Instead, they’re plowing 

through. The idea of “bouncing back” is far too trite a metaphor to describe recovery in the 
                                                        
83 Walker and Salt, Resilience Practice, 25. 
84 For more on this, see Maria Victoria Uribe’s brilliant and searing work on the anthropology of 
inhumanity in Colombian conflict from the mid-20th century to the present. Uribe examines the structural 
and symbolic operational logic of violence. She notes the terminology of animalization of both victims and 
perpetrators and the manner in which this transfers to the act of killing, which often draws from practices of 
butchery. At times, this process of dehumanization continued even after death through the practice of 
transforming the body to represent non-human symbols through aesthetic acts of dismemberment. María 
Victoria Uribe, Matar, rematar y contramatar: las masacres de la violencia en el Tolima, 1948-1964 
(Bogotá, D.E.: Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular, 1990); Maria Victoria Uribe, “Dismembering 
and Expelling: Semantics of Political Terror in Colombia,” Public Culture 16, no. 1 (2004): 79–95; María 
Victoria Uribe, Antropología de La Inhumanidad  : Un Ensayo Interpretativo Del Terror En Colombia 
(Bogotá: Norma, 2004). 



 

 55 

aftermath of loss and destruction. Often there is no back to which to bounce. That place of return 

no longer exists. Somewhere between pathologization of the eternal victim and celebration of the 

indomitable spirit is where most people fall. And this spectrum is vast. That is where hysteresis 

could be a useful concept—not one that should simply be moved from the realm of object to 

ecology to people as was done with resilience—but instead as an operating construct that offers 

an alternative model to the hopeful simplicity of symmetry.85 Hysteresis provides a theory of 

change that takes seriously the structural lags and possible permanent changes that exist due to 

the strong and enduring legacy of past disturbances.86 

People and places do not bounce back after massive life shock.   This phrase is a gross 

and damaging misunderstanding of grief, pain, disturbance, resilience, and the very dynamics of 

plasticity. People and places change and find a way to adapt to “new normals” that are often 

surreal for a long time before they approach anything near normality. There is no correct shape to 

grief, pain, and recovery. Few people’s journeys are circular or symmetrical.  

Perhaps it is instinctual to search for symmetry. The measurement of facial perfection, if 

one believes in such a thing, lies largely upon the spectrum of symmetry on which features fall. 

So many narratives of continuity and wholeness—yin and yang, the wheel, the circle of life—

revolve around circular notions of symmetry. Alexandra Fuller ends her memoir about growing 

up during civil war in Zimbabwe, Don’t Let’s Go to the Dog’s Tonight, with a staunch rejection 
                                                        
85 It is important to adapt concepts to the specificities of the matter being examined. In an exploration of the 
contrasts and connections between resilience as a social and ecological concept, W. Neil Adger cautions 
against the simple transfer of the term from one system to another. He suggests such an attempt “assumes 
that there are no essential differences in behavior and structure between socialized institutions and 
ecological systems.”  
Adger, “Social and Ecological Resilience, 350” 
86 Pierre Bourdieu describes the “hysteresis effect” as inherent in the reproduction of habitus, which will 
involve a structural lag. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice, 1st edition 
(Cambridge, U.K.; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 78, 83; Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of 
Practice, trans. Richard Nice, 1 edition (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1992), 62; Peggy 
McDonough and Jessica Polzer, “Habitus, Hysteresis, and Organizational Change in the Public Sector,” 
Canadian Journal of Sociology 37, no. 4 (Fall 2012). 
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of such thinking. “This is not a full circle,” she concludes. “It’s Life carrying on. It’s the next 

breath we all take. It’s the choice we make to get on with it.”87 

Getting on with it should not be confused with getting over it. Getting on with it might 

mean crying every day. It might mean getting drunk as much as possible. It might mean a 

constant flurry of movement and activity so that you don’t have to think about the enormity of 

what you lost. It might mean convincing yourself you are no longer capable of love or hatred. It 

might even mean this is true. Life carries on in many forms and fashions, changed and re-

arranged but continuing all the same. Stability is not static. Instead, it is the result of a 

combination of rootedness and circulation, stillness and movement that form the dynamic 

equilibrium in which we make our lives.  

Life carries on in the Saturday morning traffic jams in San Carlos that consist of a 

mixture of motorcycles, mules, dump trucks, cattle cars filled with livestock or soldiers, brightly 

colored buses, people, dogs, three-wheeled taxis, the occasional land cruiser with a UNHCR 

insignia, and the more frequent white Chevy trucks from the Medellín mayor’s office or the 

Organization of American States. There might be a rogue cow. All vie for space on the cramped 

road beside the mayor’s office and bus station leading to the town square. Stores on the road sell 

baby chickens, feed and seed, and fertilizer—all your basic farming needs—along with liquor, 

candy, rotisserie chicken, Internet, and stationery. Young urban professionals with vests and hats 

proclaiming membership in their particular institutional tribe and old men in black work boots 

and straw sun hats sit at bakeries and billiard halls drinking coffee and eating pastries by day, 

drinking aguardiente and smoking cigarettes by night. The country comes to town on Saturdays 

to shop, sell, play, and pray as it has for decades—perhaps centuries before. And the city comes 
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to the country in ways it never has before. It is this combination of continuity and change that is 

slowly bringing this little patch of country back to life again—forever altered. 

 Former paramilitaries run small businesses alongside those who have returned from exile 

in foreign countries or the big city of Medellín. Whether they’ve come back or stayed put, they’ve 

all learned. Many things. How to speak Dutch, perhaps. How to breakdance or bake bread. How 

to kill a man. How to make a landmine. How to set up a small business. How to hit the depths of 

pain and stay there for a long time. How to repair things that seem irreparable. How to wait in 

vain for development to happen as promised. How to make development happen as possible. How 

to build and how to break. How to carry on. They’ve learned a lot.  

Somewhere Between Heaven and Hell 

During the worst violence, San Carlos was frequently described as a ghost town. In many 

ways, the label of “ghost town” is unfair to the thousands who remained in San Carlos during the 

worst period of conflict.  Many kept their lives as small as possible to make it out alive. Some had 

to make difficult compromises to survive. But they remained. Even in the villages where all the 

residents fled, nature filled the space, as did armed actors. These ghost towns teemed with life. 

Some of these lives caused the deaths of others. 

Yet, for those who stayed and those who fled and returned, everyone in San Carlos has to 

contend with the active presence of ghosts. The traces of those who died and those who killed, the 

physical and psychic scars of war are embedded within the lives and landscape of the community. 

Perhaps all towns are ghost towns. San Carlos just has a larger population than most.  

Arturo Escobar defines life as “the unending ensemble of forms and entities that make up 

the pluriverse—from the biophysical to the human to the supernatural—and the process by which 



 

 58 

they come into being.”88 Multiple worlds exist within this one, multiple communities struggle for 

coherence and connection, multiple temporalities simultaneously exist. Few of us live solely in 

the present tense. Instead, the present is often crowded into a sliver of consciousness, jockeying 

for space and time with selective versions of the past and hopes and fears for the future.  

The challenge is not to banish the past from this place—which is not only impossible but 

also damaging since it is foundational to the present—but instead to find a means of peaceful and 

healthy co-habitation.  

In many ways, this is a ghost story. Ghosts inhabit places. No one who is returning is 

going back to empty space. The past is embedded into place, forming an infrastructure of 

memory. Transitional spaces and liminal moments are tender times and places in which the past, 

present, and future are constantly being remade for personal and political reasons. 

“I have eyes to see both heaven and hell in Colombia,” photographer Jesús Abad 

Colorado—whose images taught me to love the Colombian countryside before I ever set foot 

there and whose advice guided me to San Carlos—once told me. Hell has no geography. Nor does 

heaven. Instead, both are moveable feasts of pleasure and pain. And both can co-exist in the same 

place and time. It’s all a question of how you define the terms. “When I say heaven,” Jesús 

explained, “I’m talking about the possibility of seeing a country of hope, of a country that resists, 

of seeing a country with the human capacity that can return to create and to plant. And this is 

important to present. And also I can speak of a country that has become one of mass graves, a 

country of displaced people, a country of expelled people, a country that has become filled with 

unproductive land.”  

                                                        
88 Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), xxi. 
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San Carlos has been a place of the best and the worst forms of encounter, and many in 

between. What is the nature of encounter—meeting or clashing? And what is the result— 

connecting or breaking? The answers are the differences between war and peace, or the 

possibilities of both simultaneously and precariously existing. This is the tenuous model being 

built in Colombia and specifically in San Carlos. San Carlos is not a mythical realization of a long 

sought peace. Despite the beauty, it is not paradise. Despite the brutality, it is not hell. It is that in-

between place that is life. And yet, people and places have witnessed and experienced a level of 

brutality and beauty that is extreme, to say the least. The story of past conflict and present 

attempts to build peace illustrate the very limits to human behavior and capacities, the thresholds 

which can be breached, and the points from which there is no return. War is not fought in hell nor 

is peace found only in heaven—both form part of the earthly domain. Both are the result of 

human hands, of real work, and desires. This is a story of what lies in between.  

Welcome to San Carlos. 
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Chapter 1: Long Live Colombia: Travel Through It 
“Have you seen much of the countryside?” I asked the municipal official at the end of an 

interview. I thought I was making small talk. I was wrong. The kind and thoughtful man I had 

just been having an enjoyable conversation with completely lost his composure. Turning away, he 

stared at his file cabinets as he recounted a story about travelling in the countryside several years 

before. “I was just sitting on the bus when all of a sudden, there were shots. It was the guerrillas 

in the mountains.” He paused, and stared even more intently at the wall. He wasn’t really in the 

office with me anymore. He was back on that bus. 

“They shot her. The woman next to me. I didn’t know her. They shot her. They killed 

her,” he said in short, staccato bursts. He shook his head and clenched his fists then looked down 

at the floor. “They killed her, those sons of bitches. Those guerrilla sons of bitches.” He trailed 

off. I waited for the moment to pass, for him to come back to the time and place I was. About a 

minute later, we were together again. I steered the conversation towards work and then his young 

daughter.  

That’s when I learned travel was not a topic for small talk.  

Distance is not measured by miles but the ability to travel them. James C. Scott describes 

infrastructure as “distance demolishing technology.”1 Roads change the scales of time and space 

through which distance is experienced and the world itself is imagined. Even the most fixed 

scales can be sliding. A roadblock or landslide turns a simple trip difficult, sometimes deadly. 

The embodied and visceral fear of travel constructs and contains the imagined and experienced 

geography of people’s lives. War manufactures and manipulates physical and emotional distance. 

So does neglect. 

                                                        
1 James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 11. 
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The road to one village in San Carlos was so bad that drivers from aid programs wouldn’t 

make the journey. They complained it would be too hard on their trucks. When I went with 

friends who worked there, we hired someone from the village to take us. He picked us up in a 

mud-spattered shell of a red jeep. It had no doors or seat belts. The ride there was like a roller 

coaster. When we went over a bump (which was often) we would go flying out of our seats. We 

held onto the roll bar above our heads to keep from being thrown from the jeep itself. Every time 

it broke down (which was often) we had a chance to stretch our legs, go pee, and walk around. 

We talked and laughed and sang along the journey. It was fun. While the difficulty of the trip 

increased our distance from the village, it also decreased our distance from each other and the 

land surrounding us.  Intimacy is often born in difficulty. 

For villagers, however, the state of the road was a serious problem. When the weather 

was bad, the bus that made a weekly trip between the village and the small town of San Carlos 

could not pass. People relied on this trip to shop and sell their crops, go to mass and the mayor’s 

office, see family and just get out of the insular world of a rural village. The inability to travel 

also caused real health risks. A pregnant woman in the village worried about what would happen 

if she went into labor early. A young boy cut himself with a machete while helping his father in 

the field. It took days for him to finally make it to the hospital in Medellín. A cut that could have 

easily been cleaned and stitched up with simple medical care became a serious problem. His 

father worried he might lose his leg. Small problems jumped scale to crisis when the means for 

circulation were removed.  

Road making is a collective process that in turn makes new collectives. The shared 

resource of mobility requires the work of a diverse array of actors that need, use, benefit, and 

maintain the infrastructure that facilitates circulation. Roads are ties that bind, shared spaces of 

encounter. The linking of disparate people and places and the circulation this facilitates is central 

to the creation of community, from the level of the village to the state. Severing those connections 



 

 62 

breaks social and economic ties. The very existence and maintenance of roads mirrors political 

equalities and exclusions. 

Perhaps even more than borders, state power and priorities are drawn along the lines of 

infrastructure. Roads bridge the city and the country, the metropole and the colony. It is a thin 

line of centralized control. When this link does not exist or is broken or damaged, state power 

lessens. Enclaves of alternative governance often emerge. Enclaves are a structuring principle in 

Colombia and other states where remoteness is a geographical reality and political value. These 

are the constituent parts of frontier states where terrestrial islands of governance are surrounded 

by a sparsely populated and loosely (or alternatively) governed countryside.  

A frontier state is one in which new areas for colonization are, or at least seem to be, 

always available. Thus, the possibility for carving out a life and livelihood largely outside the 

confines of state assistance or control will always exist. On this frontier, armed actors, multi-

national corporations, and small farmers alike can fight for a place to call their own. Likewise, the 

frontier is a political concept of blurred boundaries and shifting affiliations that allow for a 

persistent outsourcing of the means of governance, often under the cover of citizen participation.2 

The frontier is not free of political and physical infrastructure, even if very different from urban 

centers. Yet, these are spaces where connections are not fully consolidated and remain up for 

grabs. Simultaneously a geographic reality and a condition of conflict, collision, and change, the 

frontier is a space of compromised connections. 

Political scientist Daniel Pécaut describes Colombia as “an archipelago nation of semi-

isolated regions where what is happening in one area of the country is not necessarily perceived 

                                                        
2 Anna Tsing’s description of the frontier is an apt one for Colombia. She describes the frontier as a 
“shifting terrain between legality and illegality, public and private ownership, brutal rape and passionate 
charisma, ethnic collaboration and hostility, violence and law, restoration and extermination.”  
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as likely to spread to other areas.”3 Eyal Weizman also likens the Israeli frontier to “an incessant 

sea dotted with multiplying archipelagos of externally alienated and internally homogenous 

ethno-national enclaves—under a blanket of aerial Israeli surveillance.”4 Power is easier to 

consolidate, however, in the frontier of a small state such as Israel than in a large, mountainous, 

and geographically diverse place such as Colombia. The size and terrain of Colombia make 

isolation more achievable, thus helping to facilitate a political and physical exclusion that 

undergirds the frontier state. 

This is the geography of political membership necessary to contain and maintain the 

world’s longest lasting guerrilla forces. A combination of mobility and distance provides stability 

to this system. The ability of individuals to distance themselves from conflict and armed actors to 

distance themselves from more powerful enemies is key to the lasting power both of violence and 

a state where isolation tempered with targeted and limited connections is a structuring principle 

for cohesion. Similarly, the ability—real or perceived—to pick up and move is central to the 

system’s continuity. The geography of conflict and economic possibility are both moving (and 

connected) terrains.  

 “Configurations of corridors and enclaves, objects of a disaggregated and uneven 

sovereignty,” is how Lauren Benton describes European empires.”5 This is also the political 

geography of the frontier state. For thirty years, the guerrillas, paramilitaries, and army have 

fought over the corridors of circulation and the complicated forms of sovereignty the control of 

mobility creates. Roads have been a major theater of conflict, sites for fight and flight. The 

                                                        
3 James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed  : An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009). 
4 Eyal Weizman, Hollow Land: Israel’s Architecture of Occupation, 1 edition (London  ; New York: Verso, 
2012), 7. 
5 Lauren Benton, A Search for Sovereignty: Law and Geography in European Empires, 1400-1900, 1 
edition (Cambridge  ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 30. 
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struggle to build, expand, maintain, and control roads, however, extends far beyond the most 

recent decades of conflict. Instead, the promise (and perils) of national integration that roads 

provide has been a passionate desire and unmet aspiration for two hundred years.  

Of Mules and Men 

“Throughout the whole of the Republic, there is not a road passable for wheel-carriages, 

nor even one which can be traveled without risk of life or limbs,” concluded English geographer, 

Francis Hall, after his travels through the newly independent state of Gran Colombia in 1821.6 

Hall was not exaggerating. Watercolors from the 18th and 19th century show porters carrying 

travellers like Hall in chairs on their backs, over perilous mountain paths and hanging bridges 

perched precariously over ravines.  

Geography and geology were the primary causes for the terrifying lack of infrastructure 

Hall found in his travels. Two mountain ranges dominate and divide Colombia, a bifurcated 

South American beginning to the Andes that snakes its way through country and continent. There 

was gold in these mountains, including those that surrounded San Carlos. Not the amount the 

conquistadors dreamt of and killed and died for, but enough to make the colony Spain’s best 

claim to a real-life El Dorado.  

In the mid 16th century, Spanish conquistadores fought each other over gold and the 

Tahamíes indigenous group over the land that held it in the valley that would later be San Carlos. 

They founded a settlement in 1560. After a mysterious fire (rumored to be set by a wealthy gold-

                                                        
6 Francis Hall, Colombia: Its Present State, in Respect of Climate, Soil, Productions, Population, 
Government, Commerce, Revenue, Manufactures, Arts, Literature, Manners, Education, and Inducements 
to Emigration (Philadelphia: Small, E. Parker, E. Littell, and Marot and Walter, 1825), 42. 
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seeking witch), little is known about the region’s history for another two centuries.7 In 1786, 

Francisco Lorenzo de Rivera established a permanent Spanish settlement. Residents of San 

Carlos consider this to be the date the municipality was founded. Forty-eight families lived in the 

first settlement. By independence in 1820, there were close to eight hundred.  

Gold dominated the economy of the small settlement and indeed the whole colony. The 

high value-to-weight ratio of gold made it profitable to transport on the backs of mules and men 

on rugged mountain paths. Many of these paths were centuries old; some are still used today.8 

The new rulers of Gran Colombia thus inherited little infrastructure useful for agricultural crops 

or other raw materials. Throughout the 19th century, San Carlos remained a small community 

because of the lack of routes between the Magdalena River—the country’s main transportation 

artery to Caribbean ports—and Medellín.9 The lack of roads meant any farming products could 

only be sold locally instead of in markets in larger surrounding towns.  

Two hundred years later, insufficient infrastructure and dependence upon high-value 

commodities still shape the terrain of possibilities for political and economic power both in San 

Carlos and throughout the country. In a meeting with government officials, an indigenous farmer 

in the Pacific coast department of Nariño dismissed claims of impending road construction as an 

oft-heard and always unrealized. “Bananas are heavy to carry into town,” he offered in 

explanation of why he chose to plant coca instead. For lack of roads suitable for wheeled traffic, 

                                                        
7 María del Pardo still has an active presence in San Carlos. She is rumored to haunt a swimming hole 
where those who enter risk drowning. 
8 Maria Iris Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos (San Carlos, Colombia: Junta Bicentenaria de 
San Carlos, 1988). 
9 In 1811, twenty families who felt they had been cheated in the founding of San Carlos left to make their 
own town, which they called Canoas (now el Jordán). They chose this site because it was closer to river 
ports, which the settlers felt could provide access to much larger markets along the Magdalena River and 
Caribbean for gold and tobacco. Maria Iris Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos (San Carlos, 
Colombia: Junta Bicentenaria de San Carlos, 1988), 23. 
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mules and men remain viable transportation options for coca leaves and its products that offer the 

same high value-to-weight advantage that gold did in colonial times (and still does today).10  

Far from a colonial backwater, twenty-first century Colombia is an economically diverse 

and growing country. Yet, the poor transportation infrastructure, in a business and political 

context permeated with criminality, remain a barrier to economic and political stability. This 

combination of transportation difficulties and criminality directly converge in the notion and 

location of the frontier as a physical, political, and psychic concept and construct that is at the 

heart of Colombia’s past and present.  

The idea and reality of limitless land and little government has shaped the making and 

unmaking of the Colombian state since its inception. The men who fought Spain for 

independence and later each other for control of the vast territory that would become Colombia 

had little idea of the boundaries of the state over which they nominally ruled, let alone what lay 

within. Large portions of the territory had been left unexplored for centuries of Spanish colonial 

rule. The majority of the population lived in the Andean highlands while vast expanses of 

midland, plains, and coastal land were sparsely populated.11 

The borders changed with wars and whims thirteen times between 1819 and 1850, 

leading historian Efraín Sánchez to conclude the lack of maps was one of the greatest sources of 

                                                        
10 The same holds true for the women and men who act as mules. It is a mixture of the high value-to-weight 
ratio of processed cocaine and the continued lack of economic opportunities that lead people to make 
perilous journeys across international borders with drugs hidden in their bodies. The movie Maria, Full of 
Grace provides an excellent portrayal of this process as well as its connection to rural-urban migration. As 
Colombia moved from a coffee driven economy to a mining and cocaine-based one in the 1990s, 
infrastructural needs have changed again. 
11 This is the Andean inverse to the demographic geography of remote highlands and settled lowlands 
James C. Scott posits as part of the geographic conditions of non-state rule in Southeast Asia, The Art of 
Not Being Governed  : An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2009). 
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geopolitical instability for Colombia at that time.12 In 1849, the Colombian government 

commissioned Italian geographer and civil engineer Augustín Codazzi to conduct the first 

comprehensive survey of the state. The Corographic Commission that Codazzi led was the 

Colombian version of Lewis and Clark’s journey across the North American continent. The nine 

expeditions of the Corographic Commission, however, far surpassed the time taken and distance 

travelled on the North American explorers’ journey. For a decade, artists, cartographers, writers, 

and scientists travelled across three hundred thousand kilometers to provide a systematic 

geographical study of the state as well as detailed surveys of the available natural and human 

resources, local industries, and social conditions.13 Along the way, members of the expedition 

provided newspaper articles and painted watercolors that illustrated an extraordinary diversity of 

people and places.14 The commission’s reports were filled with detail of life at the scale of the 

local that, when put together, provided an ethnographic, archeological, economic, scientific, and 

geographic picture of copious land and vibrant local lives, all with limited connections.15 

                                                        
12 Before the dissolution of Gran Colombia, Vice President Francisco Santander attempted to commission a 
map of all the provinces, ordering governors to map their territory but providing no financial or intellectual 
resources to realize this goal. The only submission Santander receive was a map a governor drew himself. 
Efraín Sánchez, Gobierno Y Geografía  : Agustín Codazzi Y La Comisión Corográfica de La Nueva 
Granada (Santafé de Bogotá: Banco de la República  ; El Ancora Editores, 1999). 
13 Ibid, 17, 256; Agustín Codazzi and Colombia. Comisión Corográfica, Jeografía física i política de las 
provincias de la Nueva Granada, Publicaciones del Banco de la República. Archivo de la economía 
nacional,; 21-24; Variation: Archivo de la economía nacional; 21-24. (Bogotá: Banco de la República, 
1957); Agustín Codazzi, Colombia, and Comisión Corográfica., Obras completas de la Comisión 
Corográfica: geografía física y política de la Confederación Granadina / Domínguez, Camilo A. 
([Colombia]  : COAMA-Unión Europea  : Fondo “José Celestino Mutis, ” Fen-Colombia  : Instituto 
Geográfico “Agustín Codazzi, ,” 1996). 
14 Henry Price and Colombia Casa de Moneda (Bogotá, Acuarelas y dibujos de Henry Price para la 
Comisión Corográfica de la Nueva Granada: sala central, Casa de Moneda Banco de la Repúlica: Bogotá 
D.C. Agosto 8 de 2007 a Enero 21 de 2008 / Londoño-Vega, Patricia. (Bogotá: Banco de la República, 
2007); Manuel Ancízar, Peregrinación de Alpha por las provincias del norte de la Nueva Granada, en 
1850-51, Biblioteca de la Presidencia de Colombia, ([Bogotá] Empresa Nacional de Publicaciones, 1956). 
15 Chorography is an expansive and interdisciplinary genre that includes elements of travel narrative, 
ethnography, and cartography and often incorporates poems, prose, and paintings as well as maps. As early 
as 1494, Sebastian Brant admonished geographers for placing too much emphasis on the external without 
knowing their own countries or regions. This is what chorography does. While geography can be seen as 
the construction of borders, chorography is tasked with filling in the details within the whole. Ptolemy 
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Above all, the commission had two key goals: identify the amount of public land 

available and the existing roads and routes to get there. Land is of little political or economic use 

without access to it. The commission thus provided maps and detailed descriptions of roads and 

paths in each department, the amount of time it would take troops to march from one point to 

another; the quality of the land and if it was inhabited or owned; topographical barriers such as 

mountains, rivers, gorges, and forests; navigable rivers; and distances of sites from Bogotá.  

In the region of Maranilla where San Carlos is located, the expedition set out in search of 

the Magdalena River. They turned east at Peñol, an iconic rock that juts dramatically out from 

rolling hills. “Only one road leads to the Naré River that connects with the Magdalena,” Codazzi 

recounts. “It passes through the small parish of San Carlos and the village of Canoas.”16 The 

population and wealth lessen steadily along the road, as does visible evidence of agriculture. They 

enter “jungles that dominate and cover an almost solitary land” where villages and towns are 

nearly cut off from each other. From a nearby mountaintop, Codazzi describes a view of a “totally 

deserted” landscape.17  

                                                                                                                                                                     
envisioned chorography as the pursuit of creating recognizable images of the visible features of small areas 
of the inhabited world. In 1524, Peter Apian compared the global work of geography to the creation of a 
man’s portrait and the local, detailed work of the landscapes of chorography as akin to the details of 
specific facial features. The genre of chorographic writing that emerged in 16th century Tudor England 
provided a wealth of details about communities. English chorographies of this time offered information 
about social structures, legal systems, the distribution of fairs, the location of parks, description of 
architecture, local customs, dietary habits and even local oddities such as regional participatory execution 
practices. Many of the details gathered in chorography were put to the use of governing, taxing, and 
enclosing land. Sebastian Brant, Jean Droyn, and Henry Watson, The Shyppe of Fooles [electronic 
Resource] ([Imprynted at London: In flete strete by Wy[n]kyn de Worde, 1517); Peter Apian et al., La 
Cosmographia de Pedro Apiano [electronic Resource] (En Anvers: Por Iuan Bellero al Aguila de Oro, 
1575); Lucia Nutti, “Mapping Places: Chorography and Vision in the Renaissance,” in Mappings, ed. Denis 
Cosgrove (London: Reaktion, 1999), 90–108; Richard Helgerson, “The Land Speaks: Cartography, 
Chorography, and Subversion in Renaissance England,” Representations 16 (1986): 56–72; Bernhard 
Klein, Maps and the Writing of Space in Early Modern England and Ireland (New York: Palgrave, 2001). 
16 Agustín Codazzi et al., Obras completas de la Comisión Corográfica: Estado de Antioquia (COAMA-
Unión Europea, 2005), 300. 
17 Mary Louise Pratt writes about the phenomenon of 18th century travel writing in South America and 
Africa in which people are consciously removed from the narrative. Instead, landscape and the authorial 
voice describing it take center stage. Yet, this does not seem to be what Codazzi is doing at all. The reports 
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The roads he finds throughout the region are dangerous. Many are impassable in the rainy 

season on horseback. The only option is to ride on the backs of men, which Codazzi rightly 

describes as dehumanizing. “What kind of commerce,” he asks, “would one be able to conduct on 

these supposed roads?”18 Codazzi muses on the economic possibilities for the region, if only a 

road connected the hardworking people of the area. Real roads, Codazzi predicted, would offer 

the country the push forward that it needed. “The hardworking people in the region would make 

the jungles disappear, turning them into lucrative farmland and grazing pastures for animals.”19  

Racial politics bolsters Codazzi’s appreciation of the white and mestizo inhabitants of 

Eastern Antioquia. His portrayal of Afro-Colombian and indigenous populations is noticeably 

different. Codazzi’s language on race varies greatly depending upon the region. Yet, he often 

employs the racist language of the proverbial 19th century social evolutionary ladder to describe 

the wide variety of people he encounters on his journeys. He describes particular forest tribes as 

“incapable of civilization…” and believed there were “weak races” and those that were “strong in 

civilization”. The former was subsumed by nature while the latter transformed nature around 

them.20 He described the inhabitants of Chocó, the vast majority of whom are black, as “an 

indolent and lazy race” who are able to handle the horrible heat and humidity of the Atrato valley 

without getting sick, as would happen to white people if they lived there. He suggested, however, 

that these inhabitants, perhaps with the help of the model of white workers, could change their 
                                                                                                                                                                     
are filled with minute details and images of people. While much of this information is likely to be put into 
service of controlling the population, people are certainly an important role in Codazzi’s work. Colombia 
had one of the smallest populations in Latin America at the time in a very large country. It is quite likely 
that when he looked at the land from a mountaintop, it was indeed free of people or very sparsely 
populated. Incidentally, the cover of the 1992 Routledge version of the book features a man sitting on a 
chair carried on the back of another man—just the inhumane form of travel Codazzi was describing (and 
surely used himself.) Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes  : Travel Writing and Transculturation (London  ; 
New York: Routledge, 1992). 
18 Ibid, 303. 
19 Ibid, 303. 
20 Frank Safford, “Race, Integration, and Progress: Elite Attitudes and the Indian in Colombia, 1750-1870,” 
The Hispanic American Historical Review 71, no. 1 (February 1, 1991): 1–33. 
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ways, wear clothes, build better houses, and educate their children. His general conclusion was 

that Africans, Indians, and any mixture of the two tended to be lazy, in a state of undress, and 

uniquely capable of withstanding heat and tropical illnesses. However, this did not have to be 

their permanent state of being.21 

Above all, one theme was woven throughout the writing, maps, watercolors, and thick 

descriptions of land and people: the capacity for productivity. Some people were deemed more 

racially inclined towards it, some land more conducive to it. The purpose of the Commission’s 

work was to understand the land and people enough to make both productive. Key to this goal 

was knowing the extent to which land was available. After a decade of travel, the commission 

concluded three-fourths of the territory was public land. Throughout the 19th century, Colombian 

leaders sought to entice settlers to this vast frontier.  

They first sought European migrants to provide the “civilizing” example necessary for 

the country to progress. Unlike the United States and Argentina, however, Colombia never 

became a popular destination for European migration. Reports such as Hall’s made it difficult to 

attract foreign migrants to such an isolated and unknown place. Instead, Colombians colonized 

their own land, moving from the populated highlands to middle and lower altitudes where first 

cinchona and coffee and later rubber and bananas could be cultivated and extracted. In some 

cases, such as the Amazonian frontier of Putumayo, this involved a brutal internal “conquest” of 

indigenous residents.22 

Mid-19th century changes in tastes and technologies helped fuel this internal colonization. 

Innovations such as railroads and steamboats created new relationships to distance, time, and 

                                                        
21 Codazzi et al., Obras completas de la Comisión Corográfica, vol. 1, 82-83. 
22 Michael Taussig, Shamanism, Colonialism, and the Wild Man: A Study in Terror and Healing (Chicago: 
University Of Chicago Press, 1987). 
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accessibility throughout the world.23 This novel mobility of goods and people affected economic 

and political structures in the New and Old Worlds. European imperial ambitions drove the need 

for anti-malarial medication made from the bark of the cinchona tree found in Colombia and 

elsewhere in the Andes while civil war and industrial expansion in the Americas created a market 

for coffee.24 The ability to ship these crops cheaper and quicker than ever before opened up new 

economic geographies for Colombia.  

Colonists were the infrastructural vanguard that expanded the settled space of the state. 

Both the Colombian government and private business interests encouraged colonization, offering 

incentives to settle next to roads that became the conduits for possibility, precarity, and 

productivity. In some cases, the road came first while in others, the people laid the groundwork 

for future routes. “Most founded homesteads along rivers, roads, and railroads,” historian 

Catherine LeGrand explains, “while those who moved into isolated regions immediately pooled 

their labor to cut mule paths to the nearest town or waterway.”25  

The colonization of the coffee frontier is foundational to Colombian national mythology. 

People from all over Colombia settled land to start small family-based mountainside coffee farms. 

The residents of Antioquia—not incidentally among the whitest in Colombia—became the stand-

ins for European migrants and the basis of the legend of Antioqueño colonization. Nancy 

Appelbaum describes the portrayal of this process in popular culture and scholarly literature as 

                                                        
23 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1986). 
24 Matthew James Crawford, “An Empire’s Extract: Chemical Manipulations of Cinchona Bark in the 
Eighteenth-Century Spanish Atlantic World,” Osiris 29, no. 1 (January 1, 2014): 215–29; Fiammetta 
Rocco, The Miraculous Fever Tree  : Malaria and the Quest for a Cure That Changed the World, 1st ed. 
(New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2003). 
25 Maria Iris Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos (San Carlos, Colombia: Junta Bicentenaria de 
San Carlos, 1988). 
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one of “intrepid white pioneers who civilized a wild frontier and integrated Colombia into the 

international market economy through the cultivation and marketing of coffee.”26 

Nowhere is this perspective more evident (and more frequently reproduced) than in 

Francisco Antonio Caro’s 1913 painting, Horizontes.27 It features a family looking out over the 

horizon to the land they will presumably make their own small coffee farm. This image of a light 

skinned husband, wife, and baby looking at the vast expanse of land that lies before them is the 

distillation of a Colombian dream that appears remarkably similar to the North American one.  

 

                                                        
26 Nancy Appelbaum, “Whitening the Region: Caucano Mediation and ‘Antioqueño Colonization’ in 
Nineteenth-Century Colombia,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 79, no. 4 (November 1, 1999): 
632; For a scholarly work reflecting this tradition, see: James Jerome Parsons, Antioqueno Colonization in 
Western Colombia, 2nd edition (University of California Press, 1968); For revisionist works critiquing this 
tradition, see: Keith H. Christie, “Antioqueño Colonization in Western Colombia: A Reappraisal,” The 
Hispanic American Historical Review 58, no. 2 (May 1, 1978): 260–83, doi:10.2307/2513088; Keith H. 
(Keith Hutton) Christie, Oligarcas, Campesinos Y Política En Colombia  : Aspectos de La Historia Socio-
Política de La Frontera Antioqueña, 1a ed. (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 1986); Luisa 
Fernanda Giraldo Zuluaga, La colonización antioqueña y la fundación de Manizales (Manizales, Colombia: 
Biblioteca de Escritores Caldenses, 1983). 
27 The original painting can be seen at the Museum of Antioquia in Medellín. The image has been used as a 
canvas for its own form of revisionist history through artist and curator Carlos Uribe’s modern-day 
interpretation. Uribe’s work features the same image with one small difference—a plane fumigating what is 
presumably coca fields is added to the lower right corner of the work. “Horizontes,” Museo de Antioquia, 
accessed February 1, 2015, https://www.museodeantioquia.co/obra-del-mes/horizontes/; Juan Luis Mejía 
Arango, “HORIZONTES,” El Colombiano, Medellín, March 23, 2013, 
http://m.elcolombiano.com/article/132981. 



 

 73 

 

Figure 6: Horizonte, Francisco Antonio Cano, 1914 (Source: Museo de Antioquia, Medellín, 

Colombia)  

The frontier as idea and reality is fundamental to values of independence and ingenuity 

born from isolation, distance, and necessity. This is as foundational to Colombian national 

mythology as it is to the United States’ own national narrative. It also includes a similar 

combination of fact and fiction in which the unequal playing ground of race and class and the 

complex network of interdependencies that exist on every frontier are whitewashed from this 

image and idea. 

The fictive foundations of the frontier and its demise are at the heart of the most famous 

of Colombian novels, Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude. The narrative 

arc of the iconic novel follows the founding, development, and fall of the village of Macondo—a 

stand in for 19th and early 20th century Colombia. The attempt and consequences of building 

connections within and outside of Macondo is at the heart of the tale of isolation and integration 

this novel offers. Macondo is discovered by explorers who turn away from the road and walk into 

the wilderness. They walk for twenty-six months in search of the sea before deciding to settle 

beside a river. It is not long before the novel’s protagonist, José Arcadio Buendía, and the other 
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founders set out to find the path connecting the village to the outside world and the sea that was 

their original destination. The land is aggressively alive. Nature swallows the trail they blaze as 

soon as they pass. After three weeks, they arrive at a disappointing and solitary sea. He returns 

despairing of the village’s isolation and makes a useless map.  

Years later, it is José Arcadio’s wife, Ursula, who finds the way out of the village and 

into the world—a mere two-day trip to town. She brings a bit of the world back with her as new 

settlers arrive on mules and ox-carts filled with supplies, making the path through the weight of 

their numbers and possessions. The far-away village becomes connected to the outside world with 

the arrival of Italian musicians, Arab merchants, and fellow Colombians searching for their own 

piece of the Pan-American dream. Such journeys were repeated throughout the country in the mid 

to late 19th century as Colombians fanned out into the lowlands along the Caribbean to places like 

Macondo and further into the interior to settle the coffee frontier. 

Yet, settlement came slowly to San Carlos in the 19th century. In a compilation of local 

histories written for San Carlos’ bicentennial, the lack of a road is frequently cited as the prime 

reason for the municipality’s slow development.28 Without good connections to external markets, 

the economy remained based upon mining rather than agriculture throughout most of the 19th 

century. When coffee became the dominant Colombian commodity in the late 19th century, San 

Carlos was left behind. Infrastructural improvements in other parts of the department, like the 

railroad and various bridges and tunnels, led people to leave San Carlos for areas with better 

connections to larger markets.  

The scale in which community is imagined, embodied, and enacted largely depends upon 

the infrastructure available to facilitate the circulation and communication to connect disparate 

people and parts. Roads, railroads, and canals shift the scales of community through forging 
                                                        
28 Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos. 
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connections to urban and international markets. They build and bind the city and the country 

together, guiding patterns of colonization, and drawing the changing borders of the frontier. 

The making of one community, however, can break another. Throughout Colombia, 

changes in infrastructure and the increased market access this provided altered land use and 

ownership. Many entrepreneurs claimed public land small farmers had settled for decades, and in 

some cases indigenous people had cultivated for centuries. While the government nominally 

supported the land claims of small farmers, the surveying cost necessary to receive land titles was 

prohibitively expensive. For plots smaller then fifty hectares, (and most were) the surveying cost 

was greater than the value of the land. 29 

Wealthy investors and large landowners, however, could easily afford this fee or simply 

falsify records. In the decades to come, fraudulent surveys accounted for the accumulation of 

large tracts of public land.30 Between the 1850s and the 1930s, thousands of independent farmers 

cultivated public lands, increasing the value of this territory, only to be dispossessed. Many ended 

up in the rapidly industrializing spaces of cities and agro-business plantations or pushed farther 

into the frontier. 

Tensions around the political, economic, and cultural changes that occurred due to the 

shift to a coffee economy came to a head at the turn of the 20th century in a bloody civil war 

called the Thousand Days War. Coffee prices steadily rose in the 1880s and early 1890s, only to 

suffer a precipitous fall at the end of the century. The crisis in coffee prices from 1896 to 1899 

immediately preceded the war. The changes in financial, physical, and social infrastructures 

involved in entering international markets fed the tensions between the Liberal and Conservative 

                                                        
29 In order to receive titles, individuals also had to pay legal fees, purchase official stamps and paper, pay 
for travel costs of witnesses and the registry of the property. For the few for whom the prices were not 
prohibitive, long delays and crushing bureaucracy managed to weed out all but the heartiest and wealthiest 
from this process. LeGrand, Frontier Expansion and Peasant Protest in Colombia, 1850-1936, 30. 
30 LeGrand, Frontier Expansion, 51-53. 
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parties that nominally caused the war. It was fought in large part in these newly colonized and 

contested frontier spaces that most depended upon the coffee economy and where the fall in 

prices was most acutely felt. Of all of the coffee growing regions, only Antioquia was spared 

from the economic depression and thus also to an extent from the worst of the conflict. Gold, 

instead, served as a stabilizing force for the regional economy.31 In areas such as Santander, 

Tolima, and Cundinamarca, however, the economy fell into shambles and many of the 

communities into conflict.32 The final six months of the war was fought primarily in the remote 

Colombian department of Panama. Shortly after the war ended in 1902, Panama declared its 

independence. Two years later, U.S. firms began construction of the Panama Canal. It opened a 

decade later, ushering in a new era of interoceanic connections and circulation. 

The first half of the 20th century was a time of simultaneous expansion and concentration 

in Colombia—of wealth, of possibilities, and of strife. Decreased opportunities for rural 

landowning and employment coincided with the industrialization and urbanization that was 

quickly occurring throughout the world. During this time, Medellín transformed from a sleepy 

provincial town to Colombia’s industrial capital and second largest city. Newly formed industries 

relied upon small, localized power sources. Between 1915 and 1920, many factories built their 

own small power plants. In Medellín, one family controlled the city’s utilities until 1918. The 

                                                        
31 Charles W. Bergquist, Coffee and Conflict in Colombia, 1886-1910 (Durham, N. C.: Duke University 
Press, 1978); Sánchez G, Gonzalo, and Mario Aguilera Peña, Memoria de un país en guerra: los mil días, 
1899-1902 ([Bogotá, Colombia]: Instituto de Estudios Políticos y Relaciones Internacionales  : Unidad de 
Investigaciones Jurídicos-Sociales Gerardo Molina  : Universidad Nacional de Colombia  : Planeta, 2001). 
32 Frank Safford and Marco Palacio suggest, “Civil wars tended to break out, or to be prolonged in regions 
that were most deeply affected by loss of demand for their products in foreign markets.” In the last two 
decades of the 19th century, the region of Santander consistently felt the burden of economic depression. 
While the complete collapse of Colombian cinchona bark on the world market in 1882-1883 precipitated a 
financial crisis in the national government, the results were devastating to the economy of Santander, which 
had been the prime producer. Not coincidently, an 1885 war began in Santander. The region was similarly 
the area that suffered the most from the fall of coffee prices in the late 1890s. The War of the Thousand 
Days also broke out and its bloodiest battles were fought in the region. Safford and Palacios, Colombia, 
253. 
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Echavarrías owned the city’s largest textile factory, Coltejer. The factory consumed half of the 

growing city’s electricity supply. This monopoly of energy use fostered widespread resentment, 

leading for a push towards public utilities.33  

A rapidly increasing urban population demanded ever-greater resources and public 

infrastructure such as power, water, and schools. The population quintupled between 1900 and 

1950. Rural migrants, particularly from the regions closest to Medellín such as Eastern Antioquia, 

poured into the city looking for work in the burgeoning coffee, cigarette, and textile industries. 

Historian Ann Farnsworth-Alvear described Medellín industrialists’ perception and portrayal of 

rural migration in the early 20th century as part of a binary between “country and city, ignorance 

and knowledge, backwardness and progress.”34  

Migration was not limited to the cities. By the early 20th century, increased land pressure 

led the coffee frontier to expand to San Carlos. The population more than doubled between 1885 

and 1913. The coffee economy grew exponentially.35 The importance of mining decreased as 

agriculture became the primary economic driver in San Carlos. A collection of seventeen village 

histories written in community meetings in San Carlos between 2010 and 2012 recount the arrival 

stories of 20th century colonists. Often they begin with several families moving to a wild place 

and slowly beating back nature through the construction of the shared physical, political, and 

social infrastructure of community.  

In Calderas, two brothers arrived in “mountains filled with wild animals” and built homes 

as quickly and strongly as possible to keep their dangerous neighbors at bay. Subsequent 

                                                        
33 Ann Farnsworth-Alvear, Dulcinea in the Factory: Myths, Morals, Men, and Women in Colombia’s 
Industrial Experiment, 1905–1960 (Durham, N.C: Duke University Press Books, 2000), 54. 
34 Ann Farnsworth-Alvear, Dulcinea in the Factory: Myths, Morals, Men, and Women in Colombia’s 
Industrial Experiment, 1905–1960 (Durham, N.C: Duke University Press Books, 2000), 64. 
35 In 1915, there were a mere 25,000 coffee plants grown in the region. By 1941, there were over a half 
million. Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos, 41-2. 
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residents later turned to these mountains for a source of income, cutting down and burning wood 

to make charcoal and building a pulley to transport it to the road.   The history of La Rapida 

recounts the difficulty and joy of travel in the village’s early days. Pack animals would fall on the 

steep paths called horseshoe trails, yet travel was a fun and social affair, with people selling 

tamales, empanadas, and drinks on the side of the road. The authors describe hanging bridges and 

fertile land, heart shaped rocks where people would stop to rest in between the long slog from one 

village to the next. In La Florida, the village history notes the problems such paths caused for 

pregnant women, who were often unable to make the trip to town on horseback and instead gave 

birth at home with a midwife. In the early 20th century, residents of San Carlos still struggled to 

build the transportation networks they needed to connect communities to outside markets and 

resources. Not so in the mythical Macondo.  

Solitude did not destroy Macondo. It was connection. Destruction took the train. The 

railroad that cut across the swamp and jungle that had taken Jose Arcadia Buendía weeks (and his 

wife two days) to cross decades earlier, changed notions of space and time, difficulty and 

distance. It brought a chance American visitor. He had a banana for dessert. And there his fortune 

and Macondo’s misfortune took root. Engineers, agronomists, hydrologists, topographers, 

surveyors, and lawyers soon followed, exploring the possibilities for a plantation. No longer 

isolated, Macondo was now connected to Memphis and Maine through the unlikely tethers of 

perishable fruit and regular rail service.  

Macondo gets re-made into a company town, complete with sub-standard housing, long 

and brutal working conditions, and wages offered in coupons from the United Fruit Company’s 

store. In the fictional Macondo and the real-life town of Cíenega on the Caribbean coast, workers 

organized for better pay and working conditions in numbers unseen before in Colombia. The 

United Fruit Company responded by ordering the Colombian government to squelch the unrest or 

the U.S. Army would. On a Sunday morning after mass on December 6, 1928, a crowd of 
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workers and their families waited in the town square for what they believed would be a speech 

from the governor. Instead, the Colombian Army blocked off the exits and fired into the crowd. 

The number of people killed remains unknown; estimates range from forty-nine to three 

thousand. Yet, what is sure is the affect this event had on the country and what it represented in 

terms of a changing tide of expectations and widespread dissatisfaction regarding the altered 

landscapes of work and life. 

It was the largest organized dissent ever to occur in Colombia at the time. It was also a 

taste of what was to come. As agricultural jobs were replaced with those in manufacturing and 

public works, the influence of labor unions grew in both the cities and the countryside. A national 

highway system that tripled between 1930 and 1946 increasingly connected the two. And while 

Colombia was still predominately rural after World War II, the countryside was simultaneously 

changing under modernity’s weight while many attempted to hold on to traditional values, 

cultures, and roles that had little place in these altered economic and social structures.  

Perhaps it is this cognitive dissonance that causes the Buendía house in Macondo to be 

destroyed in the hurricane force winds of change at the end of the novel. Modernity swallows 

Macondo. But what remained? A world re-arranged and forever changed. At the middle of the 

20th century, Colombia was a country transformed. And it was about to explode.  

A Country on Fire  

Two men are representative of the changing dynamics and demographics that precipitated 

the violence that engulfed the country between 1946 and 1966 in an amorphous conflict known 

simply as La Violencia. Liberal politician Eliécer Gaitán—a man with Indian features and an 

Italian education—first came to national attention with his fierce public denunciation of the 1928 

banana massacre. His popularity, particularly among the urban poor, increased throughout the 

1930s and 1940s as he positioned himself in classic populist fashion as a man from and for the 
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people. He represented a drastic change to the status quo for both the Liberal and Conservative 

parties that had driven Colombian politics, economics, and conflict since independence.  

Traditionally, political affiliation in Colombia has been linked more to identity and 

employment than ideology, with victorious parties doling out jobs to supporters and members of 

defeated parties fighting to change the balance of power, by any means necessary. Yet, there were 

real ideological differences between the two—most importantly regarding the location and 

concentration of power. The Conservatives believed power should reside in top-down hierarchical 

institutions such as the centralized government and the Catholic Church. The Liberals, on the 

other hand, espoused a power diffused more to individuals and regions and supported the church 

of free-market economics. Gaitán’s politics swung far more to the left then traditional Liberals; 

he was dangerous to elites in both parties who were far removed politically and physically from 

the people they nominally ruled. 

What elites shared, however, was a desire to maintain the system that gave them power. 

In many respects, Colombian politicians have been successful in this goal. The country is one of 

Latin America’s most stable democracies, seldom falling into the authoritarian excess of military 

rule that has plagued many of its neighbors. Instead, Colombian elites have chosen an opposite 

path, keeping the military weak and outsourcing security responsibilities to non-state actors in far 

away regions they could not control themselves. La Violencia was the most extreme example of 

the success, failure, and subsequent solidification of this system of weak stability that forms the 

foundation of the frontier state.36 

                                                        
36 The attempt to understand the causes and long-term effects of La Violencia created a uniquely 
Colombian social science—violentology. There is an extensive literature on the topic. The foundational 
work in the field is the two tome study: Germán Guzmán Campos, Orlando Fals-Borda, and Eduardo 
Umaña Luna, La Violencia En Colombia, Estudio de Un Proceso Social (Bogota: Circulo de Lectores, 
1988). This first volume was originally published in 1962 and was largely testimonial. In the decades that 
followed, the nature of the work evolved to include a greater analytical evaluation of the root causes of 
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Conservative politician Laureano Gómez represented (and caused, in some respects) the 

very extremity that led to and shaped La Violencia. He stood for the most hardline interpretation 

of the rigid political and religious hierarchies of the Conservative party. He drew power from the 

countryside where, in many locations, the Catholic Church remained the dominant institution of 

power. Both in Colombia and from exile in fascist Spain (whose leadership he supported, as well 

as the Axis forces in World War II), Gómez cast the Liberals as threats to the Catholic Church 

and as part of a Communist plot.  

No threat was deemed greater then Gaitán. In 1946, he was the presidential candidate of a 

populist wing in a divided Liberal party. The inner-party divisions caused the Conservative 

candidate—Mariano Ospina—to win the election. The Conservatives violently swept their 

Liberal counterparts out of control after sixteen years of rule. The political and economic tensions 

that had been simmering for decades escalated after the election.  

And on April 9, 1948, the slow burn turned to flames throughout the center of Bogotá 

when a gunman assassinated Gaitán, his exact motive unknown. The crowd killed his assassin 

and Gaitán supporters quickly filled the street—looting and burning much of downtown Bogotá, 

particularly sites representative of Conservative power.37 

                                                                                                                                                                     
violence. Two of the most notable are: Gonzalo Sánchez G. and Donny Meertens, Bandoleros, Gamonales 
Y Campesinos  : El Caso de La Violencia En Colombia (Bogotá: El Áncora, 1983) and Daniel Pécaut, 
Orden Y Violencia: Colombia 1930-1954 (Bogotá: CEREC, 1987); The first focuses on the later years of 
La Violencia and the fluid relationships between politics, criminality, and peasant life in rural Colombia 
while the second examines the connections between order and violence in the structure of Colombian 
politics. A host of detailed local studies on La Violencia emerged in the decades to follow. The most 
pertinent to this work is: Mary Roldán, Blood and Fire: La Violencia in Antioquia, Colombia, 1946-1953 
(Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2002); For a detailed study of La Violencia in San Carlos, see: 
Carlos Hernando Olaya, Nunca Más Contra Nadie. Ciclos de Violencia En La Historia de San Carlos, Un 
Pueblo Devastado Por La Guerra (Medellín: Cuervo Editores, 2012). In many ways, the work of the 
National Historic Memory Center is a continuation of violentology in the study of the past three decades of 
violence. Many of the most prominent violentologists of La Violencia are involved in the center’s work, 
including Gonzalo Sánchez, who is the center’s director.  
37 Henry Braun, The Assassination of Gaitán: Public Life and Urban Violence in Colombia (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1985). 
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On April 10, much of the capital lay burnt. Rioting spread to other cities and parts of the 

countryside. In Antioquia, however, urban violence in the Conservative bastion of Medellín—

which Life magazine had described a year earlier as a “capitalist paradise”—was limited due to a 

lack of widespread popular support for Gaitán.38 Suspected militants were quickly incarcerated. 

Many of those imprisoned were railroad workers along the line between Medellín and Puerto 

Berrio. These workers, historian Mary Roldán suggests in her incisive and exhaustive work on La 

Violencia in Antioquia, “emerged as the conduits between provincial and urban rebellion.” Thus, 

while Bogotá burned, protest in Antioquia centered on the mobile and militant figure of road and 

railroad workers in regions with large public works projects.39  

The Liberal revolts that sprung up in reaction to Gaitán’s death, however, were short-

lived. His absence proved enough to incite destruction yet too large a loss for a movement 

dependent upon his leadership to build anything in its wake. The violent and destructive populist 

uprising terrified political elites of all stripes. The Conservative reaction was rapid and fierce. 

Armed groups traveled from town to town killing in the name of the Conservative party, often 

mutilating the bodies of the dead as a communicative tool of terror.40 The Liberal response to 

follow was often just as brutal. In the years that followed, Conservative paramilitaries—often 

called “pajaros” (birds) or contrachusmas—and Liberal guerrillas—called chusmas—were the 

primary combatants of the war rather than traditional military forces.  

 Violence further intensified with the 1949 election of Laureano Gómez, who masterfully 

fed the flames of fear and violence in the countryside and tested the limits of the frontier state. 

                                                        
38 Farnsworth-Alvear, Dulcinea in the Factory, 39. 
39 Mary Roldán, Blood and Fire: La Violencia in Antioquia, Colombia, 1946-1953 (Durham: Duke 
University Press Books, 2002), 70. 
40 María Victoria Uribe, Matar, rematar y contramatar: las masacres de la violencia en el Tolima, 1948-
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Throughout Colombia, the conflict that ensued was as economic, opportunistic, and personal as it 

was political. Violence increased seasonally when unemployed farmhands sought work from 

armed actors. Likewise, entrepreneurs and elites wielded politics as a useful cover to redraw lines 

of power and ownership of property and goods. It was also intensely local. Each region and 

municipality had its own experience of violence that depended on a host of factors, including the 

level of political, racial, and economic homogeneity; local elites’ tolerance of violence; 

opportunities for employment; and available infrastructure.  

Violence in San Carlos occurred in two distinct phases. “The first violence wasn’t 

institutionalized,” the author of a local history writes, “but instead was isolated cases of two 

people against two others of the opposite party.”41 Liberal inhabitants in San Carlos were among 

the first in Eastern Antioquia to be killed following the 1949 elections. 42 After the flurry of post-

election violence, Eastern Antioquia was relatively calm for the next several years. Liberal 

guerrillas arrived, however, in 1952. Conservative paramilitary groups formed in response. 

Between 1952 and 1953, the region became engulfed in violence. This second period of violence, 

a local history recounts, “was when the territory turned into a base of operations for gangs that 

went around, threatened and killed under the orders of political leaders.”43  

The following account from a resident of San Carlos describing the entrance of a 

Conservative partisan to San Carlos is representative of the violence that swept the region and the 

manners in which conflict was conducted and contained. A stranger arrives in town “mounted on 

a white steed, waving a blue flag and leading “a mob of peasants which he’d collected along the 

way.” He found a willing ally in the parish priest. Under the blue banner of the Conservative 

party, they recruited unemployed farm workers to attack Liberal homes and businesses. Yet, 

                                                        
41 Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos, 41. 
42 Roldán, Blood and Fire, 93. 
43 Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos, 41-51. 
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when the mayor interceded to protect a Liberal municipal council member, the group quickly 

disbanded.44 Local differences in leadership and logistics made a real difference in the levels of 

lethality throughout the department. 

Compared to other regions in Antioquia, staunchly Conservative San Carlos experienced 

less violence than areas where affiliation was more evenly split between the two parties and thus 

more hotly and lethally contested. Eastern Antioquia in general had low rates of violence 

compared to other areas of the department, particularly the western and southwestern regions.45  

To say that San Carlos had less violence than other areas is not to say that people didn’t 

suffer in a real way during this time. This violence had a profound affect on many people in the 

municipality. People were brutally killed, often in their homes. Pastora, who is currently a Liberal 

municipal council member, came from one such family. Her father was one of the many Liberals 

killed during La Violencia. Another friend of mine told me about his Liberal grandfather who was 

killed in front of the family, causing them all to flee to Medellín. He has devoted much of his 

adult life to working with victims of conflict, particularly the internally displaced. Sixty years 

after his grandfather was killed in a small village in San Carlos, La Violencia still plays a guiding 

hand in the trajectory of his life and so many others.  

Two hundred thousand people were killed and two million people fled their homes during 

La Violencia, seeking safety in cities or further in the frontier, thus mirroring the direction if not 

the reason for the demographic shifts that occurred the first half of the decade. The terrifying 

violence of the time—in which neighbors turned on neighbors, children and unborn babies often 

fell victim to their parents’ unfortunate political affiliation, and parents were frequently killed in 

                                                        
44 Ibid, 148. 
45 Neighboring San Luis, however, suffered far more violence then did San Carlos, as did the nearby 
municipality of Cocarná. Ibid, 299-301. 
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front of their families—lay the groundwork and wrote the playbook for the conflicts that were to 

come later in the century.  

By 1953, conflict had escalated to such an extent in many parts of the country that the 

military took over to calm the violence—a reverse chronology from most other Latin American 

conflicts. The national governments of General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, a short lived military junta, 

and the power-sharing National Front that came to power in 1958 all used physical and political 

infrastructure as tools for ending violence. 

The Road to Peace 

“The era of violence had to come for the government to realize the enormous lack of 

connection we had in this valley with our neighboring municipalities,” the author of a local 

history recounted.46 Throughout most of La Violencia, the major form of transportation in and out 

of San Carlos continued to be mule paths. It took two days to get to Medellín—“and that was if 

you had a good mule!” the author concluded. 47 In 1955, however, the road between Medellín, 

San Carlos, and Puerto Naré and the Magdalena River was completed, cutting travel time by 

more than half.48 The population rapidly expanded as villages sprang up alongside the road.  

The national government pushed for a greater formalization of village governance 

structures through the creation of legally recognized communal action councils (juntas de acción 

comunal or JACs) in an attempt to counteract violence through greater political integration. 

                                                        
46 Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos, 42. 
47 A major advance occurred with the construction of a bridge over the Calderas River in 1951. Yet it took 
four more years for the construction to be completed. Carlos Hernando Olaya, Nunca Más Contra Nadie. 
Ciclos de Violencia En La Historia de San Carlos, Un Pueblo Devastado Por La Guerra (Medellín: 
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48 The first car, however, arrived in 1930. It was transported on the back of a mule from the town of 
Marinilla fifty kilometers to San Carlos. It took twenty-three years for another car to arrive in the 
municipality. Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos, 56, 89. 
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Promises of physical and financial infrastructure were the carrots dangled before often 

incredulous village residents, who were at times inclined to dismiss such initiatives as 

communism or the groundwork for future taxation. Yet, real and desired forms of progress such 

as schools, roads, and credit came through these councils. Four years after the road was finished, 

the Federation of Coffeegrowers established an office in San Carlos.49  

Yet, in many parts of the country, violence continued. In the late 1950s, areas in five 

departments were still under a state of siege.50 One of the state’s responses was to establish 

Special Rehabilitation Commissions in these locations beginning in 1958. While the commissions 

engaged in a wide variety of community development projects, the priority was on road 

construction. At the local level, roads encouraged economic development and gave jobs to former 

fighters. At the national level, the road was the physical representation of the state’s presence in 

regions where it had long-been absent  

Road construction provided the means for the physical, political, and financial circulation 

the state deemed necessary for stabilizing restive regions, redefining the structures of commerce 

and control within these communities. Commission director José Gómez Pinzón explains, “There 

were many regions where owing to the long years of violence the money system had completely 

disappeared and trade between regions was carried out by a primitive barter system. So what we 

did was to flood these vast areas with cash, and since the only way to do that was by creating 

sources of employment, so that the population could get money and reinvest it in the region, we 

initiated a vast program of public works. We began to build paths and penetration roads with the 

aim of connecting these regions to centers of consumption, permitting access to the authorities, 
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and getting the money flooded in.”51 In this equation, money is the real tool for integration into an 

economy that stretches beyond local communities. Roads are merely the vehicles of delivery. 

Physical connection pales in importance to financial circulation and the interdependence 

consumption is predicted to provide. The state’s entrance into the community is less important 

than residents’ exit, particularly through their newly acquired money. The road thus provides a 

means to create the connections necessary to tether residents of these regions to institutions and 

individuals beyond the confines of their small communities. The scale in which these 

communities operated, and the economic autonomy it enabled, was deemed a threat to the 

functioning of the state. Thus money was the tool for expanding the scale of community.  

Essentially, the government was trying to destroy the insular enclaves that had been the 

19th century model for Colombian community. Yet, elites were creating political enclaves of their 

own. In order to end military rule, Liberal and Conservative politicians agreed upon a power-

sharing scheme in which the presidency would alternate between parties, with each holding office 

for one term. This pattern continued from 1958 until 1974. While this agreement—called the 

National Front—created a certain level of stability, it offered little room for political dissent from 

the left or the right. The lack of access to political participation outside of the rarefied confines of 

largely inaccessible elite politics created the motivations for the destabilization of the system. The 

physical terrain created the conditions conducive for this to occur.  

The Liberal guerrillas took to the hills and far-away plains to regroup in the aftermath of 

La Violencia. In areas of recent colonization, the open frontier, and places where topography or 

politics was conducive to sheltering large armed forces, the guerrillas formed just the sorts of 

largely autonomous regions the commissions were trying to prevent through road construction.  
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In the 1960s, remnants of these groups would form the world’s longest lasting guerrilla 

army—the FARC. They would soon be joined by an alphabet soup of guerrillas born in the 

revolutionarily fertile decade of the 1960s. The Cuban inspired ELN and the Maoist EPL (among 

others) also took to the countryside to wage low intensity warfare against the state.  

The twenty years that followed was a time of modernization and rapid change—the third 

in Colombia’s history. Each of these periods followed and was followed by war. San Carlos’s 

isolation offered it relative protection from the first two periods of modernization and violence. 

This time, however, San Carlos was at the epicenter of national development projects. Modernity 

didn’t swallow San Carlos as it did the Buendía house in Macondo. But it did irrevocably 

transform it. The expansion of the roads and the construction of the hydroelectric complex 

changed the culture, economy, politics, and population of this once insular place. In the years to 

come, San Carlos moved from an isolated backwater to become home to contested and 

simultaneous enclaves of state and guerrilla power. 

Movements, Mobility, and Modernization: Power Lines and Road 
Blocks 

When I met Carlos in a coffee shop in Medellín, he told me he was lucky to be alive. 

Many of his fellow members of the civic movements were not. He had been the head of the 

regional civic movements in Eastern Antioquia that had organized to negotiate with the water 

companies during the construction of the hydroelectric complexes in the late 1970s and early 

1980s. Many of his friends were killed or went in exile. We talked about the new massive 

hydroelectric complex being built in Ituango, a municipality in Western Antioquia, and the 

violence it was attracting. The story was remarkably similar to what had occurred in Eastern 

Antioquia in the previous decades. Later, we went to his office. There was tight security in the 
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building. He gave me a pile of books he had written about the civic movements. Later, I sat in my 

apartment in Medellín and read all night about the birth and the death of a movement.  

The very first thing I did when I started my research on violence in San Carlos was seek 

out those involved with the civic movements. I tried to understand the hydroelectric complex.  It 

all seemed so big. Too big, really, to get my mind around. The complex bureaucratic 

infrastructure of water companies that were technically public but operated like private 

businesses, the changing names of businesses and laws, the purposefully opaque funding 

structures, the sheer difficulty of following where the power lines went, the impossibility of 

getting into or near the hydroelectric complex. It all became a massive elephant in the very small 

closet of my dissertation. And so I shoved it away. 

But all roads lead back to the complex and what it represented. It was—and still is—a 

condensation of so many things. The enclaves of protected state power. The modernizing moment 

that brought people and resources to a small community in numbers never seen before. The 

changes that this wrought. The fragility that comes with the expansion and attempt to connect 

community at the scale of the state. The colonial relationship in which urban areas take rural 

resources. The lively attempts to fight this colonial relationship. The brutality with which this was 

repressed.  

I will never forget the first time I saw the hydroelectric complex. It was late at night. I 

had spent an impossibly long day shadowing a mayoral candidate and her drunken campaign 

team. The day had consisted of riding in cattle cars, waiting for hours at a desolate crossroad, 

more waiting at a small rural school for the candidate, and finally a truly surreal campaign event 

when she arrived that involved a conga-line, pyro-technics, and copious amounts of alcohol. It 

was late in the evening when I accompanied the candidate to another event in a nearby village. 

They were raffling-off gifts to village residents. A young campaign worker would pick out balls 

with numbers and letters on them, each one starting with the first letter of the candidate’s name. 
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“Gloria 47,” might win someone a blender. “Gloria 32,” a rice cooker. And so on. Finally, we 

were supposed to head back to town but instead, they wanted to go just one village further.  

It was pitch black. Several minutes later, lights began to emerge over the hills. And then 

we were surrounded by lights. Towers and lines stretched as far as I could see. In my exhausted 

haze, it looked like a spaceship landing in a darkened forest. How could such an enormous 

structure be in such a far away place? How had I never seen it before? Its glittering enormity—so 

far out of reach even while right before me—stood in such sharp contrast to the darkness that had 

previously engulfed us.  

“Is that the hydroelectric complex?” I asked the drunken young woman sitting next me. 

She shrugged her shoulders. “Of course it is,” she said before nodding back to sleep. A generation 

had grown up with the complex, with the jobs and subsidies it provided, and the conflict it had 

attracted. But when construction first began, the wave of people and changes it brought seemed to 

shock residents. When I ask people what they remember about the era of hydroelectric 

construction, it is always a narrative of change. “We used to be a farming community. It used to 

be all about coffee,” people would tell me. “And then all these people arrived, from everywhere. I 

mean, even the Japanese came here!” Brazilians, Mexicans, Germans, Romanians, Americans, 

and people from all over Colombia came to work and live in this previously insular place.  

Many authors of local histories written for San Carlos’ bicentennial lamented the cultural 

change the hydroelectric complex caused. In fact, the two most persistent themes in the over 

thirty histories compiled in the volume were the lack of roads and the cultural changes that 

occurred with the hydroelectric complex. Contributors wanted easier means to travel and 

transport goods and crops. They felt far less positive about the circulation involved with the 

“swarm” of people who had invaded the community. “On Sundays, we would go out on the street 
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and there would almost not be enough room to walk. People from here felt like strangers in our 

own town,” one contributor remarked.52  

The population increased “scandalously” in the early 1980s due to the construction of the 

hydroelectric complex. 53 There was not enough housing for all the new residents. Many people 

rented out rooms in their homes for newly arrived construction workers from all over Colombia 

and the world. Not surprisingly, a new category of residents arrived shortly thereafter. “Children 

of the hydroelectric,” they call them.  

“San Carlos is no longer San Carlos,” one author concluded.54 In large part, this was a 

reference to two things: race and vice. People often mentioned the prostitution, drinking, and 

drugs they claimed arrived with the new and diverse group of workers. Yet residents were an 

active part in shaping and profiting from these new economies. The town and villages closest to 

the hydroelectric complex filled with small businesses of all kinds—cafés, bars, restaurants, 

hotels, and brothels. Many people found construction jobs; some continue to work there. The 

villages around the complex are visibly wealthier. Several have fancy chapels. One has a gym. 

Yet the municipality was rapidly changing before construction began. In 1970, San 

Carlos had forty-five villages. In 1976, there were seventy-four. This was a combination of 

population growth and increased legal formalization of villages. Road construction connected 

more and more villages both to town and each other, making it easier to bring coffee, cane, and 

plantains to market. In El Vergel, two buses took vegetables to sell in Granada and San Carlos on 

Fridays and coffee and cane on Saturdays. “There were so many people,” a village history 

recounts, “they didn’t all fit on the bus.” There were also community stores where people would 
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sell their crops to surrounding villages, creating a local market. Despite this progress, however, 

horseshoe paths remained the only route out of many villages. This remains true today.  

The cost of land was directly correlated to proximity to roads. The municipality is 

divided into ten “geo-economic” zones according to land costs. The most expensive land is along 

the roads between Granada and San Carlos and between San Carlos and San Rafael. The cheapest 

land was along a remote canyon far from any roads.55 Many people—particularly in the newly 

settled areas—had access to land without titles, which cost the equivalent of a month’s salary. 

Compared to many other parts of the country, however, the percentage of people with land titles 

in San Carlos was relatively high. This was particularly true in areas closest to town that had been 

settled the longest. From the 1970s on, however, the percentage of families with land titles 

steadily decreased. 56 New colonization was to blame. Two separate groups colonized the land for 

very different uses. First, families came seeking land to farm, mine, ranch, or harvest timber. 

Second, the state, water companies, and land entrepreneurs arrived to acquire land for the 

hydroelectric complex. 

While land use differed dramatically for these two groups, both waves of colonization 

were part of a larger modernizing movement in Colombia. The population increased from sixteen 

million people in 1960 to close to fifty million today. The hydroelectric complex in San Carlos 

and other parts of Eastern Antioquia were crucial to the expansion of the power grid—called the 

National Interconnected System (SIN)—throughout the country. When the first phase of 

construction was completed in 1984, power went to eight substations across the country, 

                                                        
55 Ibid, 241. 
56 The percentage of families with land titles may have been as high as eighty percent in 1970. By 1998, 
forty-seven percent of families had no titles for their land according to the municipal government. Eighty-
two percent of landholdings were small (under ten acres) as of 1998. Alcaldía Municipal de San Carlos 
Antioquia, Esquema de Ordenamiento Territorial, 246. 
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including the Caribbean coast, Medellín, Bogotá, and Calí. From the north to the south and many 

sites in between, these power lines went to the areas of greatest population gain in the country.57  

While construction took roughly a decade, the hydroelectric potential of Eastern 

Antioquia was actively debated as early as the 1920s.58 The departmental government of 

Antioquia proposed the creation of a hydroelectric complex in San Carlos in 1946, two years 

before the official start of La Violencia. 59 The Empresas Públicas de Medellín (EPM) formed in 

1955 to provide the city’s residents with power, water, and telephone service.60 In 1959, the 

Electrificadora de Antioquia S.A. was created to expand this energy generating capacity to the 

increasingly industrialized areas of Eastern Antioquia closest to Medellín. The national 

government established Interconexión Eléctrica S.A. (ISA) in 1967. It was this water company 

that would build the hydroelectric complex in San Carlos on the Guatapé River, one hundred and 

fifty miles east of Medellín.61 

For the next decade, ISA set about acquiring the land and moving the water necessary to 

build the complex. In addition to the natural flow of the Guatapé River, the Naré, Calderas, and 

Tafetanes Rivers were all diverted for the complex’ use. The Punchiná Reservoir and dam were 

                                                        
57 Power goes to the following substations: Esmeralda in Caldas, Ronderos and Balsillas in Cundinamarca 
(the department where Bogotá is located), Ancón Sur and Guatapé in Antioquia, Comuneros in Santander, 
Cerromatoso in Antioquia, Chinú in Córdoba, Sabanalarga in the Atlántico and San Marcos en Valle del 
Cauca (the department where Calí is located.) Escuela de Ingeniería de Antioquia, “Centrales 
Hidroeléctricas de Colombia,” accessed January 31, 2015, 
http://fluidos.eia.edu.co/obrashidraulicas/articulos/centraleshidroelectricasdecol/centrales_hidroelectricas_d
e_col.html; Unidad de Planeación Minero Energética, Sistema de Transmisión Nacional Eléctrico 
Colombiano: Nuevas Obras Y Plan de Convocatorias, Oportunidades de Inversión (Bogotá, December 10, 
2013). 
58 Emiro Marín Carvajal, “Por La Memoria Y Los Derechos Humanos, El Oriente Antioqueño Se 
Movilizó,” Inforiente, June 23, 2013, http://www.inforiente.info/component/content/article/729-en-
memoria-al-maestro/30712-por-la-memoria-y-los-derechos-humanos-el-oriente-antioqueno-se-
movilizo.html. 
59 Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos, 41-2. 
60 Empresas Públicas de Medellín, “Historia,” accessed February 3, 2015, 
http://www.epm.com.co/site/Home/Institucional/Historia.aspx. 
61 Olaya, Nunca Más Contra Nadie. Ciclos de Violencia En La Historia de San Carlos, Un Pueblo 
Devastado Por La Guerra, 66. 
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built to regulate this flow. The villages of Puerto Velo, La Linda, La Llore, Balseadero, and 

Juanes were partially or completely flooded to build the reservoir.62 Likewise, major portions of 

the municipalities of El Peñol and Guatapé were flooded for EPM to build a reservoir and dam 

between San Carlos and Medellín. 63 

In San Carlos, ISA bought people’s land individually instead of relocating communities 

as was the case in other municipalities. This lessened people’s negotiating power with the water 

company. In Guatapé and el Peñol, communities negotiated as a group with the water company. 

Similar civic movements only grew in numbers and power in San Carlos after the reservoirs were 

built. Between 1967 and 1977, ISA displaced 2,705 people from 638 plots of land to build the 

hydroelectric complex.64 Yet, the meaning and use of land changed far beyond the areas the water 

company explicitly purchased. The water company controlled and managed much of the 

productive land.65  

Nature itself can be a form of infrastructure, Ashley Carse suggests in his insightful work 

on land and water management in the watersheds that feed the Panama Canal.66 The same is true 

in San Carlos. Forests, rivers, and land the hydroelectric complex depends upon are turned into 

infrastructure through management. This changes the meaning of nature. “As nature becomes 

                                                        
62 Olaya, Nunca Más Contra Nadie. Ciclos de Violencia En La Historia de San Carlos, Un Pueblo 
Devastado Por La Guerra, 81. 
63 An up-and-coming young politician named Alvaro Uribe was EPM’s Chief of Assets at the time and thus 
involved in the process of negotiating land sales. Carlos Ruiz, Un Pueblo En Lucha: El Oriente 
Antioqueño, Primer Y Segundo Paro Cívico Regional (Medellín: Escuela Nacional Sindical, 1983); Olaya, 
Nunca Más Contra Nadie. Ciclos de Violencia En La Historia de San Carlos, Un Pueblo Devastado Por La 
Guerra. 
64 Gonzalo Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de 
Memoria Histórica., San Carlos: memorias del éxodo en la guerra, Taurus, 51. pensamiento; Variation: 
Pensamiento (Taurus (Firm)) (Bogotá, Colombia  : CNRR, Grupo de Memoria Histórica  ; Ediciones 
Semana  : Taurus, 2011). 
65 Alcaldía Municipal de San Carlos Antioquia, Esquema de Ordenamiento Territorial, 248. 
66 Ashley Carse, Beyond the Big Ditch: Politics, Ecology, and Infrastructure at the Panama Canal 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2014); Ashley Carse, “Nature as Infrastructure: Making and 
Managing the Panama Canal Watershed,” Social Studies of Science 42, no. 4 (April 2, 2012): 539–63. 
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infrastructure through work,” Carse suggests, “human politics and values are inscribed on the 

landscape, much as they are embedded in arrangements of steel and concrete.”67  

A series of transformations must take place to turn land into infrastructure and water into 

electricity. Rivers are diverted into reservoirs where dams convert the kinetic energy into 

potential energy. When this water falls into spinning turbines, it is converted back to kinetic 

energy once more. The nature of this energy has changed. Magnets in the turbines turn water into 

electricity, which flows to generators. These connect to high-tension power lines that bring the 

energy from a mountainous river to light bulbs in Bogotá and machinery in Medellín. 

Human transformations also occur in the power making process. People are deeply 

embedded in this infrastructural encounter. The physical and political infrastructure necessary to 

build the complex and put it on-line is the work of human hands. It is a combination of intentional 

design and unintended consequences, of actions and reactions—none of which can be erased, all 

of which irrevocably change the web of relationships between people and place that make up a 

community. 

It was people who built the complex and whose arrival irrevocably changed the culture of 

the community. It was people who sat in offices in Medellín and Bogotá and made the designs, 

drew up the plans, and got money from the World Bank and other foreign funding sources. And it 

was people who decided the rates to charge for the power that would flow from the countryside to 

areas throughout the country. 

Power in Eastern Antioquia was as much as three times more expensive as in Medellín. 

Above all, this symbolized the colonial relationship of the city to the country. The asymmetries of 

extraction could not be clearer. In the early 1980s, Eastern Antioquia was even more crucial to 

the growing national power grid than it is today. The region produced over half of Colombia’s 
                                                        
67 Carse, “Nature as Infrastructure, 541” 
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power. When it came to production, the asymmetries of power were definitely tipped towards 

Eastern Antioquia. Just the opposite was true when it came to consumption. This obvious 

injustice galvanized the municipalities to organize not only for a more equitable power rate but 

also for a more transparent relationship with the power companies and a greater share of the 

profits from the resources the land produced.68  

For years, the civic movements organized in municipalities throughout Eastern 

Antioquia, particularly in San Carlos, el Peñol, and Guatapé—the regions most affected by the 

hydroelectric construction. They organized town hall meetings and regional assemblies to solicit 

popular support for negotiating with the water companies for lower energy rates. The act of 

putting land into service for and as infrastructure created new political geographies along the 

watersheds’ boundaries. Students and teachers, small business owners and farmers joined the 

movement that cut across party lines. The civic movement enjoyed a wide base of support. But it 

was certainly not unanimous. And it definitely wasn’t enough. 

The hydroelectric complex was too big to fail. Connection jumped scale through power 

lines in the air and the tunnels and bunkers underground. This offered the hydroelectric complex a 

linear efficiency and level of protection not available on the complicated and moving topography 

of a mountainous land. It was a protected enclave of state power. Several friends of mine had 

worked as guards there. They described the twenty-minute trip in a tunnel to the interior of the 

plant and the giant power generators they guarded in two bunkers four hundred meters 

underground.69 There was security to get there and back.  

                                                        
68 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica., San Carlos, 53-4. 
69 The complex had twenty-one kilometers of tunnels for moving both water and people. Isagen Energia 
Productiva, Características Técnicas: Central Hidroelétrica San Carlos, 2013; Flor Maria Mejia Toro, 
“Desarrollo Del Proyecto de San Carlos” (Universidad Catolica de Oriente, Facultad de Ingenieria, 
Departamento de Sistemas, n.d.). 
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From aqueducts to irrigation, the channeling and dispersal of water has been a tool of 

governance for millennia—expanding the lines of power across wide areas.70 Yet, widening the 

scale of connection to such an extent involves disconnection at the local level, as was the case in 

the displacement that occurred to build the hydroelectric complex. Breadth is won at the cost of 

depth. The lines that expand out from enclaves increase the reach of power but also its 

vulnerability. These forms of power only function if there is flow. Thus, cutting lines or blocking 

movement weakens or nullifies the functionality of these conduits of circulation.  

The unmoving foundations in which connected spaces of political and physical 

infrastructure are embedded speak to the difficulties of grass roots organizing to affect change in 

these large and unwieldy systems. Yet, weak links exist in every structure. After receiving little 

response from either the water companies or the government—which was clearly affiliated with 

the public utilities—the civic movements organized three large protests in thirteen municipalities 

between 1981 and 1984. They blocked the roads in the region. Businesses and schools closed. 

They stopped the circulation of people and goods. Hundreds of people were arrested during each 

strike.71 

Many local government officials saw the civic movements as a threat to their own 

entrenched power. They supported the water company’s refusal to negotiate with community 

organizations. And they set about to dismantle the civic movements’ organizing power. The 

police started killing leaders. President Julio César Turbay invoked the special power of the 

                                                        
70 J. Stephen Lansing, “Balinese ‘Water Temples’ and the Management of Irrigation,” American 
Anthropologist, New Series, 89, no. 2 (June 1, 1987): 326–41; Karl Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A 
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71 Carlos Ruiz, Un Pueblo En Lucha: El Oriente Antioqueño, Primer Y Segundo Paro Cívico Regional 
(Medellín: Escuela Nacional Sindical, 1983), 49; Olaya, Nunca Más Contra Nadie. Ciclos de Violencia En 
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National Security Statute to prosecute civic movement leaders in Eastern Antioquia in the early 

1980s. Many were assassinated.  

“This repression exterminated the movement. It was a genocide. In San Carlos they got 

rid of the entire Municipal Committee, in El Peñol the committee practically disappeared, it was a 

repression that dismantled the entire movement until other forms of organization appeared. It was 

a genocide!” Ruiz concludes.72 Is it hyperbole to call what happened to those involved in the civic 

movements and in the left wing parties that followed such as the Unión Patriótica a genocide?73 

While it couldn’t merit the legal label of genocide, it certainly was a politicide. 

Barbara Harff and Ted Gurr created the term "politicide" in 1988 to describe the state 

massacre of political opponents. Such mass killings resemble genocide save for the fact that the 

group’s attempted extermination stems from a political identity rather than a racial, ethnic, or 

religious one.74 Rudolph Rummel offers that idea of “democide” as an inclusive umbrella for 

mass killing, usually at the hands of state power.75 Both politicide and democide refer to state-

sponsored killing. In Colombia, it is intentionally difficult to follow the thread of accountability 

directly back to the state. The lines are power are purposefully blurred—the ability of people to 

                                                        
72 Marín Carvajal, “Por La Memoria Y Los Derechos Humanos, El Oriente Antioqueño Se Movilizó.” 
73 Whether or not to include political groups in the definition of those whose systematic killing could 
warrant the label of genocide was hotly contested among the creators of the 1948 Genocide Convention. 
Lawrence J. LeBlanc, The United States and the Genocide Convention (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1991). 
74 There are two presumed differences that led to political groups not being included in the definition of 
genocide. The first is that political identity is a choice. People can always change their minds and their 
ideologies. The same is not true for these more immutable physical and cultural identities with which one is 
born. The second is that victims of politicide are usually engaged in some form of opposition to those in 
power. The subtext to this is that a rationale might exist to killing political opponents that does not hold 
true in a genocide. Barbara Harff and Ted Robert Gurr, “Toward Empirical Theory of Genocides and 
Politicides: Identification and Measurement of Cases Since 1945,” International Studies Quarterly 32, no. 
3 (September 1, 1988): 359–71. 
75 R. J. Rummel, Democide: Nazi Genocide and Mass Murder (New Brunswick (U.S.A.): Transaction 
Publishers, 1991); R. J. Rummel, “Democracy, Power, Genocide, and Mass Murder,” The Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 39, no. 1 (March 1, 1995): 3–26; R. J. Rummel, Death by Government (New 
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move their affiliation from one armed or political group to the other fits within this system. And 

in a frontier state that consists of multiple enclaves of contested power, different groups serve the 

role of governance, be they guerrillas, paramilitaries, the state, or some combination of the three.   

In San Carlos, the enclave of the hydroelectric complex stood firm. Yet, the entrenched 

power structures that preferred to break opposition rather than bend to attempts for increased 

participation opened the doors for the guerrillas to enter. In the decades to come, the ELN and the 

FARC turned San Carlos into their own enclave. They sought to chip away at the entrenched 

spaces of state power throughout the country through cutting the lines of connection. “Let us do it 

civically, don’t intervene, we don’t want an armed movement, we want a civic one,” a leader of 

the civic movements recalled telling the guerrillas. And then, he said, this was mocked and 

leaders were assassinated. “Look, the government only listens to dynamite,” was the guerrillas’ 

response. “We have to pick up arms.”76  

Emplaced and Displaced 

It was a Tuesday morning in June 1983 when the FARC paid a visit to Alberto Uribe 

Sierra’s two thousand acre cattle ranch—Hacienda Las Guacharas—in northeastern Antioquia. 

Workers came running to alert the family the guerrillas were there to kidnap them. Alberto Uribe 

Sierra didn’t hide. He opened fire. With a bullet to the chest and the head, the FARC killed him 

instead. His son, Santiago, was also shot but survived. Another son, Alvaro, survived to fight the 

FARC on other days in other ways.77 
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Kidnapping has had a profound affect on the internal and international perception and 

politics of Colombia for decades. Forty thousand people have been kidnapped in Colombia since 

1970. While all armed actors have used kidnapping as a tool for financial gain, the crime has long 

been associated with guerrilla groups.78 The country’s only urban guerrilla group—the M-19—

began using kidnapping as a financial, tactical, and political tool in the 1970s. The practice 

expanded in the 1980s and 90s as the ELN and the FARC followed suit.  

The guerrillas targeted “big fish.” These were people who could provide money, publicity 

and political leverage.79 Politicians, businessmen, wealthy landowners, and foreigners employed 

with extractive industries were preferred catches. Kidnapping functions through simultaneously 

creating and blocking circulation. At one level, the victim and his embedded value are in 

circulation through the acts of capture and exchange. This process involves removing the social, 

political, and financial equity from the victim. At the social and economic level, however, 

kidnapping hinders the circulation of goods and resources. Kidnapping was thus a tool for 

weakening the state through preventing the movement that had always been such a challenge to 

provide and maintain.  

While it is overly simplistic to blame the formation of paramilitary groups on the practice 

of guerrilla kidnapping, the connection between the two are undeniable. When the M-19 

kidnapped the sister of three members of the Medellín drug cartel in 1981, they formed the first 

paramilitary group. It was called Death to Kidnappers (Muerte a los Secuestradores or MAS). 

The para-state response to a guerrilla attack on wealthy criminal members of society fits the logic 
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of Colombia’s muddy terrain of legality, justice, and lack thereof. It also opened the door to the 

expansion of such methods against the guerrillas. The original group disbanded after Marta 

Ochoa’s release. However, local politicians, landowners, businessmen, and members of the 

military fed up with the state’s inability to stop kidnapping and extortion formed their own 

paramilitary groups to cleanse the Middle Magdalena region of guerrillas. They began to wage a 

dirty war in which massacres, selective murders, rape, and torture were the preferred tools of the 

trade. The military and police often gave their implicit support or explicitly participated in these 

actions. The growth of the drug trade in the 1980s created fluid and fractious connections as well 

between narco-traffickers, paramilitaries, and the guerrillas. 

As non-state armed actors grew in power throughout the 1980s, the national government 

took a variety of tactics towards the multiple guerrilla groups active at the time. During President 

Belesario Betancur’s administration, the government attempted to negotiate with the FARC, the 

M-19, the EPL, and the ADO (Movimiento de Autodefensa Obrera).80 The process was filled with 

half-truths and lethal compromises as guerrilla groups, branches of the armed forces, incipient 

paramilitary groups, labor unions, land owners, and politicians all used the banner of peace as a 

cover under which they could further their own goals, many of which were contradictory to 

peace.  

The FARC expanded from a defensive to an offensive approach that involved “all forms 

of struggle.” This included both bullets and ballots. The Unión Patriótica—the political branch of 

                                                        
80 The negotiations with the FARC were called the Uribe Accords, named for the municipality in Meta that 
Betancur agreed could be a demilitarized zone under FARC control. The negotiations with the M-19, the 
EPL, and ADO were called the National Dialogue. The ELN did not participate in negotiations with 
Betancur’s government.  
Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia) Área de Memoria Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!  : 
Colombia  : Memorias de Guerra Y Dignidad, Segunda edición corregida. (Bogotá: Centro Nacional de 
Memoria Histórica, 2013), 135-7. 
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the FARC, formed in 1984 during peace talks.81 During the 1980s, paramilitaries systematically 

decimated leaders and members of this party. The armed branch of the FARC did little to protect 

these politicians, who increasingly tried to distance themselves from the guerrillas. Instead, the 

guerrillas grew in strength as did the paramilitaries while leadership possibilities outside the 

influence of these armed groups and narco-traffickers became an increasingly lethal 

undertaking.82 

It was the M-19 that put the final nail in the coffin of the peace process. On November 6, 

1985, members of the guerrilla group stormed the Palace of Justice in Bogotá, the Colombian 

equivalent of the Supreme Court. Supposedly, they planned to place the president on trial. 

Instead, the military attempted to recapture the building hours later. A battle ensued, the Palace 

burned for two days. Over a hundred people died, including twelve Supreme Court Justices. 

When the smoke cleared, all will towards peace negotiations with any of the guerrilla groups lay 

in ashes. 

All of these factors shaped the approach his successor, Virgilio Barco, took towards 

armed actors. He abandoned direct talks, instead trying to seek peace through addressing the 

structural causes of conflict. This often took the form of infrastructural construction, expansion, 

and improvements. Barco created the National Rehabilitation Plan, which sought to connect the 

state to geographically isolated regions with high levels of violence and correspondingly low 

levels of state presence. While social projects and the fostering of local participation were 
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important elements of the plan, the primary focus was road construction.83 It is probably no 

accident that Barco’s plan resembled the work of the Special Rehabilitation Commissions created 

at the end of La Violencia since he was head of the governmental branch responsible for road 

construction during the same period.  

Time and again, the state sought to make its presence felt in the countryside by making it 

easier to get there and away. The road was consistently viewed as the vehicle for progress, 

development, and integration of disparate communities into the greater body of the state. It is 

disingenuous, however, to say that road construction is necessarily an act of peace building. 

Transportation infrastructure always has both military and civilian uses. Road extension into 

enclaves and regions of recent colonization—exactly the locations the plan prioritized—not only 

made it easier to access expanded markets but also for a mechanized military to circulate in and 

out of the territory.  

Yet, the road was not the only path the state took to the countryside. In 1991, a new 

Constitution changed the political landscape, increasing participation and decentralizing power. 

The direct elections of local and regional politicians and the dispersal of greater money and 

resources to these leaders changed the geography of political power, creating an opening in the 

exclusionary political enclave that had fueled the flames of armed left-wing insurgents unable to 

find a political place at the table. Between 1990 and 1991, the EPL and M-19 demobilized, with 

the latter forming a political party.84 Yet, demobilizing was far from the only entree into politics. 
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Instead, local politics became an increasingly attractive battleground for paramilitaries, guerrillas, 

and drug traffickers due to the increased resources and power at play.  

Participation itself is not a democratic value. Instead, it depends upon those who choose 

and are able to participate. The participation of armed actors in politics actually served to make 

spaces less and not more inclusive. Yet, participation has continued to be an important plank in 

all forms of political life in Colombia, to mixed results. 

In 1995, the state expanded the mantle of community participation to include security 

through the legalization of self-defense groups. The Rural Vigilance Community Associations 

(Convivir) were billed as “a new instrument of community participation focused on achieving 

peace and security in the countryside.” These were supposed to be defensive organizations that 

would protect communities from the guerrillas and provide the armed forces with intelligence. 

Instead of bringing the state to the countryside, this gave the state’s blessing and support to non-

state militia groups who coordinated actions with the military and police. The governor of 

Antioquia at the time—Alvaro Uribe—was one of the strongest proponents of these groups, 

which grew in strength throughout the department during his time in office. The paramilitaries 

also increased in numbers and power during this time, a fact few believe to be a coincidence. The 

links between Convivir and paramilitary groups have been widely reported. Many human rights 

groups suggest Convivir was a legalized period of paramilitarism. By 1997, the various 

paramilitary groups loosely coalesced under an umbrella group called the United Self-Defense 

Forces of Colombia (AUC). At the height of its power, the group had 30,000 members and 

operated in two-thirds of the country.85  

                                                        
85 InSight Crime, “AUC,” InSight Crime: Organized Crime in the Americas, accessed January 26, 2015, 
http://www.insightcrime.org/colombia-organized-crime-news/auc-profile. 



 

 105 

Despite the growth of the paramilitaries, by the turn of the century the FARC and the 

ELN were stronger then ever. They used kidnapping, extortion, and attacks on transportation, 

energy, and oil infrastructure to disrupt the circulation of goods, people, and resources needed to 

maintain political, economic, and social community.  

Political scientist John Torpey suggests the control of mobility within and across borders 

is definitional to state power. 86 While the guerrillas have never proven able to control mobility to 

a scale that could begin to provide a framework for an alternative community, at their height of 

power they were able to create large-scale immobility. By the late 1990s, the guerrillas had 

essentially cast a net over much of the countryside, now deemed off-limits. This served to 

illustrate to a national and international audience the state’s inability to provide citizens or visitors 

safe passage within its borders. Despite the fact that only three percent of victims have been 

foreign, the threat of kidnapping loomed large in the international imaginary of Colombia, greatly 

diminishing business and tourism possibilities in this breathtakingly beautiful and diverse 

country.87 Even today, the possibility of being kidnapped is frequently mentioned to international 

travelers such as myself.  

 “Have fun, don’t get kidnapped,” was the parting advice of a professor of mine. Sitting 

under the ceiling fan of an expansive porch on a hot summer day, he took a sip of his iced coffee 

and mulled something over. As I turned to get up from the table where we had just had lunch, he 

shared his final thought. “Read the first story in Brief Encounters with Che Guevara. You’ll love 

                                                        
86 John Torpey, The Invention of the Passport: Surveillance, Citizenship and the State, 1 edition 
(Cambridge England  ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
87 Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, Una Sociedad Secuestrada. 



 

 106 

it! It’s about a Duke graduate student who gets kidnapped by the FARC while doing his 

ornithology fieldwork in Colombia.”88 I could hear him laughing to himself as I walked away.  

A couple days later, I sat down to read “Near Extinct Birds of the Central Cordillera” to 

see what might await me in my fieldwork if I wasn’t careful. I learned, first of all, that I shouldn’t 

study birds in a demilitarized zone held by the guerrillas in the late 1990s. Check. But if I did, I 

should continue my studies, as my fictional counterpart does, keeping copious notes of the 

crimson-capped parrot he discovers and researches while in captivity. Seemed fair enough.  

The story ends with Americans coming to the site where the graduate student is held. He 

thinks he’s going to be rescued. Instead, it is the head of the New York Stock Exchange coming 

to the middle of the jungle to pay the guerrillas a visit and negotiate a deal to log the 

mountainside. When the student protests the logging that will likely wipe out his ornithological 

discovery, the guerrilla commanders force the Americans to take him back with them. 

While the crimson parrot may or may not be a figment of the author’s imagination, the 

American visitors’ trip to guerrilla-held territory is surreal fact. In 1999, the head of the New 

York Stock Exchange, Richard Grasso, travelled to the Caguán River basin to discuss investment 

possibilities with Marxist rebels. The magical real is not confined to Macondo.89 

A year before Grasso’s visit, President Andres Pastrana had agreed to turn sixteen 

thousand square miles over to the FARC in exchange for the guerrillas’ promise to begin peace 

                                                        
88 A friend gave me similarly dire reading material before I left for the Peace Corps in Gabon in 2002. A 
year earlier, there had been an outbreak of Ebola that caused half of the volunteers to be evacuated. She 
gave me the book Hot Zone: A Terrifying True Story. It was aptly named. The thesis of the book—that bats 
were the vector for Ebola—shaped the acceptable contours of the geography of my time there. I refused 
invites to explore caves, calling bats “flying vectors of death.” While my friends laughed at me, this theory 
was later proven right. I will never forget hearing the report on the BBC five years later confirming this to 
be the case. Pulling into my driveway in North Carolina at 2AM, I pointed at the steering wheel and yelled, 
“I knew it, I told you guys so!” I was all alone. A study of pre-departure reading material might make for 
an interesting ethnography, or at the least, a travel blog. 
89 Ben Fountain, Brief Encounters with Che Guevara: Stories, 1st edition (New York: Harper Perennial, 
2007), 1-32. 
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negotiations. The area—which consisted of five municipalities along the Caguán River in the 

departments of Meta and Caquetá—was the size of Switzerland. It was a state-mandated guerrilla 

enclave in a region the armed actors had unofficially governed for years. The press called it 

Farclandia.  

The guerrillas did not need Wall Street if they had Caguán. The demilitarized zone 

provided the safety and stability needed to increase the yields on the income-generating projects 

they already possessed—cocaine and kidnapping. While the FARC claimed Caguán was a “peace 

laboratory,” the weekly magazine, Semana, described it more accurately as a black hole.90 From 

the safety and stability of the demilitarized zone, FARC commanders planned the expansion of 

their army and the attacks they hoped would finally destabilize the state. They came close to 

succeeding.  

Unable to directly attack the cities—the seat of state power—they instead targeted the 

means in and out of them. They made their presence in the countryside known and felt through 

attacking the energy and power infrastructure and increasing the scope of kidnappings. Many of 

the captives were held in Caguán and other areas of concentrated guerrilla power. San Carlos was 

one such place. The ELN increased activity in Eastern Antioquia in the late 1990s. They 

frequently set up roadblocks on the section of the Bogotá-Medellín highway that ran though the 

region and took victims to surrounding villages in the mountains. A friend of mine was kidnapped on 

this road and held in one of my favorite villages in San Carlos. “Always wear comfortable shoes when you travel,” 

was his take-away from this experience.  

By the turn of the 21st century, much of the road system that had been such a challenge to 

build was once again inaccessible. The first independence day of the 21st century, a kidnapping 

                                                        
90 Victoria Bruce, Hostage Nation: Colombia’s Guerrilla Army and the Failed War on Drugs, 1 edition 
(Knopf, 2010). 
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victim told a reporter upon her release, “I’m never traveling on the highways again!” In the 19th 

century, the trip between the Caribbean coast and Bogotá would take between two to five months. 

Two centuries later, however, the timeframe was even worse. Urban residents remained emplaced 

in the cities, fearful of traveling within their own country. While roads suitable for “wheeled 

carriages” now existed, the risk of life and limb Hall cited remained a reality of travel. 

As the urban middle class abandoned the roads in the countryside, millions of rural 

residents took to them in fright and flight, seeking refuge from paramilitary, guerrilla, and 

military violence. In many ways, internal displacement and kidnapping are mirror images of each 

other. Internal displacement forces people from their homes while kidnapping keeps them there. 

Both crimes have similar results—a highly concentrated and largely trapped urban population, 

unable to freely circulate between town and country. These acts of misplacement re-arrange 

perceptions of proximity and possibility. They draw tight boundaries around acceptable ranges of 

motion. As victims become immobile, the inverse is true for perpetrators. Instead, armed actors 

enjoy a greater range of physical, political, and financial motion in the countryside they seek to 

control. Such a pacified countryside can be used as armed actors see fit—to grow coca, have 

cattle, or use as military or political bases of control. The order of this re-placement is population 

concentrated in the cities and land concentrated in the hands of a few. 

Yet, kidnapping captured the national and international public imagination far more than 

internal displacement—a crime that has affected more than one hundred times the number of 

people as kidnapping. Part of this is due to the communicative nature of kidnapping and the 

choice of public figures as preferred targets. Yet displacement is also a form of communication.  

Armed actors target community leaders whose removal signals the lethality of leadership. 

The goal is not to empty the countryside of people but instead those who could pose a threat to 

armed actors’ political, economic and social control of the region. Displacement also speaks to 

urban residents, for whom the displaced often represent an unwelcome reminder of rural conflict.  
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Kidnapping and displacement created very different experiences of mobility and 

immobility for those who feared such a fate versus those who were direct victims. The forced 

migration of kidnapping often involves visiting some of the most remote parts of the countryside. 

The testimonies and souvenirs kidnapped women returned with and artist Juan Manuel Echavarría 

collected reflect the diversity of people and places found under conditions of forced discovery. 91 

Difficulty and beauty scaffold these stories. Fellow captives fight with each other and 

find ways to offer support. They make a list of the things they wish they had packed. Clean 

underwear, a tooth brush, and a good book top the list. They struggle with the rugged terrain and 

marvel over the beauty of brightly colored birds or the meaning of auspicious seeming butterflies 

that accompany them on their trek. As they walk along a slippery riverbed, they notice the water 

is multi-colored as the sun reflects on the rainbow of rocks underfoot. One woman decides to 

collect specimens of the most beautiful insects she sees in the jungle. She plans to bring them 

back to her son when she returns. The guerrillas become interested in this activity and come to 

her tent every day to see what she adds. “Look at the beauties here,” she tells them. “This is 

Colombia.”92 

This was, is, and will be Colombia. It is the strength and struggle, the independence and 

interdependence, the violence and humor that make up the compromised communities of a 

frontier state. Yet, at the turn of the 21st century, this beauty was not accessible to most people. 

There is a qualitative difference between the lived experience of isolation due to a lack of 

connection and one born from its destruction. The latter involves a collapse in the scale of 

community that makes life small. Condensing the range of possibilities is damaging to the 

psyche, from the individual to the state. This was to change in the decade to come. 

                                                        
91 Juan Manuel Echavarría, Mouths of Ash/Bocas de Ceniza (Milan and Grand Forks, ND: Charta and North 
Dakota Museum of Art, 2005), 97-123. 
92 Ibid, 99. 
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 On the Road Again 

Early on an April morning in 2003, armed convoys fanned out across Colombia in a 

massive logistical operation. Tens of thousands of uniformed and plain-clothed members from all 

branches of the Colombian armed forces were involved. Sophisticated satellite and aerial 

surveillance supported their mission. Armed convoys travelled along routes named “Magdelena 

Breezes,” “The Magic Caribbean,” and “Andean Diversity.” The military were accompanying 

thousands of tourists taking to the roads over Easter holidays as part of a state run program called 

Vive Colombia: Viaja por Ella—Live Colombia: Travel Through It.93 

The militarized movement that allowed people to once again travel through their country 

helped brand mobility as a resource the guerrillas tried to take away and the armed forces would 

heroically restore. These armed caravans sent a message: the state is present in the countryside, if 

only on the small strips of land necessary for permitting circulation. This is a visible spectacle of 

the state. The carnival of the caravan is not simply a vehicle for discovery and consumption. It 

also provides visible evidence of state power over head, on land, and by sea, re-establishing the 

right to circulate through the country thanks to immersive, temporary, and targeted protection. 

Caravans stretching miles turned travelers into fish too big for guerrillas to catch, making a form 

of mobility that was too big to fail or at least to fall into even the best laid nets.94 

The “tourism caravans” of Vive Colombia: Viaja por Ella travelled along major national 

highways. The vast majority of the road system, however, was not protected. The security 
                                                        
93 “Masiva Respuesta a Caravanas Vive Colombia, Viaja Por Ella,” El País, April 12, 2003, 
http://historico.elpais.com.co/paisonline/notas/Abril122003/colmasert.html; “Las Caravanas de La 
Operación Retorno,” El Tiempo, April 19, 2003, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-
971505. 
94 These caravans were tools for the “respatialization of the nation-state.” While these weren’t used for 
national production, they were forms of national consolidation and re-imagination. Rebecca Luna Stein, 
“National Itineraries, Itinerant Nations: Israeli Tourism and Palestinian Cultural Production,” Social Text, 
no. 56 (October 1, 1998): 91–124, doi:10.2307/466772; Rebecca L. Stein, Itineraries in Conflict: Israelis, 
Palestinians, and the Political Lives of Tourism (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2008). 
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situation drastically deteriorated once exiting these main roads. An El Tiempo article 

triumphantly describing Colombians’ safe return from Easter holidays in 2003 ends with a 

cautionary list of roads that should be avoided due to security risks. The road between San Carlos 

and San Rafael was first on this list.  

This program promoted a targeted and temporary return to the countryside, geared 

towards the same urban middle and upper class residents who felt most threatened by kidnapping. 

The return they provided was not of the internally displaced to their land but instead of the ability 

for urban residents to enjoy the countryside in their leisure time.  Advertisements promised 

tourists “paradises awaiting discovery.” Yet, for residents forced from the countryside through 

which the caravans pass, these are not paradises but homes and farms—known landscapes that 

were loved and lost. These programs are not for them, they do not promote sustainable return to 

land and homes but instead temporary visits to these places.  

Vive Colombia: Viaja por Ella was essentially a program in which the state—in the form 

of the military—comes to the countryside for a visit. Yet, securing the roads did not mean the 

surrounding countryside was safe. Instead, this was a targeted choice to prioritize the strips of 

land most useful for holding the state together. This program illustrates the priorities, problems, 

and parameters of the Democratic Security policies that were the hallmark of Álvaro Uribe’s 

presidency between 2002 and 2010. 

Democratic Security combined aggressive military action with softer public relations 

initiatives and a sweeping civilian intelligence program in a multi-pronged attack on the guerrillas 

that left no room for negotiation. Instead, Uribe sought to defeat the guerrillas once and for all. 

Uribe re-branded the guerrillas as criminals and narco-terrorists, labels more fitting with the 

international climate of the time. The Communist monster Laureano Gómez evoked to speak to 

an international audience during the Cold War had turned into terrorists in the post-9-11 

landscape. Negotiation was now reserved for paramilitaries, whose dissolution was achieved 
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through a formula of demobilization, amnesty, and re-formation as criminal gangs. The game 

plan was: win the battles you can (and wish to) win, re-cast the others as non-events. This 

win/wish-away approach met with great success.  

Uribe sought citizen participation in the fight against the guerrillas, describing democratic 

security as an act of solidarity with the armed forces in the shared struggle against terrorism.95 He 

also strengthened the military and his control over it, bucking historical tradition of keeping the 

military weak in order to safeguard civilian political power. Between 1998 and 2010, the number 

of soldiers fighting the guerrillas more than doubled and the military budget tripled.96 

Uribe’s government unleashed the most aggressive political, military, and legal attack 

ever waged against the guerrillas, greatly weakening their military capacities. A combination of 

high-tech and grass-roots surveillance and intelligence gathering was key to these victories. 

FARC over-recruitment helped the military infiltrate their ranks while over four billion dollars of 

U.S. assistance through a program called Plan Colombia allowed the military to bolster its 

numbers, arsenal, and ability.  

A key goal of military action was to cut off the FARC’s “strategic corridors of mobility.”  

The military targeted guerrilla strongholds throughout the country, including Eastern Antioquia.97 

Between 2002 and 2006, the 4th Brigade of the Colombian Army conducted five major operations 

                                                        
95 “Los colombianos no cederemos ante esa amenaza. La vamos a derrotar con la colaboración de la 
ciudadanía. El concepto clave aquí es solidaridad. Solidaridad entre los ciudadanos y solidaridad con la 
fuerza pública.” Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 179 . 
96 In 1998, 215,000 soldiers were fighting the guerrillas and in 2010 that number had raised in 445,000. 
Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 179; Adam Isacson, Consolidating “Consolidation”: Colombia’s Plan to Govern 
Neglected Territories Stumbles (Washington, D.C: Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA), 
December 2012), 4.  
97 The army first prioritized rural areas around Bogotá and the traditional guerrilla strongholds in the 
departments of Meta, Caquetá, and Guaviare in the first few years of Uribe’s presidency. 
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in Eastern Antioquia—often in conjunction with the paramilitaries.98 Securing the road between 

Bogotá and Medellín was a clear military priority. They cast their nets along the highways, with 

soldiers at checkpoints as close as every three kilometers on major roadways. The army was now 

the one fishing, for guerrillas. 

Airplanes and satellites—many provided through Plan Colombia—monitored the road 

from above and provided information regarding possible threats to the military for rapid 

response.99 Citizens were also called upon to provide information regarding safety threats as part 

of a Network of Cooperating Citizens—casting the net high and low, far and wide—yet only 

against the guerrillas.100  

What was left out of this net and what was sacrificed to make it? Who benefited from 

these new networks that nominally bolstered state security? Some suggest Uribe strengthened 

security to the detriment of democracy.101 Uribe’s government was accused of spying on political 

opponents. Members of the army killed up to three thousand young people they claimed were 

                                                        
98 These included Operación Meteoro in 2002, Operación Marcial in 2003, Operación Espartaco in 2004, 
Ejemplar in 2005, and Falange 1. Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación 
(Colombia), and Área de Memoria Histórica., San Carlos, 85. 
99 Much of the U.S. assistance, which began in 2000 and peaked in 2004 and 2005, came in the form of 
equipment, training, and support for what Jim Rochlin describes as “ultra-surveillance.” The program 
provided radars, helicopters, planes for coca fumigation and surveillance, communication devices, night 
goggles, logistics and communication equipment, and the provision of real-time satellite surveillance 
intelligence. While these tools increased the military’s mobility and helped make inroads against the 
guerrillas, much of the equipment was useless in areas of dense jungle cover. This made locations like 
roads and small towns logical focal points and were the areas where the military were most successful. Jim 
Rochlin, “Plan Colombia and the Revolution in Military Affairs: The Demise of the FARC,” Review of 
International Studies 37, no. 02 (April 2011): 715–40, doi:10.1017/S0260210510000914; Isacson, 
Consolidating “Consolidation”: Colombia’s Plan to Govern Neglected Territories Stumbles. 
100 Diana Ojeda, “War and Tourism: The Banal Geographies of Security in Colombia’s ‘Retaking,’” 
Geopolitics, 2013, 12. 
101 Histórica, ¡Basta Ya!, 178. 
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guerrillas in a scandal known as “false positives.” Thirty military officers resigned in 2008 due to 

the scandal.102  

Others say no democracy is possible without greater security. Kidnapping rates fell 

ninety percent between 2002 and 2009. Investor confidence increased during his time in power. 

Uribe left office with a popularity rating over seventy percent. What is clear is that his particular 

brand of politics blended the borders between civilian and military, the domain of security and 

that of democracy. These policies are indicative of the fluidity of rules and roles in frontier states, 

where independence and interdependence converge in complicated acts of co-option, 

collaboration, and compromise.  

Many on the left vociferously hate Uribe, and for good reason. His militant populism, his 

purported connections with paramilitarism, his arrogant, all-or-nothing, aggressive brand of 

politics. Uribe is a bully. He is also incredibly politically savvy and the right loves him just as 

strongly as the left vilifies him. He is the self-proclaimed “strong hand and big heart” that saved 

the country from chaos, that finally sent the guerrillas on the run, who was able to inspire 

confidence once again or even for the first time in the institution of the presidency. These are true 

as well.  

The only thing I have ever heard both sides agree upon when it comes to Uribe (besides 

the fact that he is very smart) is that he made the roads safer. And that is no small thing. Between 

2002 and 2010, the ability of people and goods to freely circulate through these major arteries 

dramatically improved. Programs such as Vive Colombia: Viaja por Ella and the National 

Highway Security Program helped secure sixteen thousand kilometers of roadways for travelers. 

The safe circulation of people and goods—a right both the Colombian Constitution and the UN 

                                                        
102 Rochlin, “Plan Colombia and the Revolution in Military Affairs”, 739; Isacson, Consolidating 
“Consolidation”: Colombia’s Plan to Govern Neglected Territories Stumbles, 4. 
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Declaration of Human Rights promise—was conceived as a central plank in the “bridge towards 

peace, reconciliation, and general prosperity.”103 

A lop-sided and unfinished victory against the guerrillas and a semantic end of the 

paramilitaries has gotten the country back on the road again. But to what end? And what of the 

country off the road? Such a security strategy promotes cohesion along incomplete lines of 

connection. It is a limited and linear platform on which to build a consolidated community. The 

further one strays from these lines, the more tenuous the connection to state power and resources 

become. This is nothing new.  

I recently saw a cartoon with the caption “Travel Peacefully, the army is with you” over a 

drawing of an impoverished family walking barefoot on the road now made safe through 

democratic security policies. The cartoon referenced the ubiquitous billboards and signs plastered 

along the roadways and bus stations throughout the country. It also referred to the continued 

poverty and displacement that safe circulation has done little to improve.  

Conflict hasn’t ended. It has evolved. Armed gangs known as BACRIMS (bandas 

criminales) have emerged, largely comprised of demobilized paramilitary members.104 Some 

patterns remain similar to the past. Under the administration of Uribe’s successor, Juan Manuel 

Santos, the FARC negotiate for peace while still engaging in military actions; the ELN opt out of 

                                                        
103 The National Highway Security Program had four stated goals: restore citizens’ right to freely circulate 
within the territory of the state, incentivize inter-regional commerce, reactivate tourism, and facilitate the 
transport of cargo and goods. Many of the policies most associated with Uribe’s success against the 
guerrillas began during the Pastrana administration and came to fruition during Uribe’s time in office. 
Military expansion, Plan Colombia, and Vive Colombia: Viaja por Ella also began with Pastrana. Article 
24 of the Colombian Constitution establishes the free circulation throughout the country as a right. Article 2 
of the Colombian Constitution establishes the government’s responsibility to ensure “territorial integrity.” 
Article 13 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights guarantees individuals the right to move within their 
countries and beyond. Controloría General de la República, Seguridad Vial En Colombia: Especial 
Seguimiento a Los Resultados de La Política Pública (Bogotá: República de Colombia, December 10, 
2012); República de Colombia, Constitución Politica de La República de Colombia de 1991, 1991; United 
Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. 
104 Jeremy McDermott, “The BACRIM and Their Position in Colombia’s Underworld,” InSight Crime: 
Organized Crime in the Americas, May 2, 2014, www.insightcrime.org. 
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peace talks altogether. Few displaced people want to return to the countryside where security and 

prosperity are often elusive ideals. 

And yet, places like San Carlos have experienced a real return. In large part, this is due to 

the strategic importance the region holds to the nation’s power grid, which is why it was targeted 

in the first place. Fostering stability in the municipality and creating a real and lasting state 

presence benefits the nation as a whole. It helps keep the power running in the cities and thus 

warrants the power of the state to foster stability. While areas that meet these criteria are few and 

far between, the ability to return to San Carlos marks a dramatic reversal in the region’s security.  

It is also an over-simplification to dismiss improved road security as nothing more than a 

tool for turning the countryside into an investor-friendly paradise for the wealthy. While this is 

certainly happening, access to roads also makes a real difference for those trying to return or 

continue to make a life in the countryside. It provides the ability to send crops to market, to 

access superior city resources, and just get out of the countryside for a while. All of these are 

necessary for making a sustainable rural life. And for those in the city and the country, the ability 

to move has incalculable benefits for people of all classes. The three-day weekend and a trip out 

of town for a festival or just for fun is part of the joy of living in Colombia.  

Festivals are foundational to the Colombian spirit. People say you get five Colombians 

together and you have a party. I’ve rarely found this to be false. This never ended during the 

conflict. A friend of mine criticizes the Colombian ability to dance while the country falls apart. 

He shakes his head in anger at how people refuse to pay attention to what is occurring around 

them. While I understand his point, it’s far from the whole story.  

People dance to survive, and they keep dancing even when survival seems tenuous. This 

is also a strength of the country and its people. It is deeply woven into a national pattern 

exemplified in nightly news broadcasts book-ended with footage of war at the beginning and of 

festivals at the end. There always seems to be one of each going on somewhere in Colombia. 
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People have been dancing while the country falls apart for decades, centuries even. Perhaps this is 

part of what keeps the country together.  

Every municipality has at least one festival. San Carlos has two. In the small town of El 

Jordán, they celebrate the muleteers—those who carried goods on the mule paths in the 

countryside. In the county seat, they celebrate the water that has provided both quality and 

destruction of life. The Water Festival continued in San Carlos during the conflict, if greatly 

diminished.  

In August 2002, several months before Vive Colombia: Viaja por Ella began, the 

Antioquia governor’s office organized an armed caravan for people displaced from San Carlos to 

return for the Water Festival. Thirty-eight packed buses took people home for the weekend. The 

trip was emotional for those inside and out of the buses. In the towns and villages they passed 

through, the few remaining residents greeted the buses with cheers and applause, waving scarves 

and playing drums.  

For those in the buses, they returned to a town many thought they might never see again 

and were reunited with those who remained. There were tears and hugs as people streamed out of 

the buses and poured into the central square. Some kissed the ground. “It was the first thing we 

did to retake the East,” one participant of the caravan said. “We came back for our town and for 

our people. And we left that message as we passed through.”105  

Violence continued unabated in San Carlos, however, for the next three years. The Water 

Festival caravans were not a permanent return, nor would they have been possible without a high 

level of security. It is far easier to orchestrate an event then to nurture systemic change just as it is 

                                                        
105 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica., San Carlos, 204. 
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far easier to build a road than a community. Yet moments can help build movements just as 

communities can form around the road one takes to get there.  

Much changed in the decade that followed. The paramilitaries demobilized in 2005. The 

guerrillas retreated from most areas. Thousands of people returned, first on their own and later 

with multi-faceted support. The intricate structure of this assistance illustrates more than the state 

stopping by for a visit. Instead, there is a complex network of support facilitating what will 

hopefully be a sustainable return.  

Much also remains the same. In May 2012, Governor Sergio Fajardo came to town to 

deliver a speech congratulating residents for winning a peace prize a year earlier. Halfway 

through the speech, a man from the mayor’s office nudged his neighbor and asked her for 

something. She handed over a black marker from her purse and a folded sheet of paper. He began 

to slowly and intently write as those around him peered over his shoulder. One started to snicker. 

After a minute, looking immensely proud of himself, he held up his handiwork. 

“Vías.” It said. Roads. People around him started to talk and laugh while others in the 

audience craned their neck to see what the commotion was about. He held his sign high above his 

head for the remainder of the speech, easily five minutes.  

After the event ended, I talked to him about the history of roads and lack thereof in the 

community. “They’ve been promising us a paved road between Granada and San Carlos for 

decades, way before the war. And look how that’s going.” I knew quite well, having made the 

bumpy, slow bus trip from Medellín to San Carlos on that very road only a few days before. “ 

“That’s the reparation we need, give us a paved road and people will come here. Tourists 

will come and visit and spend money. We’ll be able to get crops to market easier. Roads are what 

we need.” Those around him nodded in general approval. This was not a rhetorical request. 

Earlier that year, the national government named the municipality a recipient of collective 
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reparations due to the high price the entire community paid in conflict. Many wanted reparations 

to come in the form of a paved road.  

It is important to draw the distinction between providing security on roads that already 

exist and the longer-term struggle of building these roads to begin with and maintaining them 

over time. So much work has been done in this one small community to help it rebuild after 

conflict. So many people and resources have made the difficult trips down unpaved roads to get 

to towns and villages—either to come home or help people rebuild. The road to San Carlos is still 

rough. Every time I go back, though, a bit more is paved. It’s a little more comfortable. People no 

longer fear stray bullets on their way to town. Now, it’s asphalt they are demanding. The paved 

road—like peace and progress—moves forward slowly, in fits and spurts, with long periods of 

stagnation. But it will get there. Eventually.  

Epilogue 

I went to the Water Festival a decade after the armed caravans brought residents home 

during the war. The fact an American woman could make the trip alone was proof much had 

changed. I didn’t stay alone for long. Almost as soon as I got there, a family took me under their 

wing. We had a wonderful time. 

San Carlos doubles in size during the weekend of the Water Festival. Relatives and 

former residents fill the town, camping beside the river and staying up until four in the morning 

dancing, drinking, and talking about the old times. This would be a familiar scene in places where 

there had been no conflict. Nostalgia for a country life that simultaneously once and never was 

might be a global common. In Colombia, however, conflict distinctly shapes its contours, adding 

an extra emotional dimension to the ability to return home. 

Simple pleasures can be the hardest to lose and the last to regain. This is what the 

caravans were allowing people to recapture, at least for a three-day weekend. Many people only 
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want the ability to visit. Uribe might be included in this group. It is said he loves nothing more 

than riding horses on his family farm. Perhaps he fought as much for the restoration of this right 

as in vengeance for his father’s death.  

As we drive back to Medellín, my new friends point out the location where the guerrillas 

almost killed Uribe and mention they haven’t been able to make the trip home for years. Now, 

they are happily singing after a weekend seeing old friends and family. All of a sudden, we jolt 

onto a dirt road. As we rattle down the rocky path, they explain the guerrillas had blown up 

several bridges on the paved road, hence the detour. Once we get back on the paved road and start 

speeding along its curves, we eat tangerines to avoid motion sickness, telling stories and spitting 

the seeds out the window. There is joy in movement. Yet, distance, disconnection, and detours 

remain a reality. 

They are worried about me. When they first met me, they adopted me into their family 

for the weekend, completely dissatisfied and a bit perplexed about me being alone so far away 

from my family. They weren’t the last group of people to have that reaction and I am forever 

grateful and changed for the constant concern cast my way and the welcome reception I always 

received. With the welcome, however, came the worry—a hallmark of any family membership, I 

suppose. 

As we drive back to Medellín, they give me rules for my behavior. Never affiliate with 

any group. Always say I am here to be with everyone. Always maintain my neutrality. Be nice to 

everyone, all the time. But don’t tell them too much. Essentially, don’t trust anyone and always 

be kind. It seemed like this could get tiring. And it did. Yet it was also a necessary protective 

mechanism. If you are good to enough people, they explain, this could help you if you fall into 

hard times. This strategy had come in handy with a friend of theirs who had been kidnapped. 

Maybe, they thought, it could save me someday. You never knew. 
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And that was the point. There were so many unknowns. Would the road be safe? Would 

the person you were talking to have some affiliation with the guerrillas, or the paramilitaries, or 

first one and then the other?  

Independence and interdependence converge in the road map they were giving me to find 

my way through the intimate distance necessary for survival. The moral was: don’t burn bridges 

but be prepared to ford the river if someone has destroyed the way across. 

Connectivity is precarious. It’s far too easy for tenuous tethers to come tumbling down. 

The wild is always within reach. It merely requires well-placed destruction. 
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Chapter 2: Burning and Rebuilding Bridges  
Flor Emilse García Muñoz went into labor on a foggy early morning in February. When it 

became clear she would need a C-section, her sister and a nurse got in an ambulance to take the 

three-hour trip from the small town of El Jordán to a hospital outside of Medellín. They made it 

thirty-eight kilometers to a bridge called Danticas. And there, they fell to their deaths. 

A half hour earlier, the FARC had bombed the bridge spanning a dam that was part of 

one of the many hydroelectric complexes in the region. In the dense fog, the twenty-five year old 

driver, Luis Mayken Zapata García, couldn’t see the thirty-meter wide hole where the road had 

been earlier that night.1 The nurse, Elvia Guarín, screamed but there was no time to stop the 

vehicle. The driver, who had been shot two previous times on similar journeys, was the only 

survivor. Several days later, an article in the Bogotá daily, El Tiempo, described the death of the 

three women and the unborn baby girl named Katherine. “In this country,” it bitterly concluded, 

“one doesn’t need to be born to die.”2 

The next day, February 21, 2002, President Andrés Pastrana announced the end of 

government negotiations with the FARC and ordered the armed forces into the demilitarized zone 

the guerrillas had controlled for over three years. The president was visibly angry as he called the 

FARC hypocrites and itemized the reasons why. The same day negotiations were supposed to 

begin to discuss mechanisms for reaching a truce and an end to hostilities, the FARC had blown 

up two bridges (including Danticas) and hijacked a plane to kidnap a senator.3  

                                                        
1 “Atacan Ambulancia,” El Tiempo, May 10, 2003, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-
969674. Paramilitaries had previously hijacked the same ambulance two times before to transport wounded 
combatants. Armed actors wounded the driver three times in as many years. Each time, he survived. 
2 German Gelvez, “Katherine No Tuvo Que Nacer Para Morirse,” El Tiempo, February 24, 2002, sec. 
Bogotá, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-1379965. 
3 “Las FARC Son Terroristas,” El Tiempo, February 21, 2002, 
http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-1308284; “Fin a La Zona de Distensión,” El Tiempo, 
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Figure 7: Crashed ambulance at destroyed Danticas Bridge (Source: Julio César Herrera/El 

Tiempo)  

The end of negotiations marked an escalation in fighting throughout the country. San 

Carlos was no exception. Guerrillas and paramilitaries each controlled half of the municipality. 

Dominance over the two roads that led to Medellín was key to seizing the entire municipality. 

Each group had a road. The guerrillas controlled the shorter, unpaved road that went through the 

municipality of Granada. The paramilitaries held the longer, paved road that went past various 

points of the hydroelectric complex and through the municipality of San Rafael. Over the next 

three weeks, the FARC destroyed several other bridges in the paramilitary controlled area 

                                                                                                                                                                     
n.d., http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-1364550. Pastrana placed the most emphasis on 
the egregious and audacious nature of the kidnapping as the breaking point for peace negotiations.  
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between San Rafael and San Carlos, forcing travel onto the road in the guerrilla controlled area, 

hindering access to the hydroelectric complex, and completely isolating the municipality.4  

In the weeks that followed, residents were both emplaced and displaced. Guerrillas and 

paramilitaries forbade the entire population from leaving as they battled for control of the one 

remaining road out of the municipality. Fighting also caused hundreds of residents to flee 

surrounding villages and seek refuge in the blockaded town. After a month, travel resumed on the 

road to Granada; a detour around Danticas on the road to San Rafael opened shortly thereafter. 

Movement carried on. But it was stunted and slow. The detour added eighteen kilometers to the 

trip. The unpaved, narrow road was dusty in the summer and prone to landslides and flooding in 

the winter. A bus driver in the region explained the detour doubled maintenance and repair costs; 

accidents increased along the new route.5  

Shortly before Danticas, there is a detour around another destroyed bridge. It is a small 

dirt path right below the broken bridge. Prone to flooding, there are wooden poles on the side of 

the path to show the water’s depth. Generally, if any of the pole is visible, it is safe to continue. If 

not, it’s best to turn around. People from the area know this, but many of the institutional officials 

working on reconstruction projects in the region do not. 

I was driving to Medellín with an agronomist from one such institution at 5 AM when we 

got to the flooded part of the path. We didn’t know how high the water was. There was no light. 

All we could see was black water in front of us and a red clay strip of road on the other side. We 

                                                        
4 “Cuatro Vías Cerradas,” El Tiempo, July 12, 2002. The FARC destroyed bridges throughout the 
department in the months to come, leaving four roads impassable. Two were in the region of Eastern 
Antioquia, where San Carlos is located. 
5 Glemis Mogollón Vergara, “Farc-Gobierno, 5 Años de Espaldas,” El Colombiano, February 20, 2007, 
http://www.elcolombiano.com/BancoConocimiento/F/farc-gobierno_5_anos_de_espaldas/farc-
gobierno_5_anos_de_espaldas.asp. 
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looked at each other for a while and then he asked me what I thought. “I reckon we just push 

forward, really slowly,” I said hesitantly. And so we did.  

This is the lived metaphor of life after conflict. The folded concrete above, red mud and 

black water below are tactile allegories for the inconvenience, fear, and frustration that 

accompany daily tasks, particularly those requiring movement. Both during and after conflict, 

people engage in cost/benefit analyses of mobility, trying to calculate whether whatever is waiting 

on the other side is worth the risk of pushing through.  

We made it to the other side, usually you do. But sometimes you don’t. These are the 

moments you clinch your fist and curse someone. Maybe the guerrillas, maybe the government, 

often times both. Moments like these—cold, wet, and grumpy on the side of the road, looking for 

a cell phone signal to call someone to help get the truck out of an enormous puddle—offer ample 

time to think about how progress doesn’t happen.  

You can look up and ponder counterfactuals. Where would you be if the guerrillas hadn’t 

blown the bridge above you or if the departmental government had gotten around to fixing it? Not 

sitting on this muddy rock on the side of the road, that’s for sure. The consequences of these 

calculations can be far worse. Flor Emilse and those accompanying her chose the cost of 

nighttime travel was worth the benefit of a safe hospital birth for her daughter. That night, they 

chose wrong.  

Memories of loss loom large on the built and destroyed environments of people’s lives, 

where infrastructure stands (and falls) as texts reminding viewers nothing is stable or guaranteed, 

that even the land beneath your feet could fall away at any minute. Burnt bridges speak of past 

guerrilla power and present state inabilities to protect and provide basic necessities for citizens. 

Burnt bridges continue to do real work years after their transportation functions and military 

applications have ceased. Their forensic infrastructure tells powerful political and psychological 

stories about hopes for progress and realities of precarity.  
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There are many ways to use a bridge and many ways to burn them. In San Carlos, the 

paramilitaries used bridges as stages to conduct public killings and dispose of bodies in rivers. 

Psychological damage has staying power that often outlasts material ruins. The damage of burnt 

bridges and broken connections radiate far beyond the point of impact. Instead, broken ties can 

lead to drastic re-arrangements of the content and scale in which life is experienced.  

The interdependence inherent in mobility and community becomes legible in the lengthy 

process of rebuilding the shared space of infrastructure. It took close to a decade for Danticas to 

be rebuilt. This work involved the diverse actors that once relied upon the road for travel—

national, departmental, and municipal governments, private corporations, the Colombian army, 

and community members. If burning a bridge destroys connections, rebuilding one requires them. 

The fragility and ephemerality of interdependence is also evident in the bridges that can never be 

rebuilt. Sometimes, the destruction is too great. Sometimes the detours become superior to the 

previous path. Trajectories change as life in many forms carries on within and around the 

foundations of destruction. The continuity of life is visible in what emerges in the gaps of broken 

connections and the formation of new ties that bind. Burnt bridges provide material and 

metaphorical illustrations of how war is waged, the detours people take and make to survive, the 

reformation of life in the ruins, the disproportionate work needed to rebuild, and the possibility 

(although not the certainty) of repair. 
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Burning Bridges: Topography, Sabotage, and Terror 

Danticas 

Few acts are more symbolically powerful and structurally destructive then burning a 

bridge. Thus, they are crucial strategic targets in both guerrilla and conventional warfare.6 Even 

in the early 19th century, troops were destroying bridges in Eastern Antioquia during the civil 

wars that followed independence. 7 In sharp contrast to roadblocks, sabotage destroys rather than 

occupies infrastructure. The harder it is to create a connective line, the greater the consequence its 

destruction. The evolution from pulleys and ferries to wooden bridges and finally ones suitable 

for “wheeled carriages” of all kinds marks the difficult and differential trajectory of transportation 

infrastructure in Colombia.  

In a mountainous country, bridges are the last and weakest link in an already fragile 

logistical chain. Bridges were slow to arrive in San Carlos. Early residents in the village of La 

Garrucha built a pulley across the fast moving Guatapé River to transport food and named the 

village after this form of transport. As time passed, the pulley in La Garrucha became larger and 

sturdier, carrying wooden boxes where residents placed corn, beans, yucca, and plantains. Finally, 

a hanging bridge was built over the river with statues of the Virgin Mary on either side to protect 

those who crossed.  

Until 1960, the road linking San Carlos with Medellín and Puerto Naré stopped right 

before town because cars couldn’t pass the wooden bridge over the San Carlos River that had 

been built in 1870. Disputes over responsibility stalled construction of this final point of 

                                                        
6 German forces’ failure to destroy the Remagen Bridge over the Rhine in 1945 gave Allied troops an 
important strategic and psychological victory, possibly shortening World War II by months. Logan 
Cassedy, “On Bridge Demolition,” Marine Corps Gazette 48, no. 3 (March 1964), 40. 
7 Maria Iris Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografía de San Carlos (San Carlos, Colombia: Junta Bicentenaria de 
San Carlos, 1988), 54. 
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connection for years. The state claimed the municipal government was responsible for the 

bridge’s construction. Local leaders, however, responded construction was too difficult and 

expensive for the municipality to undertake. They lobbied the departmental government for help. 

It was only after the Departmental Director of Public Works came to see the bridge itself and 

acknowledged the difficulty of construction that work was completed.8 

Bridges represent the triumph of technology over topography, engineered points of 

connection that facilitate progress and speed. An occupied road requires a military solution while 

a destroyed bridge needs an engineered one. But this engineering solution cannot begin until 

security is ensured. Thus, it requires both.  

Civil engineering has been a safe career bet in Colombia for centuries. Half the kids I 

know there want to be engineers (or their parents want them to be.) Despite the name, civil 

engineering is far from a purely civilian pursuit. The military applications and necessity of 

engineering are well known. A soldier once told me he dreamt of going to law school but that the 

military didn’t want lawyers in their ranks. They wanted engineers.  

Both weather and war have consistently hindered progress in Colombia, weakening the 

physical and human infrastructure of the state. Even during the worst years of conflict, landslides 

and flooding caused far more damage to bridges than sabotage. Yet, such acts of nature do not 

share the symbolic power of sabotage. Instead, the infrastructural violence of sabotage draws 

upon the symbolic, economic, and physical uses of the materials destroyed.9 

                                                        
8 Maria Iris Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografia de San Carlos (San Carlos, Colombia: Junta Bicentenaria de 
San Carlos, 1988), 36-7, 157. 
9 Dennis Rodgers and Bruce O’Neill, “Infrastructural Violence: Introduction to the Special Issue,” 
Ethnography 13, no. 4 (December 1, 2012): 401–12. 
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“Avoid the solid, attack the hollow,” Mao Tse-tung instructs in The Red Book of 

Guerrilla Warfare.10 The city is the solid target Mao warns against attacking. The road there, 

however, is the hollow, soft target that can hopefully drain the city (and eventually the state) of its 

solidity if attacked enough. Likewise, the hydroelectric complexes were solid, protected spaces 

the guerrillas were never able to attack. Danticas, however, was the hollow. And that came 

crashing down.  

The bridge was one of eight built during the Empresa Pública de Medellín’s construction 

of the Playas Hydroelectric complex between San Carlos and San Rafael during the late 1980s.11 

Yet, while such an attack might financially sting the solid target of the state, it is the residents 

who depend upon the road to access urban resources that are most hurt. That’s what Flor Emilse, 

her sister, and the nurse died for. It was the memory of this tragedy that gave Danticas’ 

destruction a lasting symbolic and political power. 

Danticas’ destruction was not the cause for Cagúan’s end. Instead, it was the final broken 

plank in the burnt bridge of governmental negotiations. Its ruins provided the perfect visual and 

physical metaphor to represent the government’s failure to successfully negotiate with the FARC. 

The burnt bridge spoke to the state’s inability to protect the physical points of articulation 

necessary to knit together political and economic community. Destruction sheds light on the 

weakness of connections, the fragility of the ties that bind and the ease with which they are 

broken.  

Saboteurs are dis-engineers. They design structural failure, destroying not only 

infrastructure but also what it represents. Sabotage is a logistical and communicative tool that re-

                                                        
10 Mao Tse-tung, The Red Book of Guerrilla Warfare (Special Edition Books, 2010), 7. 
11 In order to build the Playas Hydroelectric complex between San Carlos and San Rafael, the Empresas 
Públicas Medellín (EPM) built 18 kilometers of roads, eight bridges with a length of 1, 118 meters, and a 
15 kilometer access road. This work cost 1,211 million pesos. EPM also built five schools, three 
community warehouses, and a health center. Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografía de San Carlos, 163. 
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routes movement and re-makes the meaning of physical objects in a destructive form of 

bricolage. Claude Lévi-Strauss draws a distinction between engineering and bricolage, with the 

engineer creating from scratch and the bricoleur re-purposing what is already there.12 The same 

holds true of the saboteur. Yet saboteurs use some of the same tools to destroy as engineers 

employ to create.  

Dynamite—like the road itself—is dual use, with both military and civilian applications. 

It is a tool for destruction and construction that can make and break connections with ease. The 

same materials used to move the earth to build structures can also bring them down. In the hands 

of armed actors, explosives re-arrange the physical lines of political, economic, and social power, 

disrupting the linearity necessary for goods and people to move. The FARC used dynamite to 

destroy Danticas and many other bridges throughout the country.  

“The most economical and certain method to accomplish destruction…is by hand-placed 

explosive charges,” Logan Cassedy explained in a 1964 Marine Gazette article on military tactics 

of bridge demolition.13 While vast improvements in weaponry facilitating precision airstrikes on 

targets such as bridges have been made since the time of writing, Cassedy’s words still ring true 

today. Hand-placed explosives will still do the job at an astronomically lower price tag then the 

advanced weaponry available to the best-equipped armies. When it comes to destruction, the 

efficacy of intimacy is clear. Proximity and knowledge of vulnerabilities allow armed actors to 

use simple tools to cause complex problems with costly solutions.  

                                                        
12 According to Levi-Strauss, “the ‘bricoleur’ is adept at performing a large number of diverse tasks; but 
unlike the engineer, he does not subordinate each of them to the availability of raw materials and tools 
conceived and procured for the purpose of this project. His universe of instruments is closed and the rules 
of the game are to make do with “whatever is at hand”…” Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind 
(University of Chicago Press, 1966), 17. 
13 Cassedy, “On Bridge Demolition, 41” 
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It would be easy to relegate sabotage to the domain of “weapons of the weak,”—a tool in 

asymmetrical warfare in which less powerful opponents seek to create a more level playing field 

through targeted destruction. In fact, Che Guevara cites just this possibility in his widely read 

manual on guerrilla warfare. “One of the weakest points of the enemy is transportation by road 

and railroad,” he explains of the more complicated logistical needs of large fighting forces. “It is 

virtually impossible to maintain a vigil yard by yard over a transport line, a road, or a railroad. At 

any point a considerable amount of explosive charge can be planted that will make the road 

impassable.” 14 Blocking a choke point—through sabotage or strikes—is a classic weapon of the 

so-called weak.15 Yet, sabotage is a leveler in more way than one. All kinds of actors engage in 

sabotage, from states to guerrillas. Whether the act will warrant the label of terrorism or 

protection depends upon who engages in it.  

Throughout the past hundred years, sabotage has played a crucial role in drawing the 

lines of imperial and later state power in the Middle East. In World War I, T.E. Lawrence used a 

combination of Arab fighters and English demolition experts to attack bridges, rail lines, and 

tunnels. “Our aim was to seek its weakest link,” Lawrence explained of his strategy against the 

Ottoman Army, “and bear only on that till time made the mass of it fall.”16 Thirty years later, a 

                                                        
14 Che Guevara, Brian Loveman, and Thomas Davies, Guerrilla Warfare (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly 
Resources, 1997), 61. 
15 Engineered solutions to mobility’s geographic barriers are inherently fragile. Whether its a canal or dock 
in maritime shipping or a bridge for terrestrial travel, these are the points where the slow, unwieldy 
logistical needs of large entities—be they armies or corporations—are most vulnerable to threats from 
opponents, particularly smaller and quicker ones. Six hundred striking clerical workers in Long Beach, 
California, for example, stopped shipping traffic for eight days in December 2012 in the United States’ 
busiest port, threatening the very integrity of the national economy. Ian Lovett, “Los Angeles and Long 
Beach Ports to Reopen After 8-Day Strike,” The New York Times, December 5, 2012, sec. U.S., 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/06/us/los-angeles-and-long-beach-ports-to-reopen-after-strike.html; 
Ricardo Lopez, Ronald D. White, and Stuart Pfeifer, “Deal Brings End to Port Strike,” Los Angeles Times, 
December 5, 2012, http://articles.latimes.com/2012/dec/05/business/la-fi-1205-ports-talks-20121205. 
16 Thomas Edward Lawrence, Evolution of a Revolt (Praetorian Press LLC, 2011), 14.  
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small band of Jewish resistance forces fighting the British in Jordan destroyed eleven bridges in 

thirty minutes using three hundred kilograms of explosives.17 Some remain destroyed today.  

Sixty years later, the Israeli armed forces destroyed over eighty bridges in Lebanon as 

part of a 2006 month-long bombing offensive. While Amnesty International harshly criticized the 

targeting of Lebanon’s civil infrastructure, the Israeli government defended the actions as 

necessary in the fight against Hezbollah. Yet, the purpose of destroying the bridge over the Sulfi 

River in a northern resort region far from fighting was probably not to prevent the circulation of 

troops or resources. Instead, it was a psychological show of force designed to demoralize the 

enemy. The bridge had been a symbol of reconstruction after the Lebanese civil war.18 The choice 

to bomb it sent a powerful message: do not try to rebuild because you will fail. While the tools 

and nature of intimacy changed—from hand-placed dynamite to aerial operations—in each of 

these cases, sabotage was logistical warfare with political, psychological, and physical 

dimensions. 

States also use self-sabotage to protect against outside invaders, the proverbial drawing 

up or destroying of the drawbridge. Throughout much of the 20th century, the Swiss government 

placed three thousand demolition points along bridges, tunnels, roads, and railways that could be 

remotely detonated to prevent hostile forces—namely the Germans—from entering. The goal of 

such planned destruction was to turn the state itself into a natural fortress. An enclave state. While 

James Scott describes “distance demolishing technology” such as bridges as tools that prevent the 

possibility of escaping the state, Switzerland used the capacity to create distance as a tool for re-

enforcing state power. Sabotage (or the threat thereof) creates a distance that is temporal and 

                                                        
17 The operation, which took place on July 17, 1946, is known as “the night of the bridges.” Adam Geibel, 
“Recent Merkava Attacks Highlight Growing Command Detonated Mine Threat,” Armor 111, no. 3 (June 
2002): 46–48. 
18 Amnesty International, Israel/Lebanon: Deliberate Destruction or “collateral Damage”? Israeli Attacks 
on Civilian Infrastructure (London: Amnesty International, August 2006). 
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spatial, political and physical, experiential and emotional. This distance is foundational to enclave 

states such as Switzerland and Israel as well as a frontier state like Colombia. 

Sabotage has long-term consequences that extend far beyond the point and moment of 

impact. This is the strength and weakness of attacking a choke point. Anyone who depends upon 

it is strangled. Sabotage claims real victims. Flor Emilse and her unborn daughter, for example. 

But also those who cannot receive the medication they need, the farmers who can no longer make 

a living because of higher transportation costs, the families who can no longer see each other in 

the absence of “distance demolishing technology” are also victims.  

All armed groups use technology, terrain, and terror as tools to gain advantage over 

opponents. It is the forms, terminology, and acceptable levels of brutality that vary. Conventional 

armies use technology to trump the advantages guerrilla forces seek in terrain. This is the classic 

structure of asymmetrical warfare, in which a large and highly equipped military fights a nimble, 

small guerrilla group. Yet, the notion of two opponents itself portrays a false form of symmetry. 

The lie of asymmetrical warfare is that symmetry ever exists or is desired, since the result would 

likely be a stalemate. Instead, wars are far more frequently multi-nodal affairs in which fighting is 

also out-sourced to private, non-state actors who use guerrilla tactics against each other. In San 

Carlos, it was not technology that would have the greatest impact on the fight against the 

guerrillas. Instead, it was terror. 

Holanda 

The massacres started on a bridge. In October 1998, Bloque Metro announced their 

presence in the region, coming down from San Roque on the road between San Carlos and Puerto 

Nare. The Holanda Bridge was on this road. It led to the hydroelectric complex and the small 

town of El Jordán that would become the paramilitary’s base in the years to come. The 

paramilitaries stopped close to a thousand people on the bridge; they killed thirteen. The night 
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before, the military withdrew from town and stationed themselves on the outskirts. They did 

nothing to stop the killings that followed. 

The first victim was a storeowner returning from Medellín on a Saturday morning with 

supplies for his shop.19 His sister was a friend of mine. Years later, she would still ask people in 

town what they thought about him. From her perspective, the paramilitaries seemed to kill good 

people. Maybe she wanted to know if others remembered her brother in a similar light. “He was a 

lot of fun,” she told me one day as we shared a banana split. “He really loved soccer, sports was 

his thing. He wasn’t a guerrilla, he was just a really good guy.”  

So many were killed by both sides, many because of real or imagined connections with 

opposing groups. Such connections were difficult to avoid in a region the guerrillas had 

controlled for decades. The paramilitaries’ goal with this first massacre and the many that 

followed was to break these connections and make the price of any future relationship with 

guerrillas too steep to pay. In this first massacre, Bloque Metro specifically targeted social and 

political leaders.  

They decapitated two victims on the bridge. One had been a leader in the civic 

movements. They threw their bodies into the Guatapé River.20 While decapitation and mutilation of 

bodies was not a common practice in subsequent paramilitary massacres, its use in this incident 

left residents with both the memory of its use and the fear of its repetition. The massacre had a 

lasting impact on the community. It was just a taste of what was to come. 

                                                        
19 Carlos Hernando Olaya, Nunca Más Contra Nadie. Ciclos de Violencia En La Historia de San Carlos, 
Un Pueblo Devastado Por La Guerra (Medellín: Cuervo Editores, 2012), 222-3. 
20 Gonzalo Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de 
Memoria Histórica., San Carlos: memorias del éxodo en la guerra, Taurus pensamiento; Variation: 
Pensamiento (Taurus (Firm)) (Bogotá, Colombia  : CNRR, Grupo de Memoria Histórica  ; Ediciones 
Semana  : Taurus, 2011), 430. 
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The Holanda Bridge became just as powerful a symbol of paramilitary violence as 

Danticas was of guerrilla destruction. It represented the massacres and murder that were to be the 

hallmark of the paramilitaries’ fight for control and the military’s frequent complicity in these 

actions. Throughout conflict, the paramilitaries used the bridge to dispose of bodies, following in 

the decades-long tradition of turning Colombian rivers into mass graves. This practice 

incorporates the hollow and elevated qualities of bridges to purposefully span the visible and 

invisible. Depending upon the context, the bridge can serve as a stage for community members to 

see such actions or can be a surreptitious site for disposal. Yet, what lies below is not a void. The 

fleeting sight of the dead—known and unknown—is a disturbingly common occurrence on the 

banks of many rivers throughout Colombia. 21 

 “When I would be working, there would be a lot of bodies there,” a miner who panned 

for gold in the Samaná River in San Carlos recounted. “The river would rise and push the bodies 

down river and there would be two, three people. People that I knew. They would throw them out 

from San Luis.” Bodies are not sent to the static and unknown site of a burial ground. Instead, the 

away to which they are thrown is mobile and visible, as bodies become traveling messengers of 

the violence that lies upstream.  

Both the paramilitaries and the guerrillas targeted their opponents’ infrastructure. Just as 

guerrilla sabotage attacked the physical infrastructure of the state, paramilitary massacres targeted 

the social infrastructure of community. Paramilitary leader Carlos Castaño even drew a 

connection between the two. He cited guerrilla sabotage of roads and electrical towers as a 

                                                        
21 Perhaps none more so than the Magdalena—the country’s main alluvial artery. Residents of the port 
town of Puerto Berrio saw bodies in the Magdalena River with such frequency they began to claim and 
name the unknown bodies. For more on this practice, see Patricia Nieto, Los escogidos, Colección Letras 
vivas de Medellín; Variation: Colección Letras vivas de Medellín. (Medellín, Colombia: Silaba, 2012); “‘El 
Río Es La Gran Fosa Común de Colombia,’” Semana, accessed February 20, 2015, 
http://www.semana.com//cultura/articulo/el-rio-gran-fosa-comun-colombia/255907-3; Juan Manuel 
Echavarría, “Death and the River,” The Virginia Quarterly Review 83, no. 4 (Fall 2007): 291.. 
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primary reason for the armed group’s arrival in the region. The paramilitaries established a ratio 

of value between human lives and infrastructure, seeking to make the price of destruction too 

high for the guerrillas to pay. “For each energy tower the guerrillas knock down,” paramilitaries 

threatened after a 1999 massacre, “ten campesinos will be killed in Eastern Antioquia.”22 

Between 1998 and 2001, the paramilitaries committed nineteen massacres, sweeping 

through the villages and small towns of the municipality, leaving over a hundred and thirty people 

dead in their wake. These acts were designed to be seen. The paramilitaries rounded people up to 

kill them in front of community members, went from village to village on killing sprees, or took 

people off of buses to murder them. The visibility and mobility of these killings expanded the 

range of terror and the sense that no one was safe. Entire villages fled.  

After three years of such acts, the guerrillas followed suit, targeting community members 

they accused of being paramilitary collaborators. A pair of massacres in 2002 and 2003 illustrates 

the lethal relational dynamic that emerged between the paramilitaries and guerrillas. In November 

2002, members of the Bloque Metro paramilitary group entered the village of El Chocó. They 

took eight residents from their homes and work places and used axes and machetes to kill them in 

front of other villagers. Some victims could not be identified for days due to the deep cuts on 

their faces and bodies. Over three hundred people fled due to this massacre and the isolation they 

felt in the aftermath, in which residents felt “at the mercy of delinquents, a the mercy of the 

guerrillas, at the mercy of everyone.”23 Powerless to do anything but flee, they did just that. 

The guerrillas responded two months later with a killing spree in the villages of Dos 

Quebradas, Dinamarca, and La Tupiada that left eighteen people dead. In Dos Quebradas, where 

they began, the FARC killed eleven people. Among the victims were six teenage boys who had 

                                                        
22 Ibid, 75. 
23 Ibid, 125. 
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just returned from playing football. The guerrillas asked the boys if they were paramilitaries. 

When the boys insisted they weren’t, the guerrillas invited the boys to join them. They declined. 

In response, the guerrillas killed everyone in the house, including a young pregnant woman. They 

killed three people in Dinamarca and four in La Tupiada, including a woman and her nine-month 

old daughter. One of the four was decapitated. Over seven hundred people fled due to this 

massacre, leaving seven villages completely empty. 

Members of the community frequently refer to this pair of massacres, which stood out 

among the thirty-three that occurred between 1995 and 2005 due to the number of people who 

died and fled.24 The county seat of San Carlos was inundated with traumatized village residents 

who arrived in deep need and great pain. In local memory, these massacres are the exemplar of 

the extremity of violence the community suffered.  

One of the victims, in particular, is frequently featured in media stories about conflict. I 

would see her crying often. Her face is a mask of grief that rarely fell. I still see her face in books, 

documentaries, magazines, and my memory. The thought of her palpable pain brings tears to my 

eyes. Perhaps she is featured so often in stories about victims because she wears her loss so 

powerfully that she transmits it to others. She is a bridging figure whose pain is so strong it makes 

it difficult not to empathize. Her pain is so wide it cannot help but invade your own space. 

Destruction both breaks and makes connections. Bonds of pain tie all the same. 

The last massacre to take place in San Carlos was in the village of El Vergel. On January 

29, 2005, the paramilitaries killed seven members of one of the few remaining families in the 

village. Among the dead were teenage girls, babies, and young women, one of whom was five 

months pregnant. The death of babies and a pregnant woman weighed heavily in local memory 

                                                        
24 The paramilitaries committed twenty-three massacres, killing one hundred and fifty-six people. The 
guerrillas committed six, killing forty-two. Four massacres were attributed to unidentified actors, who 
killed twenty-one people. Ibid, 430-436.  
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and was frequently referenced.25 Just as in Danticas, the death of a pregnant woman represented a 

loss beyond what existed but instead extended to what could have been. Few losses are more 

strongly and bitterly felt then that of the possible, of promise as yet unmet. Birth is the bridge that 

moves life from one state of being to another, from the blank yet full slate of the possible to the 

beginning of being. Birth is progress. Killing a pregnant woman was thus the killing of progress 

itself.  

The destruction of Danticas Bridge, the massacre on Holanda Bridge, and those that 

followed crossed a threshold beyond what people thought was possible. Acts such as killing a 

woman in labor and public decapitations burned bridges that could never be rebuilt. These acts 

irrevocably changed the structures of community. Some voids are too large to bridge.  

Countryside at and as Sea 

Ridding the countryside of the resources upon which guerrillas rely is a classic 

counterinsurgency tactic often described as “draining the sea.”26 Yet, this is more than just a fluid 

metaphor. It reduces rural people and resources to nothing more than a collective, inanimate 

concept that can be removed at will. This metaphor does not do justice to the sea, which has never 

been a lawless space, nor is the countryside.27 What “draining the sea” describes and justifies are 

                                                        
25 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica., San Carlos, 133. 
26 Benjamin Valentino, Paul Huth, and Dylan Balch-Lindsay, “‘Draining the Sea’: Mass Killing and 
Guerrilla Warfare,” International Organization 58, no. 02 (May 19, 2004); Alexander Downes, “Draining 
the Sea by Filling the Graves: Investigating the Effectiveness of Indiscriminate Violence as a 
Counterinsurgency Strategy,” Civil Wars 9, no. 4 (December 1, 2007): 420–44. 
27 Lauren Benton writes of “corridors of imperial control” that crisscrossed the sea, enforces legal spaces 
with a rigidity that was far from fluid. Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker describe a more motley and at 
times surprising crew of actors who use the sea and the ship as spaces in which alternative forms of 
governance and sociality were created in opposition to –yet squarely within—the political and geographic 
spaces of empire. 
 Lauren A. Benton, A Search for Sovereignty  : Law and Geography in European Empires, 1400—
1900 (Cambridge [UK]  ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Peter Linebaugh and Marcus 
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practices such as internal displacement, genocide, and ethnic cleansing—itself a troubling and 

watery euphemism—to remove the resources necessary for armed actors to continue fighting. It 

draws upon and expands the brand of the countryside as vast and difficult to control with slippery 

characters able to hide in fathomless places.  

This particular maritime metaphor is guerrilla in origin. Raising the sea and flooding the 

cities is a central principle to guerrilla warfare. In Maoist guerrilla theory, the countryside is a sea 

through which guerrillas were to move like fish in water, with the ultimate goal of creating a 

peasant uprising that could overwhelm the cities.28 While only one guerrilla group in Colombia—

the EPL—was Maoist in its orientation, a reliance on rural people and resources for survival is a 

mainstay of guerrilla warfare. Mao, Castro, and Pol Pot all turned to the countryside as the 

preferred terrain for revolution, as did the majority of guerrilla groups in Colombia. 

As a military tactic, draining and raising the sea places very little risk on the backs of 

armed actors. Few paramilitaries or guerrillas lose their lives in acts that target civilians and their 

infrastructure. Such a practice functions and is justified by tarnishing everything with a dual use 

label. Without clear lines between the military and the civilian, everything (and everyone) 

becomes a target—farmers and their wives, teenage boys and young children, babies and 

pregnant women. While the outward justification for these actions was the killing of 

collaborators, clearly this could not be the case for all their victims. Yet, their deaths lethally 

communicated the high price of any hint of collaboration.  

To state the obvious, the land is not the sea. Rural Colombia is filled with land in all its 

varieties—jungles, mountains, valleys, canyons, plains, swamps, forests, even a small peninsular 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of the 
Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000). 
28 Mao Tse-Tung, On Guerrilla Warfare, trans. Samuel B. Griffith USMC (CreateSpace Independent 
Publishing Platform, 2014), 93. 
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desert with high quality coal deposits conveniently located on the coast, easy to ship to European 

countries with strict environmental requirements for energy sources. It is often the land and what 

it provides—be it resources that grow or those that flow—that armed groups fight for. A better 

description of the environment created in war is an ecology of fear. 29 Many large predators use 

displacement as an efficient tool for controlling territory and resources. For example, mountain 

lions and pumas control access to food patches through frightening rather than killing prey. The 

“megafauna” of armed actors in San Carlos were no exception.30  

The paramilitaries’ entrance represented a form of predation that radically disturbed both 

the human and natural environment. Yet, the paramilitaries, guerrillas, and army adapted together 

between 1998 and 2005. Most—but not all—residents reacted through flight. Those who 

remained fought for spaces of safety within this ecology of fear.31 They were often unsuccessful. 

Conflict broke the thresholds that bound community. It changed the scale and structure of 

connections and community, irrevocably changing life trajectories. “A catastrophic re-imagining 

of the landscape” is how Nathaniel Rich described the affects of Hurricane Katrina. War did the 

                                                        
29 Joel S. Brown, John W. Laundre, and Mahesh Gurung, “The Ecology of Fear: Optimal Foraging, Game 
Theory, and Trophic Interactions,” Journal of Mammalogy 80, no. 2 (May 1999): 385–99; See also: Mike 
Davis, Ecology of Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster, 1st Vintage Books edition (New 
York: Vintage, 1999); W. J. Ripple and R. L. Beschta, “Wolves and the Ecology of Fear: Can Predation 
Risk Structure Ecosystems?,” Bioscience 54, no. 8 (2004): 755–66; Michael Clinchy, Michael J. Sheriff, 
and Liana Y. Zanette, “Predator-Induced Stress and the Ecology of Fear,” Functional Ecology 27, no. 1 
(2013): 56–65. 
30 Diane Nelson describes the military in post-war Guatemala as megafauna feeding off of racism and 
patriarchy. Diane M. Nelson, Reckoning: The Ends of War in Guatemala (Durham, N.C: Duke University 
Press Books, 2009), 235. 
31 The environmental dimensions of violence in Colombia have also been described as “spaces of death,” 
“geographies of terror,” and “landscapes of terror.” Michael Taussig, “Culture of Terror—Space of Death. 
Roger Casement’s Putumayo Report and the Explanation of Torture,” Comparative Studies in Society and 
History 26, no. 3 (July 1, 1984): 467–97; Ulrich Oslender, “Another History of Violence: The Production 
of ‘Geographies of Terror’ in Colombia’s Pacific Coast Region,” Latin American Perspectives 35, no. 5 
(September 1, 2008): 77–102; Catalina Cortés Severino, “Landscapes of Terror: In Between Hope and 
Memory” (M.A., Department of Communications, University of North Carolina, 2007). 
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same in San Carlos. Life as was known before—in the myriad forms it takes—was over. A new 

reality emerged.  

Detours: Displacement, Resistance, and Return 

The Country in the City 

“The city is slavery; the country is freedom,” one woman wrote in large, rainbow-colored 

letters across a painting she made of a house and fields filled with coffee bushes. We were in a 

historical memory workshop in a newly painted village school in San Carlos. The water 

company’s insignia on the wall claimed credit for the school’s bright red and white façade. The 

workshops were part of the Medellín-San Carlos project. Every return project had some version 

of such workshops, designed to offer psychosocial support and promote “re-rooting.” This session 

focused on territory—a politically laden term that brings with it notions of ownership and 

connections to place. The facilitators were trying to teach this concept, although many didn’t 

really understand the lofty political dimensions that sought to superimpose territory with life 

itself. Instead, participants wanted to talk about how war had changed the scale of daily life. 

Conflict made life small.  

“When I was displaced and living with my son in Medellín, I had everything I needed but 

I felt trapped indoors. It was like being kidnapped,” Migdonia told me as we sat on the patio of 

her house in the village, looking at the makeshift greenhouse she had cobbled together for her 

medicinal plants. “I didn’t feel useful there.” Migdonia told me about her time in Medellín. “My 

son was mad that I wanted to return but I needed to.” When her other son returned to the 

countryside, she went back as well. A happy, energetic, and nosy woman, she needed room to 

move and projects to work on—like setting up her house again, invading her son’s personal 
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space, and growing hibiscus and small quantities of marijuana she claimed was to combat the 

effects of arthritis. This was the freedom she returned for once the countryside was safe.  

Displacement in Colombia is not a situation of huddled masses in camps. Instead, it is 

one of cramped quarters with family and friends. It is over-stayed welcomes, the strain of 

overcrowding compounded with the stress of whatever it was that made people flee. Close to half 

of those who fled—ten thousand people—went to Medellín. Most stayed initially (or the entire 

time) with family. Big families are common in Eastern Antioquia; many of my friends were one 

of six or more children. A century of migration to Medellín for work and study means there is 

almost always some familial connection in the city.  

There are neighborhoods in Medellín and its environs where you might as well be in San 

Carlos. Everyone is from there. People still have a deep sense of being from San Carlos. Political 

campaigning occurs as much in Medellín (sometimes more, it seems) as it does in San Carlos. 

Mayoral candidates seek the financial support of well-established voluntary migrants to the city. 

This community—known as the “Colony of San Carlos”—also took in family and friends who 

were displaced and helped many find jobs in the city. While many people eventually found 

employment and their own place to live, displacement often (but not always) entailed a painful 

economic re-adjustment. 

“It was here in the city we learned to go into debt, we learned to ask for things, we had to 

depend upon assistance,” many would say of the experience of urban displacement. Small-scale 

farmers have a different relationship to financial security and debt than city dwellers do. They 

have long-term needs for credit and capital that are often precarious. Yet, there was far less daily 

need for money. And this brought a sense of freedom that might only exist when in direct contrast 

to the necessities of urban life.  

“You have to pay to go to the bathroom,” was a frequent complaint people in San Carlos 

made about the city, usually in reference to Medellín. There was a long list of things you had to 
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pay for in the city: transportation, most leisure activities, fruit. The final item was a real insult to 

many rural people’s sensibilities. There were always guavas, tangerines, or bananas available on 

farms or on a walk. Yet, this did not mean people lived outside of a rural economy in the country. 

I once spent hours walking up a muddy path to a beautiful farm on top of a mountain. Over a 

lunch of fried tilapia from the farm’s fishpond, the farmer, his wife, and I discussed recent 

changes in the value of the dollar and the global coffee market. While his wife didn’t know how 

to read or write, she knew far more about the fluctuations of my own currency then I did.  

The freedom of the country is not a utopic or autarkic version of independence, 

sovereignty, and self-sufficiency but instead a particular brand of interdependence that involves 

both a relationship with global markets and a daily life that requires little in the way of money. 

Everything I had for lunch that day—except for the coffee—came from the farm. We drank weak 

Nescafe as the coffee ripened in the fields they were still struggling to recuperate since returning. 

They saw the red berries on the coffee plants as dollars and everything else—corn, beans, 

tomatoes, fish—as dinner. It was their bridge to a money economy—and while it was a small one, 

it was valued and used all the same.  

Rural freedom requires connections. A limited access to infrastructure is definitional to 

rurality. Thus, it was all the more necessary to be able to travel from the country to the city to 

access the resources concentrated in urban areas, from medicine to markets. That’s what Flor 

Emilse died trying to do. Burnt bridges weakened the links to the city and beyond that were 

necessary for even the most rural of lives.  

Conflict changed the scale of community and nature of connections, altering the 

geography, content, and meaning of home. Forced mobility to the city not only constrained life, it 

also created a coerced cosmopolitanism. In the city, people learned new skills, often to survive. 

One woman learned to work with leather and made beautiful wallets and purses to supplement 

government assistance when she was displaced. She did leatherwork on the side when she 
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returned, in addition to her full-time job as a nurse. People went to school, got married, found 

jobs, and generally made a life in the cities. The process of settling was different for each 

individual, which made decisions as a family difficult when return arose as an option. 

This was the case for the owner of the corner store where I lived in Medellín before 

moving to San Carlos. He is from San Carlos. He goes back every week to sell meat to one of the 

stores in town. He would like to return; he enjoys life there. But his wife refuses. Too many bad 

things had happened there. She never wants to move back. They made a life in the city that works 

for them. Their shop is a busy place. She makes empanadas, chicken filled pastries, and fried 

potato balls outside the shop in the morning. People in the neighborhood stand around in the 

morning chatting over their daily dose of fried food and weak coffee. Their daughters often help 

when they’re not in school. They are teenagers who grew up in the city. They’re from Medellín. 

Return to the countryside would be akin to displacement for them. 

The decision to stay in the city often depended upon the kinds of lives people wanted 

their children to have and what they valued. This often—but not always—depended on children’s 

age. Where teenagers might have more educational opportunities (and also more risks) in the city, 

many parents deeply valued the space and mobility children had in the countryside. “There you 

have to live with locked doors like cages and the kids have to be locked up,” one woman 

recounted of her experience in Medellín. “They’re used to running free throughout the 

countryside and in the city they would go crazy.”32 One of the real and imagined strengths of 

country life was the mental and physical health benefits of living in a safe and spacious place, 

where children could roam the streets of the small town, play in the swimming holes, run up 

mountains, jump off waterfalls.  

                                                        
32 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica, San Carlos, 20. 
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Children engaged in all kinds of risky behavior in the countryside, from the 

aforementioned cliff jumping to early sex and pregnancy to drug and alcohol consumption. But 

kids will take risks anywhere. Many parents considered the countryside—when it wasn’t 

violently fought over—a safer place to grow up, if one with less educational or recreational 

opportunities. After the war (and I imagine before as well) parents would send teenagers who 

were misbehaving in the city to stay with family members in San Carlos, where they hoped the 

costs of their mistakes might be less lethal.  

War took this sense of safe spaces away both in the countryside and the cities where 

people fled. Sometimes, the dangers people found in the city were the same they faced in the 

countryside. Many families fled the countryside because they feared the guerrillas or 

paramilitaries would forcibly recruit children into their ranks only to find the same fate awaiting 

them from armed gangs in the city. Often, these groups were connected. Bloque Metro and 

Cacique Nutibara both had rural and urban branches in Eastern Antioquia and Medellín. 

In a documentary about San Carlos, one man described displacement as going from 

“Guatemala hasta Guatapeor.” I listened to the line over and over again while attempting to 

translate the documentary for a conference a municipal official was attending in Cartagena. I 

couldn’t understand how the man had ended up in Guatemala, with a possible pit stop in the town 

of Guatapé. Finally, I realized he was saying he had gone from the frying pan into the fire when 

he fled to Medellín. “There was so much fighting and gunfire there that we would have to stay 

inside at all hours of the day and look out from a little hole,” he recounted of his experience of 

displacement in the city.33  

Many people had similar stories. They would bounce around the country “in search of 

cool ground,” as Tim Allen describes North African refugees’ attempts to find safe spaces in 
                                                        
33 Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, San Carlos: Memorias Del Éxodo En La Guerra (Bogotá, 2011). 
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often-dangerous terrain.34 One woman told me of her family’s ill-fated attempt to grow coca in 

the south. “It worked for a while, until they fumigated it. So we moved to the city and I sold food 

on the street.” I asked her how she felt about the fumigation and she shrugged her shoulders and 

laughed. “It was illegal, what could we expect?” And so they moved on.  

“Whoa, was it hot there,” she said of the city where she and her husband moved after 

their failed attempt at coca farming. She wasn’t talking about the temperature. “It was crazy, there 

was so much violence. We just couldn’t get a break.” Sometimes, people compared urban 

violence in the multiple cities where they were displaced. “Yeah, we thought it was bad in Calí, 

but those neighborhoods in Medellín were way worse,” one woman told me over coffee at her 

farm house, as she and several of her friends traded notes on their experiences of displacement. A 

far more contentious form of comparisons between experiences of violence, however, was 

between those who fled and those who remained. As people began to return starting in 2005, and 

increasing from 2008 until today, heated disputes of the nature and quality of fear, suffering, and 

victimhood ensued.  

 “We are all victims”: The Resistance of Survival 

Between the neat dichotomies of country and city sits the small town. It has no place in 

this duality. Those who remained in the county seat rightly feel left out of the story about return 

to San Carlos. They never left. They resisted. During the worst of the conflict, five thousand 

people remained, primarily in the county seat. They either lived there already or sought refuge 

from surrounding villages. Town residents typically had small businesses, worked in the service 

industry, construction, or the mayor’s office, the last of which was the greatest source of 

employment. Their experiences of loss, compromise, and fear were very different than that of the 
                                                        
34 Tim Allen, ed., In Search of Cool Ground: War, Flight & Homecoming in Northeast Africa, 1st Africa 
World Press Ed edition (Trenton, N.J: Africa World Pr, 1997). 
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farmer uprooted from land, adrift in the dirt and density of the city. These small town residents 

were something in-between, and thus, perhaps, not as narratively interesting when it came to 

spinning a tale of reclaiming the countryside from the grips of war.  

 Soon after arriving in San Carlos, I met a young woman who had grown up there during 

the war. After hearing so many descriptions of San Carlos as a ghost town, I assumed there were 

few people around when she was young. I asked her if it was lonely. “Not at all,” Natalia 

responded, quickly dismissing the idea. “The town was full of people from the villages. The high 

school was actually really crowded.”  

Creating safe spaces in the midst of daily danger was necessary for survival. Many young 

people were involved in theater, sports, and cultural activities during the conflict. One of the 

members of the theater group, La Gotera, describes trying to make the Casa de Cultura a 

“protective capsule” during conflict. The Casa de Cultura—a beautiful two-story white building 

one block from the town square the water company, ISAGEN, helped fund—was (and is) an oasis 

of quiet and peace. People of all ages make music, art, and theater there. During the war, La 

Gotera continued working with the community and making plays, some of which reflected the 

realities of on-going conflict. Now, many members of the theater group work with projects that 

use cultural and sports activities with children as a tool for fostering peace. The Casa de Cultura 

continues to be a lively place where teenagers practice breakdancing under the tutelage of a 

demobilized paramilitary member and children bounce around on stilts in preparation for the 

inaugural events of the annual Peace Games. 

Today the Peace Games are a large and often dramatic event, with teams from over 

twenty municipalities in Eastern Antioquia competing over four days. When it began in 2000, 

however, it was a much smaller affair. The first few years, teams from six towns in the region 

travelled to San Carlos in armed caravans to compete in soccer, micro-soccer, basketball, and 
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chess. In 2004, the FARC set off a bomb in the town square the first day. Three people died. Yet, 

the games continued.  

 

Figure 8: Peace Games Opening Day Parade, 2012 

Even under the threat and reality of violence, events like the Peace Games allowed 

residents to see people from other municipalities and to instill a bit of normality in the midst of a 

daily existence that was anything but. Community members set up an evening bingo game during 

the war for similar reasons. It got people out of their houses at night and reclaimed a small patch 

of public space. Several incredibly brave teachers stayed in the countryside. They knew that once 

the school shut down, everyone would leave. Their presence was the only thing that kept these 

villages together during conflict. People did their best to create protective enclaves even in the 

midst of horrible violence. Yet, it was clear this safety was precarious at best, and could be 

breached at any moment. 

While those who remained in San Carlos had not moved, their ability to inhabit space had 

greatly changed. People’s experience of conflict in San Carlos mirrored those in the city. Many 

described remaining locked up in their houses, particularly at night, and going to bed with their 
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shoes on in case they needed to run. Everyone was always on alert. Yet, unlike displacement, this 

daily fear of death was an unnamed and unacknowledged cost of conflict.  

There is no label of victimhood for constant fear. Many resisters were angered their 

decision to stay was not rewarded with the financial benefits those who fled and returned 

received. This is directly connected to the kinds of experiences that count as victimhood and the 

forms of rights and recognition that go along with such a designation. “What about the people 

who stayed, who recognizes this? That San Carlos is what it is because of the people who stayed. 

This town wouldn’t be what it is if we hadn’t stayed,” one resister said at a viewing of the 

National Historic Memory Center’s documentary on San Carlos. The theater in the Casa de 

Cultura was filled with municipal officials, many of who reacted to the documentary with 

frustration. Even though stories about the experience of resisters were featured in both the book 

and the documentary, they still felt excluded. “We suffered from all of these armed groups but we 

have less rights and recognition than the displaced,” she concluded, to general agreement from 

the crowd.  

Members of the Medellín-based NGO—Corporación Región—responsible for both the 

historical memory report and documentary hosted the viewing in preparation for an up-coming 

meeting on collective reparations. When San Carlos was named a recipient of collective 

reparations due to the steep price the entire community paid in conflict, this emerged as an 

opportunity for resisters to voice their experiences and sense of victimhood tied to material and 

legal recognition. Yet, the process of deciding upon what form this reparation should take is as 

contentious as the meaning of victimhood. What it means to be a victim and to repair are both on-

going processes in Colombia. What happens to those who feel excluded from a community of 

victims who receive real benefits from membership? 

“We are all victims,” became a rallying call repeated over and over again as a means for 

creating a more inclusive understanding of the label. Yet, certain forms of legally recognized 
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victimhood brought with it real financial benefits—first through displacement assistance 

programs and next through the integral reparations laid out in the 2011 Victims’ Law. This was 

glaringly evident in San Carlos in the pageantry and spectacle that was return. The national 

awards, the historical memory projects, everything celebrated return. Little wonder that those 

who stayed felt forgotten.  

“This isn’t about money or psycho-social help,” another woman in the audience added. 

“It’s about recognition. We have less rights then someone who was displaced.” It is difficult to 

untangle the complicated meanings behind rights and recognition in this statement and the many 

similar ones those who remained frequently voiced. In some respects, it was clearly about money 

and assistance. “Nobody’s giving me a house, I’ve been renting for years,” one friend frequently 

tells me when any return projects are mentioned.  

Resisters’ complaints often glossed over the real struggles that awaited those returning to 

their homes and land. They created similarly simplistic stories casting themselves as forgotten 

victims and those who were returning as unfair recipients of unneeded assistance. The language 

they used to describe retornados often sounded remarkably similar to how urban residents 

described the displaced as criminal carriers of unwanted rural violence. “Elena, you shouldn’t go 

out with your computer to the square anymore,” my friend Miguel told me when I came back for 

a visit. I looked at him quizzically. “Those retornados came back with their city ways and now 

they’re stealing things.” 

Yet, requests for recognition were also about being heard. Many people really wanted 

their experiences during conflict to be understood as the frightening, painful, life altering events 

they were. “People are always talking about those who fled and not about those who stayed and 

what we suffered, what we lived through. We had to bury friends. We weren’t able to sleep at 

night for fear,” my friend Eugenia told me one day after yet another event celebrating return to 

San Carlos.  
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It could be difficult, however, to put the experience of years of fear into words. This was 

very different than the descriptions of discrete events of violence, which were often told in a 

clear, chronological narrative that reflected years of practice. But fear—the constant dull thud of 

never knowing if the next day, the next minute might be your last and yet needing to continue on 

with the daily tasks of living—was very different. Fear wasn’t a clear event with a beginning, 

middle, and end. It was a way of life. 

What can people do with the emotional and physiological legacy of a decade of 

adrenaline? There is no particular label for this. Perhaps that’s a good thing. Pathologization does 

its own damage. But the frequent requests for recognition of this brand of pain spoke to the fact 

that something was lacking in the current equation of attention in the aftermath.  

Don Albeiro sought me out to tell me about his fear. Actually he sent his son. I had run 

into his son, Daniel, in the mayor’s office. We talked about village and municipal politics and the 

upcoming birth of his child. Right before I left, he mentioned his father wanted to talk to me. I 

had been interested in village histories as part of a larger project with the mayors’ office and 

asked if his father wanted to talk about the founding of the village. Daniel hesitated and, for a 

fleeting moment, seemed uncomfortable. Then he shrugged his shoulders and said maybe, he 

wasn’t sure. “You have a tape recorder, right?” I said of course and told him to give his father my 

number and we could set up a time to talk. 

And so there we were in the library at the Casa de Cultura, sitting between the children’s 

books and maps, my tape recorder in the middle of the small table. My heart hurt as I watched the 

tears stream down the lined face of the aging man who had just minutes ago been so boisterous 

and full of life. Throughout the hour, he would rapidly cycle from joyfully recounting his 

escapades with various women to sobbing as he talked about the years he feared for his life at the 

hands of the guerrillas. A mixture of laughter and confession, tears and fears was the structure 
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Don Albeiro chose for recounting this version of his life. There was no narrative completion. 

When he was done, he just finished talking. And then we had coffee. 

Many other people told me similar stories. An innocent question about someone’s child, 

garden, or crafting projects could turn into an amorphous recounting of years of fear. Always, at 

some point, whoever was telling the story would lean in close to me and say very intensely, 

“Elena, I was so scared.” And then the conversation might drift back to crocheting. There were 

also the stories that recounted miracles of survival. These might be told in passing or in 

conjunction with a larger conversation about how resisters had also suffered. 

“They took me to the stadium. I thought they were going to kill me there.”  

“They had my name on a list of people they were going to kill. I got the boy with the list 

list to give it to me. And then I ate it. I just put it in my mouth and I swallowed it.”35 

“I think I’m blessed, that god wants me alive. I was on those death lists three times and 

still managed to survive.” 

“Some friends from high school came to my house, kids I had known for years. And they 

asked me to join the paramilitaries. I told them no. I thought they might kill me, but they just left”  

“Kids that I had known for years asked me to join the guerrillas. I thought they were 

going to kill me…”  

And so on. Most people who stayed—particularly the men—seemed to have a near death 

story. Everyone claims to have had no voluntary involvement in the armed groups that controlled 

the municipality. But, just as the guerrillas exerted tight control of the municipality in the 1980s 

and 1990s, the paramilitaries came to dominate these spaces in the decade to follow. They 

collected taxes from local businesses and held sway in the municipal government.  

                                                        
35 Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, San Carlos: Memorias Del Éxodo En La Guerra. 
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A tale of two mayors illustrates the complicated and compromised politics of survival 

and gain that occurred during this time. Juan Alberto García Duque was mayor between 2001-

2004 and 2007-2009. Nícolas Gúzman García held office between 2004 and 2007.   Juan Alberto 

was forced out of office due to charges of embezzlement, falsified documents, and collusion with 

paramilitaries. He first claimed the charges were part of a political vendetta. This was probably 

true. Don Nícolas brought the charges.  

The two men are different in many ways. Juan Alberto is a bear of a man. He is likeable, 

intense, and intimidating. Don Nícolas, on the other hand, wears a perpetual sneer. He is either 

incapable or uninterested in hiding what he thinks. And he clearly hates Juan Alberto. This seems 

to be mutual. Both are sharp as whips. They are very capable leaders. They are probably capable 

of many things. After being in and out of prison, sporadically on the run and managing his wife’s 

(barely) failed mayoral campaign in 2011, Juan Alberto was finally convicted of embezzling 

hundreds of thousands of dollars destined for health care services. Most of this occurred in 2003 

and 2004, when the county seat was inundated with displaced people from the countryside. 

Among the list of convictions is fraud involving inflated financial requests for anti-parasite 

medication destined for displaced children.36 

Juan Alberto and other convicted municipal officials now claim they were victims of 

paramilitary extortion. This might be true. What’s more likely is they were both victims and 

beneficiaries of the paramilitaries’ presence. Yet, as people started to return beginning in 2005, 

these same two mayors skillfully advocated for their community. During conflict, San Carlos was 

a place of opportunity for political and financial mobility for some, constant fear for others. 

                                                        
36 Germán Jiménez Morales, “‘Muerte Política’ Para Exalcalde de San Carlos,” El Colombiano, December 
17, 2014, http://www.elcolombiano.com/muerte-politica-para-exalcalde-de-san-carlos-DX918342; 
“Condenados Por Peculado Exalcalde Y Exconcejal de San Carlos,” El Colombiano, January 22, 2015, 
http://www.elcolombiano.com/condenados-por-peculado-exalcalde-y-exconcejal-de-san-carlos-
AC1150165. 
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Sometimes, these were the same people. This was the compromised terrain to which people were 

returning. Perhaps it is stories like these that make narratives around conflict in San Carlos focus 

more on those who were displaced. These are simpler stories of less complicated experiences of 

victimhood. 

The division between displacement and return, the city and the country are often 

described in clear polarities of pollution and purity, concrete jungles and peaceful paradises. Yet, 

this is not the case for those who remained or those who returned. Rural and urban jungles alike 

make and break lives at whim and without concern. Nature and armed actors both colonized the 

community. Their legacies would not be easy to remove.  

Spiritual Ecologies of the Aftermath  

“The weeds have eaten my home,” was a common refrain from those first returning to 

their land. Over and over again, people spoke of the deep pain they felt when they returned to see 

their homes and fields overgrown. Nature didn’t simply continue in their absence. It thrived. 

Nature’s recovery is particularly strong in locations with large-scale abandon such as San Carlos. 

Stress for one life form can be opportunity for another. For plants and animals, the removal of 

many of their human predators opened up space to flourish as they had before people had arrived. 

Villagers frequently complained of the wild animals they would encounter on the trails to their 

farms. Of particular concern were mountain “tigers” that had returned to claim the land after 

people fled.  

Some of the most bio-diverse places in the world are war zones. The Korean DMZ—the 

most militarized place on earth—is host to a wide variety of endangered species who thrive in the 
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absence of people.37 Habitat is always up for grabs. The unexpected introduction of a new stress 

can rapidly re-arrange even the most stable of environments. “Reverse colonization—nature 

reclaiming civilization,” as Rich described the post-Katrina landscape, is only made possible 

through a massive disturbance. Be it water or war, sudden and extreme alterations to normal 

patterns of life alter both the physical and psychic terrain of people’s lives.  

“The only good thing about the violence, that people don’t talk about, is that it allowed 

the environment to recover,” a local environmentalist told me as we sat in the shade of a 

centenarian mango tree drinking cups of instant coffee in the town square. “With people 

returning, now there are problems with deforestation, with over-fishing and pollution in the 

rivers—and these are the region’s most important resources.”  

Human absence provides fertile ground for nature’s emergence and resurgence that, with 

time, can provide the illusion of untouched land. Eighteenth century travelers to North America 

perceived the largely unpopulated terrain as virgin land. They failed to recognize the very human 

work of centuries of displacement, disease, death, and decimation that created what geographer 

William Denevan describes as “the pristine myth.”38 

Landscapes clearly don’t need centuries to recover. If conditions are favorable, nature 

quickly claims full reign. Within a matter of several years after Hurricane Katrina, grass and trees 

grew taller than abandoned houses in New Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward. “Residents have fought 

with hatchets and weed trimmers to rebuff the colonizers: Southern cut grass, giant ragweed, 

Chinese tallow trees,” Nathaniel Rich recounts. “But the effort has been largely futile. The lots 

                                                        
37 Nick Easen, “Korea’s DMZ: The Thin Green Line,” CNN, August 25, 2003, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2003/WORLD/asiapcf/east/08/22/korea.bio.dmz/. 
38 William M. Denevan, “The Pristine Myth: The Landscape of the Americas in 1492,” Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 82, no. 3 (September 1, 1992): 369–85. 
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require constant vigilance. By last August, the sixth anniversary of Katrina, it was clear that 

nature had triumphed.”39 

In San Carlos, plants consumed the infrastructure that often had been built using the same 

natural resources that were now fighting back, reclaiming their place in the ground. Nature 

became infrastructure’s predator, quickly swallowing up built structures in the absence of the 

daily circulation of inhabitance. The crumbling and hidden infrastructure of what had been home 

was not neutral material or a blank slate. Instead, the forensic infrastructure of ruins was the 

physical text of what they lost. The weeds’ meanings were relational to what they replaced. “We 

left our coffee as it was just beginning to ripen and our cane fields with good stalks,” residents 

wrote in one village history. The weeds that ate the built and cultivated environment told a tale of 

rapid replaceability and the fragility of human order. Life doesn’t stop. Nature doesn’t care. The 

results of decades and sometimes generations of hard work are impermanent. These facts can be 

profoundly unsettling.  

Ecology as such becomes evidence, narrator, and witness. Landscape serves as calendar 

and archive. Renato Rosaldo and Anna Tsing describe the Ilongot in the Philippines and the 

Meratus in Indonesia as having similar ecological narratives—ones in which time is measured 

and history told through growth.40 New bamboo stands or the presence of particular trees indicate 

people once lived or gardened in a certain area.41 For those returning to San Carlos, however, the 

                                                        
39 Nathaniel Rich, “The Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans Gives New Meaning to ‘Urban Growth,’” The 
New York Times, March 21, 2012, sec. Magazine, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/25/magazine/the-
lower-ninth-ward-new-orleans.html. 
40 Renato Rosaldo, Ilongot Headhunting, 1883-1974: A Study in Society and History (Stanford University 
Press, 1980); Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, In the Realm of the Diamond Queen: Marginality in an Out-of-the-
Way Place (Princeton University Press, 1993). 
41 Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection (Princeton, N.J: Princeton 
University Press, 2005). 
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height and mass of plant life inhabiting the space that once was theirs was an ecological archive 

and living calendar of loss, marking the time and weight of absence.  

 

Figure 9: Abandoned house on the road between San Carlos and Granada  

“We are trying to return but it’s really difficult because we have to begin from zero, the 

houses have fallen down and the farms were completely abandoned,” recounted one village 

history. While those returning faced many of the same challenges the first settlers did, creation 

and restoration were two very separate endeavors. The difference between a ghost town and 

unsettled space is enormous. One represents loss, the other possibility. Neither is empty. Traces 

of the past inhabit ghost towns while hopes for the future populate the frontier. The distinction is 

between facing a broken life and hoping for a better one. This is not starting from zero. This is 

not full circle. It is both less and more. The promise of starting a new life has little in common 

with the pain of rebuilding what once was out of the remains of the past. While these are both 

uphill battles, the starting points are dramatically different. The work of reconstruction does not 

begin on level ground but instead in the crater of what was lost. The location of this starting point 

must be identified, explored, and understood before most people can sustainably rebuild.  
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This is hysteresis in human action. The difficulty is that this starting point is different for 

everyone. There are no economic, ecological, or engineering models that can measure the cost 

and qualities of loss and how this is experienced and understood. Instead, this reflects the 

specificity of the psyche and the soul—the very terrain of what it means to be an individual. In 

San Carlos, people hustle to build their lives with what remains and emerges; some really make it 

work. Their farms are functioning, with coffee ripening on the bushes or cacao pods nearing 

harvest. Their houses are spacious and comfortable. These are the people held up as models of 

resilience that bolster the notion that people bounce back. Others, however, find their lives to be a 

constant struggle, even when provided the same forms of assistance. For everyone, rebuilding 

requires more then starting from scratch. It does not matter if a foundation of physical 

infrastructure is already there. The damage of psychological ruins, for many people, more than 

outweighs the benefits of a physical framework that may or may not exist. For others, the weight 

of these material memories pulls them back. 

This is what drew Jovany home. The night before Father’s Day in 1999, he saw 

paramilitaries kill his father in their home. Jovany, his mother, and his three brothers fled. Ten 

years later, he returned to San Carlos with his wife and son. A prime reason for returning was to 

live in the home where his father was killed. His mother wanted to sell the house. “I didn’t want 

her to sell it because that was where my father worked all of his life to leave for us when he was 

no longer there,” he explained. “It would have been harder for me to see someone else living 

where I saw my father die.” For Jovany, the forensic infrastructure of his family house was the 

physical representation of his father’s work and legacy as well as the family’s loss. He wanted to 

keep these material memories close just as his mother probably wanted to never engage with 

them again.  

Emotions are environmental variables that affect how space is used, perceived, and 

experienced. Spiritual and psychological ecologies are both individually and socially experienced 
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and constructed. Structures and spaces trigger memories. These can turn into stressors that 

impinge upon life in the same way that climate, terrain, and conflict also decrease the diversity 

and suitability of life. The past becomes a predator that makes life dangerous. It can even render a 

place uninhabitable. 

The Fish Station was one such place. It was an incongruously empty space. Before the 

violence, it had been one of the premier locations in the country for aquaculture research. When it 

first opened in January 1982, it was the only aquaculture research site in the department. It 

remained that way for much of the decade.42 During its heyday, researchers conducted 

experiments, raised fish, and provided technical assistance to local fish farmers. 

 

Figure 10: San Carlos Fish Station, 2011 

The property boasted twenty-six outdoor ponds where a variety of fish were bred, a 

laboratory, office space, and a little cabin. I would pass the fish station on early morning runs to 

                                                        
42 Urrea R. de Moreno, Monografía de San Carlos, 166. 
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the waterfall and imagine what it must have been like to live and work there. People often 

mentioned the biologist who came from the University of Antioquia to work at the fish station in 

the 1990s. He lived in the cabin, nestled in a corner between tilapia ponds and hilly pastures 

where cattle graze and clouds hang low across the mountains. A variety of trees and thick stands 

of bamboo form a canopy over the crystalline stream that rushes down from the mountain beside 

the house. A covered bridge crosses the stream, leading to a deep, clear swimming hole, with a 

large rock the perfect size for a picnic and others ideal for sliding into the water. Bright blue 

butterflies the size of my fist often fly by while a mix of reggeton and salsa drift down from the 

bar on the hill above, a convenient location for buying beer to bring down to the river. 

This is my dream house.  

As I ran, I would think about the young biologist who worked on making better, larger, 

more productive tilapia for the burgeoning fish farming industry in the region. I don’t know who 

he was but I imagined him a city man who loved the country (since I was really thinking about 

myself) and had what could have been the best job in the world, or at least the best office.  

The guerrillas killed him in the late 1990s. The Fish Station shut down shortly thereafter. 

He was never replaced. The cabin is now a warehouse. 

The guerrillas didn’t just kill the biologist; they also killed the idea of what the station 

represented. I’m sure it meant many things I could not begin to understand. But one thing it 

clearly offered was progress through the improved access and innovation it provided for local 

farmers. Over a decade later, people from the mayor’s office do some work there. Yet, it’s far 

from enough to make the station a viable source of supplies for the region’s many fish farmers. 

And so they get the eggs they need for their ponds from all over the country. Some are flown 

from places as far away as the eastern plains on the other side of the country to Medellín and then 

transported by road to San Carlos. Farmers tell me up to half the eggs die on the trip. All the 
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while, most of the physical infrastructure of the Fish Station—ponds, lab, office, house—remain, 

barely used, not more then an hour’s walk from many of these farms. 

An alliance of various local, national, and private sector entities banded together to build 

a new fish processing plant in the market place behind the bus station—a convenient location for 

transporting perishable cargo directly to Medellín. Visiting dignitaries came and went, touring the 

new site and making speeches about the growth potential of the tilapia market. With all the 

money, effort, and personnel sent for reconstruction projects, why couldn’t they re-activate the 

fish station? I became a bit fixated on this question. 

One day, I got in a cab in Medellín to visit friends. I started talking to the driver who 

happened to have worked in San Carlos for the same environmental agency that helped sponsor 

the biologist’s work. We talked about how beautiful San Carlos was for a while and shared stories 

about our favorite swimming holes and waterfalls. After a while, however, the conversation 

drifted towards conflict, as it inevitably does. 

“I’ll never go back there,” he said, shaking his head at the thought as we drove through 

increasingly expensive areas of Medellín, surrounded by high-rise apartments and ornate 

Christmas lights strung up along the river. “They killed that biologist. There’s no way I’ll ever go 

back,” he emphatically concluded. As I got out of the car, he wished me luck and told me I’d 

need it. 

I don’t know how well the cab driver knew the biologist. Maybe they had been drinking 

buddies; maybe he had met him in passing. It made no difference. His death left such an 

impression that returning to work there was simply not a psychologically viable option. It burnt a 

bridge the cab driver had no desire to rebuild. 

There could be a host of reasons why the Fish Station is not up and running again—

political snafus I know nothing about, funding applications slowly making their way through 

infrastructure more unwieldy than the roads. Yet, it is difficult to re-root in a place that is already 
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full. Whether the Fish Station is at capacity with spirits of the past or it is merely a place whose 

reclamation is a long time coming, it is an example of both hysteresis and forensic infrastructure 

in action. While the visible structure changed little during the war, the invisible complex of 

meaning behind it dramatically altered 

This thick presence of the past is invisible to those of us who arrive after the conflict. But 

it is brought to our attention if we stay long enough. That’s what happened to me. And then 

memories that weren’t even my own, of someone I never knew, came to inhabit my imagination 

as I felt a loss without ever knowing what it truly entailed, felt the presence of the past without 

understanding its content or depth. 

Perhaps that is the way and weight of memory, creating its own traces in our minds that 

form stories and spaces that might bear little resemblance to what appears to be the facts on the 

ground. Yet, these mental maps filled with psychological danger zones guide the course of 

people’s lives.  

It is impossible to rebuild without understanding what has been lost. When the invisible 

infrastructure of meaning and possibility is irrevocably altered, designs of restoration that seek to 

re-create a previous state are doomed to fail. The terrain of people’s lives—from soil to soul—has 

completely changed.  

It can be difficult to recognize the enormity of this change, however, when the task and 

location of rebuilding seem familiar. How much more uncanny is it to return to a place once 

known as home and not be able to recognize it for the qualities of comfort and familiarity (good 

or bad) it used to provide, for these same spaces and places to now represent the loss of hopes, 

dreams, and lives? If re-rooting is to occur, it requires a cognizance of this altered environment 

and for expectations to be adjusted accordingly. This is no small task considering the currents, 

eddies, and swells of memory that create a fluid psychological and spiritual topography distinct to 

each individual. 
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Some bridges can never be rebuilt. Some bridges will always be avoided, with the detours 

preferable to the pain the memories of these tarnished connections bring. For those that can be 

repaired, however, reclaiming the connections that bridges provide requires even more than 

rebuilding small patches of destruction. Instead, it entails reclaiming ground from the life that has 

emerged in the absence. 

“This is How Development Happens”: Rebuilding Danticas  

The truck driver could barely contain his joy as he rapidly swerved around a small stand 

of trees growing in the middle of the road. “It’s a real expedition, isn’t it? Like Jurassic Park!” he 

told us as we drove into thick weeds that towered over the truck. My family had chosen an 

opportune time to visit. We were all having fun trailblazing the road to Danticas. 

The bridge had opened the day before; the driver informed us we were some of the first 

people to travel this route in a decade. Later, over coffee and doughnuts, he explained workers 

had come the day before and cleared away a lot of the brush. It wasn’t as exciting as it had been 

before. Yet, while we wove along what remained of the paved highway, life aggressively pushed 

against us from either side, leaving us in forest’s embrace. Sometimes the mountain comes to 

you. 

Four days later, the newly rebuilt bridge was officially inaugurated—the same day as the 

launch of the national historical memory report on San Carlos and the opening of a town 

memorial. A group of visiting dignitaries in town for the day’s events was able to travel over the 

newly completed bridge on their way to San Carlos. “I want to share with everyone the joy I 

experienced today because after ten years, we were able to travel on the road between San Carlos 

and San Rafael, a road that left us isolated because of the armed conflict,” the newly elected 

mayor, Patricia Giraldo, told a crowd filled with community members, institutional officials, 

journalists, and politicians. “Today, thanks to various institutions, the government of the 



 

 164 

department of Antioquia, and private companies from San Carlos and San Rafael, this bridge was 

inaugurated. This offers hope for progress and development in San Carlos. May god bless you 

all.”  

Progress and development were continuous themes in Danticas’ story. Questions of 

blame and responsibility were at the heart of this narrative, political, and material struggle. They 

were subjects of fierce debate in the years immediately following the bridge’s destruction. 

Transportation infrastructure is built and maintained through complicated networks of co-

responsibility. In Colombia—as in many other countries—local governments are responsible for 

regional roads, departmental government for secondary roads, and the national government for 

highways and interstates. Complicated political and budgetary wrangling is embedded within 

every public works project. The re-building of Danticas was no exception.  

In 2005, an inter-institutional commission consisting of representatives from the national 

and departmental government, the two water companies—Isagén and Empresas Públicas de 

Medellín (EPM), and the municipal governments of San Rafael and San Carlos formed to 

evaluate the costs of rebuilding Danticas and several other destroyed bridges in the region.43 The 

departmental government—whose responsibility the bridge’s repair was—offered a mere one-

tenth of the funding necessary to repair the bridge. Then-mayor of San Carlos, Nicolas Guzmán, 

called upon the department to lead the effort to gather funds from a variety of sources, including 

the water companies. Several years later, however, no visible progress had been made. The 

bridge’s destruction remained a text that told a story of state failure in the fight against the 

guerrillas.  

                                                        
43 Glemis Mogollón, “Farc-Gobierno, 5 Años de Espaldas,” El Colombiano, February 20, 2007, 
http://www.elcolombiano.com/farc-gobierno_5_anos_de_espaldas-MVEC_AO_4023850. 
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 “Five years after the FARC blew up Puente Danticas, the reconstruction of the bridge is 

at the same stalemate as the government’s actions against the FARC,” Catalina Oquendo wrote in 

the pages of the Bogotá daily, El Tiempo. 44 In both public and political perception, the bridge 

remained entangled and conflated with state power, and the lack thereof. Mayor Guzmán 

employed this connection in his direct appeal to the national government for help. Even though 

the bridge was on a secondary road, and thus the responsibility of the departmental government to 

repair and maintain, its protection was the state’s responsibility. The failure to protect citizens and 

infrastructure from sabotage, he claimed, was the cause of its destruction. Thus the state was 

ultimately to blame. 45 

A year later, the Department of Antioquia announced construction would begin. While 

both water companies and municipal governments of San Carlos and San Rafael provided money 

and equipment, the vast majority of funding came from the department, with financing from the 

International Development Bank. 46 Close to four years and two million dollars later, construction 

was complete.  

The bridge’s reconstruction was as symbolic as its destruction. In fact, it was part of the 

same larger symbolic structure of power struggles that led to its destruction. Danticas’ connection 

to the water companies and national development, the tragic and political consequences of the 

timing of its destruction, and the rich symbolism of a bridge all converged to warrant 
                                                        
44 Catalina Oquendo, “5 Años Sin El Puente Que Tumbaron Las Farc,” El Tiempo, February 26, 2007, 
http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-2399562; Catalina Oquendo, “Sigue En Veremos 
Recosnstrucción Del Puente de Danticas, Destruidos Por Las Farc Hace Cinco Años,” El Tiempo, February 
25, 2007, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-3452626. 
45 Mogollón Vergara, “Farc-Gobierno, 5 Años de Espaldas.” 
46 The financial breakdown in Colombian pesos (COP) is as follows: Department of Antioquia—
2,290,277,600; Municipality of San Carlos: 200,000,000; Municipality of San Rafael: 200,000,000; Isagen: 
200,000,000; Empresas Públicas Medellín: 500,000,000. Total: 3,390,277,600. The Department of 
Antioquia provided an additional $289,100,551 for the costs of inspections. “Se Inauguró Reconstrucción 
Del Puente Danticas,” Inforiente, November 27, 2011, 
http://www.inforiente.info/ediciones/2011/noviembre/2011-11-28/24202-se-inauguro-reconstruccion-del-
puente-danticas.html. 
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reconstruction. The narrative changed with reconstruction. It now represented the success of the 

state—broadly conceived—and of multi-scaled leadership and collaboration. What better story 

for a bridge? Yet, this story did not end with reconstruction. 

Despite three months of vehicular use, weeds and trees continued to choke the road long 

after the bridge had opened, impairing visibility and speed and effectively reducing it to a one-

lane highway. Repetitive movement—be it on foot, hooves, or wheels—is crucial to the 

maintenance of roads and routes. Without this, the land takes over. In the absence of human 

circulation, the countryside had taken the land back from the asphalt. A decade’s worth of growth 

had changed the road, buckled and twisted it. The effects of the bridge’s destruction extended for 

miles on either side. The explosion destroyed seventy-three meters of a one hundred eighty-one 

meter bridge.47 This rendered over thirty kilometers of road unusable.48  

This was hysteresis in action. It’s not enough to rebuild the bridge. Both sides of the road 

also have to be reclaimed. This is work in excess of repairing the specific damage. The 

departmental government budgeted an additional two billion pesos (over a million dollars) for the 

road’s reclamation. A shared workday was part of this effort. Several days shy of the tenth 

anniversary of the bridge’s destruction, over eight hundred people from San Carlos and San 

Rafael as well as soldiers from local army bases gathered together for the workday. The water 

company and local businessmen donated heavy equipment and materials.  

Both municipal governments had required their employees to work on the road that day. 

Saturdays—the day villagers came to do any business in town—were normally the busiest at the 

mayor’s office. That day, however, almost everyone was reporting for work in the countryside. 

                                                        
47 Ibid. 
48 Fredy Alexánder Zuluaga Hoyos, “Puente Danticas de San Rafael Será Construido Nuevamente,” 
Inforiente, January 23, 2008, http://www.inforiente.info/ediciones/2008/2008-01-28/4389-puente-danticas-
de-san-rafael-sera-construido-nuevamente.html. 
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Likewise, many of the residents of villages along the road participated. In short, most of the 

groups affected by Danticas’ destruction were involved in the task of uprooting the growth that 

had emerged in the decade of the bridge’s disuse. 

“Isn’t this wonderful, Elena?” a lovely man with a perennial and infectious gap-toothed 

smile asked me while I waited in line for a machete. “Everyone is getting together and working 

together. They’ve already started cooking lunch up the way. It’s just elegant, isn’t it?” Surveying 

the scene of happy people, laughing and joking with each other as they milled around the 

countryside at 6 in the morning, I had to agree with his appraisal. 

 

Figure 11: San Carlos-San Rafael workday, February 25, 2012   

While shared Saturday workdays clearing paths, working in the school garden, and 

maintaining water systems are common occurrences in villages, what was different about this 

day—maybe even elegant—was the scale on which it was conceived and conducted. It’s no small 

task to organize hundreds of civilian volunteers and soldiers to work together, to provide them 

with the tools, nourishment, structure, and logistics they need to get the job done. An admirable 

level of organization had gone into the day. We were divided into work teams that were a mix of 
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civilians and soldiers. Each team had a three hundred meter patch of road that was marked off by 

orange spray paint. Once it was cleared, the team would be taken to the next designated patch. 

When I saw four women I knew from the mayor’s office—Marcela, Nidia, Ana, and Sonia—

happily and wildly waving around machetes, I quickly decided to join their work team.  

It didn’t take long for the first injury of the day to occur. We couldn’t have been there 

longer then ten minutes before Sonia gashed her leg with the machete she had been overly-

enthusiastically brandishing. It was a deep cut. She would need stitches. One of the men from the 

mayor’s office hastily fashioned a tourniquet and whisked her away on a motorcycle. We could 

hear Sofia repeating how embarrassed she was until they rounded the curve and disappeared from 

sight and earshot. 

 “The best time to be injured is before you really start to work,” Nidia concluded. 

Marcella shook her head disapprovingly, saying people shouldn’t use a machete if they didn’t 

know how. She looked pointedly at me. I told her I had learned to use a machete during my years 

living in central Africa and showed her my technique. Satisfied I wasn’t any more likely to draw 

blood then the rest of the team, she nodded in grudging approval and got back to work. We 

diligently cut brush and raked it with sticks into neat piles on the side of the road, where 

bulldozers would later come to sweep them away.  

There was a festive feeling to the day. People were selling snacks and lunches. It was 

early, still shady and cool. Several cattle cars filled with soldiers were already there, unloading 

men and supplies. Young men in camouflage and old men in black work boots and big straw hats 

stood in line for the machetes and shovels the mayor’s office was passing out. Local journalists 

and a photographer who worked for an environmental organization zipped around on motorcycles 

snapping pictures of the entire scene. 

All the while, soldiers with assault rifles at the ready guarded the scene. It’s easy to forget 

(at least briefly) the reason for the work. But the past finds a way of creeping in and the armed 
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present speaks to the precariousness of peace. The first time I looked up and noticed the young 

Galil-toting men all around me, I realized the possible danger of such a day. An event with 

hundreds of military and politically affiliated individuals working to rebuild what had emerged 

due to guerrilla sabotage would have made a prime target for attack. Yet, the massive scale of 

military presence made such an occurrence seem unlikely. They quickly became a comforting 

presence and then one I forgot about all together. Perhaps, we are not made to register the 

abnormal and the extraordinary for very long. Instead, such a state quickly evolves into a new 

normal, which fades into the invisible background. 

When we finished our work and travelled to the next site, I saw most of the employees of 

the municipal government engaged in a variety of tasks. The IT guy waved his machete at me in 

greeting from his perch on a hill beside the road. The mayor’s sister and niece were buzzing 

around on a motorcycle passing out bags of water. Everywhere I looked, people were busy 

coordinating logistics, clearing the road with machetes, shovels and wheelbarrows, raking the 

newly shorn overgrowth into relatively neat piles, or hanging around avoiding work. After 

leaving our first work zone, we studiously engaged in this last activity. 

Our next site had far less shade then the first, it was starting to get hot, and we realized 

we had only been working for about an hour and a half. With the rest of the day still young and 

looming before us, we made a collective decision that our previous pace of work was 

unsustainable and must not be repeated. So we sat in the only patch of shade we could find to eat 

breakfast. They had brought ‘fi hambres—a mixture of yucca, plantains, rice, meat, and eggs 

wrapped in banana leaves. After seeing the crackers I had packed for myself, they shared their 

food with me. 

As we ate, they talked about the bridge, which no one had seen since it was fixed. “You 

know, your friend in the office who calls you Matrix?” Marcela asked me, taking a big bite of 
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yucca and washing it down with a hunk of pork rind and a malt-flavored soda. “Her mother died 

on the bridge. She was the nurse in the ambulance.”  

I knew exactly who they were talking about—a funny, brash, sweet woman who liked to 

make fun of my accent and had given me a nickname due to my poor pronunciation of 

spreadsheet related words.49 She was quite pregnant at the time, around eight months, just as Flor 

Emilse had been when the FARC blew up the bridge. One of the few people from the mayor’s 

office not at the bridge that day, she was helping coordinate the process from the office. I don’t 

know if it would have been too painful for her to be at the bridge but the advanced stage of her 

pregnancy made it logical for her to stay away. It is doubtful, however, that she stayed away for 

long. Soon, she would make the trip to Medellín to wait out the last few weeks of pregnancy, as 

most women from San Carlos do. She would likely take the paved road and cross over Danticas 

on her way to the city, just as her mother had done the early morning of her death. 

Before finishing our breakfast, they told me a story about another woman at the office 

who had been shot on the road right before the bridge. “Haven’t you noticed the scar on Eloisa’s 

face? She was in the hospital in Medellín for months, it was bad,” Marcela asked me. I had 

indeed noticed the scar in the months that I worked closely with Eloisa, spending long hours 

creating village development plans. She had a work ethic and an intelligence I always admired—

and clearly a perseverance and devotion to her community.  

A few minutes later, I saw Eloisa working on the side of the road not far from where she 

was shot.  We had decided to check the bridge out ourselves. So we hitched a ride on a chiva—

the colorful marriage of cattle car and bus that provides most transportation in rural areas. The 

driver was blasting reggeton from tinny speakers; Ana started dancing around a pole in the 

                                                        
49 There may be no lamer way to earn a nickname.  
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middle of the bus. She was in the midst of some particularly explicit pole dancing made all the 

more impressive by the fact it was performed in a moving vehicle when we passed Eloisa. 

I yelled at her from the bus. She waved with her machete and surveyed the scene on the 

bus. Ana stuck out her tongue at Eloisa and swung around the pole for effect. Eloisa threw her 

head back laughing. “Have fun, Elena,” she yelled out. I waved and then she turned back to her 

work. Life carries on, with hard work, laziness, and laughter. It carries on with scars and 

memories that don’t fade. Joy and pain, work and play all form part of the process of reclaiming 

space. 

We continued on our makeshift party bus to the bridge. It took awhile to get there. Tired 

from her dancing, Ana sprawled out on a bench and took a quick nap. Marcela joined her. Nidia 

pointed out villages and the lakes made for the hydroelectric complex to me as we drove. And 

then we were there. We thanked the driver, hopped off the bus, and walked toward the bridge. 

The road suddenly widened at the stretch of newly laid black asphalt unrolling before us. 

As a bridge, it was nothing special—a strip of road propped up over water, just like any 

other. But it clearly wasn’t like any other bridge. Two of the soldiers who were supposed to be 

guarding it were posing for pictures. Everyone in our group started doing the same, posing with 

each other and the soldiers, whose guns were slung over their shoulders now instead of at the 

ready. Nobody seemed to mind that we weren’t working. Or perhaps being on the bridge—using 

and documenting it—was part of the day’s work of reconstruction and integration.  

We decided to go under the bridge, scrambling down the embankment to the river’s edge 

to evaluate the construction. The supports in the middle of the bridge looked new. They noted the 

dynamite had been placed on the opposite side from where we were. We sat on the ground, 

throwing rocks in the river, until two soldiers came to join us. Ana asked where the other three 

were so there would be one for each of us. The soldiers—young men the age of some of the 

women’s children—cracked up laughing, and then warned us to watch out for the hornet’s nest on 
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our way back. We gingerly climbed up the embankment, giving the nest a wide berth. It was 

attached to the pilings under the bridge, much as the explosives must have been a decade earlier. 

Now, the worst we had to fear were hornets’ stings. As they buzzed around the bridge, it was 

clear this was a real threat. It was also evident that times had changed.  

 

Figure 12: Under the rebuilt Danticas Bridge 

We were all playing our parts in a performance of reclamation. From the weeks of 

planning to Ana’s pole dancing to the soldiers’ posing—this performance was the collaborative 

creation of new memories and meanings that were embedded in the archive of forensic 

infrastructure. In The Archive and the Repertoire, Diana Taylor explores differences between 

knowledge that is contained and maintained versus that which is enacted and experienced. Taylor 

describes performances as “vital acts of transfer, transmitting social knowledge, memory, and a 
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sense of identity.”50 This work and play were embodied ways to transfer the knowledge that the 

bridge was safe.  

Being an active part of restoration has psychological benefits that are an essential part of 

rebuilding. The physical, embodied process of repairing, of doing real work (or shirking it) is part 

of reclaiming a sense of strength, possibility, and control over one’s life. These are among what 

was taken when the bridge was burnt. Physicality is not an anecdote to precarity. There is no 

magic bullet that can restore trust and confidence in people and places that have spectacularly 

failed. Yet, the physical acts of being in place, of witnessing change, of touching it, of being part 

of it creates real psychological transformations. Whether these psychic changes are permanent, I 

don’t know. That day, however, people were happy.  

The extra-ordinary engagement with the bridge and the surrounding road that day was not 

meant to be permanent, which was why it was so much fun. All regular traffic stopped so that the 

next day and those that followed, vehicles could speed by faster then ever, with less of a 

possibility of having to stop or even slow down. Building spaces of productive encounter is 

essential to rebuilding community, which is made from a combination of circulation and 

stoppage, the ability to move and to also stay and sit awhile, throw rocks in the river, and talk 

about the old days—good and bad. 

Is performance ephemeral or does it endure? Both on the heavily attended inauguration 

and the heartily enjoyed workday, the bridge was clearly a stage. Just as it had been for the 

guerrillas. Just as Holanda Bridge had been for the paramilitaries. But it was also an archive. The 

ruined bridge was the physical archive of so many things—war, neglect, abandonment, 

instability, precarity, detours, discomfort, and even continuity. All of this was evident and 

                                                        
50 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas, Second 
Printing edition (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2003), 2. 
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embedded in Danticas’ ruins. All of this remains written in the still burnt bridge twenty minutes 

down the road—in the plants that continue to push through the cracks, the concrete that buckles 

further under the weight of unrelenting life. Small weeds, blades of grass, yellow wildflowers, 

saplings, surprisingly sturdy trees all push their way through the concrete that is slowly 

disappearing under the cover of continuous growth.  

Yet the content of the bridge’s archive changed to reflect the various performances that 

occurred there. Infrastructure is often genealogical, built over previous paths, lives, and 

technologies. So too the forensic quality of stories layered upon each other. The forensic 

infrastructure of Danticas reflected both the archive of meaning embedded in material and the 

performances and practices that put those memories there. Danticas had been a new bridge when 

the guerrillas destroyed it. Now it was new again. The rebuilding of Danticas and the road around 

it told a story of progress found and lost, re-imagined and re-claimed.  

Once we made it to the road again—filthy but thankfully free of stings—we hitched a 

ride to lunch. From the back of the truck, we could see the day’s progress. There was a traffic jam 

of bulldozers, cattle cars, and trucks that formed a snapshot of co- responsibility, as the diverse 

group of people who needed the road worked to improve it. Men from surrounding villages 

hacked away at the slopes surrounding the road, cigarette in mouth, machete in hand. Soldiers 

waited for municipal officials from San Rafael to give them files to sharpen their machetes. 

Community members and soldiers milled around as they waited for the heavy machinery to come 

and pick up the brush and place them into the large trucks the water company had provided. 

People on three-wheelers joyously sped around the larger vehicles, weaving through the newly 

cleared piles of brush that littered the road in a semblance of order. We evaluated these piles, 

noting ours were neater than those of the soldiers. “Women always clean better,” Nidia concluded 

to general nods of approval.  
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Figure 13: San Carlos-San Rafael road workday, February 25, 2012  

When we got to the field where lunch would be served, we found a log to sit on while we 

waited. Many of the women who worked at the mayor’s office had been relegated to the 

unenviable task of cooking sancocho for eight hundred people. We were all glad to have 

worked—if one could really call it that—on the road instead. While we waited for lunch, two 

guitar-playing musicians began the call and response of dueling musical storytelling that is the 

mainstay of so many events. Always sung to the same tune, the words are customized for every 

occasion. This version featured an overarching narrative of the young mayor of San Carlos’ 

superior beauty to that of her counterpart in San Rafael. It ended with thanks to god for people 

working together. 

“This is how development happens, putting guns down and picking up machetes,” was 

the line that stood out most to me. Not everyone put guns down. That much was clear, as the 

soldiers who guarded us while we ate illustrated. In the strange transitional terrain between war 

and peace, it would have been difficult to conceive of such a day without some form of armed 

presence. And not everyone successfully picked up machetes or kept them in use for very long. 
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But perhaps this is how development happens—broadly conceived as an increase in human 

capabilities within nested scales of communities with interlinking relationships of responsibility. 

I once heard a community leader in a different municipality decry development as the 

source of farmers’ trouble. He was a highly politicized person who saw development as 

inextricably linked to global capitalism. For him, development meant the encroachment of multi-

national corporations, free trade agreements, and unwanted government programs that sought to 

benefit industrial agriculture to the detriment of small farmers like himself.  

These beliefs were born out in personal experience. Yet, this is far from the only notion 

of development. Over and over again, in multiple contexts and media, I heard people from small 

farmers to the mayor express a desire for development and progress. They mourned both as 

casualties of war. They often couched the process of reconstruction in terms of personal and 

community development that would allow them to recapture a sense of progress.  

Amartya Sen describes development as freedom. For Sen, political, economic, and social 

freedoms build upon each other as both the means and ends of development.51 For those in San 

Carlos, the space, security, and mobility that formed the backbone of rural freedom were slowly 

returning. The reconstruction of the bridge and reclamation of the road were part of this. This 

freedom, however, is partial and constrained. While children run through the park unattended, 

they cannot roam the countryside at will. Instead, they take landmine prevention classes that teach 

them to stay on the path and not touch interesting looking objects. It is slow going, remaking the 

freedoms people ascribe to rural life. Some of these freedoms are mythical. Some are gone 

forever, just as some bridges remain burnt.  

The workday was not just about reclaiming the road. It was also about repairing a sense 

of forward momentum, proving war did not permanently stall development. And it put this sense 
                                                        
51 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, Reprint edition (New York: Anchor, 2000). 
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of development and freedom into the realm of the collective—in sharp contrast to Sen’s 

individualistic notion of the two. The rebuilt bridge and reclaimed road improved the shared 

space of infrastructure that benefited the entire community, not just those who had returned. The 

destroyed bridge and the physical and financial costs of the detour caused a social form of 

suffering. Thus, the alleviation of this discomfort was also collective, tangible, and physically 

felt.  

The rebuilding of Danticas was largely about re-gaining trust in the stability of 

structures—physical and political—to do the work they are designed to do. In destruction, the 

bridge was a multi-faceted memorial to conflict.52 Jolting onto the bumpy dirt road was an 

everyday reminder of war, as were the remains of a second destroyed bridge visible from the road 

to town. Memorials are designed to make people stop, reflect, and think about the past. The 

rebuilt bridge does just the opposite. Instead, it lets people move on. 

                                                        
52 South African psychologist Brandon Hamber draws a connection between memorials, reparations, and 
bridges. He describes memorials as “reparations objects” that “assist in bridging the gaps between the 
interpersonal world and the social world for victims and individuals in the society.” He describes these 
objects as both bridges and mirrors of “how that suffering is understood and accepted (or not) within the 
real socio�political world.” Brandon Hamber, “Narrowing the Micro and Macro: A Psychological 
Perspective on Reparations in Societies in Transition,” in The Handbook of Reparations, ed. Pablo de 
Greiff (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 571-2. 
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Figure 14: Bus on newly rebuilt Danticas Bridge, February 25, 2012 

What Remains: Holanda 

After finishing a map-making workshop in the village of Holanda, Marly and I decided to 

hitchhike back to town. We had to walk over the bridge to get to the main road. People in the 

village told us they didn’t like living by the bridge. It made them feel scared. It still felt haunted. 

When we got to the bridge, we stood in the middle and looked down at the river below. It was 

quiet. Thickly so, a quiet filled with thoughts that rush and buzz in your head, filling it with white 

noise while in the background, a river slowly runs.  

Marly shook her head and shivered beside me. It was a warm and beautiful day. The sun 

reflected on the water and the rocks on the banks. We were quiet for a couple of minutes as we 

walked to the main road. This was uncharacteristic for both of us. “It so sad,” Marly finally said. 

“It kind of gave me the creeps.” I agreed. “I wouldn’t want to live by that bridge either,” I said. 

“That guy in the village invited me to go fishing with him at the dam but I don’t know if I want to 

go.” We discussed the merits of the invitation and decided there were better places to fish.  
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A man on a motorcycle slowed down to offer us a ride but we were carrying too many 

things and wouldn’t fit on the back. So we kept walking a while longer. It was a beautiful walk—

the green mountains were lush and filled with life surrounding us. After a while, we started 

talking about other things—of how much fun it was to hitchhike, about how it would be fine if we 

had to walk the fifteen miles back—unless it started raining—and then about the coffee and 

aguardiente we would drink in town. 

A big truck stopped for us. It was hauling cement bricks for a construction project. Marly 

climbed on top of the roof. She wanted to see the view from a better vantage point. Less 

adventurous than her, I climbed into the front seat with the driver. Before arriving to town, we 

crossed the Zulia Bridge over the San Carlos River. Several months earlier, the Medellín mayor’s 

office and the national Department of Social Prosperity sponsored a ritual at this bridge.  From 

their work with returning families, psychologists recognized bridges were powerful symbolic 

sites of violence. And so, along with the Catholic Church, they designed a ritual to commemorate 

the bridge and the lives lost at the site. Seven hundred people attended. I’m told it was lovely. 

The sign welcoming those who enter San Carlos to a site of “union and rootedness” was placed at 

this bridge. 

The Holanda Bridge stands in sharp contrast. There have been no commemorative rituals. 

No sign declaring the site a place of hope and dreams. The destruction of Danticas and the 

massacres on Holanda both crossed a threshold of what was deemed possible. These were literal 

and figurative breaking points. “In Colombia, you don’t need to be born to die.” These words 

rang true not only of Danticas’ destruction but also the massacres that both preceded and 

followed this act of sabotage. Life snuffed out before it started was a threshold crossed over and 

over again. Yet, while Danticas Bridge was rebuilt, there is no straightforward process to change 

the meaning of the Holanda Bridge.  
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The damage on Holanda Bridge has not been repaired. The bridge was symbolic of the 

paramilitaries’ arrival and the violence they wrought. The paramilitaries remain. The bridge still 

leads to a community where paramilitaries who have supposedly demobilized and technically no 

longer exist continue to hold sway. People would often talk about the affect this had on young 

people. Teachers in the high school told me how students would see paramilitaries with expensive 

motorcycles and fancy clothes and want the same for themselves. Perhaps there is no normal to 

restore. War forever changed this place.  

There is a small island in the river in front of the Holanda Bridge. A crudely made 

wooden cross with two sticks lashed together marks the location as sacred. A flood could wash it 

away. This is the only visible marker that something occurred at the site worthy of remembering 

and honoring as holy in its horror. Perhaps it’s an honest and fitting memorial for so many crimes 

left unpunished. Besides, everyone knows what happened there. No one’s forgetting anytime 

soon. 

 

Figure 15: Cross in front of the Holanda Bridge, Guatapé River 
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Chapter 3: Hotel Punchiná: On Haunting, Horror, Healing, 
and Hope 

There’s a thin line between terror and hope. Both flourish in the fertile terrain of the 

unknown. As conditions of waiting, they are, perhaps, two sides of the same coin. Dangerous and 

contagious, both must be contained. 

The walls of Hotel Punchiná have held both, and much more. An imposing three-story 

building located in the center of San Carlos—a block away from the police station, bus terminal, 

and town hall—it is a difficult place to avoid or ignore. During the 1980s and 90s, Punchiná was 

the most luxurious hotel in town. But within a decade, it went from being paramilitary 

headquarters, to a perceived mass grave, an exhumation site, a construction zone, and most 

recently the location where victims receive legal, psychological, social, and economic assistance 

from a variety of organizations. The building embodies the cycles of conflict and its aftermath 

and is representative of the complex cast of characters involved in the community’s destruction 

and reconstruction.  

Despite the physical and psychic damage that has occurred throughout the many phases 

of the building’s life, the most fundamental structures of wall, roof, floors, and foundation 

remain. The question is: how to repurpose what is left? This applies from the level of the state 

down to the many buildings like Punchiná that dot landscapes of destruction and reconstruction 

throughout a country where post-conflict processes begin in some areas while violence continues 

in others. The duration and intensity of conflict in San Carlos and Colombia as a whole renders it 

impossible to avoid the legacy of past violence. Too big to tear down, too ubiquitous to avoid, 

there is no other option but to build upon it.  

Even places where great horror occurred hold the possibility for the holy to emerge. In 

fact, both represent the duality of the sacred—the awesome and extraordinary in all its forms. 

Good and evil, Emile Durkheim suggests, inhabit opposite poles of the sacred. “The same object 
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can pass from one to the other without changing its nature. The impure is made from the pure and 

vice versa,” he explains.1 Punchiná is this object that passes between terror and hope, all the 

while remaining sacred through the actions of its occupants.  

If the crumbling concrete walls of the incongruously large building could talk, they 

would tell fantastic tales of extreme brutality and extraordinary bravery. An ever-evolving host of 

inhabitants—living and dead—have circulated throughout the space and its stories, animating and 

shaping the material and metaphorical narratives of terror and hope found in Punchiná. The 

transformation of Punchiná provides an elegant and intelligible allegory for the horror of conflict 

and the hope for peace, illustrating how the most sullied of spaces can be redeemed through hard 

work, tenacity, and time. This is a particularly compelling narrative in a country with few success 

stories of sustainable peace.  

The building also offers a more complicated story regarding how the social is remade 

during the transition between war and peace. For Durkheim, the social is formed through policing 

the divisions between the sacred and profane, putting the awesome and the everyday in their 

place. The nebulous social terrain of transition, however, does not follow this order. Instead, the 

awesome and the everyday collapse into each other, their places and meanings not yet known or 

understood. The work of rebuilding requires finding a way to both contain the past and integrate 

it into the present. Claiming Hotel Punchiná is part of this process. It involves defusing harmful 

memories while creating order and intelligibility out of the past, integrating it into the present 

through the constant work of cultivation, creation, and curation. The many uses of the building 

provide a complicated and holistic perspective of reparation that includes physical reconstruction, 

spiritual cleansing, psychological attention, legal aid, and financial assistance. The reparation of 

                                                        
1 Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields (New York: The Free 
Press, 1995), 415. 
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Hotel Punchiná represents the possibility of rebuilding life and community on and with the 

remains of painful places and pasts.  

But Punchiná’s pasts were not all painful.  

The Glory Days of Water Power 

Before, as they say, “the violence touched us,” Hotel Punchiná was a symbol of the 

wealth generated by the construction of the hydroelectric complex. The hydroelectric complex 

also created economic, political, and military power, as well as a thriving social life. Many traces 

remain—from the blue-eyed residents to the rusted barbeque grills that line the path to the 

waterfall. All speak to a time when the town was filled with people from places as far off as 

China and Romania, with work to be done and time and money to burn.  

Hotel Punchiná also represented the era when tourism played a major role in the local 

economy. While today it’s a drab concrete building the color of an unhappy marriage between 

mustard yellow and burnt sienna, in its heyday Hotel Punchiná was said to be lovely, boasting 

outdoor tables where guests could lunch under the shade of umbrellas and enjoy the nicest 

accommodations in town. Many people from Medellín have fond memories of San Carlos, 

vacationing in hotels such as Punchiná and visiting the many swimming holes and waterfalls for 

which the region is known. “San Carlos used to be a really nice place to live,” a friend notes as 

we talk about the hotel. “The violence,” she concludes in a typically Colombian understatement, 

“really set us back.”  
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Figure 16: Hotel Punchiná, September 2012 (Source: Fany Lopez Gallego) 

When I told a friend from Medellín that I worked in San Carlos, her first response was 

how beautiful she remembered it to be from a childhood vacation. The second was that it was 

guerrilla territory. Her clearest memory of town was a trip to a waterfall that was guarded by the 

ELN. Before the roads became sites for “miraculous fishing”, the bridges were blown, and the 

paramilitary and guerrillas were fighting each other, people from Medellín enjoyed making a 

weekend circuit through Eastern Antioquia. Families would climb the rock of el Peñol, visit the 

dam in Guatapé, and relax in the Sweet Coast of San Carlos.  

The mention of San Carlos can evoke a bittersweet nostalgia. “We used to go there all the 

time,” a woman I met in a pizza parlor in Medellín recalled when I told her I lived in San Carlos. 

“Oh, you should come back”! I exclaimed. She shook her head. “It’s safe now. Really, I’ve been 

there for months,” I assured her. The color started to drain from her face. “I’m never going back 

there,” she said softly and firmly, forcing the words out through gritted teeth. There is no 

returning to the halcyon days—mythical of they might be—of before the war. In the 1980s and 

1990s, however—before the worst of the violence—tourists, guerrillas, engineers, hydrologists, 
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and construction workers all circulated in and out of the town and countryside of this lovely and 

lucrative location. 

A hotel was a solid investment in such a place. So thought Gabriel Puerta Parra when he 

bought the hotel. Also known as “El Doctor,” Gabriel Puerta Parra was a respected figure in 

many communities, including the paramilitaries who were rapidly establishing control over the 

Magdalena Medio region east of San Carlos. Puerta was present at the 1997 creation of the 

paramilitary coalition the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) and was a long-time friend 

of the AUC’s leader, Carlos Castaño.2 He was a lawyer and counselor to many in both the 

paramilitary and narcotrafficking communities (of which there was much overlap); the Doctor 

would often resolve disputes within the Norte del Valle cartel and other drug rings and armed 

groups.3 He would also negotiate for kidnapped people’s release.4 His was a complicated and 

intimate relationship with illegality.  

In the late 1990s, Puerta abandoned the building for reasons I do not care to speculate on. 

Ownership of the building has been contested and tenuous ever since. Questions of belonging are 

always complicated in places such as hotels, which are the grounded location for transience, 

                                                        
2 “‘Volví Al País, Pero No Soy Un Peligro’, Afirma Gabriel Puerta Parra, Deportado Hace 26 Días,” El 
Tiempo, February 22, 2010, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-7297022. 
3 While the Norte del Valle cartel is less internationally known as that of Medellín or Calí, it was just as 
violent. It had links with paramilitaries and local governments and was responsible for bloody massacres, 
which were the topic of the first of the National Historic Memory Center reports (then the National Center 
for Reconciliation and Reparation.) Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia). Grupo 
de Memoria Histórica, Trujillo: Una Tragedia Que No Cesa (Bogotá: CNRR  : Planeta, 2008). The story of 
the cartel, which disbanded in 2007 and spawned one of the strongest BACRIM’s—the Rastrojos—became 
the subject of a wildly popular testimonial book from a former member and a highly entertaining telenovela 
of the same name. Andres Lopez Lopez, El Cartel de los Sapos, Spanish-2nd Edition (Bogotá: Planeta, 
2008); “Alias ‘Don Diego’ Y Oficial Responderán Por La Masacre de Trujillo - Justicia - El Tiempo,” El 
Tiempo, accessed March 15, 2015, http://www.eltiempo.com/politica/justicia/alias-don-diego-y-oficial-
responderan-por-la-masacre-de-trujillo/13968776. 
4 “Sabe Demasiado,” Semana, March 4, 2006, http://www.semana.com//nacion/articulo/sabe-
demasiado/77653-3. 
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intense circulation, and ephemeral encounters.5 Such places are thick with the traces of memories 

of the many people who have briefly darkened the doorsteps, perhaps doing things they wouldn’t 

do elsewhere. What happens in hotels stays there.  

While the traces of the past remain in this space, the owners have not. The absentee 

landlords of Punchiná have ranged from Puerta to the state itself. After Puerta’s arrest in 2004 

and subsequent extradition to the United States, the Colombian government confiscated the 

building, making the state its technical owner. Since Puerta left, motley crews of squatters 

(whether invited or not) have inhabited it. From armed actors to ghosts, community members to 

NGO officials—all have staked their claims to the structure and story of this building.  

Several years after Puerta left, the paramilitaries took over Punchiná, joining a long list of 

armed groups that use hotels as a base of operations. In the article, “Brookfield Hotel,” Daniel 

Hoffman writes of one such location in Freetown, Sierra Leone. Placing the use of these sites in 

historical perspective, he explains, “Commerce and violence converge in the figure of the modern 

hotel, its genealogy stretching back to the garrison and the inn.6 Inns have a long history as spaces 

of shelter and sustenance within a wild countryside. The paramilitaries who were to inhabit the 

building were no exception. 

Is it a coincidence the paramilitaries chose to occupy the hotel or did they have 

connections with (and the permission of) the former owner? That answer is not known; although 

his strong connections to paramilitaries make it likely this was the case. What is sure is that they 

came, and they claimed, and they changed the meaning of the space forever. 

                                                        
5 James Clifford posits the hotel as a substitute for the traditional anthropological sites of field or tent, using 
it as container and condensation to rethink "cultures as sites of dwelling and travel." “Travelling Cultures,” 
in Cultural Studies, ed. Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson, and Paula Treichler (New York: Routledge, 
1992), 96–116. 
6 Daniel Hoffman, “The Brookfields Hotel (Freetown, Sierra Leone),” Public Culture 17, no. 1 (2005): 56. 
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Paramilitary Rules 

In 2001, Hotel Punchiná became the paramilitary’s base of operations in the county seat. 

While the paramilitaries nominally fought the guerrillas (and later each other) for dominance over 

roads, villages, politics, and commerce, civilians often made easier targets. They also could be 

useful and willing allies. Individuals offered “intelligence” to armed actors in order to serve their 

own needs, ranging from survival to vengeance. Paramilitaries sought to break community 

connections to guerrillas through making all ties that bind tenuous and tarnished, leaving it hard 

to know who or how to trust. This form of conflict rearranges the entirety of social fabric—

binding, constricting, or completely cutting people’s ability to live and engage with each other. It 

makes life small. In such an environment, daily joys (or travails) of small town life such as gossip 

become lethal if overheard by the wrong ears.  

A fifteen-year-old girl—Leidi Jhoana—suffered the tragic consequences of conflict’s 

convenience for those with scores to settle. She accused her stepfather of sexually abusing her. In 

turn, he told the paramilitaries she was working with the guerrillas. And on March 2, 2002, they 

took her from the town square to Hotel Punchiná. She was never seen alive again.7 

The two years the paramilitary occupied Punchiná represented the period of most intense 

fighting in the county seat, as armed actors struggled to control micro-territories of city blocks or 

corners of the town square. An important tactic for entrenching power was maintaining a visible 

presence throughout the town and specifically outside the building. During this time, it was 

common to see people tied up in public or kidnapped in the middle of the day. Their final 

destination was often Punchiná. 

                                                        
7 Gonzalo Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de 
Memoria Histórica, San Carlos: memorias del éxodo en la guerra, Taurus pensamiento; Variation: 
Pensamiento (Taurus (Firm)) (Bogotá, Colombia  : CNRR, Grupo de Memoria Histórica  ; Ediciones 
Semana  : Taurus, 2011), 333. 
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“They took women there and raped them,” a friend explained when describing the 

paramilitary’s use of Punchiná. “They would take people from their farms and hold them in the 

building. There were always cars parked out front, all the things they took from people’s farms, 

they kept in the building.” The paramilitaries consumed and destroyed much of what entered, be 

it people or goods. And they did this all under the gaze not only of the community but also of 

those nominally in charge of protecting them. 

Punchiná is a block from the police station and the mayor’s office. Yet, neither group 

would do anything to stop the paramilitaries from exerting their dominance in town. Whether the 

location was a happy coincidence, a site of convenience, or a strategic choice, the proximity to 

power structures that seemed completely unable or unwilling to stop the paramilitaries made a 

lasting impression on many members of the community. People often mention this fact when 

talking about the building under paramilitary rule. They note that everyone knew what was 

happening in that building; how could those charged with protecting them be the only ones 

unaware? 

There was a logic, utility, and power to the paramilitaries’ visible violence and the 

invisibility of both victims and state power. Terror is a toxic cocktail of known unknowns. It 

generates constant uncertainty girded by unsettling realities.8 Residents of San Carlos could be 

relatively certain that in the face of the paramilitaries there would be no help. And if they ended 

up in Punchiná, there was little hope for escape. This was the combination of co-option and terror 

that is the shared playbook of all armed actors in Colombia. Punchiná was the physical 

embodiment of this complicated combination of factors that make Colombian conflict so difficult 

to understand and even more difficult to end.  

                                                        
8 Michael Taussig, The Nervous System (New York: Routledge, 1992), 11-36. 
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Part of the building’s symbolic power during conflict was the constant reminder it offered 

of paramilitary control and the government’s lack thereof. When the paramilitaries abandoned the 

building in 2003, this symbolic power remained. The past use of the building, which was itself a 

physical member of the community, cast a long shadow over town. 

Not all ruins are physical. Instead, the psychic weight of destruction can equally scar and 

render space uninhabitable. Such was the case with Punchiná. The building remained abandoned 

for years after the paramilitaries vacated the space in 2003. Yet it was far from empty. Instead, it 

was a greenhouse for ghosts.  

Haunted Houses and Graveyard Gardens  

“That which appears absent can become a seething presence,” sociologist Avery Gordon 

writes in Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination.9 An abundance of absence 

made Punchiná a thin and thick place—thin in the Celtic notion of locations where heaven (or 

hell) and earth are particularly close and thick with the meaning and memories that cause this 

collapse between life and what comes after. The psychic presence of the past was so strong in 

Punchiná that for some, it took on a physical dimension. 

The building exerted a force of repulsion. Many avoided walking in front of it, no easy 

task considering its central location. Others would get dizzy and feel faint when walking past. 

The neighbors felt terrorized by the vestiges of violence they believed continued to inhabit the 

building. It was what Australian historian Maria Tumarkin describes as a “traumascape”—a 

location that “catalyzes and shapes remembering and reliving of traumatic events. It is through 

                                                        
9 Avery F. Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, 2nd edition 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008). 
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these places that the past, whether buried or laid bare for all to see, continues to inhabit and 

refashion the present.”10 

It was not just the ghostly traces of the past people feared in the buildings; it was also the 

physical remains of the disappeared many hoped were there. Terror and hope are the razor’s edge 

on which family members of the disappeared live. Punchiná embodied and inspired both 

emotions. For years, community members had watched people enter Punchiná and never leave. 

Many logically believed the dead remained buried on the premises. Some thought as many as 

fifty could be in Punchiná, turning the building into a mass grave in the social imagination. 

Avery Gordon describes disappearance as “a state-sponsored procedure for producing 

ghosts to harrowingly haunt a population into submission.”11 In Colombia, unlike the Latin 

American military dictatorships to which Gordon refers, disappearance is a tool all armed actors 

have used. The National Historic Memory Center estimates at least twenty six thousand people 

have been disappeared in Colombia.12 In San Carlos, one hundred thirty seven people are 

registered and up to three hundred people are believed to be disappeared at the hands of the 

guerrillas, paramilitaries, and the army.13 

Disappearance is the ultimate condition of liminality—the transitional space between one 

state to the next. It is not only the disappeared person who is “betwixt and between” life and 

                                                        
10 Maria Tumarkin, Traumascapes: The Power and Fate of Places Transformed by Tragedy (Carlton: 
University of Melbourne, 2005), 12. 
11 Gordon, Ghostly Matters, 115. 
12 Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, “Voxpopuli - ¡Basta Ya! Colombia: Memorias de Guerra Y 
Dignidad,” Voxpopuli - ¡Basta Ya! Colombia: Memorias de Guerra Y Dignidad, accessed March 15, 2015, 
http://www.centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/micrositios/informeGeneral/estadisticas.html. 
13 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica, San Carlos, 425-6. 
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death, in a precarious state of unknown.14 Their loved ones are similarly adrift between the hope 

of their recovery—living or dead—and the terror of their unknown state and site.  

There may be no worse condition in life than a mother searching for her lost child. Yet, 

pain sits and seeps and sets in different ways depending upon the contours of one’s soul. One 

mother—Pastora Mira—directed her pain outwards, connecting with others in similar situations. 

Fueled largely by a steady diet of caffeine and nicotine, she is an indefatigable presence who 

speaks in poetry and parables infused with the practicalities of politics. A politician, activist, and 

mother of two children killed by the paramilitaries, she spent six years looking for her daughter, 

Sandra. She was tenacious in her search. 

“If I have to go to hell to find her, I’ll go there,” Pastora told a reporter for the Bogotá 

daily, El Tiempo. She came as close to hell as possible on earth. In Medellín prison cells, she 

talked to demobilized paramilitaries in order to get information about the whereabouts of her 

daughter and other missing people. On mountaintops and thickly forested countryside, she went 

with the mothers and sisters of disappeared people to dig for the bodies of their loved ones using 

machetes, sticks, and their bare hands. 

In 2006, Pastora and another mother—Rosalba—found a body. They had gone to several 

locations where they had information their daughters might be buried, with no luck. One night, 

Rosalba’s daughter, Gloria, came to her in a dream. She told her mother where she was buried 

and asked her to not stop looking for her. The next day, they set out again to search for their 

daughters. Rosalba recognized her daughter’s remains by her socks.15  

                                                        
14 Victor Turner, The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 
1970), 93-111. 
15 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica, San Carlos, 330-331. 
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Finding Gloria energized the search for other disappeared people. Pastora helped create 

an organization called the Center for Reconciliation and Reparation (CARE) that convened 

reconciliation circles in which victims asked paramilitaries for information about the location of 

their disappeared family members. A far cry from theological notions of forgiveness or political 

hopes of forgetting, this was a utilitarian brand of reconciliation that facilitated a circulation of 

information. In one such meeting, a former paramilitary informed a woman named Lilia that her 

daughter was buried in the patio of Punchiná.  

Many before Lilia had hoped to find their loved ones buried in Punchiná. All had been 

disappointed. It had been a challenge to simply enter the building, even after the paramilitaries 

demobilized in 2005. Unable to get the keys from the imprisoned owner, community members 

and officials from the prosecutors’ office instead borrowed neighbors’ ladders to climb over the 

walls. They found an overgrown garden and a destroyed building. Death threats were scrawled on 

bloodstained walls. The building was filled with trash. Yet, they found no bodies. “I don’t know 

if it closed chapters or increased pain,” Pastora explains, “because a lot of people had thought 

they would find their disappeared loved ones in the building. And when we arrived and found that 

wasn’t the case, it caused a lot of anguish.”  

For those living in the building’s shadow, however, the process of entering and beginning 

to reclaim the space brought a sense of peace. “When we started to clean the space,” Pastora 

recounts, “the neighbors told us they weren’t scared anymore.” I asked Pastora what it was like to 

first enter this space that housed unknown horrors in order to begin to answer the community’s 

questions regarding what lay inside and under the building and its grounds. “I felt we had 

advanced,” she responded. “That we had been able to place the face of pain and have a powerful 

transformation of the community’s imagination and fears. That we could do it. That the victims 

could organize themselves.”  
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In the early days of paramilitary demobilization, there was no issue victims were more 

organized about than the search for the disappeared. While Punchiná was not the mass grave 

many had expected, the national government’s exhumation team continued their work. The last 

person the exhumation team searched for was Lilia’s daughter, Leidi Jhoana. The process 

garnered regional and national media attention and played a key role in the evolving narrative of 

the building. “We spent a year looking for her,” Pastora recounts, “but you have to persist, 

persist, and never desist.”16 In August 2008, the exhumation team found her body in the patio and 

ended their work in Punchiná.17 For Leidi’s family, finding her body and placing her in the town 

cemetery was an important step in moving from a liminal state of uncertainty to a known space of 

grief and mourning. It also helped change the meaning of the building from a rumored mass grave 

to the sacred space of a known, if temporary, burial ground.  

Yet, questions persisted regarding what had occurred and what remained in the building. 

Were there ever other bodies buried there? Were bodies removed before officials from the 

prosecutors’ office entered, as some demobilized actors claimed? If so, why did Leidi’s body 

remain? These questions may one day be answered through legal proceedings against 

paramilitaries, or may never be known. Some truths are not uncovered.  

The discovery and removal of Leidy’s body, however, was a turning point in the life 

cycle of the building. Three months after the exhumation team finished their work in Punchiná, 

the organization Pastora helped create to provide legal and social support to both victims and 

perpetrators relocated their offices there, ushering in yet another phase in the building’s life—one 

of reclamation. 

                                                        
16 “Sembraron Muerte, Desenterrando Verdades,” Infrarojo (Medellín: TeleAntioquia, March 4, 2012). 
17 “El Fin Del Dolor Para 23 Familias,” El Espectador, October 15, 2009, 
http://www.elespectador.com/impreso/articuloimpreso166902-el-fin-del-dolor-23-familias. 



 

 194 

Caretakers and Cleaners  

The decision of members of CARE to take over the space—perhaps like the paramilitary 

before—was largely a matter of convenience. Since the state had confiscated Punchiná, the 

building provided CARE and other organizations with rent-free office space. The disastrous 

physical and psychic state of the building in the immediate aftermath of exhumation, however, 

rendered the building uninhabitable. The work of reparation largely fell to Pastora’s family, 

particularly one of her nephews, Edgar. “It’s no small thing, what he did,” she concludes. “The 

way it is today, it’s Edgar that did it.”  

There are designated heroes and there are those who engage in heroic acts that often 

remain unsung and untold. Pastora is the former, Edgar the latter. A small woman with enormous 

energy, Pastora is a being in constant motion, whether it’s making her rounds at the cafes that 

surround the plaza or traveling the country to advocate for victims’ rights. For visiting dignitaries, 

journalists, or academics (foreign or otherwise), no trip to San Carlos is complete without talking 

to Pastora. She will always have the last word, be it a news clip, a documentary, a political event, 

or a family discussion.  

Edgar is not like his aunt. While he shares her infectious energy, under the boisterous 

veneer he is a shy man. Even though I had been living with Edgar and his family for almost a 

year when I sat down to interview him, the formality made him nervous. He made faces at his 

daughter as I tried to talk to him about the countless hours he spent alone, often at night, in an 

enormous, empty, scary, nearly destroyed space, slowly making it inhabitable again.  

“The building was in a disastrous state of abandon when we first entered,” Edgar finally 

explained. “It didn’t have doors or bathrooms, there were drawings of people killing people, 

drawings of weapons, vulgar things written on the walls, used clothes, trash. That’s what used to 
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be in CARE. The people who had been in there left it dirty, filled with weeds, the whole building 

was dirty, dirty, dirty.” 

He was the only man involved in the team of people working to repair the building. His 

wife, Diana, who was among this group, noted they needed someone whose work was “bueno, 

bonito, y barato”—good, pretty, and cheap. Edgar fit the bill to a tee. He does plumbing and 

construction and has an artist’s eye. He’s creative and a hard worker, when interested in the task. 

In this case, the task was enormous. While I’ve seen video footage of when the exhumation team 

first entered the building, I can’t really imagine what it felt like to face a physical and emotional 

disaster zone and begin the process of trying to repair it, one tile at a time.  

They washed the blood off the walls. They painted over the death threats. They staked a 

claim on a space that would have been far easier to avoid. They dug in their heels and 

transformed the ground on which they stood. They built something positive out of the materials 

that remained, tainted as these were. These are extraordinary acts of everyday courage. The line 

between courage and crazy, however, is often debatable.  

“I thought it was crazy,” Diana says with characteristic bluntness when I asked her 

opinion on entering the building. “We didn’t have the resources, it was terribly damp, and in a 

horrible condition. What’s more, a lot had happened there previously during the war and these 

things were really powerful. It was a challenge but we succeeded. But we succeeded by clawing 

our way there.”  

Like all impossible tasks, the transformation of Hotel Punchiná took a little while. 

Removing the visible evidence of the past does not rid space of its memories. It took tremendous 

effort for people to walk in the door, including many of those who helped repair the building. 

Members of CARE employed a variety of strategies to convince people the space was safe. Part 

of this involved engaging with the spirits that had taken residence both in the building and the 

minds of many community members.  
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“The first activities were just getting people to enter and get used to it and get to the rest 

of it slowly, so that people would start to lose their fear,” Pastora remembers. “Some people 

would enter the front door and be really scared, look all around them and say—oh, there’s a spirit, 

I’m leaving. And we would say, don’t worry, there’s nothing, don’t be scared, they’re imaginary. 

I know you’re scared but it’s fine.”  

Both the evangelical and Catholic churches conducted rituals in the building, as did 

CARE. “We did a ritual of saying good-bye to the spirits that remained with unresolved 

business,” Pastora explains. “We invoked the spirits around us and asked them to rest fully, to 

leave peacefully. We told them there are people here who are worried about them, who will take 

care of them, who will help them receive justice. And this was healing, this was something we did 

with much love.” 

These acts of exorcism and farewell sought to put ghosts in their place.18 Ghosts haunt 

because the living perceive them as displaced, misplaced entities who inhabit the wrong world. 

Unfinished business is often cited as the reason for this displacement. This is why Pastora invokes 

the promise of justice as a tool for enabling ghosts to rest in their proper place. Yet haunting has 

form and function if contained in expected locations, like a graveyard. In these places, the 

presence of the dead—connected to the site of their body—can be comforting to loved ones. This 

is one reason why disappearance is such a horrible state for family members, because death itself 

is displaced. Grief, like ghosts, needs a place to call home.  

In addition to the periodic performance of rituals, members of CARE also employed 

everyday strategies to make the space inhabitable. A group of mothers who taught infant health 

                                                        
18 Both funerals and court cases are rites of passage that mark a change from one state to another. The 
rituals were not substitute to these rites but more a precursor to those participants hoped would occur in the 
future. Arnold van Gennep, Monika B. Vizedon, and Gabrielle L. Caffee, The Rites of Passage, Reprint 
edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961). 
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care to women in their neighborhoods was among the first to use the building. For many, 

Punchiná evoked painful memories of conflict. One woman in particular would sit beside the 

door, refusing to enter. So members of CARE instituted the “snack strategy” in which 

refreshments were placed in the office at the back of the building.  

The snack strategy involved introducing the normal and the everyday into a space 

previously used and perceived as extraordinary. While the rituals employed the holy as a tool for 

cleansing horror—all the time guarding the sacred quality of the place—the snack strategy 

ushered in a “descent into the ordinary.”19 At first, the woman asked people to bring the snacks to 

her; at the final meeting, however, she went into the office and got her own food. They used this 

technique in other workshops, Pastora recounts, “until they found themselves in the office 

without having been pressured or dragged there.” The practicalities of need and the passage of 

time slowly eroded the protective barriers of fear, allowing community members to increasingly 

use the space. Shortly thereafter, the women even asked to use the building for other activities. 

“These are the kinds of things,” Pastora explains, “that transformed the imagination of this 

space.”  

Construction, cleaning, rituals, and the stagecraft of daily life were all used to change the 

building’s meaning from a location of condensed horror to one that had practical utility. This 

began by finding ways for people to cross the threshold and enter the building. Thresholds are the 

definitive liminal space. In fact the word “liminal” is derived from the Latin for threshold. 

Liminality is an unstructured, unstable state of transition and movement.20 Beginning to impose 

structures on this space in ways as simple as cleaning, decorating, and setting up offices is part of 

                                                        
19 Unlike Veena Das’ analysis of violence permeating the ordinary, the snack strategy illustrated the 
ordinary actively used as a tool to remake surroundings in the aftermath of violence. Veena Das and 
Stanley Cavell, Life and Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary, 1 edition (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2006). 
20 Turner, The Forest of Symbols; van Gennep, Vizedon, and Caffee, The Rites of Passage. 
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the process of moving from an uninhabitable space of war, death, and haunting to one that could 

house many of the projects and organizations working to rebuild the community. 

After this initial work, a host of local organizations started using the building for a variety 

of different activities. Families whose loved ones had been disappeared met with lawyers and 

psychologists there unless they chose another location. CARE hosted symbolic events and 

conducted workshops on the peaceful resolution of conflict, non-violence, reconciliation, and 

grief. Demobilized armed actors later worked to repair the roof and third floor, engaging in a 

direct form of reparation in a building many had helped nearly destroy. The fishing and livestock 

associations now use the space for their monthly meetings.  

There are risks and benefits to conducting these activities in Punchiná. The building was 

like a psychic landmine that would trigger community members’ traumatic memories. The 

provision of structured support for individuals in such a space through grief and historical 

memory workshops, group counseling, and rituals could serve as a controlled explosion for 

painful memories. Or they could just explode. Either way, working with people and their pain in 

this location was particularly powerful. 

For someone like Pastora, who dives headfirst into a particular brand of public and 

political grief, this site-specific work is beneficial.  “With the victims, it’s not enough that 

someone tells me this animal doesn’t bite,” she explains.  “You need to have enough confidence 

to touch it to know if it bites or not. In this building, the victims had the opportunity to tell their 

stories and recreate them in this very space, to draw them and heal themselves. From the inside, 

you take out everything. I’m going to use a rough example: If I’m going to throw up or defecate, 

I’m going to do this in a toilet and that’s what this place was for us victims. For victims, what 

better place to go do these things, to take out all of this pain, this anguish, these things that were 

eating us up inside? This is why we always sought to be in this place.”  
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This is a full-bodied, visceral experience she is describing. It is a non-verbal, experiential, 

multi-layered, sensory immersion in the stories and spaces of trauma that triggers a kind of 

mourning akin to purging.21 Can this violent expulsion be described as healing? There are 

untapped wells of pain that visits to buildings and participation in workshops will not (and should 

not) begin to touch. Healing is a slow and circuitous process of regaining strength, one step at a 

time. Some steps, however, are more difficult than others. For some, the mere act of entering 

Punchiná was one such step.  

Yet healing, like pain, is psyche (and site) specific. Entering the building means 

something different for everyone. While some may have the powerful healing experience Pastora 

describes, others come for utilitarian reasons—to receive services and quickly leave. Still others 

have no desire to ever enter the building. When a friend of Diana’s came to visit from Medellín, 

she stopped by CARE’s office to see her. “How can you work here?” she asked incredulously. “I 

get the chills just walking in this place,” she said, rubbing her arms, shaking her head, and 

quickly decamping to a nearby bakery to wait somewhere else with better vibes. 

There is no statute of limitations to the memories a place can trigger. A friend started 

crying when I told her the story of this hotel, telling me she still wasn’t able to enter the room 

where her brother died, years after the fact. Places wrap us in the past and present and can 

smother with the sensory assault of memories. The choice to never again enter locations where 

traumatic events occurred can be important for survival. It is, in fact, one of the primary reasons 

                                                        
21 I am deeply indebted to Diane Nelson’s work and writing about embodied memory and horror. Her work 
on the everyday actions of remembrance in post-war worlds that stretch far beyond the structured order of 
monuments, memorials, and historical memory initiatives is among the most intelligent and insightful work 
out there in a very crowded field. If you haven’t read it, you should. And if you wrote it, thank you. Diane 
M. Nelson, Reckoning: The Ends of War in Guatemala (Durham, N.C: Duke University Press Books, 
2009), 73-114. 
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why many people do not return to San Carlos. For those who do live there, though, no other 

option exists but living within these physical memories.  

The work of making the space inhabitable and putting it to multiple uses changed its 

meaning in the community, even for those who did not want to enter the building itself. These 

changes altered the psychic topography of the community as this landmark of violence came to 

have multi-layered meanings. No longer merely the former site of the paramilitary’s headquarters, 

it also became where CARE and the Fish Farmers’ Association had their offices, where people 

met with lawyers or picked up materials for their fishponds. It moved from purely a site of trauma 

to one in which the business of life is conducted, specifically the multi-faceted work of 

reparation. In the years to come, time and money drew an increasing number of people into the 

building. With time, the money came. And the people followed. 

Sacred and Social Prosperity 

When there was no more room in the Casa del Retorno—the three-story building the 

Medellín mayor’s office essentially turned into a satellite branch to run their many return 

projects—the overflow landed in Punchiná. In 2011, national and departmental agencies set up 

shop in the ample and economic space of Punchiná. It was now filled with agronomists, 

psychologists, engineers, and social workers from all corners of Colombia. Many were as 

transient as the armed actors they replaced, rushing in on waves of funding to implement short-

term projects and exiting just as quickly.  

This new occupation led to an expanded renovation of the first and second floors of the 

building. The Department of Social Prosperity (DPS), the national institution providing assistance 

to internally displaced and returning individuals, played an especially important role in 

renovations—painting the exterior, adding furniture, and most impressively, creating an 

educational garden in the backyard to teach beneficiaries how to grow food in limited space.  
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Far more important than the curtains and furniture they provided, the ugly color they 

painted the exterior, or the beautiful garden they planted was the resources they brought. Real 

money circulated through the building. This enticed people to enter in the same way that 

members of CARE slowly drew people into the building through the offer of food. People came 

for the tangible materials they would use to rebuild their lives, sat through workshops on food 

security and historical memory, and left with a different perception of how the building was used 

and how they engaged with it. The physical renovations, however, were also an important part of 

the process. The work of making the space more pleasant made it easier for people to enter. 

People frequently mentioned the furniture made the building seem more cheerful and less empty. 

Filling the building with objects and living people made a real difference in how community 

members felt about and in the space. 

This revolving door of actors and interests, however, caused tension. Members of DPS 

and CARE clashed over conflicting perceptions of responsibility for the building’s maintenance 

and renovations. Many of the problems were standard issues of co-habitation. Who will take out 

the trash? Who pays the water bills? Is smoking allowed indoors? What kinds of activities are 

permitted in the building? The ordinary happens in extraordinary places. How to maintain the 

mundane while simultaneously safeguarding the sacred is the problem. 

Diana came home one night complaining that members of DPS were smoking inside the 

building. “Even Pastora smokes outside!” she exclaimed. “They don’t understand this place is 

sacred,” she muttered indignantly, loudly banging pots on the stove. Members of CARE also 

criticized people for drinking in the building. Some of the women who were complaining were no 

strangers to alcohol; few people smoke more than Pastora. But, at least at that point in the stage of 

Punchiná’s transformation, no one in CARE would indulge in such mundane, profane activities in 
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the building. They had an unwritten (and it would prove temporary) list of prohibitions necessary 

to safeguard the sacred. Breaking these prohibitions defiled the space.22 

Yet, those working with DPS also recognized and maintained the sacred qualities of the 

building. They engaged in their own daily rituals such as lighting a candle every morning before 

starting work. They were well aware of the powerful narrative of transformation of which they 

were an invaluable part. They simply had their own concepts of physical and spiritual 

maintenance. 

These different perspectives illustrate the slippery slope of the sacred (as well as the far 

more mundane difficulties of sharing space with others.) While officials from DPS honored the 

sacredness of Punchiná, the relationship members of CARE have to the trauma and 

transformation of the space is far more intimate, intense, and enduring than do members of DPS. 

This affects how both groups believe the space should be constructed and construed, respected 

and represented.  

Questions of ownership (and the ability to set the terms that accompany it) are difficult in 

a building such as Punchiná, which Pastora says belongs “to no one and everyone.” If ownership 

in enacted through improvements made to property—the Lockean notion that forms the 

foundation of British common law—then both groups could make claims to some degree of 

possession. The contestation of ownership is not just about the space; it’s also about its amazing 

tale of transformation. 

Members of DPS angered those of CARE for publicly claiming responsibility for the 

building’s renovations at a meeting with politicians, in conversations with other NGO members, 

and most notably at a community dinner. At the dinner, members of DPS recounted all of the 

                                                        
22 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, 1 edition (London  ; 
New York: Taylor, 2002), 7. 
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work they had done to renovate the building and asked the community to keep up the garden after 

they left. These are fair statements to make. Just as the paramilitaries destroyed the garden 

through their actions, the work of DPS turned the space into something life giving. They wanted 

their work to remain after they left. 

Yet, some felt this interpretation failed to acknowledge the years of work that had already 

gone into renovating the building. “I was furious, I could barely speak,” Diana told me when she 

got home. This was uncharacteristic behavior for her. So I asked if she did say anything. “Well, 

of course I did,” she snapped. “I said, with all due respect, we did a lot of work before you got 

here. You guys don’t understand what this place was like before.” Members of DPS quickly 

apologized. It wasn’t their intention to erase this work. The previous chapter of the building’s life 

simply wasn’t in their consciousness. But it was also part of an external salvation narrative that 

endures. Years later, a psychologist who works for an NGO in Medellín asked me if members of 

CARE were keeping up the improvements DPS had made.  

This incident highlights the uneasy cohabitation of external and local organizations and 

their complicated relationship of competition and collaboration. Local grass-roots organizations 

like CARE and external agencies like DPS need each other. Peace and reconciliation is an 

industry like any other. When the need disappears, so does the funding. There is a financial 

incentive to expressing need and suffering in a coherent manner, something easier said than done. 

One of the strengths of Punchiná is the clear and poignant story it tells of loss, horror, and 

transformation. Both organizations use the story as a tool for illustrating the horror of conflict and 

hope for reconstruction in order to attract greater assistance. 

San Carlos has already received much attention due to the community’s dramatic story of 

conflict and rapid transformation in the aftermath. There is a danger, however in being seen as too 

much of a success story. Who decides when the transition from war to peace, broken to whole, 

wounded to healed is complete? How is this measured? It is a delicate balance to be healed 
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enough to inspire yet wounded enough to be deemed in need of help. It is the double bind at the 

core of the narratives and experiences of rehabilitation and reparation, reconciliation and 

reconstruction.  

The wounds of the past are still very present in Punchiná. They are evident in the yet-to-

be renovated third floor, with its empty rooms and darkened corridors, water damaged walls and 

rust stained floors, that offer a small glimpse into what the building was like when members of 

CARE first entered and serves as a reminder that the physical and psychic reparation of the 

building and community are far from complete.  

It is evident in Pastora’s response to the question of what the walls would say if they 

could talk. Despite the years of effort rehabilitating the physical and psychic landscape of the 

building, her first reference was the past. “They would repeat many screams,” she responded. 

“People would be begging “don’t kill me, don’t torture me, I didn’t do anything, help!” 

The spirits have clearly not left this space.  

Instead, they exist within the embedded and imagined witness of the wall, raising the 

question: after the building triggers access to traumatic memories, what must be done with the 

remains? An important part of reconstruction involves finding ways to transform the painful and 

dangerous remnants of the past that lie within these walls and other minefields into tools for 

creating ordered structures of story and space. This happens through weaving the fragments of 

what was witnessed into webs of coherent narratives, a difficult task when the witness is 

inanimate.  

Yet since language and facts often fail to express the realities testimonies of trauma 

attempt to convey, perhaps it is in the realms of experience and environment that a deeper 

understanding can be found of events that challenge comprehension. While a wall doesn’t have 

the testimonial impulse to recount what it has seen, it does provide a canvas upon which past and 

present stories can be articulated and arranged.  
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The writing on the walls allows one to read the multiple narratives embedded and alive in 

Punchiná.  

For the walls do talk today. 

Sites of Everyday Memory 

Paintings now line the walls of the building. In a strange symmetry, their content is 

similar to the writing and drawings the paramilitaries left in their wake. These landscapes of 

conflict, made in historical memory and grief workshops, feature visual imagery of doom, death, 

and destruction, set against a background of rural life. Sun and sky, clouds and birds, rivers and 

mountains, houses and crops—all are polluted with war. Bodies litter the fields. Vultures circle 

overhead, sharing the sky with helicopters. Buses arrive carrying soldiers and leave with fleeing 

civilians. Homes burn as people stand outside to find gun-toting armed men awaiting them.  

 

Figure 17: Paintings in Hotel Punchiná 
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In one painting, a recently shot man lies prostrate on the ground in a pool of blood. His 

attacker stands over him, gun drawn. They are surrounded by trees and crops with fluffy clouds 

and a bright yellow sun overhead. It is the artist’s name, however, painted in cheerful rainbow-

colored letters, that dominates the center of the picture. This surreal combination speaks to the 

fragmented quality of both experiencing and explaining traumatic events. When the paintings are 

taken as a whole, however, themes and patterns emerge that weave together a community of 

experience, beginning to create a narrative of past events that is comprehensible, curated, and 

contained.  

Curation is an act of staking claim to space and story. Just as the paramilitaries’ drawings 

were a manner of claiming territory and marking it as a space of death, the current images and 

arrangement are visual reminders of the building’s former use and the lasting legacy this had on 

the victims and perpetrators who painted them. No single curator, however, is responsible for 

what hangs on the walls of Punchiná. The visual order that results is thus a mix of accident and 

intention as each new inhabitant finds a way to claim territory. Posters, photographs, and 

drawings from many of the resident organizations’ activities line the wall. Some serve merely as 

decoration while others tell a more cultivated and coherent story.  

The strongest visual narrative in the building is the evolution of historical memory 

initiatives from 2006 until the present, due to CARE’s involvement in this work at the local, 

regional, and national level. The most recent additions are photographs taken by Jesús Abad 

Colorado for the National Historic Memory Center’s work. The walls of one of CARE’s offices 

are filled with Abad’s haunting images of human loss, evident in the furrowed brows of mothers 

waiting to learn the whereabouts of their lost sons and daughters or reflected in the eyes of 

children who know their parents will never return. 
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Figure 18: Photographs on the wall of Hotel Punchiná 

Immediate reminders of the present-day tasks of reconstruction also line the walls. 

Calendars outline various institutions’ activities, organizing deliveries of livestock and feed, 

housing material, and farm equipment throughout the municipality. Maps dotted with multi-

colored pushpins mark the location and status of housing construction. The writing on the walls 

today form a visual archive of five years of activities, events, and assistance offered in the 

aftermath of violence. And while destruction is always a reference for reconstruction, the process 

of rebuilding is far more complex and capacious than the violence it seeks to remedy, a fact 

visually evident in the greater variety and organization of these and other images than existed 

during conflict. There is now a curated order that begins to make the past an inhabitable and 

intelligible country, even as the present remains a contested and evolving territory.  

Neither museum nor memorial, the building manages to serve the commemorative roles 

of both and much more. From detention centers in Chile to concentration camps throughout 

Europe to killing fields in Cambodia, it is common practice to place memorials and museums on 

the sites where the events they are commemorating occurred.   In post-Pinochet Chile, a variety of 

forms of commemoration were used to illustrate past crimes and honor lost lives. The site of a 
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former detention center —Villa Grimaldi—is now a state-sponsored museum while community 

created memorials such as murals, flowers, or signs mark other similar sites.23 These memorials 

draw upon the site-specific power of place-based memories.   

Victims, survivors, and critics of former regimes often seek to mark locations of loss as 

out of the ordinary and thus sacred.  In the aftermath of conflict, however, new governments or 

former perpetrators (at times one and the same) may seek to destroy locations where crimes were 

committed, either to remove evidence or the visual reminder of these actions. Such was the case 

in Argentina in the years following the fall of the military regime. In January 1998, President 

Carlos Menem proposed a controversial and unsuccessful “Monument to National Unity.” He 

ordered the demolition of the Navy School of Mechanics, a clandestine detention center during 

the dirty war where it is estimated 4,000 people were killed, and the construction of a park with 

an Argentine flag as a symbol of national reconciliation in its place. He suggested that opponents 

of this proposal were wrongly “insist[ing] on opening new wounds” and offered that such a site of 

forgiveness would allow society to “leave behind past animosities.”24  The building was not torn 

down, however, but instead chosen as the site for a museum of memory. Victims now 

vociferously disagree on how or if the space should be used and the kind of story (or stories) the 

museum should tell.25 

Museums and memorials are public and collective faces and spaces of loss. Yet grief is 

intensely personal and often private, its design unique to each individual. It is not surprising that 

                                                        
23 Peter Reed and Marivic Wyndham, “Putting Site Back into Trauma Studies: A Study of Five Detention 
and Torture Centres in Santiago, Chile,” Life Writing 5 (2008): 79-96. 
24 Anthony Faiola, “Argentines Debate Torture Site’s Future; Proposed ‘Unity’ Park Offends Many 
Survivors,” The Washington Post, January 11, 1998. 
25 Paul Williams, Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (Oxford  ; New York: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2008), 16-17; Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics 
of Memory, 1 edition (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2003), 100; Memoria Abierta, Coloquio 
El Museo Que Queremos: La Transmisión de La Memoria a Través de Los Sitios (Buenos Aires, June 26, 
2007), http://www.memoriaabierta.org.ar/jornadas.php. 
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victims would disagree about how to represent their individual stories of loss in a collectively 

intelligible way. There is a huge chasm between the personal contours and experiences of loss 

and how this is visualized, narrativized, politicized, and even commodified for public 

consumption.  

The task of museums and memorials is to contain and condense the past. An abundance 

of memory, however, can hinder the present. Often, this is exactly the point. Keeping the past 

alive to instruct, prevent future conflicts, or socially validate and recognize grief are among the 

many goals of such museums. The past is too thick in some places for daily life to thrive. And 

this is not the purpose of such sites, which are places to visit, not to live.  

Yet, a purity of narrative and use can constrict the purpose of place. Keeping a space 

apart from everyday life can serve the same role as complete erasure, making it too difficult to 

enter and too easy to avoid. This is evident in the 9/11 Museum, where designers purposefully 

made the most graphic and intense exhibit difficult for visitors to find and easy to bypass. While 

this is a design choice to protect visitors against inadvertent exposure to traumatic images, it is 

also its own form of erasure—either shocking people into emotional withdrawal through the 

intensity of the exhibit or forcing them into avoidance, as I inadvertently did on my visit. 

One part of the museum that is impossible to avoid, however, is a large wall in the center 

of the space. It features a watercolor installation by Spencer Finch with 2,983 squares—one for 

each victim—all painted a unique color of blue. Trying To Remember the Color of the Sky on 

That September Morning evokes the individuality of memory within a collective experience. A 

large quote from Virgil proclaiming “No day shall erase you from the memory of time” 

dominates the center of the wall. A welcome splash of color in a cavernous grey space, the wall is 

a centerpiece of the museum. 

It is easy to miss the small sign in the corner explaining what lies behind the wall. It is a 

repository of 8,000 remains of unidentified victims; over forty percent of the nearly three 
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thousand people who died were never identified. Only medical examiners and families can visit 

this space, which offers loved ones a window to view rows of cabinets with remnants examiners 

are still working to identify.26 

The cases of Punchiná and the 9/11 Museum provide an interesting comparison. Both are 

sites where horror has occurred and where people disappeared. Yet, in Punchiná, no one was able 

to use the space when it was believed to be a mass grave. It took years of exhumation for the 

space to no longer be perceived primarily as a graveyard. The space of the 9/11 Museum, 

however, was purposefully turned into a mass grave as unidentified remains were moved from the 

Office of Chief Medical Examiner to the museum before its opening. Some victims opposed this 

process while others helped make the decision.27  

There is, perhaps, no right way to honor these dead that will please the unique contours of 

individuals’ grief, a point Steve Kandell makes in his eloquent and brutally honest reflection on 

visiting the museum thirteen years after his sister’s death in the towers. “Where is the right place 

to store pounds of unidentifiable human tissue so that future generations can pay their respects?” 

he asks.28 Of course there is no answer that will fit everyone’s needs. Yet, the decision to place 

the dead in the museum brings with it distinct responsibilities for safeguarding the sacred. 

Some feel these responsibilities are not being met. Just as Diana was angered at members 

of DPS for smoking and drinking in Punchiná, some family members and visitors alike take 

offense at the prospect of the everyday happening in the 9/11 Museum. Consumption in general 

has been the source of the greatest criticism. Eating cheese plates at the café, drinking champagne 

                                                        
26 Steve Kandell, “The Worst Day Of My Life Is Now New York’s Hottest Tourist Attraction,” BuzzFeed, 
accessed May 28, 2014, http://www.buzzfeed.com/stevekandell/the-worst-day-of-my-life-is-now-new-
yorks-hottest-tourist-at. 
27 “‘No Day Shall Erase You’: 9/11 Remains to Be Moved to Spot within Museum,” CNN, accessed May 
28, 2014, http://www.cnn.com/2014/03/23/us/9-11-memorial-museum-remains/index.html. 
28 Kandell, “The Worst Day Of My Life Is Now New York’s Hottest Tourist Attraction.” 
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at a pre-opening cocktail party in front of the wall, and buying commemorative sweatshirts 

(known as “darkness hoodies”) at the gift shop have all been cited as inappropriate behavior in 

such a site.29 

The everyday is out of place in some spaces. In front of the remains of unidentified 

victims of a terrorist attack, for example. There is a real and valid fear that everyday life will 

dilute and slowly destroy the sacred quality of a space. The challenge is how to safeguard the 

sacred, which depends upon knowledge of the past, while fostering an environment in which 

people feel safe and welcome in the present.  

Unlike many museums of memory, life happens in Punchiná. Community members go 

there to sign the deeds to their new homes, pick up seeds for their gardens or materials for their 

farms, attend workshops on how to best navigate EU funding or discuss the global tilapia market. 

The past is not frozen but instead overflows into the messiness of the present in a constantly 

shifting mosaic of memory and activity. 

The case of Punchiná is more reminiscent to the Reichstag than traditional sites of 

memory. The multiple lives of the German parliament building in Berlin include imperial 

construction, a mysterious fire, the disbanding of Parliament under Nazi rule, Allied bombing, 

Soviet desecration in World War II, and decades of abandon. Upon German reunification in 1989, 

the question of what to do with the weighty historical landscape of imperial, fascist, and divided 

pasts in Berlin was a debate of logistical, political, emotional, and economic import. Financial 

realities drove the design of the landscape of reconstruction as much as needs for the psychic 

rehabilitation of space.  

                                                        
29 “Darkness Hoodie,” National September 11 Memorial & Museum, accessed March 15, 2015, 
https://www.911memorial.org/catalog/darkness-hoodie.html; Harry Bruinius, “9/11 Memorial Museum: 
Are Swank Parties, Trinkets Fitting at Ground Zero?” Christian Science Monitor, May 22, 2014, 
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/2014/0522/9-11-memorial-museum-Are-swank-parties-trinkets-fitting-at-
ground-zero-video. 
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The remodeling of the Reichstag involved the decision to relocate the German parliament 

from Bonn to the building in Berlin, being wrapped in fabric by the artist Christo, the selective 

removal and retention of Soviet graffiti, and the construction of a glass dome offering a 

panoramic view of the now re-unified city. Today, layers of meaning and temporalities merge in 

the outer shell of imperial past, the inner functioning of state bureaucracy, the rooftop reminder of 

reunification, and the traces of a dark past in the writing that remains on the walls.30  

Punchiná is a similarly over-determined place, with layers of meaning. Both Punchiná 

and the Reichstag are examples of the ability to make space for the present within places of thick 

pasts. Caretakers of these spaces are responsible for safeguarding the sacred through a ministry of 

memory while also allowing the everyday to occur. It is not the sacred but instead the mundane 

that draws people into the space. This encounter between the sacred and profane and the ability to 

simultaneously hold the two in tension is what is most extraordinary about sites like Punchiná or 

the Reichstag. 

If testimony is story made sacred through content and context, Hotel Punchiná provides a 

form of material testimony offering an on-going engagement with everyday activities that is 

integrated instead of removed from daily life. The combination of meeting present needs while 

simultaneously commemorating the past offers a framework for everyday healing to occur outside 

the traditional structures of therapy and historical memory initiatives and for commemoration to 

expand beyond the realms of museums and memorials. This healing is not a matter of moving on. 

Instead, it’s about carrying on. Healing doesn’t have to mean everything is better, just that some 

things are, if only a little bit. Notions of healing as simple and as small as being able to enter a 

building or not having to alter one’s path through town is what occurs at Punchiná. 

                                                        
30 Huyssen, Present Pasts,76. 
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Is the task in healing to desacralize spaces, to normalize the sites where the decidedly 

abnormal has occurred? Or is it to hold on to these extraordinary past lives and keep them alive in 

the present? The challenge is figuring out how to de-fang the past, to remove the parts that cut 

and burn, without dishonoring the reality that for some, this is an impossible task. For some, the 

past will always burn. And yet, life carries on, whether it burns or not. It carries on through 

encounters with the living and the dead, with those at the beginning and those at the end. It carries 

on through living. 

The 9/11 Memorial and its environs might be a better comparison to Punchiná than the 

museum. The memorial, built on the site of the two towers, is a testament to the abundance of 

absence. It consists of two square black pools. Names are etched on the ledges of the retaining 

walls, from which water pours down in what appears to be individualized spigots. The water 

flows into a second pool cut into the center of the first, evoking a downward pull and a sense of 

falling into a fathomless abyss. Built on the footprint of what once dominated New York’s 

skyline, “Reflecting Absence” provides a verticality of depth instead of height.  

The memorial makes the boundaries between sacred and secular space abundantly clear. 

Visitors are unable to walk over the actual location of the towers, which were deemed to be 

hallowed ground. This makes the prohibitions the sacred requires easy to maintain. It is a far 

more managed and designed space than Punchiná, built rather than repurposed. The similarity lies 

largely in what exists around the memorials. Construction surrounds the space on all sides. Trees 

and concrete benches are placed around the plaza. People eat lunch and talk on the phone. My 

sister breast-fed her baby.  

It is also a place of encounter. Shortly before entering the museum, my sister and I passed 

what appeared to be an extended family, multiple generations crowded around an elderly man in a 

wheelchair. It seemed like it was both difficult and important for him to be at that place, that the 

visit meant a lot to him. When he saw the baby, his face lit up. The whole family started smiling 
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and laughing and making baby noises and faces. My sister took him out of his carrier to face the 

elderly man and his smile got even wider. So, she brought her son over to the stranger and my 

five-month old nephew grasped his finger and giggled. He looked up at my sister and said thank 

you. And then we went our separate ways. 

Life happens in the shadow of horror, which might be the greatest testament to hope.  

Between the sacred space of hallowed ground and the profane mundane of concrete 

benches and moving cranes is where the social is remade. This threshold space is the sacred 

everyday, where life carries on, yet is tinged with a greater meaning. These are not ordinary 

places. Just as colliding air masses of heat and cold make rain, the collision of the sacred and 

profane is explosive—at times painful, at times productive.  

These are places whose power is physically felt. Explaining what they contain, however, 

is a distinct challenge. Where to find the words for stories that work best because they don’t often 

use or need them? How to translate these embodied tales into media more exportable than 

experience? Placing such stories on screen or page flattens the narrative while expanding its 

reach. As the tale of Punchiná moves beyond its own edifice to reach a regional, national, and 

even international audience, a coterie of media and meaning makers (including myself) work to 

find the words and ways to export the story beyond its environs, turning it into a socially 

intelligible and useful symbol. 

Much gets lost in translation. 

Screen Memories: A House of Horror and Hope 

“If you’ve seen the movie, Hostel, you might understand a bit of what happened in Hotel 

Punchiná,” a journalist on the regional television station, TeleAntioquia, informed viewers. The 
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news story, called “The Little House of Terror,” begins with a picture of the hotel, labeled “El 

Hostal.”31 A clip from the horror movie, Hostel, is interspersed with footage of the exhumation 

team entering the building. There they find walls covered with graffiti and death threats, floors 

strewn with clothes, and an overgrown garden where they soon begin work. Grass, weeds, and 

trees tower over workers clearing and excavating the garden. Leidi’s mother, Doña Lilia, looks 

through clothes, peers over the shoulders of members of the exhumation team, and walks the 

perimeter of the back yard looking for signs of her daughter. This story is about the search, 

however, not the recovery of Leidi’s body. It ends with the declaration that the team will return 

the next day to continue their work. 

What is gained in breadth of audience through television coverage is lost in depth of 

experience embodied narrative provides. So much of Punchiná’s power comes from the physical 

feelings of haunting and the sensory quality of memories and movement the space elicits and 

emits. This non-verbal, multi-layered, sensual experience presents a definite descriptive 

challenge. Words often fail to describe situations such as those that have transpired in Punchiná. 

When words fail, what is left to tell these stories to those who did not witness them? In such a 

case, a horror film is not a bad place to start. 

                                                        
31 “Casita Del Terror En San Carlos, Antioquia, Malombia” (Medellín: TeleAntioquia, June 5, 2008), 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RBqzZ9rO0Ec. 
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Figure 19: Screenshot from “Casita del Terror” news story (Source: TeleAntioquia) 

Few horror films are remembered for their snappy dialogue.32 Instead, as one of the most 

visceral forms of storytelling, people watch horror movies for how they make them feel. The 

physical reactions horror films elicit—shivers and screams, feelings of nausea and turning away 

from the screen—mimic those of repulsion and expulsion the material memory of the building 

caused community members.33 The choice of Hostel—a film about a cheap Eastern European 

hotel where victims are lured to their gory deaths at the hands of wealthy, sadistic customers—is 

a logical cinematic comparison.34  

Torture porn, however, is far too simplistic a genre to describe the many lives of Hotel 

Punchiná. Horror films are often morality plays in which a “final girl” (or in the case of Hostel, a 

                                                        
32 This is not to say that horror films do not have snappy dialogue. Of course, some do. But language is not 
the primary motivation for most people to view these films or the central take-away. 
33 Nelson, Reckoning, 94-100. 
34 In what she describes as a “horror film theory of memory,” Diane Nelson describes horror films as 
“metaphors and appropriated tools.” Ibid, 114. 
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“final guy”) survives to kill the villains.35 Justice is served, if only temporarily if a sequel follows. 

In the case of Punchiná, however, justice takes a far more circuitous and confounding course. 

Victims seek information from the killers who are in prison or even living in the community—

some cooperate, some ask for forgiveness, some do nothing at all. While the genre does provide 

unique benefits in telling largely non-verbal, experiential stories of the horror of conflict itself 

and the physicality of fear, it fails to illustrate the complicated compromises that pass for justice 

(or even daily life) in the aftermath of war.  

 Those closest to the story, however, do not criticize the video for its simplistic or 

sensationalistic portrayal of the building. Instead, they put it to use. Watching the video is a rite of 

passage for first-time visitors to Punchiná. Members of CARE, usually Diana or one of Pastora’s 

daughters, will sit visitors in front of a computer in one of the offices to watch. It’s an eerie and 

rather awesome experience to see images of the room you’re sitting in as it was four years 

earlier—a fearsome site in a state of near total destruction—and to look up from the screen to the 

sight of painted walls and posters, to the sounds of laughter and gossip, to the tangible, 

experiential evidence of life carrying on. While the vast majority of those watching the video will 

clearly never share the experience of viewing it in the building itself, the ability to use it as 

archival evidence allows those intimately involved in the building’s story to illustrate its 

transformation to those who weren’t present. The video becomes a tool for establishing the sacred 

quality of the building by allowing visitors to witness—if only on screen—the enormity of the 

transformation. Officials working with DPS used the video in a similar fashion, showing it to 

visiting politicians to help them understand what happened in the community, the building 

standing in as an intelligible narrative of conflict and its aftermath. 

                                                        
35 Carol J. Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1993), 35-41. 
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As the building and the community’s transformations continue, so follows the story. Four 

years after the “The Little House of Terror” story, the same television station made a 

documentary on conflict and return in San Carlos.36 The building featured as a prominent 

character, serving as an allegory for absence, fear, and destruction as well as presence, hope, and 

transformation. Footage from the previous story on exhumation was interwoven with current 

images of institutional assistance—men with dirty clothes and large hats struggling to clear the 

ground to search for bodies segues to those in clean white shirts planting kale, lettuce, and 

aromatic herbs. As the machete gives way to the spade, the message clearly given is that life is 

capable of blooming again where death so recently lay, that disorder can be tamed and order can 

be cultivated even on the site of great destruction.  

It would be easy to describe this as a horror film with a happy ending. And yet, the mere 

absence of an ending makes this an impossible conclusion. There is no final curtain to the story of 

this space, only chapters waiting to be written.  It is no small task to turn the story of one building 

in a small town into a socially intelligible and useful collective narrative of horror and hope. The 

work of making meaning out of these transformations is not limited to community members in 

San Carlos. Instead, it is the task of a much larger community, a national and even international 

one, that involves journalists and academics like myself. We all stop at Punchiná, a collective of 

meaning makers struggling to find the words. We stop because the story draws people in, whether 

it is the physical experience of being in the space or the experience of watching or hearing about 

the tale.  

The complicated story is intelligible because it is contained and condensed in one 

location. People come and go, all the time changing the place, whether to tarnish or restore. 

Throughout, the place remains. What has been built, what has been destroyed, and what has been 
                                                        
36 “Sembraron Muerte, Desenterrando Verdades.” 
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repaired, re-purposed, and reclaimed within the walls of Hotel Punchiná provides an intelligible, 

if unfinished, narrative of the causes, experience, and aftermath of war.  

French linguist Ferdinand de Saussure describes meaning as made and understood 

through the merger of a symbolic form—the signified—and the concept behind it—the signifier. 

The two together—the container and its contents—form the sign. Thus, Punchiná’s meaning is 

the meeting of the building as physical container and the many things it has contained. The sign 

of Punchiná has had a variety of meanings: wealth, violence, terror, haunting, reclamation, and a 

multi-faceted notion of reparation. Yet, two have remained throughout the many uses of the 

building—circulation and transition. The continuous circulation of occupants and actions leaves 

this a space of constant transition. It is this circulation that allows the meaning of the building to 

shift from terror to hope. Most symbols gain their power through their lasting quality. And yet, in 

times of transition, perhaps there is no better symbol then one whose meaning is in flux. 

The best genre to portray the many lives of Punchiná is not a horror film but instead a 

ghost story.  Building collective memory often revolves around harnessing the narrative power of 

haunting, turning this into a positive generative force. Many of the building’s residents have done 

just that. Despite the exorcisms and farewell rituals of the past, the building emerges as a haunted 

space whose ghosts are not laid to rest but put to work as guardians of the sacred, as evidence, 

and as tools for seeking justice and resources. 

Punchiná offers a powerful narrative for a country that still hopes for an end to conflict 

yet vociferously disagrees about how this will be achieved and what peace will entail. For 

decades, Colombia has suffered from a serious narrative problem (both internally and externally) 

when it comes to understanding and explaining conflict. It’s hard to keep track of the tangled 

mass of acronyms and ideologies, illegal economies and affiliations that form the moving and 

malleable framework of Colombian conflict. In many ways, it is even more difficult to create a 
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story that feels real and recognizable about peace. A symbolic container that speaks to the 

possibility of building peace, one plumbing repair and paint job at a time, thus does real work. 

For some things, however, there are no words. Sometimes, words are supposed to fail. 

Heartbreaking, soul crushing experiences like searching for your missing child, going through 

dirty, torn, discarded items of clothing, hoping for a clue of your daughter’s whereabouts, praying 

strangers will find a part of her in the overgrown garden behind an abandoned building. There are 

no real words for that. No horror movie that makes that experience intelligible to those who have 

not lived it.  

Words often fail. And yet we try. I try, even though I know I fail. I bend under the weight 

of the impossible, using my limited descriptive powers to tell a story that changes every time I 

return and that encompasses the very limits of human capacities for beauty and brutality. And yet, 

part of the responsibility of the sacred is to try and tell the tale. Several well-known texts that 

attempt this task come to mind. This is part of the human condition, for better or for worse.  

It is also part of the necessary challenge of understanding what happens in war and its 

aftermath, not as a reduction of senseless violence and inescapable trauma but instead as a series 

of actions and events that have logic and reason, that leave remnants that can (or have to be) used, 

and that form the basis of stories worth telling, as limited as these may be. The fact that much 

gets lost in the telling doesn’t mean one shouldn’t try. And so we grasp onto imperfect references 

like horror films or images of roses growing in gardens that once were graveyards to make sense 

of past terror and present struggles for the enormous task of building life on and with the 

awesome and the everyday that remains.  

Life Carrying On  

Edgar was in his shop making wooden guns for his daughter when I came back to the 

house one day. They were props for a class project—a zombie movie she was planning to film 
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with a group of friends in Punchiná. There was plenty of space in the building. Plus, his daughter 

Sofia told me with a shrug, “It’s kind of creepy in there. It’s perfect!” 

A group of eight teenagers spent three days making a movie populated with zombies and 

vampires, mad scientists and innocent patients, sultry assistants and slow-witted sidekicks. I 

never figured out what class the movie was for, but it was clear everyone was having a great time. 

It was a family project. Diana helped with makeup while Edgar made the props and Sofia shouted 

out directions to everyone while trying to corral her friends into the shot. More often than not 

they were laughing, at times falling on the floor in uncontrollable fits of giggles that Sofia either 

tried to stop or instigated herself. 

Life carries on. 

The building never looks the same. Every time I go back, something has changed. The 

last time I went, the remnants of an exploded bomb were in the middle of one of the rooms. 

Fernando had found it on one of his fishing trips and dragged it back with him. He thought it 

would look nice in Punchiná.  
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Figure 20: Cylinder bomb remnants, Hotel Punchiná 

Life carries on through the vigilance of caretakers. Diana comes into the office every day 

and sweeps the floor, empties the trash, and cleans up, all the while bitching about how people 

don’t pull their weight around the building. When Edgar picks her up, she’ll tell him about a 

leaky pipe that makes the office smell musty and he goes to check it out.  

In the aftermath of conflict, all peace is precarious and thus that much more precious. 

That much more in need of constant care.  
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 “Nothing is secure but life, transition, the energizing spirit,” Ralph Waldo Emerson 

wrote in the essay, “Circles.”37 In the aftermath of his own son’s death, he was trying to 

understand the forms in which life carries on and found comfort in a circular notion of time with 

no beginning or end. Where is stability within this constantly changing space of transitions? 

Perhaps in the small acts of upkeep necessary to maintain life, in the faithful return to a place that 

will never be the same and that you know will change again, without knowing how. 

When the paramilitaries held Punchiná, it was known as a place of no return, 

representative of the one-way mobility that is a central goal of conflict. For most displaced 

people, their communities are also such places. Memories of places like Punchiná that loomed 

large in the collective consciousness as a condensation of fear, abandonment, and hopelessness 

prevent many from returning. Yet, now the building is both a symbol and structure that facilitates 

the return of community members who fled because of places like Punchiná. Making San Carlos 

a place not only of return but one that feels home-like again requires changing the meaning of 

locations like Punchiná. This is work that evolves along with the building and its uses. 

The last time I visited, a room was now designated for self care. There were candles and 

lotion. Diana said they could give massages there. Someone had left a poster on the door from a 

previous workshop. It explained the financial breakdown of reparations in the new transitional 

justice law offering victims’ reparation and land restitution. Twelve thousand dollars for death, 

disappearance, and kidnapping, nine thousand for rape or forced recruitment. The list went on. 

                                                        
37 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Emerson: Essays and Lectures: Nature: Addresses and Lectures / Essays: First 
and Second Series / Representative Men / English Traits / The Conduct of Life (New York: Library of 
America, 1983), 403. 
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Figure 21: List of forms of victimization and amount of reparation 

Perhaps there is no end point to the work of repairing life after war, no clear-cut measure 

of when a person, a community, or a country truly is “repaired.” The price tag on people’s pain 

feels uncomfortable, if a necessary step in the process (and one of many in the sweeping law), 

because it offers a formula that promises a finish line we all know does not exist. 

Yet, there are also smaller stories of reparation that are integral and holistic, as the law 

promises and often fails to deliver. So many forms of reparation—physical, financial, symbolic, 

social, and spiritual—have occurred within Punchiná. Small stories can have big results.  

This is a small story of an enormous effort. From the dirt under the fingernails of mothers 

digging in the ground for their children to the women scrubbing blood off the walls, they are 

clawing their way back. Peace is a hustle, and they’re not there yet. In the song, “I Try,” rapper 

Talib Kweli suggests, “Life is a beautiful struggle. People search through the rubble for a suitable 

hustle.” That’s what they do in San Carlos. That’s the story of Punchiná, as well. They keep 
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hustling—for pieces of pipe, information about missing children, extra seeds, more funding, or 

legal reparation. 

There is beauty in that struggle. There is value in it as well. I asked Diana once how she 

felt about the work she did with CARE to reclaim Punchiná. “I feel proud to be part of CARE 

because we have been able to do so much for victims, things that are priceless,” she responded. 

“Changing the meaning of that building, that is priceless.”  
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Chapter 4: Landmines: No Fields Other Than 
 

Reality demands  
we also state the following: 
life goes on. 

Maybe there are no fields other than battlefields, 
those still remembered, 
and those long forgotten, 
birch woods and cedar woods, 
snows and sands, iridescent swamps, 
and ravines of dark defeat 
where today, in sudden need, 
you squat behind a bush. 

What moral flows from this? Probably none. 
Only that blood flows, drying quickly, 
and, as always, a few rivers, a few clouds. 

On the tragic mountain passes 
the wind blows hats off heads 
and we cannot help–– 
but laugh. 

—“Reality Demands,” Wisława Szymborska 

 

“That son-of-a-bitch cow,” Elmer yelled, slamming his fist against the steering wheel. 

“Miriam, try and get him back into his pen,” he growled at the woman sitting next to me in the 

front of the truck. She jumped out, as did another man who was sitting in the back along with five 

other members of the San Carlos Landmine Victims’ Association. “You need to find a big stick,” 

an older woman in the back instructed Miriam. Everyone else started yelling advice on how to get 

the rogue cow back behind the barbed wire where he belonged. 

The cow was undeterred. He wove his way leisurely across the road, occasionally 

crossing to eat something or avoid getting hit by a bus. A slight breeze made the late-afternoon 

sunlight streaming through the thick canopy dance on the road in front of us; smoke from a 

nearby fire further illuminated the rays.  
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The cow would not be herded. We followed behind slowly in the truck, with people 

taking turns trying out their preferred methods of getting the cow into the pen. Everyone was 

laughing, except Elmer. He kept muttering under his breath about how much he hated that cow, 

which only made everyone laugh more. This did not improve Elmer’s mood. The association had 

eight cows as part of an NGO-funded income generation project. This one cow was more trouble 

than the other seven combined, Elmer complained. After about fifteen minutes, the cow got tired 

of the road and let himself back into the opening in the barbed wire fence Miriam had been 

patiently holding open.  

 

Figure 22: Rogue cow on the road to San Carlos 

Most fences in San Carlos are more suggestion than actual barrier. Landmines, however, 

contained people’s movements in real and sometimes lethal ways in San Carlos—until recently 

one of the most heavily mined places in one of the world’s most heavily mined countries. There 

was a time in San Carlos when squatting behind the wrong bush could cost you a leg. Or your 

life. The seventy-nine surviving civilian landmine victims and their families could attest to the 

long-term ways in which these explosive devices changed lives and mobility. Some wore the 
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visible scars of landmines. But most wounds were invisible. People often told me of sight and 

hearing problems, persistent headaches, and trouble sleeping. 

After four years of demining, the probability of being hurt by a landmine has greatly 

diminished. But the possibility still remains. Children run down mountain paths to school where 

the army later finds mines. Village residents hold dances on floors were gas canister bombs are 

discovered buried. Life goes on, right on top the explosive remains of the past. With time, these 

remnants lose some of their power. No one has been hurt for years. It’s probably fine. 

In December 2011, San Carlos was the first Colombian municipality to be declared mine-

free. Several months later, President Juan Manuel Santos travelled to San Carlos to “deliver” the 

mine-free municipality to residents. National press was there, as were visiting dignitaries. There 

was great fanfare over the event. Between 2000 and 2006—the period of most intense guerrilla 

landmine use—Eastern Antioquia had the most landmine casualties in the country. What better 

place to declare the mission to be accomplished? Several years later, however, demining still 

continues in San Carlos. Perhaps the easiest way to resolve a problem is to alter the definition of 

success.  

Demining the country—particularly in the face of continued guerrilla use of landmines—

will be a vast undertaking. In most parts of the country, the process hasn’t even begun. Between 

1982 and 2014, close to eleven thousand people have fallen victim to landmines in Colombia.1 

The majority of landmine events have occurred since 2000, when the FARC and ELN 

dramatically increased landmine use to claim and maintain territory.2 Casualties have occurred in 

                                                        
1 2,157 people were killed and 8,469 injured. International Campaign to Ban Landmines, Landmine and 
Cluster Munition Monitor Colombia Country Profile, Country Profiles, 2014, http://www.the-
monitor.org/index.php/cp/display/region_profiles/find_profile/CO/2014. 
2 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Colombia: Displacement Continues despite Hopes for Peace, 
January 16, 2014, http://www.internal-displacement.org/americas/colombia/2014/displacement-continues-
despite-hopes-for-peace/. 
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thirty-one out of thirty-two Colombian departments. Landmines are reported in two-thirds of 

Colombian municipalities. Despite on-going peace negotiations, the International Campaign to 

Ban Landmines reported in 2014 the FARC were “probably the most prolific user of 

antipersonnel mines among rebel groups anywhere in the world.”3  

“Peace comes dropping slow,” writes William Butler Yates.4 Nowhere is this fact more 

evident than demining. The forensic infrastructure of landmines and their removal tell a story of 

the porous borders between war and peace. Explosive remnants of war are material metaphor for 

the longevity of conflict’s legacy, the difficulties and desires for clear categorizations, and the 

complicated calculus of risk and reward that allow life to carry on in an aftermath built upon 

ambiguity. 

Landmines recall Mary Douglas’s famous description of pollution as “matter out of 

place,” deadly matter in this case.5 Their removal is both a symbolically powerful part of bringing 

order back to Colombia, and a dangerous physical challenge. No one really knows how long these 

mines will remain dangerous. Landmines and their removal rely upon complicated infrastructures 

of partial knowledge. The incomplete quality of this knowledge is a crucial operating force in 

landmines’ functionality as well as the relationships built in removal. Landmines create a 

                                                        
3 During 2014 peace negotiations in Habana, the FARC claimed they would begin to demine once they 
officially reached an agreement with the government. The FARC claim many things. International 
Campaign to Ban Landmines, Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor Colombia Country Profile. “Farc 
Se Comprometen a Romper Cualquier Relación Con El Narcotráfico - Política - El Tiempo,” Eltiempo.com, 
accessed January 3, 2015, http://www.eltiempo.com/politica/farc-y-gobierno-sellan-acuerdo-en-tercer-
punto-en-la-habana/13997275; In late 2014, they claimed they were willing to begin to demine as a 
"gesture" of peace. “Las FARC Dicen Estar Dispuestas a Desminar Y a Retirar Menores de Sus Filas,” 
Diario Digital Nuestro País, accessed January 3, 2015, http://www.elpais.cr/2014/12/27/las-farc-dicen-
estar-dispuestas-a-desminar-y-a-retirar-menores-de-sus-filas/, “Las FARC Justifican el Uso de Minas,” 
Semana, April 4, 2014, http://www.semana.com//nacion/articulo/ivan-marquez-habla-sobre-las-minas-
antipersonal/382547-3.. 
4 William Butler Yates, "The Lake Isle of Innisfree," in The Collected Poems of W.B. Yates, ed. Richard J. 
Finneran, 2nd Revised Edition (New York: Scribner, 1996), 39. 
5 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, 1 edition (London  ; 
New York: Taylor, 2002). 
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knowledge-based infrastructure that operates through a variable calculus of acceptable risk. 

Dismantling these walls requires a different (yet related) knowledge infrastructure that involves a 

combination—and at times a conflation—of intelligence gathering and community relations. 

Landmines contain a lot more than explosives. They contain the relationships that 

structure multi-dimensional warfare. They contain truths about the difficulty of demobilization 

and the dangers that remain long after peace has allegedly been made. They are tools to contain 

territory and constrain movement. Yet, landmines are also destroyed through the containment of 

controlled explosions. The process of finding and containing the threat landmines posed created 

new relationships between village residents, the military, and the land.  

The power of landmines and demining lies in differing forms of potential—the energy of 

explosive possibility in a landmine and the slow and inadvertent process of relationship building 

necessary to demine. Potential is a state of unknown ends. This is the power and predicament of 

potential. How do people live in a persistent state of not knowing? What kinds of knowledge are 

brought to bear and created to remedy this tension? 

It is hard to say when any war has ended. War and peace exist along spectrums of varying 

intensity. Missions are seldom clearly accomplished. The work of ending war is long. It is 

plodding. It is often mundane. And sometimes, it blows up in your face, proving things haven’t 

quite ended yet, maybe never will. Under the cover of endings, war often evolves. 

Gendered Geographies and the Masculinity of Mobility 

Fernando Pamplona is an intense man, a proud man. At times, he is an aggressive man. 

He is precise with his work and proud of his organizational skills. Perhaps this made him well 

suited to demine. He also loves to fish and is really good at it. This too offers transferable skills—

the patience of casting a line or a net and waiting, searching, trying to find something, catch 

something. Looking for landmines might not be that different. 
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That wasn’t his intention, however, when a landmine blew up in his face. It was 2005. He 

fled to Medellín a year before. But he didn’t like it. “Some people are made for the city and 

others for the countryside,” he told me. This was a familiar refrain. So he came back and worked 

in construction. It was a good job. He made decent money and liked the work, at least until he 

found himself in a minefield. The engineer working with him died from the blast. Shards of one 

of the landmines pierced Pamplona. He was blind for forty-five days. “I still have problems with 

it today,” he told me.  

The vast majority of Colombian landmine victims—ninety-four percent—are men.6 

Typically, they are soldiers, farmers, or construction workers. These are men who rely upon their 

bodies for work. In fact, it is often this manual labor that caused the injury in the first place. 

That’s what happened to Pamplona and so many other men. In 2005, San Carlos had more 

landmine victims than any other municipality in Colombia. Pamplona was one of forty-five 

people wounded and the engineer one of eight people killed that year.7 The majority of events 

occurred between 2002 and 2007, with the worst years being 2004 and 2005. This period 

corresponded with major military offensives in the region as well as the first few years of return. 

In those early years, it was primarily men who returned to check on homes and farms before 

families followed and thus were the ones most often wounded or killed. Of the one hundred and 

seventy-two people hurt or killed by landmines in the municipality between 2000 and 2010, only 

five were women.  

                                                        
6 Ibid. This is slightly higher than the global rate, in which eighty-seven percent of victims are men and 
thirteen percent are women. “Casualties and Victim Assistance,” Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor, 
2013, http://www.the-
monitor.org/index.php/publications/display?url=lm/2013/sub/Casualties_and_Victim_Assistance.html. 
7 Programa Presidencial para la Acción Integral contra Minas Antipersonal, “Situación Nacional Víctimas 
Minas Antipersonal.” Close to twenty percent of all victims in the department of Antioquia that year were 
from San Carlos. 
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I would frequently see a man who lost an arm to a landmine in town getting supplies for 

his plantain farm. He lived in a remote village with his wife and eight children and still worked 

the land. But many other victims lived in town now, having to find new ways to make a living. 

The Landmine Victims’ Association’s livestock project was one such initiative. The land was 

near town; the work required less walking than farming coffee or plantains. But farming is a 

vocation. There is a culture to each crop or animal, people told me often. Some people loved 

working with coffee or cacao, other enjoyed herding cattle or maintaining fishponds. It was not 

easy to simply exchange this. It was even harder to move from farming to a small business 

project. Victims often need a lifetime of support, which flies in the face of a notion of masculinity 

tied to the ability to provide for oneself and one’s family.8  

Yet landmines are more than explosive devices. They are also a knowledge-based 

infrastructure. 9 A vanguard of victims and witnesses transmit the knowledge that landmines are 

present to others. Landmines do not behave as barriers (or expulsive forces) until this occurs. 

Once this information is in circulation, however, the infrastructural capacity of this weapon 

expands. Landmines impose a mobile and largely intangible architecture designed to contain 

guerrilla territory through preventing enemies (or anyone else) from entering. As the radius of 

victims expands beyond those directly hurt to include all whose movement was constrained, the 

gendered quality of the weapon begins to dissipate.  

The geography of guerrilla power—or more specifically their fight to retain it—is evident 

in the map of suspected landmine locations. These are defensive weapons to entrench claims on 

                                                        
8 “Objetivo: Mutilar,” Semana, May 30, 2004, http://www.semana.com//nacion/articulo/objetivo-
mutilar/65864-3. 
9 Paul Edwards defines knowledge infrastructures as “robust networks of people, artifacts, and institutions 
that generate, share, and maintain specific knowledge about the human and natural worlds.” Such a 
description is apt for the networks involved in creating, laying, and removing landmines. Paul N. Edwards, 
A Vast Machine: Computer Models, Climate Data, and the Politics of Global Warming (The MIT Press, 
2013). 
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territory the guerrillas hold and value. Thus, in San Carlos, there were few landmines in sites 

under paramilitary control. Many of the villages where landmines were placed were also locations 

of massacres and selective killings. These were areas where entire villages fled. The threat of 

death and the certainty of immobility were enough to empty these villages almost entirely of 

civilians, giving the guerrillas complete control of this territory.  

The FARC plant landmines in areas important to mobility and stability. The most 

affected areas in San Carlos were along guerrilla controlled roads or paths the FARC used to get 

to training camps in the municipality. The FARC also planted landmines around much of the 

infrastructure necessary for daily life such as schools, soccer fields, clinics, chapels, and 

community buildings. The presence of landmines around community infrastructure kept residents 

and outside assistance away long after the guerrillas’ threat had diminished. While some of the 

locations might have been chosen to terrorize residents, most had a practical reason. Both the 

guerrillas and the army used schools as improvised barracks and weapons caches. Soccer fields 

doubled as helicopter landing sites. The mountain paths that snaked through the region connected 

guerrilla-training sites and provided access to the Bogotá-Medellín highway. 3 

These were dual use locations. Little surprise victims were both military and civilian. The 

inability of landmines to discriminate between civilian and military targets is the primary reason 

the weapon is banned under the 1997 Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, 

Production, and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and on their Destruction. Commonly known as 

the “Ottawa Convention” or the Mine Ban Treaty, one hundred sixty-one countries, including 

Colombia, are signatories. Thirty-six countries—including the United States, Russia, and China—

are not. Pamplona enjoyed reminding me of this fact at any possible opportunity.10  

                                                        
10 Colombia signed the Mine Ban Treaty in 2001. 



 

 234 

Globally, the vast majority of landmine victims are civilians.11 In Colombia, however, 

well over half the victims are soldiers.12 The difference most likely does not lie in any greater 

skill level or humanitarian inclinations of Colombian guerrillas but instead in the nature of the 

weapons. “Colombia is the first country that we’ve worked in, indeed the first country that I know 

of, where all the mines used are improvised (explosive devices),” Grant Salisbury, program 

manager for the civilian demining organization in Colombia, Halo Trust, noted. 13 In most other 

parts of the world, landmines are factory made. While exact information does not exist regarding 

how long these improvised landmines remain functional, most accidents occur due to recently 

planted landmines. Factory-made landmines, however, remain live for decades. The improvised 

quality of these devices might limit the temporality of danger (although this is not known for 

certain). Yet, it also allows for sustainable manufacture of these devices, greatly expanding the 

geography of potential minefields. 

Appropriate Technology for Multi-Dimensional Warfare 

Landmines in Colombia are made from easily accessible resources. Fertilizer, syringes, 

small-scale mining detonators, and sulphuric acid are the primary ingredients.14 They are hidden 

in objects such as bottles, gas cans, cigarette packs, dolls, soccer balls, or even fruit. Radio 

                                                        
11 International Campaign to Ban Landmines, Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor Colombia Country 
Profile. 
12 The percentages of civilians and military victims varied widely throughout Colombia. In San Carlos, 
forty-six percent of victims were civilian. There were seventy-nine civilian victims and ninety-one military 
ones between 2000 and 2010. When it came to lethal landmine accidents, however, civilians died almost 
four times more frequently than soldiers. Fifteen civilians and four soldiers died in landmine events. The 
demographics of landmine victims in Ituango, however, were on par with the national average, with sixty-
three percent of victims being military. Programa Presidencial para la Acción Integral contra Minas 
Antipersonal, “Situación Nacional Víctimas Minas Antipersonal.”  
13 International Campaign to Ban Landmines, Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor Colombia Country 
Profile. 
14 The mines are usually made of an ammonium nitrate mixture called ANFO commonly used for mining as 
well as bombs. Ibid. 
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frequencies or mobile-phone signals can detonate them, as can tripwires or battery operated fuses. 

Usually, however, someone touches the syringe. When this happens, the sulphuric acid reacts 

with the fertilizer mixture, causing the mine to detonate. 

Improvised landmines are appropriate technology for guerrilla warfare. This was 

probably not what economist E.F. Schumacher had in mind when he wrote of such technologies 

in his 1970s exploration of economics at the local-scale—Small is Beautiful: Economics as if 

People Mattered.15 Schumacher envisioned sustainable, inexpensive, and accessible local-level 

projects like the Zimbabwe Bush Pump. In an enamored account, Marianne de Laet and 

Annemarie Mol suggest the water pump illustrates how good design incorporates and strengthens 

the fabric of community.16 Among the greatest strengths they attribute to the pump is the 

flexibility and fluidity of its construction. Built from locally sourced materials, it can be easily 

repaired, replicated, and adapted.  

Many of these same attributes are present in the “artisanal” landmines used in Colombia. 

The ease of manufacturing and planting landmines has long made them the perfect tool for 

guerrilla armies. It takes little money to make a landmine, little time to hide one. These mines are 

infinitely adaptable. Some are laced with rusty barbed wire, acid or feces, further increasing the 

chance of wounds becoming infected.  

“There’s nothing more effective than a land mine,” Francisco Santos, then-Vice President 

and head of the Presidential Program Against Landmines, explained in 2009. “Putting in a mine 

                                                        
15 E. F. Schumacher, Small Is Beautiful, 25th Anniversary Edition: Economics As If People Mattered: 25 
Years Later . . . With Commentaries (Point Roberts, Wash: Hartley and Marks Publishers, 2000). 
16 Marianne de Laet and Annemarie Mol, “The Zimbabwe Bush Pump: Mechanics of a Fluid Technology,” 
Social Studies of Science 30, no. 2 (April 1, 2000): 225–63. 
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costs $5; getting it out costs $1,000.”  17 The estimate does not place a price tag on the economic 

loss of unproductive land and livelihood or medical care for victims, let alone the psychological 

and social cost of being frightened of the ground beneath one’s feet. The high cost of recovery—

from the scale of the body to the land—is part of the weapon’s design.  

“Technology is a key element to war,” a FARC spokesperson explained in 2004. “The 

state modernized with planes; the FARC understood explosives needed to be the response.”18 As 

the military took the fight to the sky, the guerrillas took it underground. They also used landmines 

as tools to bring helicopters to the ground, not through direct attack but instead through the 

mediating force of a wounded soldier. Helicopters would land to evacuate soldiers, thus making 

for an easier target. 19 The consequences of activating a landmine are designed to radiate beyond 

the individual who is harmed. Most mines maim, instead of kill, the idea being a wounded solider 

is more costly to an enemy army than a dead one. Landmines thus attack mobility in interlinking 

scales that expand from body to battalion. 

Weaponry is relational and reactive. The evolution of landmines is directly correlated to 

increased military pressure on the guerrillas. Landmine casualties steadily increased beginning in 

2000, the same year Plan Colombia began providing the Colombian military with sophisticated 

weaponry. During the Havana peace talks in 2014, chief FARC negotiator Luciano Marín Arango 

(alias Iván Márquez) described landmines as “a form of popular organization response to an army 

of superior force” that uses “smart bombs” and receives help from the CIA.20  

                                                        
17 Helen Murphy, “Colombia Land Mines Toll Tops World as FARC Sow Them in Retreat,” Bloomberg 
News, November 21, 2009, 
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&sid=a9SxnVq2Tw5k. 
18 “Objetivo.” 
19 Ibid. 
20 “Las FARC Justifican El Uso de Minas.” 
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The FARC, however, also received outside assistance. An international circulation of 

knowledge facilitates the construction of landmines. In August 2001, two senior IRA explosives 

experts were captured along with the organization’s political representative to Cuba after 

returning from the FARC’s demobilized zone. They were teaching the guerrillas to manufacture 

landmines and other explosive devices.21 The increase in landmine casualties clearly coincides 

with IRA members’ presence in Colombia, which was purported to have begun in 1998.22 During 

this time, the efficacy and sophistication of guerrilla explosives— including gas canister, car, and 

house bombs as well as general acts of sabotage—both increased and bore a clear resemblance to 

IRA tactics.23  

The language used to describe landmines is also internationally and internally circulated. 

“Perfect soldiers” is how defense experts, politicians, pop stars, farmers, and academics all 

described landmines in Colombia.24 The description travelled well, perhaps from as far as 

Cambodia. Allegedly, Pol Pot described landmines as such.25 It is one thing to fight a living being 

who shoots and fears bullets, Colombian soldiers would say, and another to fight a hidden 

weapon. A landmine educator asked a class what made landmines perfect soldiers. “You don’t 

                                                        
21 The three men captured in the Bogotá airport—Niall Connolly, James Monaghan, and Martin 
McCauley—claimed to be visiting Colombia to observe the peace process and engage in some ecotourism. 
Yet, they were travelling on fake passports and traces of both explosives and cocaine were found on their 
clothing. They were imprisoned in Colombia and later fled to the Republic of Ireland. Matthew Engel and 
Rosie Cowan, “IRA ‘Sent Men to Colombia,’” The Guardian, April 24, 2002, 
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2002/apr/25/northernireland.colombia; “Landmines in Colombia; Cheap 
and Lethal,” The Economist, August 27, 2009, http://www.economist.com/node/14313743. 
22 Majority Staff of the House International Relations Committee, Summary of Investigation of IRA Links to 
FARC Narco-Terrorists in Colombia, 2002, 
http://democrats.foreignaffairs.house.gov/archives/107/findings.htm. 
23 Jim Cusack, “RTE Fails to Press IRA’s Bomb Man over Farc,” The Independent, August 18, 2013, 
http://www.independent.ie/irish-news/rte-fails-to-press-iras-bomb-man-over-farc-29507512.html. 
24 Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de Memoria 
Histórica., San Carlos, 161; “Objetivo: Mutilar,” Semana, May 30, 2004, 
http://www.semana.com//nacion/articulo/objetivo-mutilar/65864-3; Catalina Pérez Galeano, Minas 
Antipersonal, “Los Soldados Perfectos,” n.d., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0NSodyIdI8k. 
25 Mark Jenkins, “Cambodia’s Healing Fields,” National Geographic, January 2012, 
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2012/01/landmines/jenkins-text. 
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pay them, they don’t discriminate, they don’t have girlfriends, and they don’t complain,” were 

among the responses. Likewise, Pamplona described demining as a difficult battle “against these 

perfect soldiers hidden here that can’t get cold and don’t get tired.” The narrative that emerges 

here is of weapons willing to work and wait in ways humans never would.  

There may be no better illustration of the relational dynamics of asymmetrical warfare 

than the anthropomorphized weapons of smart bombs and perfect soldiers. They are, in many 

ways, two sides of the same coin. No army wants to fight on a level playing ground. Advantages 

in technology and terrain, however, are created and gained in many different ways. Just as the 

weapons the Colombian military use to fight (and almost defeat) the guerrillas are part of a 

technologically inspired revolution of military affairs, those in the guerrilla arsenal are part of a 

connected counter-revolution.  

What is described as asymmetrical, however, is more accurately multi-dimensional 

warfare in which opposing groups possess different planes in a contested vertical playing field. 

Eyal Weizman describes verticality as the axis upon which war is waged and peace is proposed in 

the contested territory of Israel and Palestine.26 The attempt to split shared space through elevated 

roads, tunnels, and even buildings divided along stories seems a utopic solution for peace. Yet it 

is a logical and often used structure for war.  

Both depth and elevation can expand the horizontal radius of territorial control. Hilltop 

settlements in the West Bank are “anchor points” to claim a far wider swath of territory than the 

physical infrastructure it entails; the same is true of landmines sown in strategic guerrilla areas in 

Colombia.27 Visibility and elevation play key roles in expanding hilltop homes from buildings 

into barriers that control movement, belonging, and a sense of possibility both for the observed 

                                                        
26 Eyal Weizman, Hollow Land: Israel’s Architecture of Occupation, 1st edition (London  ; New York: 
Verso, 2012). 
27 Ibid, 3. 
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and the observer. The verticality of landmines does not manifest in the visibility of elevation but 

instead invisibility that is often (but not always) subterranean.  

When the invisibility of landmines makes a vertical jump, the lethality of the devices 

increases.28 This occurred when the FARC started hiding landmines in trees in response to an 

increased military use of mine detectors.29 “What a wonderful orange that will be,” might have 

been the last thought of a thirsty soldier before he lost his head to a mine placed in a piece of 

fruit.30 A landmine educator told the story of a boy and his grandfather walking on a path when 

they see an unusually large piece of fruit. The boy goes to pick it. His grandfather warns him 

there might be a mine. He is too late. The boy dies. 

Guerrilla warfare meets the Garden of Eden in these tales of death coming from the 

desire to pluck a piece of fruit along the way. Simple pleasures give way to horrific deaths. When 

nature becomes suspect, the entirety of how people relate to their environment changes. This has 

incalculable psychic effects. There is no database that measures all the guavas and tangerines that 

remain on the branch due to the fear of what they might contain. No metrics can measure the toll 

it takes to question the origin of the rustle in the trees. Could it be a bird? A gust of wind? Or an 

improvised explosive device?  

                                                        
28 Ejército Nacional de Colombia, “Tropas Ubicans Explosivos Instalados En Las Ramas de Los Árboles,” 
September 29, 2014, http://www.ejercito.mil.co/index.php?idcategoria=370535#sthash.P6xIY73F.dpuf. 
“Las minas antipersonal, enemigo numero uno para retornar a los campos de San Carlos.” InfoOriente 24 
de mayo de 2009, CNRR 159, Personal conversations with humanitarian and emergency deminers and 
landmine educators in San Carlos, Colombia.  
29 Human Rights Watch, Maiming the People: Guerrilla Use of Antipersonnel Landmines and Other 
Indiscriminate Weapons in Colombia (Washington, DC, July 25, 2007), 
http://www.hrw.org/reports/2007/07/24/maiming-people; Faust Mauricio Manrique Horta, “Farc Ubican 
Explosivos En Las Ramas de Los Árboles,” Diario de Huila, September 29, 2014, 
http://diariodelhuila.com/judicial/farc-ubican-explosivos-en-las-ramas-de-los-arboles-
cdgint20140929162148171#. 
30 Gonzalo Sánchez G., Comisión Nacional de Reparación y Reconciliación (Colombia), and Área de 
Memoria Histórica, San Carlos: memorias del éxodo en la guerra, Taurus pensamiento; Variation: 
Pensamiento (Taurus (Firm)) (Bogotá, Colombia  : CNRR, Grupo de Memoria Histórica  ; Ediciones 
Semana  : Taurus, 2011), 159. 
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When a home might be a watchtower and fruit could be a bomb, the most mundane of 

spaces become suspect. The conflation of military and civilian domains turn built and natural 

environments into weaponized terrains. A piece of fruit could be abnormally large because of the 

fertilizer used to help it grow or the fertilizer-based explosives that will make it blow. 31 When 

German chemists Fritz Haber and Carl Bosch discovered how to economically turn nitrogen gas 

into an organically usable form in the early 20th century, they created the conditions necessary for 

agriculture, population, and the munitions industry to explode.32 The lines between war and 

peace, military and civilian are far more blurred than is comfortable to admit. The very blurring 

of this line is often (but not always) an intentional military tactic used to expand the territory of 

possible control.  

Fertility is potential energy. It represents a future that is hoped for, not one that is 

promised. Landmines function through potential. They do not make soil infertile. In fact, they 

often protect the fertility of coca crops, leaving manual coca eradicators among the most frequent 

landmine victims.33 Landmines create spaces ripe with unknown possibilities. Not all seeds 

sprout. Not all landmines explode. But the sowing changes the meaning of the land in which seed 

and mine are placed. These mines create new forms of fertility. Fear grows from what is sown. 

Walls sprout up and sink their roots far into the ground and the minds of those who use the land. 

                                                        
31 Plants need nitrogen to grow, yet until the 20th century, natural sources were limited to guano, manure, 
and the cultivation of nitrogen-rich crops such as beans and legumes. For a fascinating study of the global 
connections of guano, see: Gregory T. Cushman, Guano and the Opening of the Pacific World: A Global 
Ecological History, Reprint edition (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
32 Thomas Hager, The Alchemy of Air: A Jewish Genius, a Doomed Tycoon, and the Scientific Discovery 
That Fed the World but Fueled the Rise of Hitler (New York: Broadway Books, 2009). 
33 Between 2006-2013, at least three hundred and sixty nine coca eradicators were victims of landmine 
explosions. Forty-two people died and three hundred and twenty four were wounded. The fate of the other 
three victims is unknown. International Campaign to Ban Landmines, Landmine and Cluster Munition 
Monitor Colombia Country Profile.  
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“The things we call “technologies” are ways of building order in our world,” Langdon 

Winner suggests.34 Landmines do not create disorder. Instead, they are tools for shaping 

movement, corralling people, pushing them out of particular spaces and into others. They re-

arrange order. The creation and placement of mines builds a physical infrastructure that is mobile, 

malleable, and specific to individual contours of knowledge, risk, and need. While landmines 

change soil into a polluted, explosive, and largely uninhabitable space for many, this is not the 

case for everyone. There are the men who can’t stay away. Perhaps they cannot live another way. 

They often try to live in the city and fail, choosing instead to live in an abandoned village in the 

middle of a war zone. They prefer minefields to urban jungles. They understand the lay of the 

land better there. 

A Rock and a Prayer: The Vanguard of Return 

I’ve heard Miguelangelo described as many things—a wizard was my favorite. This was 

not meant as a compliment. His intense stare, his penchant for de-activating landmines, and his 

choice to live alone in an abandoned village during the war, however, lent an aura of credibility to 

the label. How he survived is anyone’s guess. Quick to anger and slow to forgive, he was the kind 

of man to hold a grudge, the kind of man to hold his ground. 

He’s still the only person in that village. Beginning in 2009, however, several families 

returned to a neighboring village. It was filled with landmines. So, Migeulangelo started 

destroying them. One of the women in the village said he would come to the house holding a sack 

filled with mines he had removed, as I’ve seen so many people do with guavas or tangerines 

they’ve picked from their farms. Only these were “artisanal” explosive devices.  

                                                        
34 Langdon Winner, “Do Artifacts Have Politics?,” Daedalus 109, no. 1 (January 1, 1980): 127. 
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Several villages over, Cosaica was engaged in a similar task. He spent ten months 

displaced in Medellín but the city wasn’t for him. So he returned to the countryside. All of his 

neighbors had fled. Even the paths had disappeared. He stepped on a landmine and thought he 

would die. But he survived. Then he figured out how to deactivate the mines. So he set about 

demining the village, looking for syringes sticking out of the ground. His technique involved a 

combination of prayer, a machete, gasoline, and large rocks he would hurl at the mines. He 

destroyed twenty-four mines and three gas cylinder bombs. Each time, he prayed to Maria 

Auxiliadora. She never let him down.  

A newspaper article shows Cosaica at work in the village. Dressed in a dirty beige long-

sleeved shirt with a white cloth thrown over his shoulder, he has a receding hairline, fair skin, the 

beginnings of a beard, and a kind looking face. He is stacking logs into a pile; there is a horse in 

the background. The caption informs the reader Cosaica has no wife. It all paints a picture of a 

bachelor returning to the countryside to his work, home, and horse. Perhaps he was used to being 

alone. But the level of solitude he found when he returned to the village without his neighbors 

was enough for him to decide throwing rocks at explosive devices seemed the best way to remedy 

the condition. “I knew that I was at risk, but it’s not right that people had to leave their land never 

to return. I did this because I wanted people to return for us to live together again in the 

countryside. The campesino is not capable of living in the city…”35 

This was the same reason Pamplona gave for returning home, although he wasn’t as 

lucky as Cosaica to not get hurt. The differential calculus of acceptable risk versus reward varied 

within families and individuals. The kinds and amount of risk accepted depended upon a variety 

of factors, including age, gender, connection to land, work preferences, financial need, and 

                                                        
35 Javier Alexander Macías, “Cosiaca Quitó Minas Y Sembró Esperanza,” El Colombiano, June 6, 2010, 
http://www.elcolombiano.com/cosiaca_quito_minas_y_sembro_esperanza-FVEC_92373. 
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perceptions of the ability to protect oneself. For men like Miguelangelo, Cosiaca, and Pamplona, 

the reward of living in the countryside was worth the risk (and reality) of being hurt by 

landmines. They were the vanguard of return that cleared the way for others to follow suit. 

After Pamplona recovered from his wounds, he began working in another construction 

project. Pastora asked him how they would be able to build houses if there were mines on the 

land. Pamplona agreed this was clearly a problem. “Everything I’ve done, I’ve done with 

Pastorita,” he’s told me on many occasions. Establishing a demining program in San Carlos was 

no exception. Pamplona began to collect information about the location of landmines while at 

work. By the end of 2007, he and Pastora had documented the locations of seventy-one mines that 

were ready for destruction. Together, they looked for help and started working with the 4th army 

brigade, who sent an Explosives and Demolition team (Exde) and the Pedro Nel Ospina Battalion 

to San Carlos.  

“Emergency demining in the municipality of San Carlos began at 6AM on September 5, 

2008,” he told me with a wide grin, leaning back in his chair in a windowless room in the 

mayor’s office, a detailed map of the municipality of San Carlos behind him. “When it began, 

people didn’t trust the military. The army was their number one enemy,” Pamplona recounted. 

“They would go out for fifteen days and lose the fifteen days. This was a big problem.” After a 

while, Pamplona became the municipal demining representative and started going out with the 

military. He was intensely proud of this work. “When I began working with the army, I began to 

call the people who made the reports and they went with me and with the army. We went out 

every day in 2008—boom, boom—we didn’t miss one day that year. People would call us all the 

time, call us at night and we would go out the next morning. This is something beautiful that I 

keep, and I will keep for as long as I can.” 

Slowly, the military’s credibility with the community grew, as did Pamplona’s. He 

became known throughout the municipality as the person to call when you thought you found a 
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landmine. Almost like an exterminator. That’s how people would talk about it. I first heard 

Pamplona mentioned that way after a long, steep walk up a muddy path to a beautiful fish farm 

on top of a mountain. We were talking about chickens and children and all sorts of things when 

the conversation shifted to landmines. The woman whose farm it was gestured towards the path. 

“Yeah, we had to call Pamplona when we found a mine over there a couple of weeks ago.”  

Several days later, I had a similar conversation with a man outside of his beautiful two-

story house at the bend in a river. We were talking about turkeys and teenagers—his famously 

aggressive turkey attacked many of my friends and his teenage granddaughters lived in New York 

City. “They’re gringas just like you,” he told me. “Now we have an extra room so they can visit. 

You should have seen the house when we first got back. It was a disaster. Trees, weeds, grass 

everywhere. It was completely falling apart.” He went inside and showed me his framed before 

and after pictures of the house. The difference in several years was remarkable. “The whole area 

was filled with landmines when we got back,” he recalled.  

“We just found one last week on a path the livestock take in that field over there.” He 

pointed right in front of us, where an abandoned house sat nearly hidden by tall weeds. “We 

called Pamplona a couple days ago.” I was surprised. The village had been one of the first to 

undergo humanitarian demining, which theoretically meant the area was certified mine-free. I 

asked if this was the case. He laughed. “Those guys finished demining two years ago! But as 

people return, we keep finding mines. Pamplona and his guys come out for those.”36  

It could be difficult to keep track of the different forms of demining that occurred in San 

Carlos and the brands of safety each promised. Between 2005 and 2015, three distinct forms of 

                                                        
36 I later saw photographs the demining team took that day in their final report of the year. There are before, 
during, and after pictures, the first featuring a happy-looking dog sitting beside a glass bottle with a 
syringe. Ejército Nacional batallón de ingenieros de combate no. 4 Pedro Nel Ospina, Informe Programa 
de Desminado de Emergencia En Apoyo Al Retorno Del Municipio de San Carlos, Antioquia (San Carlos, 
Colombia: Fuerzas militares de Colombia, January 1, 2011). 
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demining have occurred in San Carlos, often simultaneously. The first was described as 

spontaneous or artisanal. This often involved sending livestock first on paths where people 

needed to walk and then following their tracks as closely as possible. If someone like 

Miguelangelo or Cosaica were around, then it would also include such tactics as hurling rocks at 

landmines and setting them on fire. The second was emergency demining. Highly equipped and 

trained teams of battle engineers from the 4th Brigade of the Colombian Army would come and 

remove landmines that had already been located. Emergency deminers didn’t guarantee the entire 

village was clear of mines, only the locations where mines had been positively identified.  

The third was humanitarian demining. This was also the domain of the military. They 

used essentially the same tactics and tools as emergency demining. The difference was largely in 

the scale of the mandate. There was a four-tiered process. First, they conducted an assessment 

called a “non-technical study” to evaluate the likelihood of the presence of mines in a particular 

area. If the non-technical study found signs there might be mines, the process would advance to a 

technical study. This stage involved assessing the area and creating the infrastructure necessary 

for demining to occur. If mines were found, the process would move to the clearing phase, during 

which time deminers would conduct a controlled explosion. Finally, there would be both an 

internal and external quality control process.37 Often, humanitarian deminers spent weeks to 

months in villages before declaring a location to be officially mine-free. Humanitarian demining 

began in 2009 and concluded at the end of 2011.  

Both emergency and humanitarian demining were crucial elements to facilitating return 

projects, particularly for the Medellín-San Carlos Alliance, whose work coincided with the 

beginning of demining. Medellín municipal officials were integrally involved in the 

                                                        
37 Gobierno de Colombia, Plan de Acción de Desminado Humanitario, 2014-2016, n.d., 
http://www.apminebanconvention.org/fileadmin/APMBC/clearing-mined-areas/Colombia-
National_Mine_Action_Plan-2014-2016.pdf. 
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organizational process of demining and disseminating information about the security status of 

villages. Agronomy and construction projects that were part of the alliance could not begin in a 

village until it had been declared mine-free. Yet, projects such as education assistance, 

community strengthening, food security, and historical memory were allowed to occur in villages 

where demining was not yet complete. In an odd twist of gendered politics, primarily female-

staffed psychosocial projects went to villages where the primarily male-staffed farming and 

construction projects could not.  

I’m sure my gender helped me talk my way into spending a day with the humanitarian 

mining team. I had accompanied friends who were working on food security and community 

strengthening projects in a village where demining was underway. I started talking to a soldier 

and an Organization of American States (OAS) advisor who were in the village doing preliminary 

work for the following day’s trip to a neighboring village to conduct a non-technical study.  

Giovanni was not a perfect soldier. No one is. Because he wasn’t perfect, he agreed to the 

absurd prospect of allowing me to ride a mule into a possible minefield with him. Perhaps 

“minefield” is an exaggeration. But, perhaps it wasn’t. The trip meant a four-hour hike over steep 

mountains and canyons to a village that had been abandoned for years. One man had returned and 

he wanted the demining team to come to the village and look for mines. Its security situation was 

unknown.  

This prospect stirred up a heated conversation in the village among all of the men. It 

began with Miguelangelo. We sat and mulled over the costs and benefits of the trip. “Well, it’s 

really difficult to get to the next village,” Miguelangelo began. And if he was saying that, I knew 

that meant it was really hard to get there. “Why do you want to go?” Miguelanglo asked me. I 

told him it would be an incredible experience to write about. He wholeheartedly agreed, noting it 

was the most remote part of the municipality and the trip would certainly be an interesting story 

to tell. “You’re clearly a strong woman who has gone through hardships to get where you are. If 
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you feel like you can do it, then you should.” My ego thoroughly inflated, I began to think 

through what the day would be like. “I don’t actually have a lot of faith in my physical abilities,” 

I admitted. “But I’m pretty stupid and stubborn. And I have faith in my ability to pray.” These 

seemed like they could be crucial attributes to the next day’s activities. “Prayer’s the most 

important thing,” Miguelangelo concurred. “If god’s with you, you’ll be fine.”  

One by one, the other men in the village came to tell me how difficult the trip was. “Do 

you ride well, Elena?” the owner of the small store asked me with a furrowed brow. I admitted I 

didn’t really know how to ride. “Are you a good hiker then,” another man chimed in. Once again, 

I had to say that wasn’t my strong suit. “But I do know how to pray!” I added. Everyone nodded 

in acknowledgement that at least god might be with me, if ability, skill, or common sense were 

not. The OAS advisor, Albeiro, told me that I had nothing to worry about because I had the 

Virgin Mary, Jesus, and the Colombian army protecting me. I told him I took the most comfort in 

the Virgin. Everyone, including the soldiers, nodded their heads in agreement.  

Giovanni, Albiero, and I were all being grossly irresponsible and everyone in the village 

knew it. The trip was a bad idea in every way possible. I would slow down the mission. It could 

be dangerous. I could get hurt. An international incident was not outside the realm of possibility. 

After a while, Giovanni and I realized we should revisit our plan. “What exactly do you want to 

see?” he asked me. “I just wanted to see the demining process,” I said, feeling more and more 

unsure of myself. His face lit up. “Oh, that’s just up the mountain, you can go with the demining 

team. I’ll just call and make sure.” He radioed ahead and everything was set. No mule. No 

unknown village. Just a day with the Colombian army’s humanitarian demining team. We all 

breathed a sigh of relief.  
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Costumes and Community Relations 

It was still dark outside when Giovanni, Albiero, and the silent soldier whose name I 

never caught picked me up in the Organization of American States blue Ford pickup truck. 

Giovanni, Albiero, and I made up for the silence of our fourth companion. Before we were even 

out of town, Albiero told me of his previous job as a military logistician and his even earlier stint 

as a priest. “How much money do you make,” he asked me. “We’re friends, but we’re not that 

close of friends,” I responded. Everyone laughed, even the quiet one. “Americans are funny,” 

Giovanni said. American Special Forces soldiers had trained him in the department of Meta. 

“They were Puerto Rican, I think. Do you know them?” he asked me. I didn’t.  

The United States sends advisors to teach the Colombian military how to demine (among 

many other military techniques) yet refuses to sign the Mine Ban Treat, citing the continued need 

of landmines to police the border between North and South Korea. In my designated role as the 

representative of all things U.S.-American in town, Pamplona would often remind me of this fact. 

“You’re the biggest funder of the military here and the biggest buyer of our drugs, and see all the 

trouble that gets us? And you won’t even sign the Convention.” Pamplona wagged his cigarette in 

my face one evening after returning from an international meeting about landmines in Cartagena 

he attended with Pastora. I couldn’t disagree. There are few things more dangerous than power 

removed from the consequence of actions.  

Giovanni, on the other hand, had nothing but good things to say about the United States. 

On the drive to the village, he engaged in a running commentary on his thoughts of the 

Colombian military in comparison to what he perceived as a superior and less hierarchical U.S. 

armed forces. “We have to call everyone “mi” general, “mi” lieutenant! Why is that? He’s not 

really my general. You guys don’t do that in your army now do you?” I told him I didn’t think so. 
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“And we’re really bad at community relations! We don’t think it’s important at all to 

work with communities. We still think they’re the enemy. Or at least they’re going to be hostile 

and not want to work with us.” He told me about several communities that had kicked the 

deminers out because they didn’t want the army there. When fighting an internal enemy, 

community relations is not just an addition to military activities. Instead, it’s part of the mission. 

The Colombian military actively engages in public relations campaigns throughout the country. 

Billboards and signs featuring soldiers in posed battle shots with splashy tag lines proclaiming the 

army’s commitment to citizens’ security are everywhere. There are also localized community 

relations campaigns tailored to the specific skills of soldiers stationed in an area. In San Carlos, 

that took the form of aerial dance. 

After military parades, a crowd would gather around the mango tree in the square to 

watch the soldier clown perform. Small vendors would set up shop, selling cotton candy, pulled 

toffee, and sliced mangoes as soldiers tied light green silk cloth from the tree’s branches and set 

up the sound system. As a warm-up, the soldier clown would juggle machetes and ride a unicycle 

around the square. 

He always began to the theme song of Titanic. In full camouflage and face paint, he 

swung in graceful time and acrobatic deft to the swelling sounds of epic music resonating 

throughout the square. Everyone stopped what they were doing to watch him perform. It was hard 

not to. Even in a place and time as surreal as the post-war, seeing this young man dancing 

suspended in a mango tree to power ballads was worth pausing for. He wasn’t the only soldier 

clown in the army, just the best one I ever saw. By far. After he finished his military service, the 

battalion’s public relations officer told me he tried out for the national televised talent show, 

Colombia’s Got Talent. A wide array of break-dancers, rappers, and guitar playing soldier-

crooners took his place on stage for town events showcasing the warmer and fuzzier side of the 

military. 
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But these performances were always from the distance of a stage. Giovanni, on the other 

hand, performed a different brand of community relations. He grew his hair out longer than was 

allowed for soldiers and wore jeans, a tee shirt, and black work boots. While the silent soldier 

next to him was dressed in a blue jumpsuit, Giovanni said the civilian clothing and hair helped 

people feel more comfortable around him. He called this his “costume” and described his work as 

acting. His performative work was intelligence gathering.  

The lines between intelligence, trickery, and community relations were blurred for 

everyone involved. The outfits were a flashpoint that represented a greater tension regarding who 

should conduct demining and how the process should be classified. “They put them in blue 

uniforms as if they were in a business, but everything they have is from the military,” Pamplona 

said angrily. “They have their guns, everything. Civilian humanitarian deminers don’t carry 

weapons. They have security, yes, but a kilometer away from where they are working. They have 

to protect the people who are working there. Because they are working against the revolutionaries 

who want to do this. They need to be protected. But there are people in the countryside who want 

to work in this.” 

According to international law—a point Pamplona frequently repeated—civilians were 

supposed to be demining. And as Miguelangelo and Cosaica clearly demonstrated, civilians knew 

where the landmines were and how to demine. If they were properly trained, they could more 

safely and effectively continue the work they were already doing and get paid for it, as was the 

case in countries such as Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Angola.38 Beginning in 2013, a civilian 

organization called Halo Trust began doing just that in Colombia, training men and women to 

demine their own communities. The first landmine found in Colombia by a certified civilian 

                                                        
38 Christina Schwenkel, “War Debris in Postwar Society: Managing Risk and Uncertainty in the DMZ,” in 
Interactions with a Violent Past: Reading of Post-Conflict Landscapes in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, ed. 
Oliver Tappe and Vatthana Pholsena (Singapore: NUS Press, 2013), 135–56. 
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deminer was in Eastern Antioquia in the neighboring municipality of San Rafael.39 But in 2011, 

civilian demining organizations were not yet working in the country. International advisers (and 

funders) wanted civilians to demine, Giovanni told me while Albiero nodded his head 

emphatically, but it wasn’t safe everywhere. And so soldiers dressed as if they were civilians in a 

sloppy subterfuge all too fitting for the task of engaging in post-war activities before the fighting 

had stopped. 

Demining teams were working in several of the abandoned villages we passed along the 

road, part of the big push to finish in the next month so the president could declare the 

municipality mine-free. The land opened up the farther we drove, as jungle receded into hilly 

grassland punctuated by black boulders and rushing rivers. There were few houses save for an 

enormous ranch—just one of the many incongruously large houses that dot the Colombian 

countryside. Every businessman—legal or not—wants his country home. This ranch made 

delicious cheese (and perhaps other products). Land got snatched up along this road when people 

fled. Perhaps that’s why so many of the villages remained empty while people returned in other 

parts of the municipality. The jungle re-emerged the closer we got to our destination. The road 

stopped at the village. It was the end of the line.  

“We’re not the enemies”: Beyond the End of the Line 

Giovanni and his silent companion jumped out, got their gear, and started on the four-

hour trip to the next village. Albiero and I walked ten minutes up a muddy path to one of the three 

houses behind the elementary school that served as the demining team’s improvised barracks, 

base of operations, and mess hall. Men in blue uniforms and camouflage milled around engaging 

                                                        
39 Julie Mitchell, “HALO Clears Its First Landmine in Colombia,” September 23, 2013, 
http://www.halotrust.org/media-centre/news-press-releases/halo-clears-its-first-landmine-colombia. 
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in morning rituals. They drank coffee, ate bread, smoked cigarette, looked for batteries for their 

metal detectors, cleaned their guns. 

One of the older looking men in a blue uniform—perhaps in his thirties—came up to 

introduce himself. “I’m Guzmán,” he extended his hand with brusque yet courteous formality. 

“I’ll be your guide for the day.” Apparently, Guzmán was in charge of quality control and the 

occasional visiting foreigner. He was intelligent, professional, and surprisingly generous with his 

time and information. After a cup of coffee, we started on the walk up the mountain to the site 

they were demining.  

“Is entertaining gringas part of your work description” I asked Guzmán as we continued 

up the mountain. “People are interested in the process,” was his measured response. He was 

probably referring to representatives—like Albiero—from the many funding sources that made 

their work possible. Demining involved a complicated international financial, legal, and 

intellectual infrastructure. Much of the funding the United States, Canada, and Japan provided 

was funneled through the OAS. The EU, Germany, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, and Belgium 

also provided funding for the Colombian government’s demining efforts. 40 A small red and white 

sign beside the improvised barracks said “visitors.” Guzmán pointed out the many other similar 

signs along the way that labeled every important point of infrastructure, from the exact distance to 

a demining location to the bathrooms. Everything was very organized. Everything (and everyone) 

had their place. 

He patiently waited for me as I struggled up the mountain. I studiously watched the 

ground as I walked, trying not to fall on the rocky, slippery path or to step on a mine they might 

                                                        
40 Colombian deminers also visited the Croatian Mine Action Center and received technical assistance on 
using mine detection dogs from experts in Bosnia and Herzegovina. International Campaign to Ban 
Landmines, Landmine and Cluster Munition Monitor Colombia Country Profile; Charles Downs, 
“International Support to Mine Action in Colombia: Mitigating Impact and Protecting Rights,” The Journal 
of ERW and Mine Action 13, no. 1 (Summer 2009). 
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have somehow missed. Keeping a sharp eye out for protruding syringes seemed like a good way 

to keep my mind off the difficulty of the climb. Sort of like banging your head on the wall to cure 

a stomach ache. About twenty minutes into our walk (and perhaps conveniently mid-way an 

interminable incline), I saw a suspicious looking protrusion coming up from the ground. “What’s 

this?” I asked, stopping the party. The men paused to look at what I was pointing at with my 

walking stick. It was beginning to look more and more like a root. Guzmán shrugged his 

shoulders and told me that this path had been demined already so the men could work. I later read 

in an emergency demining team report a village resident quoted as having found “an artifact that 

doesn’t belong to the contours of nature.”41 It was a nice turn of phrase that described what I 

thought I saw. Fear shifts shapes and perceptions. While the suspicious object in the report turned 

out to be a landmine, in places known to have mines it was easy for nature to start looking 

unnatural.  

Twenty minutes later, we got to our destination. Two sticks were wedged into several feet 

of thick mud. A black tarp hung between them. Two benches made of rough wood planks were 

under the tarp. “This is the administrative base,” Guzmán told me. Beside it was a similar shelter. 

Apparently, that was the rest zone. Close by, there was a small white sign with red letters that 

said “baños.” I asked if there was a women’s restroom on the other side. Guzmán just laughed.  

                                                        
41 Ejército Nacional batallón de ingenieros de combate no. 4 Pedro Nel Ospina, Informe Programa de 
Desminado de Emergencia Municipio de San Carlos, Antioquia (San Carlos, Colombia: Fuerzas militares 
de Colombia, December 2009), 48. 
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Figure 23: Colombian military Humanitarian Demining team, Administrative Base 

“Administrative base” struck me as a lofty title for a tarp-covered mud-pit. Yet, it 

perfectly described the work that occurred there. It was where the men organized the complicated 

process of demining. It was the appropriate infrastructure for the task, with many of the same 

qualities as the technology they were trying to destroy. Flexible, mobile, and cheap, the soldiers 

remade the improvised infrastructure necessary to get the job done every time they went to a new 

site.  

Staying as clean and dry as possible on the muddy mountain, trying to get comfortable 

during rest time, and having a designated location to go to the bathroom were all part of creating 

the order necessary to successfully complete the complicated task at hand. The anchor point of a 
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small red and white sign turned just another little patch of jungle into a place men knew they 

could go take a piss without the risk of losing a body part. This is no small thing. This flexible 

physical infrastructure of demining was in direct relationship to the infrastructure these men were 

dismantling.  

The “infrastructural work” of organizational techniques necessary to demine however, 

was decidedly inflexible. 42 Two demining teams worked that day. Each consisted of four 

soldiers. Two at a time, they donned heavy blue suits and helmets to protect them from the worst 

of a blast and went to work. The suits were hot. In warmer climates, they worked forty-five 

minutes at a time. In cooler areas like San Carlos, they worked for an hour and rested the next in 

the designated rest zone.  

 

Figure 24: Colombian military Humanitarian Demining team 

                                                        
42 Geoffrey C. Bowker describes "infrastructural work" as the organizational techniques necessary to 
realize complicated goals. Science on the Run: Information Management and Industrial Geophysics at 
Schlumberger, 1920-1940 (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1994), 10. 
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From my perch at the administrative base, I watched the two men trudge up the mountain 

carrying metal detectors, hedge clippers, and a variety of other equipment. They stayed twenty-

five meters apart while they worked, far enough that if a mine exploded the second person would 

not get hurt by the debris. Like so many other tasks involved in return, they started by bending 

down and clearing the brush away. Sometimes deminers used the herbicide, Roundup, to help 

clear the land only to find a mine made out of an empty Roundup bottle.43 Once each man had 

cleared a patch, they wove metal detectors over the ground. Improvised mines have little metal in 

them—usually only the detonator. The soldiers wore headphones attached to the metal detectors 

to hear even the slightest sound.  

This was all very slow. They had been working in the village for fifteen days and hadn’t 

found any mines. It was precise and tedious work that required a series of minute standardizations 

of actions and equipment—a mainstay of all forms of infrastructure.44 This helped make the work 

relatively safe. There was a general sense it was a better gig to demine than be on patrol. “There 

are lots of mines in combat as well. But here, no one’s shooting at you,” one of the men told me. 

It was also boring. Several of the men complained they were getting fat. People in the village 

made fun of the ambulance driver, saying the U.S.-provided equipment was so good no one ever 

got hurt so he had nothing to do. The driver glumly nodded, saying he had to lift weights just to 

stay in shape. 

The slowness of the work had unintended consequences, some of which were completely 

counter to the guerrillas goals. They had planted the mines to slow the military down in areas like 

San Carlos. In this, they were successful. But, the mines also hurt people, caused many to flee, 

                                                        
43 Ejército Nacional batallón de ingenieros de combate no. 4 Pedro Nel Ospina, Informe Programa de 
Desminado de Emergencia Municipio de San Carlos, Antioquia. 
44 Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigh Star, “How to Infrastructure,” in The Handbook of New Media, 
2006, 234. 
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and made it very difficult to return. This harmed the guerrillas’ relationship with the residents, an 

outcome they must have anticipated. What the guerrillas probably did not foresee, however, was 

how the process of removing landmines would lead to a positive change in residents’ perception 

of the military.  

The infrastructural work necessary to remove landmines—from the physical materials to 

the legal frameworks that dictated the requirements for clearing an area—built and required new 

relationships between community residents and the military. It took a long time for residents to 

trust the military enough to talk to them, even about an issue that would benefit them. Such was 

the community mistrust of the military. Fortunately, demining took a lot of time. The slowness 

required soldiers to actually relate to community residents in far more intimate and meaningful 

ways than parades and aerial dance. 

Guzmán noted the good relationship the demining team had with residents. The 

difference between community relations and intelligence often seemed semantic. “They give us 

information and accompany us to sites. A lot of times, they provide us with horses,” Guzmán 

explained. I asked if he had noticed a change in the relationship between the military and the 

community in the three years the army had been demining. “Absolutely,” he said with no 

hesitation. “They look at us differently then before. They have our phone numbers and call us if 

there are any doubts. We play sports with them here, have meetings, there’s a lot of 

participation.”  

Residents of villages throughout the municipality echoed this sentiment. I was at a 

community meeting in another village in which residents were asked about their sense of 

emotional well-being. One of the women started talking about how much safer she felt with the 

army there and how worried she was about them leaving. Other residents nodded their head in 

agreement. This may seem like a small thing or something said for the benefit of the military who 

might be listening. But I don’t think it was either. That particular village had been a guerrilla 
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stronghold. Residents had a long history of mistrusting the military. Even the idea that military 

presence would factor into someone’s emotional well-being in a positive way would have been 

unthinkable several years earlier.  

This trust was fragile. It was built upon a relationship of shared need for the villages to be 

declared mine-free. Not everyone felt the military was necessary to achieve this task. 

Miguelangelo, for example. Watching Giovanni try to convince Miguelangelo to provide him 

with information and stop his own demining process was nothing short of funny. Giovanni clearly 

used his charm to disarm. This charisma, however, was no match for a wizard. Miguelangelo 

didn’t want to stop demining; he was adamant he knew how to safety handle the landmines.  

“I never touch a syringe,” Miguelangelo insisted, sounding a bit like an IV drug user in 

denial. “And most of them aren’t live anymore. The water’s damaged them.” This was something 

I heard a lot and it was hard not to believe this to be the case. There were so many mines out 

there, this much was clear. But after 2005, accidents steadily decreased while the population 

increased with the first wave of people returning to their homes. If the mines had stayed as 

dangerous as they were when first planted, there should have been many more civilian injuries 

during the first years of return. Still, the guerrillas were always experimenting with new designs.  

“There’s no way you could know for sure they aren’t live. You shouldn’t be handling the 

mines,” Giovanni fussed at Miguelangelo. “And besides, that’s not your job. That’s our job. Why 

don’t you help us find them?” He paused for a moment. “You know, we’re not the enemy.” 

Miguelangelo did not know this. What he did know was where the mines were. But he was 

having none of it. “If your job is to demine, why don’t you do it everywhere? What about all 

these other villages…?” He started listing the many abandoned villages in the area. Giovanni 

shook his head. “You know we can’t demine them if there aren’t people there.” Miguelangelo 

gave him a cold stare, clearly sick of the soldier telling him things he should know. “Well, people 
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won’t return if they think there are mines,” he fired back. “How are they supposed to return if you 

don’t remove the mines first?” 

He hit the nail on the head with that one. This was the catch-22 of return. This was why 

people like Miguelangelo had to demine to start the chain reaction of return. This was why people 

would send their prized and at times beloved livestock to walk the paths to test for mines. This 

vanguard of return and artisanal forms of demining laid the groundwork for enough people to feel 

safe to move back, which would then allow the Organization of American States to agree 

demining the village would have “impact.” Since they were financially and logistically assisting 

the military with demining, this put the wheels in motion for demining teams to do their job. 

Once the demining team finished, the many assistance projects could begin working in the region.  

Miguelangelo had won. The conversation was over. 

Intelligence is curated and mediated knowledge offered to benefit those who possess 

information, not those who receive it. The information community members provided was as 

partial as their trust of the military. No one was providing information to the military that 

wouldn’t serve them in some manner. If they didn’t feel it would help them—like 

Miguelangelo—it wasn’t offered. He already had the knowledge of not only where to look but 

also how to destroy the mines. That was his power. And he didn’t plan to share.  

If residents in the community felt they were just as capable of destroying the mines as the 

military, they probably would have. But the military made if official. Their removal—or more 

honestly—their claims of safety—made the agronomists and construction workers that would 

follow feel safer in their jobs. The army didn’t remove all of the mines. No one in the villages 

really believed this. But their presence offered a veneer of credibility that Miguelangelo or 

Cosaica never could. That’s why residents so desperately wanted the deminers to come in the 

villages. 
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I asked Guzmán what he thought about the idea that San Carlos would be free of mines 

before their mission was up in a month. “It’s difficult to say if that will be the case. The process 

often extends,” he responded diplomatically. “It’s good you can observe and comment on the 

process because we can’t really criticize it,” he said, also diplomatically. When I asked him if he 

thought there was a risk to declaring a territory mine free when this wasn’t really the case, he 

answered without hesitation. “Logically, there’s a risk to say it’s free of mines when it’s not. The 

only thing I can do, however, is a good job. That’s all that I can say. I can’t say there aren’t mines 

here.” 

The slow work of demining let Guzmán and I have a conversation that slowly veered 

away from the superficial. We talked for several hours as three pairs of deminers rotated in and 

out of their shifts. As each pair returned, he would excuse himself and talk with them for a while 

and then return to sit on a rock with me. We talked about demining, San Carlos in general, and 

how it was I ended up on top of that mountain. He asked if it was hard for me to be so far away 

from my family. Did they worry about me? I wondered the same about him. It turns out members 

of both of our families liked to travel. We weren’t such odd birds, considering. He told me of his 

sister’s international travels and I told him about my family’s trips to Nicaragua when I was a 

child. He noted it was during the war, probably trying to place my politics. I told him how we had 

to leave the house with bags of money just to eat dinner due to my country’s successful 

destruction of the Nicaraguan economy. This got a laugh. He was formal, curious, and attractive. 

I enjoyed sitting on a rock with mosquitoes feasting on me—mountains and men in blast 

protection suits above, wild river below—and talking to this man. I was just about to ask him if 

he thought San Carlos was post-conflict when he got a phone call, cordially paid his respects and 

left. Turns out, they had found a mine.  
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Pay Attention! Practical tips when you find yourself in a minefield 

“What would you do if someone you were with stepped on a landmine?” Jessica—a 

middle aged landmine educator in a peasant skirt, bead and seed jewelry, and an incongruous 

khaki vest with a President’s Integrated Action Against Anti-Personal Mines (PAICMA) 

insignia—posed the question to a room full of agronomists, construction workers, and other 

various and sundry institutional officials working in San Carlos. PAICMA trainers travelled 

throughout the country offering power-point presentations and practical advice for how to avoid 

becoming a landmine victim. Several months earlier, I had attended one such session.  

“We’d go for help,” several people said, nearly in unison. Everyone else nodded 

approvingly. Everyone but Jessica. “No, that is not what you should do. Most landmine events 

occur in very rural places. Who are you going to get help from? What are you going to do?” A 

man in the back of the room answered resolutely, “I’d call someone, find a farmhouse, or go back 

to the village.” Once again, the group nodded in general approval. Except for Jessica. “No, you 

should NOT count on these as options. There’s a good chance there’s no cell signal where you 

are. A lot of people think a cell phone ringing can set off a mine but the bigger risk is when you 

are walking around looking for a cell signal and not paying attention. There’s bad transport. 

There’s no health center in the village. I’m not going to give you advice as if there’s a helicopter 

that’s going to airlift you to safety.” 

The general mood in the room was dropping quickly. “If one mine explodes, chances are 

there are others on the same path. This happens all the time that one person gets hurt and then the 

person with them gets wounded by another mine. Or the same one.” Pamplona nodded all too 

knowingly at this. “You should stay where you are for a bit because you know it’s safe. After a 

mine explodes, you begin to see your surroundings in a different way.” A reoccurring theme in 

landmine education was that people should see their surroundings not as background but instead 
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as a possible battlefield. Landmine education was meant to provide the necessary tools to survive 

in locations where landmines might remain. According to the classes, this required a different 

perspective on where and how one could move. 

“You need to look around and assess your danger,” Jessica continued. “You know the 

tracks you walked are safe. Do not run ahead! Pay attention to the victim, see how the victim is 

doing, if the victim is alive and breathing, see if you can see his/her chest moving, yell at the 

victims, talk to the victim the entire time. Wait five to ten minutes before you do anything. Try to 

get the victim to crawl to you. Don’t go to the person who is hurt.” 

We all shifted uncomfortably in our seats at this. An agronomist in the front row objected 

loudly. “How could I not go help the person who’s hurt? I just wouldn’t do that,” he said 

emphatically. Jessica responded matter-of-factly, “Lots of victims end up saving themselves. It’s 

not an unreasonable thing to ask the victim to crawl to you. Throw out a cord, rope, or lasso.” A 

long discussion followed of how to make such a lasso out of clothing and comparative techniques 

and designs. The mood lightened a bit. When the wounded person finally got to us, Jessica 

instructed us not to offer the victim anything to eat or drink because that might delay an operation 

if it was necessary once the person was rescued. We discussed how best to tend the victim’s 

wounds. Jessica told us never to take the bandage—whatever that material might be—off the 

wound, no matter if it filled with blood. And we should also create some sort of gloves before 

bandaging the wounds.  

A jovial man with a perennial smile named Milder said that ever since he had been a fire 

fighter, he always travelled with gloves. Jessica approved, adding condoms also worked. 

“Condoms are good for lots of things,” she said. Milder piped up that he always had both 

condoms and gloves. Jessica complemented him on his clear commitment to self-protection. She 

said that if you had neither gloves nor condoms, you could use a black plastic bag. At that time, 
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Milder proffered his gloves, in a black plastic bag—illustrating how very prepared he was for 

anything. The room exploded in laughter. 

Landmine education classes conducted in offices, villages, and schools throughout the 

municipality taught distance and constraint provided protection. Curiosity, exploration, and 

proximity were all deemed dangerous. Several people protested Jessica’s suggestion that people 

keep their distance from each other when walking on paths. “This could save your life,” she 

responded. “People need to change their customs for security.” According to this pedagogy, if the 

order imposed to save life and limb required changing culture, that was the price to pay for safety.  

A friend who was a landmine educator with the humanitarian demining team told me the 

best part of her work was when people thanked her for teaching them how to protect themselves. 

No one has been hurt in San Carlos since 2010. She counts this as a massive success, and it is. To 

some extent, people followed these new rules of constrained mobility. Many village residents told 

me they were far more cautious around abandoned buildings and places where people had not 

returned.  

Yet, the degree to which culture changes for security depends upon the level and 

immediacy of threat, which often varies according to individual perception. While landmine 

education classes by necessity taught rigid rules of where not to go and what not to touch, many 

village residents had far more nuanced and observation-based mental maps that guided their 

mobility. When the taboo becomes more damaging or uncomfortable than the pollution from 

which it protects, it will be rejected.  

It is hard to talk when you walk farther apart. I’ve never walked on a path with people 

who purposefully kept their distance from each other. As I walked back to the village from the 

demining site, Oscar and I walked close together, talking the entire time. Oscar had been resting 

from his demining shift when they found the first mine (they found a second while creating a 

perimeter around the first.) Apparently, civilians couldn’t be present for controlled explosions. So 
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Guzmán kicked me off the mountain, dispatching Oscar to accompany me. He was happy to 

oblige. “We don’t move around enough. I’m getting fat,” Oscar told me as we trotted down the 

hill. “I like the work though. San Carlos has changed a lot. I was here ten years ago. That was 

rough. Now we go party in town.” Oscar ranked his favorite places in Colombia according to the 

quality of food, women, and lack of crime. He had just gotten to his opinion on the Caribbean 

coast when we arrived at the elementary school.  

The kids were playing outside. One of the little girls ran up to me and said every word 

she knew in any foreign language—goodbye in English, French, and Japanese. The other kids all 

started doing the same. I told Oscar I would stay at the school for a while. He continued down the 

path and I walked into school to ask the teacher if I could do a quick English class with the 

children. The teacher didn’t mind at all. In fact, he had been listening to the radio and didn’t seem 

to notice the children had been outside. 

People in the village were frustrated with the quality of education their children were 

receiving. The soldiers told residents they never saw the teacher working with the children. All he 

did was listen to the radio. Several of the parents commented at a community meeting their 

children got a much better education in Medellín. They were worried. However, they knew they 

were also lucky to even have a teacher. Elementary schools were the dominant physical and 

social infrastructure of village life. Most teachers—and thus most families—wouldn’t return until 

the schools were deemed safe.  

I asked Guzmán earlier if they demined the school. He said they didn’t because the 

community had been using the building and did not make any official complaints about suspected 

landmines. And thus, the army cleared the building, declaring it mine-free. I always had my 

doubts. The village had been a guerrilla stronghold. The elementary school was the largest 

building. I asked Guzmán why the guerrillas wouldn’t mine this school when they had placed 

mines around so many others. He shrugged his shoulders. “Bad view, maybe.”  
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I stood in the school and looked out the window over the village and the mountains 

beyond. There were two posters on either side of the window. They were all about how to avoid 

landmines. The language reminded me of when I taught sex education. Both sex and landmine 

education promoted self-protection through behavior change. Both were about constraining 

actions, desires, and movements. Both involved teaching children not to stray from paths that 

were deemed safe. Whether the subject was HIV or landmines, these forms of education were all 

about instructing how and where to put one’s body in order to avoid getting hurt. 

“I never take short cuts. I never leave the path. I don’t walk anywhere at night. I don’t 

throw things at explosive devices. I don’t leave the path to gather fruit or go to the bathroom,” 

were the items listed on the first poster of things children were not supposed to do. Rather 

frightening looking pictures of explosions, children in wheelchairs, and children with crutches 

and awkward looking prosthetic limbs illustrated the consequences of disobedience. “I DO walk 

on the path. I DO show other people where to walk. I DO walk during the day,” was the 

noticeably shorter, emphatic list of safe options.  

The other poster instructed children not to play in abandoned houses, around electrical 

towers, or where armed groups used to be. It told children to always follow the same path because 

“if you know that path is safe, you will avoid accidents.” Finally, it offered a long list of 

temptations children should avoid. “Do not leave the path to play, collect flowers, chase 

butterflies or farm animals, pick fruit or flowers, do your business, or look for water or shade,” 

the poster ordered. Curiosity, thirst, whimsy, exploration, bodily need, and herding errant animals 

(who often represented a large portion of families’ wealth) were all written off as lethal luxuries 

that could be avoided.  
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“Taboo…sets up a vocabulary of spatial limits and physical and verbal signals to hedge 

around vulnerable relations,” Mary Douglas explains. “It threatens specific dangers if the code is 

not respected.”45 The posters were trying to clearly mark certain actions and places as off-limits. 

The threat to children is real. In 2013, children made up close to half the global civilian landmine 

casualties (of victims whose age were known.) Nearly half of these victims—four hundred 

eighty-seven—were in Afghanistan. Colombia came in a distant second, with fifty-seven 

children. 46 Landmine education was an important part of providing children, parents, and 

teachers the tools to safely navigate what could be dangerous terrain. That didn’t stop it from 

being sad and unfair, a fact the children recognized. 

“If you didn’t throw it out, don’t pick it up!” was the theme of the landmine education 

classes my friend Diana taught in village primary schools. In her final report, she wrote that the 

students would say things like “us kids weren’t part of making this war, why does it have to 

involve all of us?” She said they would tell the kids it wasn’t that they couldn’t walk places; it 

was just that they needed to know where their next step would be. 

Cold comfort for a child. What child wants to think about where her next step will be? 

The fact that most kids don’t think about such things is what lets them run across slippery logs 

over rivers and scramble up mountains and trees. They do not doubt themselves. They’re not 

thinking, they’re just doing and going. These classes were teaching them to think about these 

steps and thus changing the nature of childhood. They were taking away the reasons people said 

                                                        
45 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, 1 edition (London  ; 
New York: Taylor, 2002), xiii. 
46 Anastasia Moloney, “Child Landmine Victims Rise, Afghanistan and Colombia Rank Worst,” Reuters, 
December 3, 2014, http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/12/03/us-afghanistan-colombia-landmines-
idUSKCN0JH1MQ20141203; International Campaign to Ban Landmines, Landmine and Cluster Munition 
Monitor Colombia Country Profile. 
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they wanted their children to grow up in the countryside. The freedom people returned for—the 

space, security, and mobility—was far from complete. It remained constrained.  

War eradicates the fluency of daily life. It forces people to think about things that should 

be unconscious, like where one puts her foot next. The definition of fluency is not having to think 

about the words one puts together into a sentence. We have fluency in our lives, in the 

environment in which we live, in our culture in which we understand rules without having to 

think. War changes this all, putting in place new rules of engagement. But it doesn’t change 

everything.  

It’s hard to make some children mind. The same holds true for many adults (myself 

included.) I certainly tried to make the children listen to me as we played games and sang songs 

in English. They weren’t really that interested. They perked up for the Hokey Pokey though. They 

liked to dance around. 

Afterwards, we sat down to lunch. A small girl with blond curls named Yasmin who I 

knew from her father to be something of a fearless hellion looked at me wide-eyed when I took a 

drink of water. “Wow, you’re brave,” she told me. “What do you mean?” I asked, narrowing my 

eyes and scanning for signs I was about to be played by an eight-year old. It wouldn’t be the first 

time. “I’m scared of raw water. My mom got really sick from that. She got worms this big.” She 

spread her arms as wide as they reached. I looked at my half-empty glass of water and Yasmin’s 

angelic looking face. I thought about how thirsty I was and weighed my immediate needs with the 

possibility of future discomfort. And then I drained my glass. 

Yasmin’s father, Ivan, has been trying for several years to get the municipal government 

to fix the broken footbridge between their house and the school. They have to cross a river to get 

to the village. His wife has fallen several times. So has her older brother. But Yasmin runs across 

the slippery rocks. She could care less if they get a bridge or not. “She’s like a little goat,” her 

father said with pride, “I just wish she wouldn’t beat her brother up.” 
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I have a strong suspicion Yasmin chases butterflies. She seems like the type.  

Waiting on a Rainy Afternoon 

After lunch, the children sat outside the window of a soldier’s room to watch a movie 

with him. The teacher was nowhere to be seen. So I made my way down the path to a woman’s 

house who had invited me over for coffee earlier that day. Actually, the previous day, she had 

invited me to spend the night. It seemed silly, she said, to make the difficult journey two days in a 

row. I agreed. My friends pulled me aside. “Elena, you can NOT spend the night here. This was a 

guerrilla village. We’re not letting you stay.” So I thanked Doralba for her hospitality and told her 

I had some work to do in town that evening but would see her the next day. 

Doralba is a small woman with short hair and a lot of energy. Self-admittedly, she’s a bit 

crazy. She says she tries to be happy and loves to laugh. We both laughed a lot as we sat and 

talked on the patio of her house with a panoramic view of the mountains that encircled us. She 

pointed out the town where she had grown up, on the other side of the mountains. Big, black 

menacing storm clouds were massing right over the path Giovanni was on. They were clearly 

about to burst. We ran around looking for brooms to sweep the coffee that was drying on the roof 

into neat piles and quickly covered them. We finished just in time. The rain came with a 

vengeance just as she put the kettle on the “smart stove” that used small amounts of firewood. 

Part of one of the water company’s reforestation projects, it was a beautiful stove. She loved it.  

The roof, however, leaked terribly. When the rain started, water poured into the outdoor 

kitchen. She hoped once the deminers declared the village mine free, the assistance they had been 

promised would help them get a new roof. The security situation, however, hadn’t stopped the 

water company’s reforestation project. Each organization, it seemed, had their own calculus of 

risk regarding where they were willing to work. I don’t know if she would have preferred a roof 
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that didn’t leak to the smart stove. But it wasn’t her choice to make. So we conserved firewood as 

we heated the water for our hot chocolate while searching for dry patches under the roof.  

As we settled down to eat bread and cheese and drink hot chocolate, she told me why she 

and her husband decided to return to the village two years ago. They had bounced around the 

country for years, losing money and prestige with each move. After a while, the city they finally 

landed in grew so dangerous it didn’t make sense to scrape out a living there. If they were going 

to be in danger, they might as well be at home. They went back to town first. When her husband 

went to the village to see the condition of the house, he kept the trip a secret from her until he 

returned. “It took him an hour to go about two hundred feet. There were so many landmines and it 

was totally overgrown.” But the house remained and it was theirs.  

Five other people returned with them. The first night, they all stayed in the same house. 

The next day, everyone went to check out the state of their homes. Two years later, her house was 

still clearly a work in progress. It had reached an interesting state of quasi-comfort that reflected 

their own priorities and financial options as well as those of the many organizations in the region. 

They had a washing machine that she filled with a hose. She frequently forgot the hose was there; 

the washing machine kept overflowing. We would bail it out with small plastic containers while 

watching telenovelas on a television that just barely captured a signal. The DVD player seemed 

like it might have been a better bet. The roof over the house was thankfully in much better 

condition than the one over the outdoor kitchen. It was a small, well-organized house. She was 

happy to be back. 

There was a large photograph on the wall of a young man with a sweet face. “That’s my 

son,” she said. “He disappeared seven years, five months, and twelve days ago,” she told me. A 

dark cloud had now settled over her very being. She burst into tears. “I try to be happy,” she said, 

between sobs.  
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For years—seven years, five months, and eleven days, to be exact—she looked for him 

everywhere she went. While washing clothes, watching soap operas—somewhere in the back of 

everything she did, perhaps above all else—she waited for news of her son. Her inability to find 

him, place him, and classify him as living or dead was the deepest pain possible. Perhaps she 

hoped the deminers’ work would allow exhumation teams to follow. Perhaps these exhumation 

teams would find her son. They had already found many bodies in surrounding villages. Maybe, 

her son was next. Or perhaps she hoped just the opposite—that they would never find him and 

thus leave her with the hope that he would one day come back to her alive. I didn’t ask. I just held 

her as she cried. 

Grave exhumation and demining are connected in many ways. Often deminers work with 

grave exhumation teams, checking the land for mines before exhumation work begins.47 

Landmines pose a real risk. Several years earlier in San Carlos, a landmine detonated while a man 

was looking for the body of a friend. He lost some of his sight and hearing and got shrapnel 

throughout his body. He didn’t find his friend.48 Perhaps even more than landmines, finding a 

grave required intelligence work. Landmines are meant to be stumbled upon; bodies aren’t. These 

remains are buried deeper. People are more reticent to give information about graves than mines. 

There is less shared benefit and more individual cost to providing such information, particularly if 

the murderers are still at large. Many are. Landmines are public dangers while unmarked graves 

are private pain.  

Doralba cried and cried as her washing machine overflowed around us. Sometimes, it’s 

just all too much. The content of her grief far outweighed the container of her tiny body that 

                                                        
47 Ejército Nacional batallón de ingenieros de combate no. 4 Pedro Nel Ospina, Informe Programa de 
Desminado de Emergencia En Apoyo Al Retorno Del Municipio de San Carlos, Antioquia, 2011. 
48 Emiro Marín Carvajal, “Las Minas Antipersonal, Enemigo Número Uno Para Retornar a Los Campos de 
San Carlos,” Inforiente, May 24, 2009, http://www.inforiente.info/ediciones/2009/mayo/2009-05-
25/13550-las-minas-antipersonal-enemigo-numero-uno-para-retornar-a-los-campos-de-san-carlos.html. 



 

 271 

heaved and wracked until the water from the washing machine lapped against her feet. She started 

to laugh, in between sobs. “See, I told you I was crazy,” she cried, wiping the tears away and 

looking for plastic containers to clean up the water. “Yeah, you are crazy, if you think those 

containers are going to help,” I told her. “We need a mop, or towels.” She cracked up laughing at 

that. “I can’t find the mop and all the towels,” her voice caught on a razor’s edge between 

laughter and tears for a moment before she continued, “ are in the washing machine!” 

We settled for a broom, sweeping the water from the patio onto the already soaked 

ground. The clothes were clean enough, we decided. We pulled them out of the washing machine, 

wrung them out, and were hanging them on the line to dry when I saw Albiero waving at me from 

the small store where he had been talking to the ambulance driver. It was time to go. 

“Invite the boys up for coffee if they want,” she told me before I left. “I’m sure they’re 

cold.” I told her I would pass along the invitation, gave her a hug, and went to find my ride home. 

Since that day, every time I hear about an exhumation team going out to comb the mountains for 

graves, I ask if they are looking for Doralba’s son. They never are. But I keep asking. Maybe one 

day. 

All Clear: Working on a Post-War World 

Giovanni was limping. He had fallen off the horse Luis—the one resident of the village—

had brought for him. The horse had actually fallen on the steep path and Giovanni along with him 

on the trip there. He limped the four-hour walk back. But he was smiling and giving people the 

thumbs up. Men just back from the fields were playing billiards at the small story; Giovanni told 

them he hadn’t found any mines and was clearing the village. They smiled and invited us for a 

drink but it was getting dark so we headed home. Men and women were sitting outside their 

houses along the road resting after a full day’s work. As we headed out, Giovanni stuck his head 
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out of the window informing everyone he cleared the village. People smiled and waved back. On 

the drive home, Giovanni told us about his day.  

Luis was worried his wife no longer loved him. Apparently Giovanni had bonded with 

him over shared struggles with long-distance relationships. Luis’ wife was living in Medellín with 

their four children. He didn’t know if she wanted to come back to live with him. He said that he 

could find another woman, could find someone to help him out on the farm but that he didn’t 

want to be with a woman he didn’t love. He wanted to be with his wife. He loved and respected 

her. Life would be boring on the farm with someone else. Giovanni said the farm was well 

organized. It was clear Luis wanted to make his life there. His wife was a big part of that life. He 

wanted her to come back.  

Giovanni told Luis there were cycles in people’s lives. He counseled Luis to think about 

what would be best for the family in this cycle of their life, particularly where they had 

opportunities to study and work. The village was nearly abandoned. There was no teacher at what 

was apparently a very nice school. There was no power. There were no other women. It was a 

four-hour walk to the nearest village. From there, it was a difficult trip to town on a road that was 

frequently impassable.  

Luis would go to Medellín once a month to see his family. They were two different 

worlds—the remote village to the big city. He clearly felt torn. City life wasn’t for him. But that 

meant he couldn’t be with his family. Giovanni told Luis he would go months without seeing his 

wife. One year, when he was in combat, he was only able to communicate with his wife through 

letters and cards every two weeks. It was hard. But you make things work. You make 

arrangements. You make changes. This was just what life was like right now.  

Both men knew what it was like to be lonely. And that day, both men wanted the same 

thing—for the village to be declared mine free. Giovanni was the vanguard of demining. With the 

“non-technical studies” he was the person who would scout the area and decide if there was a 
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probable risk of mines. Only then did the demining team arrive. Likewise, he could assess the 

area, decide there was no risk, and “clear” the area. He would clear an area if there were no 

complaints, no sign of mines, and people had been using an area without any problem.  

Luis wanted his family to come home. He thought if assistance arrived and more people 

came back, his wife would too. But help wouldn’t come until there was some promise there were 

no mines. It was not in his best interest for Giovanni to find landmines. Similarly, the army had a 

job to do. This job was to deliver the municipality as “mine-free” to the community. They had a 

month to finish the job. There were at least ten villages they hadn’t even visited yet, this one 

included. It was in Giovanni’s best interest as well to declare the village free of mines and cross 

one more item off an already very long list. And so he did just that.  

“Do you think there are any more spots in the Medellín-San Carlos program?” Giovanni 

asked me, thinking about Luis. I told him I doubted it but would ask. “What exactly do you do?” 

he asked me after a bit of a pause. The answer to this question never goes well for an 

anthropologist. My response was no exception. 

I explained I studied post-war situations. He immediately and rather excitedly responded 

that demining was a post-war activity. I asked both of the soldiers if they thought San Carlos was 

post-war. They said they did. Giovanni asked what I thought. I said I wasn’t sure.  

“Why are you here then, if San Carlos isn’t post-war?” Giovanni quickly snapped. I was 

taken aback. This was the first time in the hours we had spent together that he was anything but 

nice. There was real anger and aggression in his response. I struggled to figure out what to say 

next.  

“Well, San Carlos is a model for post-war possibilities,” I stammered. “The municipality 

is probably post-war but it’s difficult to give any place that label if it isn’t the case for the whole 

country.” I prattled on a bit about transitional justice and the mobility of conflict in Colombia. I 
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felt like an idiot lecturing soldiers about the structure of a conflict they were fighting in their own 

country.  

Could I blame him for feeling angry? He had just spent eight hours on treacherous 

mountain paths, had fallen off a horse, hurt himself, and limped the four hours back to the base in 

the pouring rain. He had spent his entire day in search of devices that could explode in his face 

and came back happily announcing that he had found nothing there, pleased with the fact that he 

could clear the area and curious about how he could help the village’s single resident.  

He was dedicated to what he saw as post-war work and I was questioning the validity of 

the label and perhaps even of the work itself. But my hesitation was also justified. The 

municipality was large. Guerrillas were still in some areas as were coca crops. There were plenty 

of places where the paramilitaries still held sway. He knew this far better than I. He knew there 

was a reason armed soldiers protected the men while they demined. And he would have been 

ready if he had been attacked while going to clear the village. I certainly wouldn’t have been. But 

he would have. I was right to hesitate in saying San Carlos was post-war. And his anger was fair.  

“San Carlos really isn’t a post-war model,” he said after a bit. “There are places in the 

Atlantic, for example, that don’t have any mines.” Some locations are “consolidated” more then 

others, he said. Giovanni went through possible scenarios in which he could see conflict returning 

to San Carlos. “God willing, this wouldn’t happen, but if a war came with Venezuela we would 

go off and do our duty and this would mean San Carlos would be unguarded. It would be easy for 

armed actors to return.” This was not the angle I had expected but Giovanni had many thoughts 

on Venezuela. This conversation took us all the way back to the paved road.  

“Returning is always the most dangerous moment in a military mission,” he told me as 

we sped down the paved road that meant we were close to town. “It means the enemy could be 

waiting for you. But we got back safely,” he happily concluded.  
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Giovanni recapped the day’s highlights—he got a good walk in, cleared a village, had 

some intellectual stimulation—and was now going to go home, take a bath, and relax. That’s 

probably a big difference between a “post-war” and a conflict mission. There’s still stress, 

danger, difficulty, and uncertainty in the post-war. But at the end of the day, ambush was far less 

of a threat and a warm bed and cold beer a far greater possibility. 

Here are some truths about post-war places: 

People say a lot of things that sound good. They say things like “the war is over” when 

everyone sees the same men and women with the same weapons as before, maybe just operating 

under different names. These can be particularly deadly times. The enemy lies in wait during 

return because people are tired and have finally let down their guard a bit.  

Guatemalan Archbishop José Gerardi Conedara was bludgeoned to death outside of his 

home two days after he presented the findings of a historical memory project on the country’s 

thirty-six year civil war. The report concluded the military were the primary perpetrators of 

human rights offenses. Two years after the Guatemalan government had signed a peace 

agreement with guerrillas, such a public presentation of the crimes of war was lethal. People say 

and do a lot of things when they claim war has ended. Like blaming a dog for the archbishop’s 

death. And then arresting the dog.49  

The explosive terrain of post-war societies is filled with physical, psychological, and 

political landmines. People learn to navigate the grey space of known unknowns. This involves 

paying attention and watching one’s step as well as willfully forgetting or disregarding the 

possibility of danger. A lot of the factors and actors that caused conflict will remain. But help 

won’t come as readily if people say the truth. And people need and want the money and the 
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projects that come with a post-war label. This is a time of aspiration. It is a period of living with 

risks that are no longer named as such. 

Several months after my day with the deminers, I ran into Giovanni in the mayor’s office. 

He broke into an easy grin and gave me a big hug. “What are you doing here? I haven’t seen you 

in ages,” I exclaimed. “Yeah, I’m working in Granada now,” he explained. “But I’ve got some 

work to do before the president gets here. Wouldn’t be good if someone stepped on a landmine 

while he was here, now would it?” We both laughed at the thought then tried to set up a time to 

meet for a beer before he left. I never saw him again. 

The next day, President Santos declared San Carlos the first mine-free municipality in 

Colombia. Governor Sergio Fajardo followed Santos on stage, urging him to negotiate with the 

FARC, telling the president he had “the keys to peace in his pocket.” The mayor of San Carlos 

spoke next, once again reiterating the community’s desire for a paved road. Finally, Pastora spoke 

poetically about the future of Colombia. Very little was actually said about landmines. The day, 

the event, the topic, the idea of freedom from landmines—all were containers for much bigger 

debates about the nature of peace and reconstruction. The stage contained this all, under the 

auspices of a mission accomplished. Pamplona sat on the bleachers to the side. A row of random 

international dignitaries, including, I believe, the Japanese ambassador, sat in the front row. 

Several hours later, the visitors left. The landmines remained.  

“I didn’t lie, Erin. I hid the truth. There’s a difference,” an ex-boyfriend once informed 

me. This set me off on several months of righteous indignation that manifested in me asking 

nearly everyone I met what they thought about the statement. Since I am an anthropologist, I 

analyzed the responses according to gender, ethnicity, and nationality. (N.B. There was a very 

clear gender breakdown, with men most often agreeing with the statement and women not. There 
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were no differences across ethnicity and nationality. I travelled across six countries in three 

continents during this time.) 50 I think back to that statement as I try to understand how to classify 

the meaning of declaring a place mine-free when “everybody knows” that it isn’t. Is this 

duplicitous?51 Are people lying? Did my ex-boyfriend lie? Well, of course I think so. (Really, he 

did.)  

Several months after the humanitarian deminers declared the village I visited free of 

mines, I ran into one of the residents in town. Daniel told me how much assistance they were 

getting now that the security situation changed. Doralba was finally getting a new roof for her 

kitchen. Daniel was thinking about how to expand upon his house after his new baby arrived. He 

wanted to add some space for his father, Albeiro, to move in with him. This was all great news. 

“One of the boys found a gas canister bomb on the path while he was hunting last week,” 

he admitted, leaning in closely when he told me this. “But it was near Miguelangelo’s house so 

we reported it was in his village so they wouldn’t change our security situation.” No one had 

come out to destroy it yet. He had called Pamplona but it was late, he heard music in the 

background, and figured it wasn’t the right time to bother him. So, the gas canister bomb just sat 

there. The few people who walked the path knew to avoid it. 

I felt frustrated with this confession. Agronomist friends of mine would be walking these 

paths thinking they were clear to work on coffee projects in the region. Same with construction 

workers. They weren’t making the conscious calculus that the work was worth the risk, nor would 

they if they had known. “Daniel, you guys are hiding the truth from these people and that’s not 

                                                        
50 If you really want to get into a heated conversation at a bar with a bunch of strangers, throw out this 
question, take a seat, and get a drink.  
51 Diane M. Nelson, Reckoning: The Ends of War in Guatemala (Durham, N.C: Duke University Press 
Books, 2009). 
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fair to them,” I fussed. “They have the right to decide whether they want to put themselves in 

danger or not.” 

“Elena, those bombs aren’t live anymore. People have bombs on their patios that kids run 

around. It’s fine,” he assured me. I wasn’t convinced. He could tell. So he continued. “Look, they 

change color when they’re no longer active. The texture changes too. The cables connect to 

batteries that go dead.” He seemed to have a great deal of detailed knowledge on how these 

devices worked. “How do you know all of this?” I asked him, suspiciously. “I took some 

electrical engineering classes when I was displaced because I wanted to learn about chemicals 

and how lightening worked,” he told me without missing a beat. “But the school wasn’t actually 

accredited. So I didn’t get a diploma or anything.” 

Something about that response—I believe it was the lightening—had the ring of truth to 

it. I never told anyone about our conversation. I think that was the right thing to do, but I’m not 

sure. Did I lie? I think I just hid the truth. We all make calculations about truth and knowledge, 

usually to keep the peace or get our way. These same human actions, desires, and even 

weaknesses scale up to the state and beyond. Any institution comprised of humans will behave as 

such. What kinds of responsibility come with knowledge and what forms of knowledge count 

more than others?  

Classifications provide order, even if this is merely semantic. Labels have power. No 

president would travel to a remote location to declare it “good enough for many people to return 

with their kids.” Accurate descriptions are often ambiguous ones. These are hard to measure, 

build policy around, and show to funders. They do not work well on spreadsheets. The Japanese 

ambassador does not hop a helicopter for declarations of “almost there,” “maybe in another ten 

years or so,” or “we’re pretty sure it will be ok.” 
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Mary Douglas relegates that which cannot be classified to the realm of pollution.52 But 

people live with pollution all the time. It’s a question of managing and measuring risk. Demining 

was an extensive and expensive process of risk mitigation.53 Humanitarian, emergency, and 

artisanal deminers all managed risk, seeking to contain threat to a point that it was safe enough 

for these locations to support community life again. All landmines do not need to be uprooted for 

people to return. It is the fear of landmines—or a fear that outweighs the desire to return—that 

must be removed.  

“Psychological mine fields” were frequently mentioned in deminers’ reports. Schools, 

chapels, fields, paths, and mountaintop shrines were all reported as sites of possible mines and 

declared “psychological mine fields” after the military came and found nothing. Clearing a 

psychological minefield took far less work than a physical one. It often simply entailed a team 

coming to a suspected site and verifying there was no mine. The emergency demining team 

recorded over three hundred psychological mine fields cleared between 2008 and 2011.54 Such a 

declaration might result in a village workday to clean the area around the chapel or an official 

handover of a school to the teacher and children.55 Clearing a psychological minefield does not 

mean the entirety of people’s surroundings are free of mines. It does mean that one particular 

suspected location—usually in a site of critical community importance—is safe. These villages 

and the municipality as a whole are not mine free. Instead, the threat is contained and controlled 

to a manageable level in most places.  

                                                        
52 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, 1 edition (London  ; 
New York: Taylor, 2002), 36-37. 
53 Peter C. Little, “Another Angle on Pollution Experience: Toward an Anthropology of the Emotional 
Ecology of Risk Mitigation,” Ethos 40, no. 4 (December 1, 2012): 431–52. 
54 Ejército Nacional batallón de ingenieros de combate no. 4 Pedro Nel Ospina, Informe Programa de 
Desminado de Emergencia En Apoyo Al Retorno Del Municipio de San Carlos, Antioquia, 2011. 
55 Ejército Nacional batallón de ingenieros de combate no. 4 Pedro Nel Ospina, Informe Programa de 
Desminado de Emergencia Municipio de San Carlos, Antioquia, 2009. 
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Mine-free is a label that fits the restorative model of resilient places returning to a 

previous state. Yet, it’s clear this isn’t the case. People will probably continue finding landmines 

for decades. While the risk has been mitigated to a point that most people feel safe to return, the 

community needs a team of trained and equipped residents who can destroy mines found in the 

years to come. These truths aren’t hidden in the community. It’s what everyone knows, including 

the army that continues to demine. It is only on the stage and the screen that this is not an 

acceptable version of events. And that is what needs to be thoroughly examined in any context of 

the aftermath of war. This is not simply a Colombian issue. This is part of the international 

circulation of knowledge production that involves classifications of “what counts” as success and 

what marks the ends of war.56  

Thorough and nuanced descriptions of the facts on the ground seldom fit within a binary 

classification. Threat, risk, and fear all exist along a continuum. So too freedom, safety, and 

quality of life. These are the indicators individuals and families feed into personal metrics to 

make decisions of where and how to live their lives. The loftier labels of war, peace, and the 

uncomfortably non-binary post-war are political and economic umbrellas with complex indicators 

that guide troops into battle, necessitate massive financial expenditures, shape national and 

international politics and borders, create industries to fight and also to rebuild. War is a racket.57 

So too its aftermath. Individuals are not pawns in these massive processes. They are players that 

profit and feel real pain from war and what comes afterwards. 

Post-conflict or post-war are labels that help secure World Bank loans, get a UN office in 

regional capitals, and increase international investor confidence. These labels do real work. The 

consequences of what these labels bring affect people’s lives in real ways, dictate the jobs they 
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Decorated Soldier, Reprint edition (Los Angeles, Calif.: Feral House, 2003). 



 

 281 

find, the politics they espouse, and often shape the terrain for new forms of conflict to emerge or 

old ones to re-brand themselves, usually as crime. Do these labels cover up dangerous truths or 

pave the way to move forward? Often times, they do both.  

All Fields are Battlefields 

Perhaps all fields are battlefields. But some more then others. Fields in Belgium and 

France still bear the scars and even the ammunition of World War I a century later. The 

Lochnager Crater alone is seventy feet deep, a gaping hole from a mine detonated the first day of 

the months-long Battle of the Somme. At the time, it was the both the largest explosion and 

loudest man-made sound. Farmers, builders, utility workers, and gardeners continue to unearth 

hundreds of tons of live munitions every year. Some contain mustard gas or other toxic 

chemicals. Called the “iron harvest,” farmers collect unexploded ordnance from their fields and 

leave them at the side of the road for collection. Bodies are also recovered; some are identified a 

century later.58 Should farmers stop tilling the soil in Normandy because the land could blow up 

underneath them? The calculus of risk is too low, and so they carry on.  

War provides a chronology and temporality to the very ground we walk. Isotopes from 

nuclear bomb blasts conducted between 1945 and 1963 date soil. Called “The Bomb Peak,” 

scientists look for traces of carbon-14, casesium-137, and strontium-90 to place a nuclear time 

stamp on all forms of life.59 Nuclear bombs changed the cellular structure of all living organisms. 

Researchers investigating the levels of carbon-14 in the tendons of people who were young 

                                                        
58 “An Iron Harvest,” The Economist, November 18, 2013, http://www.economist.com/news/21589150-
past-will-literally-resurface-iron-harvest; Kirstin Fawcett, “Europe’s Landscape Is Still Scarred by World 
War I,” Smithsonian, accessed October 3, 2014, http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/europe-
landscape-still-scarred-world-war-i-180951430/. 
59 Robert Krulwich, “How A-Bomb Testing Changed Our Trees,” NPR.org, accessed December 13, 2014, 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=96750869; Handong Yang and Simon Turner, 
“Radiometric Dating for Recent Lake Sediments on the Tibetan Plateau,” Hydrobiologia 713, no. 1 (2013). 
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during this period described the body as having “a memory of the bomb pulse.”60 The physical 

memory of war wends its way into life, often changing structures—from soil to soul—in 

irrevocable ways. In 2014, over twenty-five scientists in the Subcommission of Quaternary 

Stratigraphy Anthropocene working group suggested the world’s first nuclear bomb explosion on 

July 16th, 1945 was the best starting point for a new epoch of geologic time.61 

In the grand scheme of things, landmines in Colombia lay quite a temporary claim on 

land. It is far easier (and less lethal) to co-exist with perfect inanimate soldiers than it is to 

remove the imperfect human versions. People learn to navigate around landmines. It is harder to 

circumvent political and economic decisions allocating land to mono-culture agriculture, mining, 

or mega-projects. Structural violence and inequality are more invisible, engrained, and embedded 

in life and landscape than landmines are. Despite the high cost and effort of demining, it will 

probably be easier to remove the threat of landmines than provide land titles. Landmines are a 

new problem. Legal possession of land represents centuries of struggle that continue today. Safe 

access to land remains the biggest barrier to return. 

In July 2013, a representative from the departmental government of Antioquia came to 

San Carlos to explain changes in mining laws and the difficulty municipalities would have in 

preventing large-scale gold mining concessions. The price of gold doubled in Colombia between 

2009 and 2011.62 This led to an increase in foreign and Colombian prospectors seeking 

                                                        
60 Katja Maria Heinemeier et al., “Lack of Tissue Renewal in Human Adult Achilles Tendon Is Revealed 
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62 Nicolás Idrobo, Daniel Mejía, and Ana María Tribin, “Illegal Gold Mining and Violence in Colombia,” 
Peace Economics, Peace Science and Public Policy 20, no. 1 (January 1, 2014): 83–111. 
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concessions for future mining prospects. In Antioquia, illegal mining operations—often 

artisanal—use mercury to refine gold, leaving the department with the worst mercury pollution in 

the world.63 “The Bacrim [neo-paramilitaries] are always involved in mining,” a woman at the 

meeting said. “All the actors at the margin of the law are part of it. The guerrillas too,” a man in 

the back added. People were scared and angry. “How can the government make us a pilot 

program for all of these things, say they’re going to give us land titles, and then just take the land 

from underneath us?” In Colombia, as in so many other countries, people own the surface of the 

land, not what lies underneath.  

Perhaps the hydroelectric complex—ironically enough—will protect the municipality 

from large-scale gold mining. The land, after all, is not just soil but also intensely managed space 

put to use to power the nation. There are plans to build a new hydroelectric complex in San 

Carlos. It is called Porvenir (Future) II. “Big projects bring big problems,” some say of the 

possibility of Porvenir II, just as they described the consequences of past hydroelectric 

construction. Others think of the economic possibilities such a large project would offer.  

Gold built San Carlos. Hydropower made it what it is today—for better and for worse. 

Both continue to attract conflict throughout Colombia. The FARC and neo-paramilitaries are 

involved in gold mining. The Antioquian municipality of Ituango, where a hydroelectric complex 

slated to be the biggest in Colombia is currently under construction, now has one of the highest 

rates of landmine victims in the country.64 The same is true of the gold mining areas in the Bajo 

Cauca region of Antioquia, which are hit with the dual pollutants of landmines and mercury.  

                                                        
63 Paul C. Webster, “Not All That Glitters: Mercury Poisoning in Colombia,” The Lancet 379 (April 14, 
2012): 1379–80. 
64 There are 228 victims recorded in Ituango between 2000 and 2014. Eighty-four are civilian and one 
hundred and forty-four are military. This is an area that is currently being mined as of writing. In 2014, 
there were thirteen casualties, four were fatal. Programa Presidencial para la Acción Integral contra Minas 
Antipersonal, “Situación Nacional Víctimas Minas Antipersonal.” 
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Is this full circle? Will the future look like the past? Much has changed; much stays the 

same. This is the problem and possibility of war, post-war, and peace in San Carlos and Colombia 

as a whole. The future is built on past remains, as unstable and painful as these might be. The 

same compromised communities of blurred legality and questionable collaborations that laid the 

groundwork for war will also make the terrain upon which peace is built. 

Sometimes, there is no stopping the flood. All that can be done is plan and prepare 

accordingly. Residents fear bodies are buried at the proposed location for the Porvenir II dam. 

Pamplona is now the municipal representative in charge of grave exhumation as well as 

demining. The task is to find these bodies before the water comes (if it does) and buries them 

forever.  

Some tides, however, can be turned. Between 2011 and 2014, community members 

fought against the creation of a small hydroelectric complex that would have used the 

municipality’s largest waterfall—the spectacular five hundred meter La Chorrera—to generate 

power. Local organizers collected thousands of signatures and held protests. With the help of the 

regional environmental organization, Cornaré—which formed as a result of civic movement 

organizing in the 1970s and 80s—they were able to block construction. Henry Escudero, a serious 

young man with wise eyes always good for a philosophical conversation in the town square, was 

part of the movement to save La Chorrera. “After so much time not protesting because of the fear 

violence left with us,” he explained, “we were able to unite the people around this cause.”65 

“It is impossible to contemplate the life of the soil for very long without seeing it as 

analogous to the life of the spirit,” Wendell Berry writes.66 Soil is a circulating and dynamic 
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space of life and death. It is the pluriversal notion of life in multiple tenses, forms, and contents. 

War adds to this “circulating reference” of soil and leaves its mark in temporary and permanent 

ways.67 All this is foundational.  

And then there is mud. It’s hard to avoid mud on unpaved paths in a rainy country. 

There’s a lot of mud in San Carlos—literally and figuratively. Mud is viscous and sticky, so too 

this in-between time and place in which the past sticks to the present.68 Will this muddy ground 

cause that which is built upon it to sink or is it merely land that requires more time and tending to 

become solid? 

My grandfather used to leave his mud-splattered black work boots on the carport after a 

day in the rice fields and crawfish ponds. When I came to San Carlos and saw so many men in 

mud-caked boots, cigarettes often hanging out of their mouths as they sat outside to have a beer 

after coming in from the fields, I saw my grandfather. I see my own story in the mud-splattered 

black work boots of men who look like my grandfather, of women and children who make me 

think of my grandmother, mother, aunts and uncles. So many people in San Carlos welcomed me 

as if I were theirs. I too recognized the people and places I saw and grew to love as mine. I can’t 

say I understand the individual reasons why people want to go home to their land in San Carlos. 

It’s foolish to conflate my own story with others’. And yet, that is all I have. All anyone has is an 

interpretation of others filtered through the lens of personal life experience. 

When I first went to San Carlos, I met a young man named Nestor who had just returned 

to his land. His farm was in a village several hours trip on foot or mule from the small town of El 

Jordán. The path to the village was steep and often muddy. It was a remote place. Yet the 

                                                        
67 Bruno Latour, “Circulating Reference: Sampling the Soil in the Amazon Forest,” in Pandora’s Hope: 
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difficulty of the path afforded its own brand of freedom as Nestor and so many others who 

returned re-made the paths through walking, muddy as the going might be. 

I asked Nestor if he missed living in town. “I come to town when I want to,” he told me. 

“But I like it in the village.” He was excited to be back. He wanted to farm cacao and make a high 

quality product he could sell locally and maybe one day internationally. We talked about the 

possibility of people making and consuming their own chocolate instead of buying the factory-

made powdered version. Three years later, when I came back to visit Edgar and Diana, I had a 

cup of hot chocolate one morning. It was far better than the chocolate we normally had for 

breakfast. “That’s the Association of Cacao Farmers’ chocolate,” Edgar told me. It was exactly 

what Nestor and I had been talking about three years earlier. And it was delicious. 
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Conclusion: Gardens of Memory 
“Oh, you have to see the Garden of Hope,” Diana told me when I first arrived. When I 

got to Hotel Punchiná and saw the cluster of hand-made paper flowers, I was surprised. I 

expected it to be bigger—something more than construction paper flowers with names written in 

marker, some with paper dragonflies attached, a cardboard tomb filled with notebooks, poems, 

and newspaper clippings about disappeared people at its side.  

Looks can be deceiving. What seemed like a simple, touching craft project was thick with 

meaning that never failed to astonish me. The Garden of Hope was one of the first projects CARE 

did with families of the disappeared. “The first thing wasn’t a garden,” Pastora recounted. First it 

was little flags with the names of all of the disappeared people and then we connected these to a 

large Colombian flag to symbolize that these disappeared were members of Colombian society. 

Later, we turned them into flowers.”   

Even though I thought I knew the answer, I asked Pastora whose idea the garden was. 

“This crazy woman designed the flower,” she responded. “Why the flower? In the center of the 

flower is the seed. The name of the person is in the center and each petal represents the family, 

the society, everything. So, this is why we have the petals.” Both flags and flowers were symbolic 

tools for recognizing the disappeared and their families as citizens and community members 

connected to each other as part of a greater whole. 

Dragonflies attached to flowers signified the person’s body had been found. The ratio of 

flowers with dragonflies to those without was low. Pastora’s daughter was one of the few flowers 

with a dragonfly. For Pastora, the dragonfly represented far more than a found body but instead 

all of the complicated emotions attached to the resolution of a profoundly disturbing unanswered 

question. “The dragonfly, of course, is a symbol of liberation,” she explained. You are liberating 

an emotional weight when you finally know where your loved one is and you finally have a place 
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to visit them. You are finally liberating a human being who was lost in the universe who had the 

right to be born in a family and also has the right for family and friends to say goodbye to them.”  

This liberation, however, was not just personal. For Pastora, it was pluriversal, as 

dragonflies took their place in a complicated ecology of justice and grief. “Ironically, many of the 

disappeared in Colombia go to the rivers,” Pastora continued. “Do you know who the number one 

enemy of the fish is?” she asked me. “A fisherman?” I offered. She laughed and shook her head. 

“No, princesa, it’s the dragonfly! And do you know why?” I didn’t hazard a guess this time. “The 

number one enemy of the fish that end up feeding off the bodies of our loved ones is the 

dragonfly because they eat the fish eggs.” She nodded emphatically and with no small degree of 

self-satisfaction before taking a long drag from her cigarette. I just stared at her for a while. I’d 

heard Pastora say some pretty deep stuff before, but this one took the cake. 

Pastora didn’t choose dragonflies as symbols of liberation from the worst kind of pain 

imaginable just because they were pretty. She chose them because they were representative of the 

trophic cascade that could bring down the system of murderous impunity and compromised 

actions that led to her children’s murder. In ecology, a trophic cascade occurs when a predator’s 

introduction or removal dramatically affects all life forms in a system. This happened with the 

paramilitaries’ arrival. And this was what Pastora was describing with her dragonflies. The 

paramilitaries were top predators whose arrival washed over the community like a waterfall. 

Dragonflies, according to her estimation, could cause a bottom-up cascade to target that predator 

by eating some of the defenses that caused impunity. Can such a trophic cascade create peace? 

This is probably too much to expect. It is far harder to rebuild than destroy. Yet small efforts and 

well-targeted actions can have enormous results.  

With work, time, and tending, the fragile slowly solidifies. The Garden of Hope later 

expanded to become a permanent memorial in the town square called the Garden of Memory. 

With the assistance of the Medellín mayor’s office and the regional NGO, Conciudadanía, the 
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permanent memorial began with the three hundred families that returned as part of the Medellín-

San Carlos Alliance. While only the disappeared were included in the Garden of Hope, the 

Garden of Memory featured color-coded flowers and leaves that symbolized different forms of 

victimization.  

 

Figure 25: Garden of Memory sign explaining meaning of colors 

Dark green leaves signify displacement, light green leaves return. Red flowers represent 

homicide, purple flowers disappearance (some have dragonflies attached), yellow flowers 

landmines, blue flowers forced recruitment, and white flowers sexual violence. An orange flower 

is a tribute to all the resisters. The memorial expands as new return projects incorporate flower 

making as part of psychosocial work with families. 

Not everyone likes it. Manuel complained the memorial changed the aesthetic of the 

park. It didn’t fit, he said, and the park was a beautiful place. The brightly colored flowers were a 

jarring contrast to the stately simplicity of the red brick square and imposing church, punctuated 

by an enormous statue of Simón Bolívar. He didn’t like the victimization of the town he felt the 

garden represented. He was sick of it.  
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“A lot of people stayed in the town during all the violence,” he said. People like him. “I 

understand people should acknowledge the past, but not in that way.” When I asked him what 

way he would approve of, he didn’t have an answer, he just knew it shouldn’t be that way. As a 

resister, Manuel did not see his memories reflected on the wall. A solitary anonymous orange 

flower in the center was the only representation of resisters in a space that was slowly coming to 

dominate the center of the square. There was not enough room on the wall for all the victims nor 

did all pain fit within the color palate provided for floral representations of victimization.  

 

Figure 26: Garden of Memory, December 2013 

In its exclusions and inclusions, the Garden of Memory placed the experiences of 

violence center-stage in colorful display. For some, this was welcome recognition, for others, an 

unwanted reminder. Mainly, it seemed, the garden was another part of the intensely used space of 

the town square. People walked by it at all hours of the day and night. Sometimes, people stopped 

to take a look, leaning in and pointing out a particular flower or consulting the sign explaining the 

colors’ meaning. Kids would sit on top of the garden. Occasionally, they would rip off pieces 

from the wall and throw them on the ground. Edgar would come home with a petal or a leaf, 



 

 291 

grumble about kids and their lack of respect, and then weld the pieces back onto the wall. Even 

plastic flowers need tending.  

Memory—floral and otherwise—takes work. Not everyone wants to keep the past alive 

in the present, particularly if the process involves dangerous claims for justice, painful reminders, 

or exclusion from a story meant to be collective. For those who do, however, flowers often 

provide a tangible and fragile symbol of hope in times of darkness and memory of loss in the 

aftermath.  

After my godfather died in a plane crash in Western Antioquia, my godmother started 

planting flowers back home in Nicaragua. She always loved to be outside. She used to sing while 

washing clothes, forgoing the washing machine her American husband offered to buy her. She 

preferred plunging her hands into soapy water behind the house under the cover of sky and 

clouds, birds overhead and dogs underfoot. After Jim died, the singing stopped. But her outdoor 

work didn’t. She tended her garden of grief. 

In many ways, she remained locked in grief until her own recent death. But that cage of 

pain was also a trellis for beauty and color to bloom in a wild, riotous rainbow of bougainvillea 

and hibiscus. Life circled around her as she struggled to survive under the massive weight that 

absence carries, a burden that probably played a role in her death twenty years later. Physical and 

mental health are as intertwined as flowers are to soil and soul. 

The head of a return project in San Carlos drew a connection between the two in a speech 

whose tenor was quite different from those usually offered on stage. “San Carlos has so many 

natural resources. But peace and harmony are also resources that we often ruin,” he explained. 

“Now we have peace. This allows us to travel, go to places in the community. Now we have good 

energy here. But we have also found sad people,” he continued. “There are thorns in people’s 

hearts because of what has happened. We want to find a way to help remove these thorns of pain 

you have in your heart.”  
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Perhaps there is no way to remove these thorns. Instead, the task is to nurture the roses 

without denying the thorns come with the package. Roses grow from the same dirt that once hid 

bodies in unmarked graves. I do believe those roses make a difference, small and fleeting as this 

might be. And no one has tended the roses in Punchiná’s garden for a while. They might be dead 

for all I know.  

Hope—like flowers—comes in many forms, some more fragile than others. Daffodils are 

hearty. “They’ll only get better,” a gardener in the New York City park system said of the 

daffodils first planted in October 2001 as an act of remembrance in the wake of the Twin Towers’ 

destruction. The Daffodil Project started in New York City on September 12, 2001. Dutch bulb 

supplier Hans van Waardenburg sent a fax to Lynden Miller, a board member of New York for 

Parks, asking what he could do to help. “Hans, you don’t have any extra bulbs, do you?” She 

responded. He sent a half million daffodils.1 Adrian Benepe, the city parks commissioner, was 

also trying to figure out what to do in the midst of so much tragedy. Walking through two inches 

of ash from the Twin Towers, the Sting song, “Fields of Gold,” started playing in his head. 

“Suddenly it hit me,” he recounted. “Daffodils are the answer.” He got another half million bulbs 

from Rotterdam.2  

Words often fail to express the complicated emotion of hope, which means something 

different for everyone. Hope can be a powerful vacuum filled with empty promises and endless 

waiting. And hope can also be the act of working and tending, with the understanding the end 

product is neither known nor promised, and flinging oneself into the task all the same. In October 

2001, ten thousand volunteers and park workers put “trowel to ground, over and over and over” 

                                                        
1 “The Daffodil Project,” New Yorkers for Parks, accessed March 13, 2015, http://www.ny4p.org/daffodil-
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2 Melissa Block, “Daffodils” (National Public Radio, April 19, 2002), 
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throughout the city. People wanted a way to transform the environment in which they lived, 

which they couldn’t leave, that was so thick with physical memory, into a visible, tangible 

reminder that life continued and could be beautiful, joyous, and colorful again.  

Benepe likened the flowers that emerged in the spring to a scarf of remembrance that 

wended its way across the landscape of New York City. Every year since 2001, volunteers plant 

more flowers. There are five million daffodils now, and counting. These things that seem small 

and even silly—daffodils, roses, hand-cut paper flowers or bright plastic ones—are often what we 

turn to in the midst of unavoidable pain. Life carries on, even when some lives don’t. There is a 

need for visible, tangible evidence of hope born of working and not simply waiting. Beauty 

makes a difference. 

Héctor Abad Gómez loved roses. After he retired from his teaching position at the 

University of Antioquia—where he revolutionized the field of public health in Colombia and 

created the system requiring medical students to spend a year working in the countryside—he 

spent his weekends tending roses at the family’s country home outside of Medellín. When I asked 

his son—Héctor Abad Faciolince—about the importance roses played in his father’s life, he 

leaned over and gave me a hug. “No one has ever asked me about the roses,” he said. “And they 

are so important. The roses are so important.”  

His father was happy with his roses. Dressed in his “campesino clothes”—a straw hat 

and torn up pants—he would listen to classical music on a small portable radio and tend his roses 

all day. At night, he read. “It was a peaceful life,” his son recounted. “That was the weekend. And 

during the week, he would defend people with human rights and medical work. The human rights 

work was medical for him.” Héctor Abad Gómez saw the violence gripping the country in the 

1980s as a public health disaster and threw himself into working to lessen this conflict. From 

1982 to 1987, he chaired the Committee for the Defense of Human Rights of Antioquia. In 1987, 

he planned to run for mayor of Medellín.  
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“He became a gardener at the end of his life,” Héctor Abad Faciolince recalls of his 

father. There is such sweetness and fragility to this story whose end is so bitter. On August 25, 

1987, paramilitaries murdered Héctor Abad Gómez in the center of Medellín. He died on the 

street with a poem in his pocket. It’s called “Epitaph.” 

Already we are the oblivion we shall be—  
the elemental dust that does not know us,  
the dust that once was red Adam and now is  
all men, the dust we shall not see. 

Already we are the two dates on the headstone,  
the beginning and the end. The coffin,  
the obscene decay and the shroud,  
the death rites and the dirges. 

I am not some fool who clings  
to the magical sound of his own name.  
I think, with hope, of that man  
who will never know I walked the earth.  
Beneath the blue indifference of heaven,  
I find this thought consoling. 

The oblivion the poem speaks of is not simple erasure. It is continuity. “After his death, 

he gave me a gift,” Héctor Abad Falicone told me. “I have become a gardener. I don’t cultivate 

roses but other kinds of flowers. And I’ve found, at 54 years of age, that this seems almost like a 

genetic destiny to repeat the pleasure of being in a serene place and growing flowers.” This is not 

full circle, it is life and death and afterlife crashing into each other through the continuity of 

actions that build connections with those whose forms of presence have changed through death.  

For several years after his death, Héctor Abad Gómez’ son-in-law, Alfonso Arias, tended 

the roses in his honor. “That garden represented a lot, it was like a symbol and your father saw it 

that way too,” Arias recounted to Héctor Abad Faciolince. “It wasn’t just a hobby, he was saying 
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something by devoting so much time and so much work to beauty. Something that has no use, 

that’s simply beautiful…There was an implicit message in it.”3 

What was that message?  

“Hearts starve as well as bodies. Give us bread, but give us roses!”4 James Oppenheim 

wrote in a poem about a 1912 strike in which female textile workers demanded better wages and 

working conditions in Lawrence, Massachusetts. It became known as the “Bread and Roses” 

strike.5 Likewise, Héctor Abad Gómez’ work cultivating beauty was as central to his human 

rights work as his activism, politics, and writing. It was inextricably linked to the quality of life 

he was seeking to defend, both at the individual level of human bodies and the collective body of 

society. And it gave his heart and soul the sustenance to do the work. Just as the structural harm 

of hysteresis is often not noticed or accounted for, the role of beauty to enhance the structures and 

system in which we live is often not actively factored into the equation. Tending beauty adds a 

surplus to the system.  

There are multiple uses for beauty. Sunflowers absorb radiation. They were also the first 

flower to appear in Japan after World War II. Volunteers planted sunflowers in Fukishima, Japan 

after the March 2011 tsunami and nuclear power plant disaster that sent radioactive material 

seeping into surrounding land and water.6 In a place where produce was deadly, beauty did 

practical and psychological work. These two are connected. 

“The world will be saved by beauty,” a love-struck prince in a Dostoyevsky novel once 

exclaimed. Some might say the prince was an idiot. It’s easy to dismiss such grandiose 

                                                        
3 Héctor Abad, Oblivion: A Memoir, trans. Anne McLean and Rosalind Harvey, Reprint edition (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013), 239. 
4 Estelle Freedman, ed., The Essential Feminist Reader (New York: Modern Library, 2007), 185. 
5 Bruce Watson, Bread and Roses: Mills, Migrants, and the Struggle for the American Dream, Reprint 
edition (New York, N.Y.: Penguin Books, 2006). 
6 Anne Allison, Precarious Japan (Duke University Press Books, 2013), 181. 
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statements. The beauty of my godmother’s garden couldn’t save her life. But maybe it did. Maybe 

her sensitivity to the beauty she nurtured in flowers and people fed her tender heart and soul in 

ways we will never know.  

No beauty is sustainable without bread. Sometimes there is not enough of either, or both, 

to carry on. Héctor Abad Gómez’ love and nurturing of beauty did not save his life. And yet, the 

beauty of his life and work, his love for his family and fellow Colombians whose lives and health 

he struggled to improve, comes out in staggering beauty in the book his son wrote so that his 

children could know their grandfather.  

I cried a lot while reading Hector Abad’s book about his father—more often from the 

sheer beauty of familial love than the tragedy of death. I’ve cried many times while writing about 

San Carlos. A professor once told me, “Erin, pick a topic that brings you tears. You won’t tire of 

it.” And I did just that. Some of these tears come from a deep sadness over people’s grief and 

anger over the depths of brutality to which people can stoop. But I’ve also been blown away and 

doubled over by the beauty of people’s struggle, the humor present in the worst of occasions, the 

fun of life, and the strength of love. 

When a journalist asked Héctor Abad Gómez about the notion of rebellion several 

months before his death, he answered in roses. “Rebellion is something I wouldn’t want to give 

up…I only ever get down on my knees in front of my roses…”7 Cultivating beauty is an act of 

rebellion when it nourishes the struggle to build a world in which bread and roses are both human 

rights. 

Pastora knelt down on the ground to search for her child. Pamplona knelt down to destroy 

landmines. Edgar knelt down to fix the plumbing. Diana knelt down to wash the blood off the 

                                                        
7 Abad, Oblivion, 189. 
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walls. These are the acts of rebellion and prayers of painful work that rebuild small corners of the 

world. That is the beauty that transforms it.  

For far too long, drug lords and pop stars have dominated the stories told about 

Colombia, particularly outside of the country. But what of Pastora Mira? Fernando Pamplona? Of 

people like Edgar and Diana? What of the woman who helps organize a workday around the 

bridge where her mother died? What of the psychologist who falls into a deep depression 

listening to the stories of people’s pain yet still says the job touched her in a positive way. 

The kinds of stories we tell and who we tell them about matter. I find these people, the 

thought of what they have survived and what they have built more than consoling. I find it 

inspiring. And this inspiration is tempered with the knowledge there are no real heroes, only 

heroic acts. All they have built could come tumbling down again beneath the blue indifference of 

heaven. 

This sky, this land, these roses, this life—all of the particularities we call our own—of 

these we are not indifferent. Nor should we be. These things matter. Why tend roses? Because 

they bring beauty. Why bother with beauty when it is fleeting and fragile? Because if not, then 

why bother at all?  



 

 298 

 

Figure 27: Roses at Hotel Punchiná, December 2013 
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Epilogue: An Ending, A Beginning 
After eighteen years, Edgar and Diana were having another baby. Several weeks before 

the baby was due, Diana’s sister-in-law urged her to leave for Medellín to wait for the baby’s 

arrival. “What would happen if you went into labor and there was a landslide or some other 

problem with the road? Then what would you do?” Milena—who had had recently had a baby in 

the city—reproached Diana for her irresponsibility. “You’re not eighteen anymore. Stop waiting. 

Go to Medellín.” 

And so Diana packed up the family and camped out at a sister’s house in a suburb of 

Medellín, where the entire block seemed to be from San Carlos. Diana, Edgar, and Sofia were 

bored. I was bored too. The birth coincided with my visit. Her sister made room for me, kicking 

her fifteen-year old son out of his room and giving it to me while he slept on the floor of his 

parents’ room. They were kind and generous. But it was not home. It was dark in the apartment 

that was already filled with too many people—one of whom was a cranky pregnant woman in 

early stages of labor. It was easy to feel trapped. 

Sometimes, we would go on a walk around the block. Diana tottered slowly under the 

weight of the baby she was impatiently telling to hurry up already while Edgar would lean in and 

speak to her stomach, telling the baby his mother loved him very much and not to pay attention to 

her fussing. “He’s still in there?” Neighbors, shopkeepers, and the woman who sold customized 

salads on the street corner would invariably ask the obvious as Diana walked by and forced a 

half-smile and a nod.  

Other than that, we pretty much just waited inside. The day Diana went into labor, I saw 

the sun shining through the windows and told her sister I was going for a walk and made my 

break. I walked to the park, followed a parade for a while, and then bought a newspaper and sat 

down at a café with a cup of coffee. On the last page of the first section, there was a long article 



 

 300 

about a massacre in a town in northeastern Antioquia. The details were still emerging regarding 

who the perpetrators and victims were. But one fact was clear: seven people were killed, 

including eleven and fifteen-year old girls found with their arms around each other.  

A two-month old baby girl was the only survivor.1 I thought about these two babies—

Diana and Edgar’s son who was being born into a loving extended family and this baby girl who 

just survived her family’s killing. What would become of each of them? An unknown man 

quickly came and whisked the baby away after the family was killed. Perhaps she will have a 

good life. But there is no washing away the horror that occurred at the beginning.  

The only horror that faced Diana and Edgar’s son is that he had to suffer the indignity of 

having beans as his first meal. “This can’t be good for him, I know this will give him gas,” Diana 

complained, narrowing her eyes at the offending plate of hospital beans banished to the corner of 

the room once Sofia and I arrived. “Everyone knows his first meal should be chicken soup!” In 

order to make tasty and plentiful milk and help the body heal, new mothers were supposed to 

navigate a forty-day period of complicated food decisions that involved eating “hot” food and 

avoiding “cold” ones. 

The divisions between the two seemed quite nebulous to me. I learned the hard way the 

chicken in the soup had to be hen (which was hot) rather than rooster (which was cold.) After 

spending hours making the chicken and sausage gumbo Diana had requested once we got back to 

San Carlos, her mother-in-law told me she couldn’t eat it. “But it’s chicken,” I protested. Edgar’s 

mother grimly shook her head. “Elena, she can’t eat rooster meat. That’s bad for the baby.”  

I considered doing some Internet research at a cyber-café to prove to them it was fine for 

her to eat rooster, remembered I was an anthropologist, wrestled with that for a while, and then 

                                                        
1 Yeison Gualdrón, “Una Bebé, Única Sobreviviente de Masacre En Amalfi,” El Tiempo, December 14, 
2014, http://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/masacre-en-almafi/14971481. 
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finally realized I would lose that fight. Instead, I poured her mother-in-law a heaping bowl of 

gumbo for lunch. She dug in. “It’s really good, Elena. Can I bring some home for the boys?” She 

asked, already moving towards the tupperware containers to ladle up the gumbo for her husband 

and son who still lived at home. Culture won the day.  

People didn’t adhere to these country beliefs, however, in the city. Hence the beans. We 

tried. Diana’s sister spent a long time looking for the hen, and then the right container that 

wouldn’t spill on the bus, and then finding a thermos for the hot chocolate and cinnamon. It was 

just too much effort. And so Sofia and I arrived at the hospital empty handed. “You didn’t bring 

anything?” Diana asked incredulously. I tried to make excuses but quickly gave up. “I brought 

you your daughter,” I said. “That’s going to have to be enough.” Sofia was already in love with 

her brother. It was enough. 

When Diana came home, family members filled the house for the next two days, cooing 

over the baby and taking turns brushing his thick black hair. Diana and Edgar told the story of 

their son’s birth over and over. There were some complications. Not a lot. Just enough to make 

everyone glad the baby was born in Medellín.  

If the baby had been born in San Carlos, it is doubtful the doctor would have asked Diana 

if the municipality was still filled with guerrillas—while she was in labor.  

If the baby had been born in San Carlos, the hospital room would have been full of 

people visiting and bringing the right food and drinks for her. Instead, in Medellin, we went in the 

hospital room two at a time as friends and family took turns visiting.  

And if the baby had been born in San Carlos, there’s a chance he might have died. 

The hospital in San Carlos will never be as good as the one in Medellín. Rural hospitals 

the world over don’t have the resources of those in a big city. But the hospital in San Carlos could 

be better. It is still suffering from the lack of confidence that came in no small part from the past 

mayor laundering the money meant for health services. And while there’s no way to safeguard 
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against the real threat of landslides, a paved road to the city would significantly lessen travel time, 

offering expectant mothers a different set of factors to calculate when deciding where to have 

their babies. Real improvements are tempered by the realities that change—like peace—comes 

dropping slow, if it comes at all.  

Three days after the baby was born, we headed back to San Carlos, everyone happy to 

leave Medellín. The car was packed with the various and sundry accoutrements that seem 

necessary for a seven pound person. We drove slowly, with Diana holding the baby in her arms. 

Edgar decided to take the paved road in the hopes the baby would sleep throughout the trip. The 

road was good until we passed the dam at Guatapé. Impressive sized boulders—some bigger than 

the car—appeared to have fallen in a landslide. We wended our way around the remnants of 

landslides past.  

It was smooth sailing after that. Edgar sped over Danticas Bridge and many others as we 

drove across the reservoirs of the hydroelectric complex. Then we got to the bridge that was still 

destroyed. We jolted onto the dirt road detour. The baby stirred. He stretched his arms. It seemed 

like he would wake. We watched, waiting for him to start crying. Then we jolted back onto the 

paved road. The baby nestled in his mother’s arms, comfortable once more, and fell back into a 

deep sleep. We all breathed a sign of relief and settled back into our seats. We were almost home. 
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