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All comics pages are reprinted with the permission of the Fundación del Sinú, 
the organization that replaced the Fundación del Caribe, the research collec-
tive that authored the graphic histories I analyze. Fals Borda’s photographs 
are reprinted with the permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional 
“Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería.
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The following individuals and organizations appear and reappear throughout 
the pages of this book. They are the protagonists of my narrative.

La Rosca de Investigación y Acción Social

La Rosca de Investigación y Acción Social [Circle of Research and Social Ac-
tion] was a national network of action researchers founded in 1971 by Orlando 
Fals Borda and a group of co-thinkers, many of them connected to the Presby-
terian Church. La Rosca’s mission was to forge horizontal and participatory re-
search relationships with popular sectors with the aim of contributing to their 
strugg les (Bonilla et al. 1971, 1972; Rosca 1974). The network coordinated the 
activities of its various regional chapters, procured funding for their projects 
and publications, and participated on the editorial board and as columnists in 
the leftist weekly Alternativa.

Víctor Daniel Bonilla: Journalist and ethnographer based in the city of Cali, 
who worked with cric, the Consejo Regional Indígena del Cauca [Regional 
Indigenous Council of Cauca], the first modern Colombian indigenous organ
ization, representing the major Native groups of the southwestern highlands 
in the department of Cauca. Bonilla introduced the strategy of preparing mapas 
parlantes [speaking maps] that situated major events in indigenous history in 
maps depicting the regional and national landscapes (Bonilla 1977, 1982).

Gonzalo Castillo Cárdenas: Sociologist originally from Barranquilla, whose 
activism was focused on the indigenous communities of the department of To-
lima, to the west of Bogotá. Castillo edited a 1939 treatise by Manuel Quintín 
Lame (1971), a Nasa leader in the first half of the twentieth century, which be-
came one of the foundational documents of the Colombian indigenous move-
ment. At the time of the founding of La Rosca, Castillo was a Presbyterian 
pastor.

Orlando Fals Borda: Barranquilla-born Colombian sociologist, founder of the 
Sociology Faculty of the National University of Colombia. Fals conducted 

Cast of Characters
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pathbreaking ethnographic research in the 1950s on peasant economies in the 
Colombian highlands (Fals Borda 1955, 1957) and participated in an advisory 
capacity in the Colombian agrarian reform in the 1960s. He was a support-
ing actor in the rise of the radical wing of anuc, the Asociación Nacional de 
Usuarios Campesinos-Línea Sincelejo [National Association of Peasant Users-
Sincelejo Line], developing his approach to action research at the regional 
level, and later at the national and international levels. Fals’s personal archive 
is one of the major sources of evidence in this book. For a listing of his publica-
tions, see the bibliography.

Augusto Libreros: Economist and Presbyterian pastor whose friendship with 
Gonzalo Castillo and Orlando Fals Borda dated to their religious connections 
in Barranquilla. Libreros’s work in La Rosca focused on Afrocolombian com-
munities on the Pacific coast and in the Cauca Valley.

Sociologists Gilberto Aristizábal, Darío Fajardo, Alfredo Molano, William 
Ramírez, and Alejandro Reyes Posada, as well as economist Ernesto Parra Esco-
bar and Swedish development scholar Anders Rudqvist, collaborated with Fals 
Borda by undertaking evaluations of action research on the Caribbean coast; 
see the bibliography for their publications.

La Fundación del Caribe

The Fundación del Caribe [Caribbean Foundation], founded in late 1972, was 
a chapter of the regional network established in Barranquilla, Montería, and 
Sincelejo by participatory action researchers working on the Caribbean coast. 
Its members were young aspiring researchers and activists, most of whom had 
grown up in coastal cities.

Ulianov Chalarka: A painter and caricaturist living in the working-class 
barrio of La Granja, Montería. He also went by the pseudonym Iván Tejada. 
Chalarka’s family, originally from the highland city of Pereira, migrated to 
Montería when he was a teen. Chalarka drew all of the Fundación’s historical 
comics (Chalarka 1985; Sociedad de Jóvenes Cristianos 1973).

Néstor Herrera: A development professional in Sincelejo, who in his youth in 
the early 1970s collaborated with anuc’s organizing efforts in the department 
of Sucre. Herrera was one of the key actors in the research that culminated in 
Felicita Campos, one of the Fundación’s historical comics.

Víctor Negrete: Trained as a science teacher at the Universidad Libre in Bo-
gotá, Negrete was the president of the Fundación and, along with Fals Borda, 
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the only other researcher who worked full-time on the team from 1972 to 1974. 
Native to Montería, Negrete is now a professor at the Universidad del Sinú 
and one of the most active promoters of participatory action research on the 
Caribbean coast. Negrete’s multiple publications are listed in the bibliography.

David Sánchez Juliao: A Lorica-born creative writer whose work in the Fun-
dación largely centered on the production of testimonial literature recorded 
on cassette tapes for peasant audiences and subsequently published by the 
Fundación del Caribe and by national presses (1975, 1999 [1974]). In the 1980s 
he authored television screenplays and was ambassador to India and Egypt.

Franklin Sibaja: A Montería-based community activist, instrumental in gen-
erating rural and urban contacts for the Fundación. Sibaja discovered Ulianov 
Chalarka, bringing him on board as the artist of the Fundación’s series of his-
torical comics.

Other collaborators with the Fundación del Caribe who appear briefly in the 
coming pages include children’s author Leopoldo Berdella, university student 
Matilde Eljach, Cereté activist José Galeano, musician Máximo Jiménez, soci-
ologist Raúl Paniagua, folklorist Benjamín Puche, sociologist María Josefina 
Yance, and the regional agrarian prosecutor, Roberto Yance.

Asociación Nacional de Usuarios Campesinos (ANUC-Línea Sincelejo)

anuc, the Asociación Nacional de Usuarios Campesinos [National Association 
of Peasant Users], was originally a government-sponsored peasant organization 
established as one of the national partners in the Colombian agrarian reform 
of the 1960s. In 1972, as peasants became disillusioned with official efforts at 
land redistribution, a substantial sector of the association took agrarian reform 
into their own hands by organizing land occupations; they separated from the 
national association, founding anuc-Línea Sincelejo [anuc-Sincelejo Line] 
at a congress held in the city of Sincelejo. anuc-Córdoba adhered to the Sin-
celejo Line. Several of its leaders, especially those in the municipal chapter of 
Montería, participated actively in the Fundación del Caribe through a partner 
organization called the Centro Popular de Estudios.

Moisés Banquett: A municipal leader of anuc in Montería, serving in vari
ous capacities on its executive committee, Banquett was a central actor in the 
organization of the baluartes de autogestión campesina [bastions of peasant self-
management] in the lands occupied by anuc in 1972, as well as being a key ally 
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of Fals and of the Fundación. His unpublished memoir can be found in Fals 
Borda’s personal papers in Montería (cdrbr/m, 1041–1058).

Clovis Flórez: A schoolteacher and union activist who served as president 
of the municipal chapter of anuc in Montería, Flórez was an important 
ally of the Fundación del Caribe from 1972 to 1975. He was assassinated on 15 
September 2000.

Juana Julia Guzmán: Originally from Corozal, Sucre, Guzmán was a founder 
of the Sociedad de Obreros y Artesanos de Montería [Society of Workers and 
Artisans of Montería] (1918) and the Sociedad de Obreras Redención de la 
Mujer [Society of Women Workers Redemption of Women] (1919), two asso-
ciations of artisans, workers, and peasants that led the strugg le against the 
matrícula [debt-peonage system] and a leader of the Baluarte Rojo of Loma-
grande, an autonomous peasant community set up on public lands on the out-
skirts of Montería, ultimately serving as its administrator. Her narration of the 
history of socialist organizing in early twentieth-century Córdoba furnished a 
major source for the graphic histories produced by the Fundación del Caribe 
and inspired anuc-Córdoba to found baluartes on the occupied lands of La 
Antioqueña in 1972. She is depicted as the narrator of El Boche and is a major 
character in Lomagrande, two of the Fundación’s graphic histories.

Florentino Montero: Peasant leader in Sucre, and a collaborator in the re-
search that culminated in the Felicita Campos graphic history.

Alfonso Salgado Martínez: Originally from Canalete, Córdoba, Salgado was one 
of the leaders of the municipal chapter of anuc in Montería and an active par-
ticipant in the Fundación’s publication projects, authoring a primer on political 
economy for a peasant readership under the pseudonym Alsal Martínez (1973).

Major Figures in the Fundación del Caribe’s Graphic Histories

Vicente Adamo: Italian socialist organizer, originally from Reggio Calabria, 
who, together with Juana Julia Guzmán, founded the Sociedad de Obreros y 
Artesanos de Montería and established the baluarte of Lomagrande. Along 
with Guzmán, Adamo was jailed for thirty months after a 1921 massacre of 
activists at Lomagrande and was subsequently deported.

José Santos Cabrera: Owner of the hacienda Río Ciego in San Bernardo del 
Viento, Córdoba, and opponent of the peasant activists of Cañogrande whose 
story is depicted in the graphic history, Tinajones.
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Felicita Campos: An early twentieth-century Afrocolombian leader in San 
Onofre, Sucre, and the central protagonist of the Fundación’s eponymous 
graphic history.

Juana Julia Guzmán: See above, anuc.

Manuel Hernández, “El Boche”: A peasant laborer reputed to have murdered 
numerous people at the hacienda Misiguay, including one of its owners, in the 
early twentieth century. There is scant evidence for the details of his transgres-
sions, which have evolved into a legend that has been embellished by numer-
ous local authors. The Fundación del Caribe produced a graphic history, El 
Boche, depicting Hernández as an early fighter against the matrícula.

Alejandro Lacharme: Scion of the Lacharme family, owners of the hacienda 
Misiguay and various other holdings in the Sinú Valley, assassinated by Man-
uel Hernández, as depicted in the graphic history, El Boche.

Víctor Licona: Peasant activist in San Bernardo del Viento in the 1960s and 
the narrator of Tinajones.

Bárbaro Ramírez: An elderly peasant who narrated his experience of the 
matrícula at workshops and in an interview with Fals Borda, Bárbaro Ramírez 
is cited as an oral source in Lomagrande.

Wilberto Rivero: anuc leader from Martinica, Córdoba, and the narrator of 
Lomagrande.

Ignacio Silgado “El Mello”: Peasant activist in San Onofre, Sucre, and the 
narrator of Tinajones.

Workshops

Acin, Asociación de Cabildos Indígenas del Norte del Cauca Çxab Wala Kiwe [Asso-
ciation of Indigenous Councils of Northern Cauca Çxab Wala Kiwe], Tejido 
de Educación [Education Program]: Zonal indigenous organization based in 
Santander de Quilichao, Cauca, affiliated with cric, the Regional Indigenous 
Council of Cauca [Consejo Regional Indígena del Cauca]. The workshop was 
attended by indigenous educational activists and nonindigenous collaborators 
with acin.

Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, 
Montería: Regional library and home of Orlando Fals Borda’s personal pa-
pers. Participants in the workshop included surviving Fundación del Caribe 
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activists, anuc members, Afrocolombian educators, faculty and students 
from the Universidad de Córdoba (Montería) and the Universidad del Norte 
(Barranquilla).

cinep, Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular [Center of Research and Popu
lar Education]: Jesuit research institute in Bogotá. Workshop participants in-
cluded cinep researchers, members of the institute’s communications team, 
and visiting graduate students.

Corporación Con-Vivamos: A community organization in the Comuna 1 on the 
hills overlooking Medellín. Barrio residents and activists were joined by mem-
bers of other nongovernmental organizations and academics at this workshop.

Escuela Nacional Orlando Fals Borda: A training seminar in Bogotá attended by 
young activists belonging to chapters in different Colombian cities, all affili-
ated with the Congreso de los Pueblos, a network of leftist organizations.

iapes, Instituto de Investigación-Acción en Procesos Educativos y Sociales “Simón Rodrí-
guez”: A chapter of the organization sponsoring the Escuela Nacional Orlando 
Fals Borda. The workshop was held at uaiin, the Universidad Autónoma Indí-
gena Intercultural [Autonomous Indigenous Intercultural University] on the 
outskirts of Popayán, Cauca, attracting iapes members, uaiin faculty, faculty 
from the Universidad del Cauca, and cric members.

Institución Educativa Técnica Agroindustrial de San Pablo: A high school in San 
Pablo, María la Baja (Bolívar), an Afrocolombian community. Participants 
were mainly students in the upper grades, as well as some indigenous Zenú 
activists.

RedSaludPaz: Held at the Veterinary Faculty of the Universidad Nacional de 
Colombia, this workshop included health professionals and educators orga
nized into a network dedicated to building a new health system in Colombia.

Universidad Nacional de Colombia-Sede Medellín: Jointly sponsored by the Labo-
ratorio de Fuentes Históricas [Laboratory of Historical Sources], the Cor
poración Cultural Estanislao Zuleta, and Con-Vivamos, this Medellín-based 
workshop brought together academics and members of nongovernmental 
organizations.
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Cowards Don’t Make History examines the early history of what has come to be 
known as participatory action research (par). A widely used methodology that 
is claimed and disputed by grassroots social movements and nongovernmental 
organizations, as well as corporations, bureaucracies, and international devel-
opment organizations, par traces its origins to relationships forged between 
social movements and politically progressive intellectuals in the Third World 
and the margins of the developed world in the 1960s and 1970s. Working in 
numerous locations, including Brazil, Colombia, India, Tanzania, and the Ap-
palachian region of the United States, participatory researchers constructed a 
methodology that would foster horizontal relationships, erasing distinctions 
between researchers and “the researched,” encouraging a dialogue between 
academic and people’s knowledge, and transforming research into a tool of 
consciousness-raising and political organizing.

As Australian participatory researcher Robin McTaggart explains, “Au
thentic participation in research means sharing in the way research is concep-
tualized, practiced, and brought to bear on the life-world. It means ownership, 
that is, responsible agency in the production of knowledge and improvement 
of practice” (1997: 28). Responsible agency is made possible by grassroots par-
ticipation in setting the research agenda, collecting the data, and controlling 
the ways in which the information is used (McTaggart 1997: 29). It also in-
volves alternating research with practice, so that the work of consciousness-
raising feeds into the work of organizing and mobilization, which, in turn, 
supplies new research questions (Gaventa 1988; Vío Grossi 1981).

Paulo Freire insists in Pedagogy of the Oppressed that such a combination of 
research with activism stimulates a profound and politically effective critical 
awareness of reality (which he calls “praxis”):

The insistence that the oppressed engage in reflection on their concrete 
situation is not a call to armchair revolution. On the contrary, reflection—
true reflection—leads to action. On the other hand, when the situation 
calls for action, that action will constitute an authentic praxis only if its 
consequences become the object of critical reflection. In this sense, the 

Preface
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praxis is the new raison d’être of the oppressed; and the revolution, which 
inaugurates the historical moment of this raison d’être, is not viable apart 
from their concomitant conscious involvement. Otherwise, action is pure 
activism. (2005 [1970]: 66)

In the early years of par, the political action that practitioners called for was 
revolutionary. While it was intimately local, based in grassroots communi-
ties, the intention of participatory research was to transform the broader so-
cial system. Today, we don’t use the same radical language as Freire did in the 
1960s and 1970s, but par practitioners—at least, those involved with critical 
variants of par, those who work within popular movements and grassroots 
communities—continue to orient small-scale and intense research relation-
ships toward the transformation of institutions, values, and behaviors in 
order to create a just society (Fine 2017). As Carlos Rodrigues Brandão puts 
it, the contribution made by participatory research is not so much to estab-
lish a rigorous set of research practices or analyses as it is to promote “the 
collective search for knowledge that will make human beings not only more 
educated and wise, but also more fair, free, critical, creative, participatory, co-
responsible, and expressing solidarity” (2005: 45).

There is no rule book for par; in fact, some prefer to call it an “epistemol-
ogy” (Fine 2017: 80) or “a series of commitments to observe and problematise 
through practice the principles for conducting social enquiry” (McTaggart 
1994: 315), as opposed to a “methodology.” Its lack of a concrete recipe derives 
from the fact that each par playbook evolves over time out of a dialectical rela-
tionship between the community and external researchers, as well as between 
theory and practice (Hall 1982, 1992). That is to say, as a participatory project 
unfolds, a dialogue is established between local knowledge and the knowledge 
that external researchers bring to the relationship, lending a specificity that is 
unique to the circumstances of each collaborative endeavor. In this sense, both 
the objectives of the investigation and the techniques researchers use grow out 
of the context itself, combining approaches as diverse as feminist theory (Dyr-
ness 2008), ethnography (Fals Borda and Brandão 1986: 41–42), even quantita-
tive methods (Fine 2017: chap. 5), with autochthonous methods of collecting 
information and local conceptual vehicles for making sense of reality (Archila 
Neira 2015; Casa de Pensamiento n.d.).

Participatory research has accumulated over time a particularly rich expe-
rience in Latin America, germinating in the social movements of the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century among peasants, indigenous peoples and Afrode-
scendants, shantytown dwellers and industrial workers. Fruitful collaboration 
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between researchers and popular movements blossomed since the 1970s, more 
often than not at the margins of the university or sometimes entirely outside of 
it in popular education collectives, grassroots organizations, barrios, and rural 
villages. It would be too simple, however, to state that a project is participa-
tory merely because local people engage in some way in it, since conventional 
ethnographers have for decades enlisted the participation of their informants. 
In contrast, par, as it has developed in Latin America, is also participatory 
because the researchers themselves espouse the aspirations of the organization 
with which they are collaborating, both by placing people’s knowledge on an 
equal footing with academic knowledge and by embracing the political objec-
tives of the groups with which they are working (Brandão 2005: 56).

One of the early experimenters in participatory methodologies was the 
Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda (1925–2008). From 1972 to 1974 he 
entered into a collaboration with the National Association of Peasant Users 
(anuc) in the department of Córdoba on Colombia’s Caribbean coast. His 
work involved fostering the participation of peasant cadres in conducting in-
terviews with leaders of agrarian movements of the first part of the twentieth 
century. They engaged in co-analyses of their circumstances at training work-
shops; their stories were narrated in comics format—all with the intention 
that these lessons would contribute to the creation of political strategies in the 
present. Fals Borda called his approach “action research” (not to be confused 
with the action research practiced at the time in North America). Although 
he wrote about his experience, which was also evaluated by numerous social 
scientists in the decades after the project ended, there is only scant analysis 
of the activities in which he, his associates, and anuc leaders engaged. Most 
publications highlight the theory behind this innovative attempt at redefining 
research and the products that emerged from it—training workshops, graphic 
histories, historical texts accessible to readers with minimal schooling, testi-
monial literature and chronicles [crónicas]—but neglect to depict the process 
that underlaid these achievements, despite the fact that process, and not prod-
uct, was what was (and still is) at the heart of participatory action research 
(Reason and Bradbury 2008).

Cowards Don’t Make History takes advantage of the abundant archival ma-
terials that Fals Borda left behind, reading his papers through the lens of a 
dialogue with many of the activists themselves, as well as with some of today’s 
par practitioners. In this book, I try to make sense of what the authors of 
this methodology thought research was and how they organized the fusion 
of peasant knowledge and academic inquiry into a participatory endeavor. I 
probe the ways that the knowledge emanating from this extended conversation 
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contributed to activism, particularly to anuc’s strategy of occupying large 
landholdings and administering them in novel ways.

When I began this project, I was not completely convinced that participa-
tory action research held the promise that had been touted by so many. I had 
several decades of collaborative ethnographic research under my belt in con-
junction with indigenous intellectuals from the Regional Indigenous Council 
of Cauca (cric), an indigenous organization founded in the early 1970s that 
was initially part of anuc and was inspired by many of the same methodologi-
cal approaches that Fals Borda employed in Córdoba. We formulated concep-
tual models for analyzing indigenous politics in southern Colombia at the turn 
of the millennium, making the results available for use by the organization’s 
bilingual education program, some of whose activists were members of the 
research team. I was convinced that collaborative ethnography was superior to 
participatory action research, which had become a mainstay of conventional 
applied social science; like many academic anthropologists, I was keen to dis-
tinguish my research from that of my applied colleagues. I now know that I 
was blinded by the use of participatory methods by international development 
organizations like usaid (United States Agency for International Develop-
ment) to further their own objectives, as well as by the fact that many non-
governmental organizations have appropriated techniques from par without 
paying heed to its founding principles. I neglected to recognize that many of 
the nonindigenous activists I met in cric, from whom I had imbibed collab-
orative research philosophies and methods, had originally begun their work 
inspired by Fals Borda; I worked with cric’s educational activists without 
recognizing their quite obvious appropriations of his methodology. I listened 
to the criticisms of social scientists—that Fals Borda was paternalistic and de-
pendent on academic models, that he never effectively reached the peasant 
rank and file—and lost sight of how profoundly he turned social science and 
activism on their heads. With the passing years, as my understanding of Fals 
Borda’s project in Córdoba deepened through visits to the archives, conversa-
tions with his associates, and contact with par practitioners, I came to appre-
ciate how unique and innovative these first attempts at participatory action 
research really were, even as, with hindsight, I came to identify the fissures 
that emerged during this early methodological experiment—frailties that I will 
not obscure in the following pages.

I am an ethnographer. I examine everyday practices and meanings to flesh 
them out in interpretations that are at once analytic and descriptive. I have 
conducted ethnographic research in indigenous communities where, as a par-
ticipant observer, I experienced the flow of everyday life as an eyewitness, sub-
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sequently creating ethnographic scenarios in which I probed the significance 
of my observations. In a sense, I do the same thing in this book, only the expe-
riences I am observing come to me secondhand from archives and interviews, 
information I flesh out with the help of my imagination. As I will describe in 
the coming pages, Fals Borda advocated an interpretive technique he called 
“imputation,” by means of which he seized hold of historical information and 
gave it body through his empirically informed imagination. Imputation was 
not only something he availed himself of in his scholarly writings, but was for 
him a fundamental feature of the interstices between research and action: it 
was only by inhabiting the past that one could imagine the future, whether 
one was a sociologist or a peasant activist.

I hope that for some readers this book will expand their appreciation of 
how daring and transformative the social science of the global South really 
is. Fals Borda saw his contributions as inherently Latin American, a situated 
response to the social science he had learned at the University of Minnesota 
during his master’s training and his doctoral studies at the University of Flor-
ida. The models he learned in the United States, as well as the methods he was 
taught to gather and analyze empirical data, did not fit the Colombian real
ity he lived, because these conceptual schemes were fashioned out of North 
American and European experience. Realizing their unsuitability, Fals Borda 
was forced to explore new ways of approaching the society in which he lived. 
Cowards Don’t Make History documents a brief sliver of his intellectual life, 
when his politics blended most intimately with his identity as a Colombian 
and his mission as an intellectual.

The ethnographic detail I uncover comes from a process of triangulating 
archival materials with what I learned from interviews and my analysis of a 
series of graphic histories that Fals Borda and his associates produced between 
1972 and 1974, drawn by a local artist, Ulianov Chalarka. I am by no means an 
expert at analyzing the visual language of comics. Instead, I attempt to read 
these graphic histories as traces of an activist research methodology. For some 
readers, this peek into the political use of Latin American graphic narrative 
may stimulate them to make deeper forays into an intellectually provocative 
artistic movement that is committed to social transformation and justice.

Finally, it is my hope that par practitioners will approach Cowards Don’t 
Make History as an example of what participatory methods could and could 
not achieve at a particular moment in time and a specific location. That is to 
say, Fals Borda’s experience does not afford us a model of which techniques 
activist researchers should adopt in the twenty-first century. Instead, it must 
be mined for its big ideas: What does it mean to create relationships of equality 
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in research? What can social movements learn from history, and how can 
historical investigation be used to promote a more just society? How can se-
rious research be coupled with progressive political objectives? How should 
social science be used to resolve violent conflict? How can the history of so-
cial science become more than an academic exercise? At the end of this book, 
I ask these questions of a series of teams engaged in participatory research in 
different parts of Colombia, bringing Fals Borda’s past of the 1970s into my 
readers’ present.

I have many institutions and individuals to thank for accompanying me on a 
journey that took more than a decade. My research was made possible by the 
generous support of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences of Georgetown 
University, which provided me with a 2009 grant-in-aid to visit the archives 
in Montería and a Senior Faculty Fellowship in the fall semester of 2018; the 
latter allowed me to extend to three semesters my sabbatical leave, funded by 
a 2017–2018 fellowship from the American Council of Learned Societies. I am 
enormously grateful to both acls and Georgetown for providing me with the 
wherewithal to conduct research and the uninterrupted time to write this 
book.

The staff of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals 
Borda,” of the Banco de la República in Montería, collaborated with my 
research in many ways. Not only did they make Fals Borda’s personal pa-
pers available to me on my annual trips since 2008, but they also opened 
their facilities to the numerous workshops I facilitated, permitting me to 
discuss the significance of the archive with local activists and students; 
on various occasions the Banco also funded my trips to Colombia and to 
Montería. I am especially grateful to the Centro’s staff—Diana Carmona 
Nobles, Ana María Espinosa Baena, María Angélica Herrera, Emerson 
Sierra, and Rita Díaz Sibaja—as well as to Claudia Marcela Bernal, the 
manager of the Banco de la República in Montería. Gabriel Escalante, the 
curator of Fals Borda’s papers at the Archivo Central e Histórico of the 
Universidad Nacional de Colombia, was equally attentive to my research 
needs and as devoted to preserving Fals’s intellectual legacy as are his col-
leagues in Montería. My work with the anuc archives of the Centro de 
Investigación y Educación Popular (cinep), which had been lost some 
years before in a flood, was first made possible when Alex Pereira gave me 
scanned copies of some of the documents it contained; later, Leon Zamosc 
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sent me the entire archive in digital form. Mónica Moreno shared with me 
the documentation she collected at the Presbyterian Historical Society in 
Philadelphia. Without access to these archival holdings, this book would 
not have been possible.

I have been privileged to participate in a series of lively conversations 
taking place in a network of young scholars who are studying Fals Borda’s 
archives: Zoraida Arcila Aristizábal, Juan Mario Díaz, Mónica Moreno, and 
Jafte Robles Lomeli are forging new paths in the history of social science 
in Latin America. Jafte, along with Nohora Arrieta, Valentina Pernett, Al-
fredo Poggi, and Douglas McRae, participated in a 2014 seminar I taught at 
Georgetown, in which we read Historia doble de la Costa, the Fundación del 
Caribe’s and La Rosca’s publications for peasant readerships, and worked 
with Fals Borda’s archives, ultimately resulting in a special issue of Tábula 
Rasa, shepherded by its indefatigable editor, Leonardo Montenegro. I have 
been gratified to witness the recent expansion of this group with a new crop 
of dissertation writers, including Juanita Rodríguez and Julián Gómez Del-
gado. Other colleagues who have studied Fals Borda, were close to him, or 
have themselves engaged in politically committed research have been impor
tant sounding boards for me, including José María Rojas, Myriam Jimeno 
Santoyo, Elías Sevilla Casas, and Normando Suárez. My ongoing collabora-
tion with researchers affiliated with cinep, the Consejo Regional Indígena 
del Cauca, and the Asociación de Cabildos Indígenas del Norte del Cauca 
have kept me grounded in the real-world applications of my research; my 
thanks to Marcela Amador, Mauricio Archila, Graciela Bolaños, Martha Ce-
cilia García, Diana Granados, Vicente Otero Chate, Libia Tattay, Pablo Tat-
tay, and Rosalba Velasco.

Orlando and Utamaro Chalarca opened Ulianov Chalarka’s artistic world 
to me. They have been gracious and compassionate guides. I dedicate this book 
to the memory of Ulianov, Orlando’s brother and Utamaro’s uncle. I never had 
the privilege of meeting him, but he has occupied—some would say, monopo-
lized—my attention over the past decade.

When I first visited Montería, I was extremely fortunate to meet Víctor 
Negrete, one of the founders of the Fundación del Caribe and a tireless pro-
moter of participatory research on the Caribbean coast. He has served over the 
past decade as my mentor. Víctor continues to remind me that the archival 
material I am studying was produced by activists intent on making Córdoba 
and Colombia a better place. Víctor and his wife, Liuber Bravo, made my visits 
to Montería welcoming with their hospitality, conversation, and their willing-
ness to introduce me to other activists. Carmen Ortega Otero also opened the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



xxiv

P
r

e
f

a
c

e

academic and artistic worlds of Montería, and became a close friend to me, for 
which I am deeply grateful.

I thank all of Fals Borda’s associates, who, without exception, agreed to 
allow me to interview them. Their names are included in the bibliography. 
Orlando Fals Borda graciously invited me into his home, although he was ail-
ing and would die a few weeks later. I met with him at the beginning of this 
project, when I was still unsure what to ask and in what direction my work 
would be going. I am thankful for his patience and buena voluntad. I also voice 
my appreciation to the following colleagues for organizing the 2018 workshops 
that form the basis for chapter 7 of this book: Cesar Abadía, Marcela Amador, 
Mauricio Archila, Eduardo Bloom, Nohora Caballero, Diana Carmona Nobles, 
Oscar Calvo Isaza, Martha Cecilia García, Castriela Hernández, Yamilé Nene, 
Laura Soto, and Libia Tattay. Pablo Guerra, Camilo Aguirre, Henry Díaz, and 
Diana Ojeda opened up the world of Colombian comics to me, helping me 
to see Ulianov Chalarka’s drawings through knowledgeable eyes. Luis Pérez 
Rossi, the current secretary of anuc-Córdoba, and educator María Yovadis 
Londoño of the palenque of San José de Uré in southern Córdoba, organized 
extremely valuable workshops with local communities in 2019, as did Víctor 
Negrete and Diana Carmona in Montería. The 2019 workshops were con-
ducted with a future graphic history in mind; I am particularly grateful to 
Pablo Guerra for inspiring me to embark on this new project and for partici-
pating in the workshops.

My thanks to my wonderful research assistants at Georgetown University: 
Oscar Amaya participated in weekly sessions with Mónica Moreno and me, in 
which we read Fals Borda’s Córdoba field notes; Verónica Zacipa went through 
his Saucío papers; Luis Daniel González Chavez, Diana Gumbar, Martha Lucía 
Jaramillo, and Edgar Ulloa transcribed many of the interviews.

It has been a great privilege to count among my friends a group of col-
leagues and students who have read all or parts of my manuscript. Some of 
them I have already mentioned, but their collaboration and my deep appre-
ciation merit repeating. Mauricio Archila, Nohora Arrieta, Nancy van Deu-
sen, Martha Cecilia García, Donny Meertens, and Mubbashir Rizvi read and 
commented on selected chapters. Mónica Moreno, who was writing her doc-
toral dissertation on Fals Borda’s earlier research in the Colombian highlands 
as I traveled back and forth to the archives in Montería, was a particularly 
insightful interlocutor and reader. I am especially grateful to Alex Pereira, 
who recently returned to the academic world as a doctoral student at George-
town, and whose perceptive readings of my manuscript caused me to deepen 
my analysis at many points during the writing process. My thinking was in-
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calculably enriched by my conversations with Jafte Robles Lomeli, who just 
defended her magnificent doctoral dissertation on Historia doble de la Costa. 
My thanks also to the very perceptive commentaries of the two no-longer-
anonymous reviewers for Duke University Press, Catherine LeGrand and 
Karin Rosemblatt.

Gisela Fosado of Duke University Press and Juan Felipe Córdoba of the 
Editorial Universidad del Rosario have collaborated with me as editors of sev-
eral of my earlier books. I am indebted to them for shepherding this book to 
a simultaneous publication in English and in Spanish. Santiago Paredes has, 
once again, done an exemplary job of translating my prose into Spanish. My 
thanks to Bill Nelson for drawing the map and to Mark Mastromarino for 
preparing the index for the English edition. Cristo Hoyos granted me per-
mission to use one of the paintings of his triptych, Cuadros vivos, as the cover 
of this book. Cristo’s arresting canvas depicts coastal peasants displaced by 
violence over the past two decades. The fact that so many of the displaced 
are the children and grandchildren of the campesinos who joined anuc in 
the 1970s led me to select it for the cover. I also acknowledge the permis-
sions given me by the Fundación del Sinú to reproduce Ulianov Chalarka’s 
comics panels and the Centro de Documentación Regional of the Banco de 
la República in Montería to include images from Orlando Fals Borda’s pho-
tographic collection.

Portions of this book derive from, correct, and expand on earlier publica-
tions in which I made my first forays into analyzing Orlando Fals Borda’s papers. 
They include: “ ‘El cobarde no hace historia’: Orlando Fals Borda y la doble his-
toria de la Costa del Caribe,” in Mabel Moraña and José Manuel Valenzuela, 
eds., Precariedades, exclusiones, emergencias: Necropolítica y sociedad civil en América 
Latina, 175–198 (México: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana/Gedisa, 2017); 
“La Rosca de Investigación y Acción Social: Reimagining History as Collabora-
tive Exchange in 1970s Colombia,” in Peter Lambert and Björn Weiler, eds., How 
the Past Was Used: Historical Cultures, c. 750–2000, 231–258 (London: Proceedings 
of the British Academy, 2017); “Rethinking the Meaning of Research in Collab-
orative Relationships,” Collaborative Anthropologies 9 (2018) 1–2: 1–31; “Visuali-
dad y escritura como acción: La iap en la Costa del Caribe colombiano,” Revista 
Colombiana de Sociología 41 (2018) 1: 133–156; and, coauthored with Jafte Robles 
Lomeli, “Imagining Latin American Social Science from the Global South: Or-
lando Fals Borda and Participatory Research,” Latin American Research Review 53 
(2018) 3: 597–611.

For the past ten years, David Gow has put up with my obsession with Or-
lando Fals Borda and Ulianov Chalarka. His personal library supplied me with 
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first editions of some of Fals Borda’s reflections on action research. He has 
politely listened to my never-ending discourses on comics and has obliged me 
by reading some of my favorites. He went over my manuscript several times, 
offering me pointed and always relevant commentary. Afterward, he could in-
vite me to set Fals Borda aside and enjoy a glass or two of wine and some of the 
exquisite cheese he hunts for on sale each week. I am a very fortunate person 
to be sharing my life with him.
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Introduction

“Cowards don’t make history.” So declared Juana Julia 
Guzmán (fig. I.1), a peasant agitator who inspired rural 
laborers, sharecroppers, and smallholders in the Co-
lombian departments of Córdoba and Sucre to orga
nize as a mass movement on the Caribbean coast dur-
ing the early 1970s (Alternativa del Pueblo [henceforth, 
ap] 31: 30). In her youth in the 1920s, she led a coalition 
of urban artisans, workers, and peasants whose objec-
tive was to bring an end to the matrícula, the system 
of debt-peonage that bound coastal peasant share-
croppers to haciendas. At the end of Juana Julia’s life, 
her personal reminiscences inspired anuc, the Aso-
ciación Nacional de Usuarios Campesinos [National 
Association of Peasant Users], in its drive to occupy 
estates that were consolidated over the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries by large landowners and 
dedicated to cattle raising.1 Juana Julia’s story was re-
corded by Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda 
and recast in comic-book form by Ulianov Chalarka, a 
local artist in Montería, the capital of Córdoba (figs. I.1 
and I.2). Chalarka was a member of the Fundación del 
Caribe [the Caribbean Foundation] (henceforth, the 
Fundación), the activist collective that Orlando Fals 
Borda founded to produce research useful to anuc’s 
leadership.2 The graphic adaptation of Juana Julia’s 
autobiography was used as a pedagogical tool to instill 
in campesinos—Spanish for “peasants”—the need to or
ganize themselves in the face of the transformation of 
their landscape during the second half of the twen-
tieth century, when agrarian modernization forced 
them to abandon their plots to work as day laborers or 
move to coastal cities.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Figure I.1  Juana Julia Guzmán, in top panel, stating that “cowards don’t make history”  
(Chalarka 1985: 22. Comic reprinted with permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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Figure I.2  Orlando Fals Borda in Córdoba, 1973 (cdrbr/m, cf, 2283. Photo reprinted with per-
mission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, 
Montería)
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My story of the collaboration of Juana Julia Guzmán, Orlando Fals Borda, 
and Ulianov Chalarka unfolds in the department of Córdoba, located in the 
northwestern corner of the Colombian Atlantic coast, some six hours by road 
south of Cartagena (map I.1). Córdoba is a region rimmed by coastal mangrove 
swamps, a savanna leading northeast into the department of Sucre, and nu-
merous river valleys with lush vegetation and extensive riverine wildlife (fig. 
I.3), the most important waterway being the Sinú River, which flows into the 
Caribbean. Until the mid-twentieth century the Sinú furnished the principal 
mode of transportation for the region (Striffler 1990? [1875]).

Fals called the peasantry of this region “amphibious” in Historia doble de la 
Costa [Double History of the Coast], the four-volume masterwork he published 
between 1979 and 1986, which narrates the agrarian history of the Colombian 
coastal plain and recounts in considerable detail the research methodology he 
used in Córdoba from 1972 to 1974 (Fals Borda 1979b: parts 1A and 1B).3 Amphibi-
ous is a metaphor that conveys how the region’s rural denizens live, fish, and 
farm on the riverbanks of the Sinú and smaller waterways. Today, many of the 
wetlands have been drained to make way for cattle pastures; few boats ply the 
waters of the Sinú, thanks to the construction of roads that link the cities and 
villages to one another and to Cartagena, Medellín, and beyond. Many of the 

Figure I.3  Sinú River near Tinajones, 1972 (cdrbr/m, cf, 2151. Photo reprinted with permis-
sion of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, 
Montería)
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children and grandchildren of Fals Borda’s amphibious peasants now dwell in 
the working-class barrios of Montería, Sincelejo (the capital of the neighbor-
ing department of Sucre), and as far as Caracas, Venezuela, pushed out of their 
lands by capitalist expansion, poverty, and violence.

Córdoba in the 1970s was one of the centers of militant political action in 
Colombia, spearheaded by anuc. It was also one of the places in which alter-
native approaches to research gestated, evolving out of a partnership forged 
between radical Latin American social scientists and the leaders of rural social 
movements. Fals Borda and anuc formed a crucial node in a network that 
was emerging in the global South to transform the role of social scientists in 
society by incorporating popular sectors into the research process. In a sense, 
they all became “amphibious researchers,” moving fluidly between what Fals 
called “people’s knowledge” [conocimiento popular] or “people’s science” [ciencia 
popular] and scholarly research, and between political action and investigative 
rigor.

From Reformist to Radical Scholar

It took several decades for Orlando Fals Borda to evolve into a radical scholar. 
His professional life began as a reformist, with a conventional functionalist 
research project in the highlands near Bogotá studying peasant economies 
(Fals Borda 1955), from whence he developed a commitment to agrarian re-
form following a liberal model that promoted change within the limits set 
by the Colombian state (Fals Borda 1959; Karl 2017: chap. 5; Moreno Moreno 
2017b; Pereira Fernández 2008). He also dedicated himself to building public 
institutions, founding the Faculty of Sociology of the National University and 
attracting international funding to establish sociology as a discipline based on 
empirical research that followed the trends of scholarship in the global North 
(Arcila Aristizábal 2017; Jaramillo Jimenez 2017; Rojas Guerra 2014).

By the mid-1960s, Fals began to rethink the place of a social scientist in 
Colombian society. During this period, he weathered a deluge of negative pub-
lic reaction to his work on La Violencia, the mid-century wave of violence 
that upended Colombia, taking some two hundred thousand lives from 1948 
to 1958. The two-volume study, drawing on a massive archive assembled by an 
earlier commission made up of representatives of the Liberal and Conservative 
Parties, the Catholic Church, and the military, was authored by Msgr. Germán 
Guzmán Campos, Fals, and jurist Eduardo Umaña Luna (1980 [1962]). It flew 
in the face of previous literature because it offered a sociological analysis of the 
impunity inherent to the Colombian two-party system, investigating the so-
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cial context of violence and pointing out its aftereffects. As Jefferson Jaramillo 
Marín notes, the book “shows the implications of reconstructing the memory 
and history of the war in the very midst of the war” (2012: 48). Some readers 
saw it as unfairly condemning the Conservative Party for the atrocities (Jara-
millo Jiménez 2017: 320–331).

At the time, Fals’s closest colleague at the National University, sociologist 
and Catholic priest Camilo Torres Restrepo, was building a popular protest 
movement that provoked his dismissal from his university post; he ultimately 
joined the guerrillas and was killed in action in 1966. As Fals mourned the 
loss of his friend, he also confronted a restructuring of the National Univer-
sity that wrested autonomy from the Sociology Faculty and weathered con-
demnation by a strident student movement for having obtained international 
funding to build sociology as an academic discipline (Jaramillo Jiménez 2017: 
chap. 5). He abandoned the National University in the late 1960s, taking up a 
temporary United Nations posting in Geneva, from whence he corresponded 
with other scholars in search of new forms of supporting popular movements 
(achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 1, fols. 3–22) and penned a theoretical meditation 
on Latin American social science and political commitment (Fals Borda 1987b 
[1970]).4 These are the roots of Fals’s radicalization.

Scholarly Research and People’s Knowledge

Juana Julia Guzmán and Orlando Fals Borda are representative of the two 
groups that came together to engage in an unprecedented experiment in what 
has come to be known as participatory action research (par), but which in 
the early 1970s Fals called “action research.” External researchers joined forces 
with social movements to harness social investigation for political ends by 
building an intellectual relationship between equals, what Fals termed a sym-
biosis between “people’s knowledge” and “scientific knowledge.” Juana Julia, 
the campesina leader, exemplifies people’s knowledge, while urban intellectual 
Fals Borda epitomizes scientific inquiry.

Action research sought to erase the subject-object distinction that charac-
terized the social science of the period by resignifying research as a dialogue 
between equals, recognizing that people’s knowledge had as much to contrib-
ute analytically as did scientific inquiry. Fals argued that theory and practice 
exist in a dialectical relationship. On the one hand, action researchers must 
engage in a continuous process of reflection, thereby simultaneously occupy-
ing the roles of subject and object. On the other hand, the results of their 
investigations would nourish political practice while, simultaneously, activism 
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would influence their research agendas (Fals Borda 1987b [1970]; 1978, summa-
rized and translated into English in 1979c; 1991; 2001; 2007, translated into En
glish in 2008a). Researcher and researched would interact as interconnected, 
self-conscious social agents whose political practice and analyses entered into 
a dialectical relationship. In the process, a dynamic synergy would evolve be-
tween the act of investigation and that of using its results to transform exist-
ing social relationships. Rigorous empirical research would contribute to the 
development of new political strategies, while the political agency of the core-
searchers would lead them to establish novel investigative agendas.

Readers may note that I continuously appeal, not to Fals Borda as a unique 
figure, but to groups of researcher activists. Fals is a towering figure in Latin 
American social science, but the methodology he conceived could only be 
achieved through the work of heterogeneous research collectives in which each 
of the members made a particular contribution. Fals proposed a participatory 
project, not simply because campesinos had a say in the research agenda and 
functioned as crucial interlocutors while the inquiry unfolded, but because its 
objectives could not be achieved by a single researcher unconnected to a mass 
movement. Carlos Rodrigues Brandão, one of Fals Borda’s Brazilian interlocu-
tors, argues that participation is best understood as the simultaneous insertion 
of a research team into a broader social movement and the intervention of the 
popular organization in the research project itself (Fals Borda and Brandão 1985). 
In other words, participation involves more than simply inviting peasants to col-
lect information in the service of research: it is a reciprocal process in which 
popular and scientific knowledge are intertwined with a political goal in mind.

Brandão’s assertion brings up a further question. For several years, the 
Fundación del Caribe played a highly influential role in educating anuc cad-
res by placing popular and scientific knowledge in a sustained conversation. 
How did they achieve this? The answer has a great deal to do with the hetero-
geneity of the Fundación’s team itself, which was made up of local intellectu-
als, many of them of peasant or working-class origin, only a few of them with 
university training. This is where Ulianov Chalarka comes in as a key player. 
His roots were in La Granja, a barrio of Montería populated by peasants dis-
lodged from rural estates in the 1950s and 1960s, but his political positioning 
was as an urban activist affiliated with the Fundación. He served as a kind 
of mediator between campesino knowledge and the knowledge of the urban 
researchers. Much of his mediation was not explicit; it emerged in his ability 
to capture peasant ideas in vivid visual images that could be articulated into 
a historical metanarrative of capitalist expansion and peasant resistance. His 
drawings bridged the gulf between scientific and people’s knowledge.
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Action Research and Historical Investigation

Action research as it was promoted by Fals and his colleagues combined po
litical activism in support of anuc with rigorous empirical investigation in 
archives and with oral narrators. Their objective was to unearth the forgotten 
histories of popular strugg les in order to resignify them as organizing tools for 
social movements. Other activist intellectuals, whom I will mention in the 
coming pages, did not make history the center of their research: it was a par
ticular feature of the work of Fals and his associates; it owes in part to Fals’s 
own trajectory as a scholar, as well as the antecedents of his allies, like Víc-
tor Daniel Bonilla (1972 [1968]), whom I will introduce in the coming pages. 
In his previous research among highland peasants, Fals consulted archives to 
lend historical depth to his analysis of rural economies (Fals Borda 1955, 1979a 
[1957]). Later, he consulted historical materials in his study of La Violencia 
(Guzmán Campos, Fals Borda, and Umaña Luna 1980 [1962]). He penned a 
history of subversive ideas in Colombia in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, including the rise of the Liberal Party and of socialism, respectively (Fals 
Borda 1969). His writings were informed by the work of C. Wright Mills, the 
North American sociologist whose pathbreaking The Sociological Imagination 
(1959) fused sociological and historical analysis. By the late 1960s, like many 
of his Latin American colleagues, Fals had ranged far beyond his functionalist 
pedigree, acquired during graduate training at the University of Minnesota 
and the University of Florida, to engage historical materialism as one of his 
fundamental theoretical supports. Fals’s Marxist turn further cemented his 
need to engage in historical research as a fount for building class conscious-
ness, which is how the Fundación del Caribe proposed to harness history to 
anuc’s strugg le.

Indeed, Juana Julia’s statement that “cowards don’t make history” lay at the 
heart of the Fundación’s experiment. As Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995: chap. 1) 
observes, history is at once a lived experience and a narrative about that pro
cess. Juana Julia made history in the first sense, by fighting the matrícula in 
the 1920s. In the 1970s she made history in Trouillot’s second sense, when she 
recounted her story to a new generation of anuc activists. Inspired by her ex-
perience, her peasant audience would make history by redrawing the agrarian 
landscape through the occupation of haciendas and their efforts to imagine 
the peasantry as a class capable of asserting its place in the Caribbean political 
landscape. Similarly, the story of Fals Borda’s collaboration with anuc exem-
plifies the double movement of history, because he and his colleagues studied 
the past and produced historical narratives for campesino readers in order to 
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transform their present. History stood at the center of the Fundación del 
Caribe’s project.

The Purpose of This Book

History also lies at the center of my interests. This book is an attempt at re-
covering the experiences, research process, and lessons of the Fundación del 
Caribe. While the research techniques and the political and intellectual con-
sequences of the Fundación’s work have been summarized and evaluated by 
numerous scholars, including Fals himself (Fals Borda 1985, 1978; Parra Esco-
bar 1983; Rudqvist 1986; Zamosc 1986a), a thorough inquiry into the everyday 
practice and the dynamics of the Fundación as a team—how they conducted 
their research, how and to what purposes they disseminated it—sheds signifi-
cant light on what was so innovative about their proposal and why it is still 
useful today as a tool to confront major social, political, and economic chal-
lenges in Latin America and beyond.

I made my first visit in 2008 to the archives of the National University in 
Bogotá (achunc/b) where Fals donated most of his papers, which had or were 
being consulted by a number of graduate students (Arcila Aristizábal 2017; Díaz 
Arévalo 2017, 2018a; Moreno Moreno 2017b; and Pereira Fernández 2005, 2008, 
2008–2009) and other scholars (Jaramillo Jiménez 2017). The following year I 
traveled to Montería to consult the Orlando Fals Borda Center for Regional 
Documentation (cdrbr/m), where he deposited his research notes from the 
Atlantic coast. Fals’s Montería papers had only recently been catalogued and I 
was among the first researchers to work with them; I invited a number of my 
graduate students to make forays into this largely unexplored resource (Arrieta 
Fernández 2015; McRae 2015; Pernett 2015; Poggi 2015; Robles Lomeli 2015, 2019) 
and organized workshops for Montería researchers to introduce them to the 
archive. At the outset I thought my archival excursions would be the first step 
in a multi-sited ethnographic study of several collaborative research teams in 
Latin America through which I would analyze their dynamics, inspired by my 
own work with indigenous organizations in the southwestern department of 
Cauca (Rappaport 2005, 2008). I hoped to observe how other scholars navi-
gated the complexities of collaborating with nonacademic researchers whose 
objectives and methodologies did not always mesh with those of academics.

Fals Borda is recognized as an important forebear of the recent wave of col-
laborative research in Latin America (Leyva Solano and Speed 2015: 453–454; 
Santos 2018: 255–257); for this reason, I chose to look into his activities while 
I continued to pursue the feasibility of conducting ethnographic research in 
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Argentina, Bolivia, and Mexico, where important experiments in collabora-
tion have taken place (Briones et al. 2007; raccach 2010; Rivera Cusicanqui 
2004). I assumed my archival visits would be perfunctory, furnishing material 
for an early chapter in a volume whose thrust would be ethnographic. The 
present book attests to my abandonment of that goal. As I perused Fals Borda’s 
papers, I grew increasingly captivated by the novelty and insightfulness of 
his work on the Caribbean coast. I also began to realize that the Fundación’s 
objectives differed from those of the more recent collaborative ethnography 
that had been my starting point. Although collaborative researchers also seek 
to establish horizontal research relationships, train local researchers, deliver 
crucial research materials to communities, and tackle key questions of how 
to interweave distinct (but not entirely incommensurate) epistemologies into 
a single project, much collaborative ethnography is intended, from the start, 
to result in academic or quasi-academic publications of one sort or another.5 
Moreover, while collaborative ethnography may support direct action, col-
laborative researchers are not necessarily activists. In contrast, Fals and the 
Fundación intimately fused research with activism. As I came to comprehend 
the nuances of the Fundación’s work, I decided to limit my attention to this 
project and to abandon my ethnographic plans.

My focus on the Fundación del Caribe is particularly important today, 
when Colombians are navigating a peace process that the national govern-
ment is intent on derailing. Participatory action research is one of the tools 
that grassroots, ethnic, and human rights organizations have at their disposal. 
Many practitioners acknowledge their genealogical relationship with Fals 
Borda, but much of what they recognize as his legacy are specific techniques 
for collecting information, not the broader objectives and the underlying phi-
losophy of the Fundación’s project. An ethnographic history of the Fundación 
fills in this gap. In particular, I want to probe what participation meant to this 
pioneering research team, how its members attempted to create a horizontal 
and politically fruitful relationship between external researchers and peasant 
activists, and how they implemented its guiding principles on the political 
stage of the Caribbean coast in the early 1970s. My purpose here is not purely 
academic; I hope that it will inspire participatory-action practitioners to take 
a second look at the contributions that Fals Borda made to their methodology.

A Critical Moment in Latin American Social Science

The story of Fals Borda on the Colombian Caribbean coast can be read as a 
microcosm of broader intellectual developments in Latin America in the late 
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1960s and 1970s. In response to a hardening of the effects of capitalist develop-
ment, United States foreign policy, and the success of the Cuban Revolution, 
many prominent Latin American thinkers inspired by Marxism developed 
methodologies that fused activism with empirical research and effectively de-
tached the locus of research from its traditional academic home. While many 
members of this intellectual vanguard continued to interact productively with 
northern academic institutions and to engage in dialogue with northern schol-
ars, they self-consciously created innovative theoretical and methodological 
vehicles whose origins were in the global South (Rosemblatt 2014). Fals himself 
acknowledged a debt to North American varieties of action research, particu-
larly those of Kurt Lewin and Sol Tax (Fals Borda 2001: 29), although as his 
interlocutor Carlos Rodrigues Brandão (2005) asserts, Latin American meth-
odologies were different: inspired by Marxist analyses of economic inequality, 
they were self-consciously emancipatory, promoting radical change through 
political collaboration with popular movements, as opposed to Lewin’s and 
Tax’s fostering of participation by individuals in localized and more apolitical 
contexts (a notable exception to this distinction being the Highlander Folk 
School/Research and Education Center [Horton and Freire 1990]).

While a great deal of the work I draw on in this introduction originated in 
Latin America, it would be a mistake to focus exclusively on the intellectual 
geopolitics of that continent to the exclusion of the South-South and North-
South dialogues that were also taking place at the time. The social scientists 
and activists involved in this wave of theory creation were linked into expan-
sive networks dedicated to the propagation of alternative methodologies that 
extended from Chile, Colombia, and Brazil to Bangladesh, Canada, India, Tan-
zania, and the United States. Fals came into contact in the mid-1970s with a 
series of participatory researchers working on other continents as well as in 
neighboring countries, including Marja-Liisa Swantz and Budd Hall in Tanza-
nia (Hall 1992; Swantz 1982), Francisco Vío Grossi in Chile and Venezuela (Vío 
Grossi 1981), and Rajesh Tandon in India (Tandon 1988). They and many other 
activist researchers came together in 1977 at an international symposium on 
participatory research that Fals organized in the Caribbean city of Cartagena 
(Simposio Mundial de Cartagena 1978). The approaches being adopted in 
Latin America were gestating in other parts of the Third World (McTaggart 
1994), where practitioners energized by Fals’s approach found that it brought 
together in an innovative way precisely those organizing principles they were 
pursuing (Rajesh Tandon, personal communication).

In the late 1960s and the 1970s, Latin American intellectuals elaborated a 
critique of positivist social science emanating from the global North, which, 
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they argued, presented models that were not applicable to Latin America or 
other regions of the global South because they paid scant attention to the 
structural obstacles faced by its inhabitants. Southern social scientists had al-
ready begun to recognize that northern theories emerged out of an analysis of 
social realities different from their own (Cardoso and Weffort 1973). The ap-
proaches they pioneered were also different because they were not predicated 
on particular academic disciplines but instead incorporated anthropology, 
education, history, law, political science, and sociology. Social science depart-
ments were relatively new to Latin American universities (Cataño 1986), and 
scholars divided their attention between the academy and the public sphere 
(Restrepo 2002), opening the space to engage in an experiment in which aca-
demic researchers and grassroots activists operated on an equal footing, tran-
scending the geopolitical, disciplinary, and institutional borders that were rec-
ognized by most social scientists of the period.

The materials these researchers produced went beyond scholarly writings 
to experiment with other modes of exposition intended for use in movements 
promoting radical social change. Perhaps most renowned was Brazilian educa-
tor Paulo Freire, whose methodology of conscientização [critical consciousness] 
was elucidated in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire 2005 [1970]). Freire sought to 
transform the political and social consciousness of working-class people through 
emancipatory dialogue. In contrast to official literacy textbooks that trained adult 
learners through a series of generic texts organized according to the difficulty of 
their syllabic content, Freire advocated a program of grassroots research in which 
peasants and workers would collaborate to identify the relations of oppression 
under which they were forced to live and begin to formulate authentic, autono-
mous courses of action to transform the status quo, an approach in which literacy 
meant much more than learning to decipher print.6 Similar initiatives at promot-
ing horizontal relationships between researchers and the grass roots in the service 
of popular political action were taking place in cinema, where Andean indigenous 
communities collaborated in the production of films reenacting their historical 
strugg les (Sanjinés and Grupo Ukamao 1979), and in theater, where drama work-
shops introduced working-class urbanites and rural villagers to socially critical 
theatrical methodologies for analyzing their social conditions (Boal 1985 [1974]). 
Participatory analysis by working-class people and peasants was undertaken in 
the Christian base communities that arose out of liberation theology (Gutié
rrez 2012 [1971]). A new literary genre called testimonial literature created a 
communicative space in which a member of the oppressed class presented his 
or her personal story to an editor, who then shaped it for a broad readership 
(Achugar 1992; Barnet and Montejo 2016 [1966]; Randall 1992).
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Such activist proposals resonated with Latin American academics intent 
on elaborating radical critiques of their disciplines. They rejected the positiv-
ist and functionalist models fashionable in North America, adopting Marxism 
and dependency theory as theoretical guides (González Casanova 1969), paying 
close attention to social class and forging relationships with organized popular 
sectors of society, particularly with indigenous communities and the agrarian 
and urban proletariat (Bartolomé et al. 1971; Stavenhagen 1971; Warman et al. 
1970). The work of these academics intersected on multiple levels with figures 
in adult education, liberation theology, and the arts. This was a wide-ranging, 
pervasive body of thought in Latin America.

Fals Borda was well aware of these developments on the continental level. 
He was familiar with the work of the Grupo Ukamao well before embarking on 
his project in Córdoba (Fals Borda 1987b [1970]: 114) and, according to Víctor 
Negrete, had read Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed in manuscript form. He cel-
ebrated the independence of Latin American scholarship: “I believe, precisely, 
that what was attractive about our work was that we felt no need to appeal to 
any authority in the tradition called ‘the Western academy’ in order to achieve 
our approach to our own reality” (Fals Borda and Brandão 1986: 17).

Fals eventually came in contact with many of the Colombian protagonists 
of the democratization of research. Freire’s writings had been appropriated as 
a guide for rethinking popular adult education in the marginal barrios of Bo-
gotá, leading in the late 1970s to the creation of a Freirian pedagogical current 
spearheaded by Lola Cendales (Ortega Valencia and Torres Carrillo 2011) that 
explicitly engaged participatory methodologies (de Schutter 1985). cinep, the 
Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular [Center of Popular Research and 
Education], a Jesuit research institute, sought opportunities to connect with 
popular classes, which they saw as a revolutionary subject with whom they could 
collaborate both intellectually and politically. They envisioned rigorous histori-
cal research as culminating in popular political decision-making, and their re-
ligious and lay researchers set up projects in marginal barrios in Bogotá. cinep 
also worked closely with anuc before Fals Borda arrived in Córdoba, ultimately 
amassing with the collaboration of sociologist Leon Zamosc an extensive ar-
chive of oral testimonies of peasant strugg le (to which I will refer in the coming 
chapters as cinep/b). Their researchers employed a version of action research as 
one of several methodologies they engaged (Archila Neira 1973, 2013, 2015).

Radical theater groups took root in Colombia’s major cities, an artistic 
movement that a cosmopolitan intellectual like Fals could not have ignored, 
even if the sectarian sentiments of the time may have precluded him from 
developing close relationships with the most prominent of the directors 
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(S.  García 1979; Parra Salazar 2015). Marta Rodríguez, for a brief time a stu-
dent of sociology at the National University, began in the 1970s to pioneer col-
laborative cinema with indigenous organizations as a vehicle for recuperating 
their oral memory (Bedoya Ortiz 2011). Fals Borda’s colleague at the National 
University of Colombia, the revolutionary Catholic priest Camilo Torres Re-
strepo, was a strong proponent of liberation theology (Torres Restrepo 1985). 
Fals was brought up Presbyterian and was deeply inspired by his pastor in Ba
rranquilla, the Protestant liberation theologian Richard Shaull (1967), who was 
an active participant in the World Council of Churches and was familiar with 
Freire’s writings (Díaz Arévalo 2017; Pereira Fernández 2005). Indeed, there ex-
isted a vast Latin American intellectual movement that nourished Fals Borda’s 
aspirations.

La Rosca: Critical Recovery and Systematic Devolution

It was in this fertile terrain that Fals founded a network of Colombian activ-
ist researchers. Their umbrella organization, which also functioned as a pub-
lishing house, was called La Rosca de Investigación y Acción Social [Circle of 
Research and Social Action] (henceforth, La Rosca); rosca means “in-group” 
in Colombian Spanish and a kind of circle or spiral in Catalán. La Rosca came 
into being at a meeting in Geneva in 1970, where Fals was then working for 
the United Nations on a study of cooperatives and social development (Fals 
Borda 1971), although it was preceded by conversations with numerous col-
leagues and the drafting of tentative proposals (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 1, 
fols. 9–11). In addition to Fals, its founding members included sociologist Gon-
zalo Castillo, economist Augusto Libreros, and journalist/ethnographer Víc-
tor Daniel Bonilla (Jorge Ucrós, another founding member of La Rosca, was 
tragically killed in an automobile accident shortly after the collective came 
into existence).

La Rosca established study groups across Colombia between 1972 and 1974. 
Bonilla collaborated with the nascent Consejo Regional Indígena del Cauca, 
or cric [Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca], to reintroduce into the Nasa 
communal memory the history of eighteenth-century hereditary lords who 
acquired land titles for Native communities (Bonilla 1977). Castillo, working 
with indigenous groups in neighboring Tolima, edited and published a trea-
tise he found in the community archives by Manuel Quintín Lame, an indig-
enous leader of the early twentieth century (Lame 1971 [1939]); Lame’s book 
would become an inspirational voice in the indigenous movement. Libreros 
worked in the shantytowns of the Pacific Coast and the Cauca Valley. Born to 
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a middle-class family in the coastal city of Barranquilla, Fals returned to his 
roots, so to speak, when he began to collaborate in early 1972 with anuc on 
the Caribbean coast, accompanying peasant activists to occupations of hacien-
das and collecting oral and documentary histories of land strugg les.

In its time, La Rosca was a somewhat unusual organization. Its members, 
who shared Marxism as a guiding philosophy, were never affiliated with the 
small leftist parties that populated the Colombian political landscape. Three 
of them—Castillo, Fals Borda, and Libreros—were practicing Presbyterians, an 
affiliation that enabled them to acquire considerable funding from the Pres-
byterian Church in the United States.7 These characteristics of the research 
collective left its members open to biting criticism by the organized left, which 
was deeply mistrustful of the insertion of politically independent Protestants 
into the peasant and indigenous movements whose loyalties it, too, was intent 
on winning. It was precisely its Presbyterian funding that enabled La Rosca’s 
projects to flourish with minimal external supervision, allowing for a full-time 
insertion into the social movements that the researchers had committed to 
supporting.

La Rosca’s research philosophy guided the work of the Fundación del 
Caribe in Montería. Central to their approach was an objective they called 
recuperación crítica [critical recovery], which paid “special attention to those 
elements or institutions that have been useful in the past to confront the en-
emies of the exploited classes. Once those elements are determined, they are 
reactivated with the aim of using them in a similar manner in current class 
strugg les” (Bonilla et al. 1972: 51–52). One of the best examples of this princi
ple is the revival of autonomous indigenous political institutions through the 
reinvigoration of the councils [cabildos] that governed indigenous reservations 
[resguardos], an effort that was historically substantiated through archival re-
search. As I will describe in detail in coming chapters, with the collaboration 
of Juana Julia Guzmán, the Fundación unearthed the story of socialist collec-
tives in the 1920s that furnished organizing models for anuc. Critical recov-
ery laid the conceptual foundations for the insertion of Fundación del Caribe’s 
historical research into anuc’s agenda, thereby transforming action research 
into a political process, rather than simply a research project.

The fruits of critical recovery were disseminated through what La Rosca 
called devolución sistemática [systematic devolution], whereby research results 
were returned to the organizational leadership and its rank and file “in an 
ordered fashion, adjusted to the levels of political and educational develop-
ment of the grassroots groups that use the information or with whom in-
sertion as researchers or experts has been executed, not according to the 
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intellectual level of cadres, who are generally more advanced” (Fals Borda 
1987b [1970]: 113). In the indigenous southwestern highlands, La Rosca began 
to investigate the possibilities of encoding the critical recovery of history in 
maps that would serve as props for community reflection. This ultimately 
culminated—several years after the demise of the La Rosca network in 1975—
in a series of picture-maps called mapas parlantes [speaking maps] that repli-
cate the topographical modes of remembering the indigenous past (Bonilla 
1982; achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fols. 61–70; see also Barragán León 2016). 
Since these maps were purely pictorial, they permitted viewers to discuss 
them collectively in their own language, to embellish on and correct what 
the cartographies depicted—in short, to reflect on history according to their 
own uses and customs. Ulianov Chalarka’s historical comics fulfilled similar 
goals on the Caribbean coast.

Systematic devolution ensured that the products of research would have 
a life beyond the bookshelves, in activist practice. These materials were never 
meant to be final products, as occurs in academic (even much collaborative) 
research, as an unidentified speaker emphasized at a 1982 workshop, whose 
transcript I discovered in Fals’s Bogotá archive:

The mapa [parlante] is not a research result; while it is the result of a single 
stage of the research, the research continues afterward; when certain cases 
are examined, [participants] must identify other elements, and they must 
consider them or remember them, or stow them away, or someone told 
them, or that the map is a particular moment, a material basis, something 
they can see and touch, and they arrive at knowledge through this mate-
rial basis. (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 129)

La Rosca conceptualized research as a continuous activity that evolved out of 
the sedimentation of progressive stages of memory retrieval and interpreta-
tion, enabling grassroots information sharing and analysis. In a sense, the word 
devolution does not do justice to the scope of devolución sistemática, because it 
involved much more than “returning” research results to communities.

The two principles of critical recovery and systematic devolution were 
grounded in the conviction that external researchers were not mere observers, 
nor were the members of popular organizations unsophisticated informants 
whose words and activities would be recorded by the researchers. As Fals 
Borda argues, “One and the other work together, all are thinking and acting 
subjects in the work of investigation. One would not exploit the other as an 
‘object’ of research, above all because the knowledge is generated and returned 
in circumstances controlled by the group itself” (1987b [1970]: 91). Both external 
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and internal researchers would enjoy the same level of responsibility in a proj
ect; both would have a voice in setting the agenda and in carrying out the 
research. This transforms the very meaning of objectivity into a bi- or multi-
directional process. In effect, La Rosca anticipated by decades scholars who 
have reconceptualized objectivity as the synthesis of multiple perspectives, as 
opposed to the observations of a single (white male) academic writing from the 
global North (Haraway 1991; Santos 2018).

Reconceptualizing Research

Augusto Libreros and Fals Borda authored a 1974 manual for would-be ac-
tion researchers titled “Cuestiones de metodología aplicada a las ciencias 
sociales” [“Questions of Methodology Applied to the Social Sciences”], 
which was distributed in mimeographed form (achunc/b, caja 49, car-
peta 3, fols. 177–268; Fals Borda 1978: 48). In an almost messianic passage, 
reminiscent of their shared Protestant heritage, they lay out a dialectic in 
which the validity of knowledge generated by action researchers can only 
be proven through political activity: “Knowledge takes on a prophetic 
character and political praxis becomes a criterion for validating knowledge 
oriented toward action. Political praxis causes prophecy to become reality. 
For this reason, social knowledge is associated more and more with politi
cal aims” (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 183). For La Rosca, knowledge 
would be generated and analyzed collectively in order to identify the so-
cial contradictions that propel popular strugg le (achunc/b, caja 49, car-
peta 3, fol. 190). In the process, external researchers would articulate—but 
never entirely blend in—with the rank and file. Fals places participatory 
researchers in the Gramscian category of organic intellectuals, capable of 
“articulat[ing] between regional specificity and general or national theory, 
to produce a totalizing and integral vision of the knowledge that has been 
acquired” (Fals Borda 2010b: 189–190).

Consequently, if we limit our definition of research to the collection and 
analysis of information by trained professionals, we lose sight of the innova-
tive character of La Rosca’s project. Their experiences provide an alternative 
notion of what research is, one that does not negate the significance of aca-
demic rigor but, instead, places the work of experts in dialogue with other 
modes of inquiry. Luis Guillermo Vasco argues that the collective analysis 
of social reality at workshops and assemblies of the Colombian indigenous 
movement must be understood as a form of research (Vasco Uribe 2002: 461). 
He is seconded by Pilar Riaño-Alcalá (2009), who notes, in a handbook she 
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produced for local memory workshops for victims of conflict, that although 
results of such encounters are ultimately summarized in published reports, 
the meetings themselves constitute the primary spaces in which collabora-
tive research among—as opposed to about—victims of violence takes place. 
Andrea Dyrness, working with Latina mothers at a community school in 
California, argues that the research process provided the women with a space 
to share and analyze their experiences and critiques of educational reform 
“in light of broader patterns” (Dyrness 2008: 31). In other words, Dyrness, 
Riaño, and Vasco visualize collaborative forms of research as a process of 
thinking through ideas, not exclusively of systematically collecting data that 
is then subjected to analysis by the external observer to ultimately emerge 
as a final product.

This is a profoundly political activity that moves research away from the 
desk of the scholar and into the meeting venues that activists frequent, the 
spaces in which issues are aired and decisions are made (Hale and Stephen 
2014). Of course, we academic scholars continue to collect data, because that is 
what we are trained to do and because we are dealing with unfamiliar social or 
cultural contexts that we can only come to know by studying them. Our abil-
ity to systematize new knowledge is undeniably what we have to contribute to 
the collaborative relationship. Insiders, in contrast, tend to engage in a more 
intuitive process, so that research for them is a sustained public reflection on 
what they and their peers carry in their personal memories and a search for 
where those reminiscences will lead them in the future. Consequently, col-
laboration between external and internal researchers evolves as a dialogue be-
tween two differently positioned participants who have distinct skill sets and 
conceptual frameworks.8

Fals Borda conceptualized research in this way in some of his reflections 
on his experiences in Córdoba. In 1978, with the Fundación del Caribe already 
in the rearview mirror, he argued that although external researchers were con-
cerned with the collection of information, campesinos interpreted this data 
and inserted it into their political practice in a continuous movement between 
observation and theory, reflection and action (Fals Borda 1978: 34–35). In other 
words, he envisioned a dialogue punctuated by activism, in which participa-
tion involved using information garnered through research to make collective 
decisions concerning political action. In this sense, the work of the Fundación 
was deeply participatory in ways that are not always readily observable in 
retrospect.
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Imputation

As I came to understand Fals Borda’s particular brand of action research, I re-
alized that what set it apart was its profound creativity. Critical recovery, sys-
tematic devolution, and the innovative techniques the Fundación del Caribe 
used to collect information were generated out of a deeply original impulse. 
Exceptional research is, of course, always creative, but it is usually produced by 
an individual or a small group of experts. Action research, in contrast, required 
not only the imaginative capacities of researchers like Fals Borda, but also the 
simultaneous stimulation of creative thinking among peasant participants. If 
anuc was to make and rewrite history, it would take a collective effort to re
imagine the past outside of the confines of conventional history and to envi-
sion how that past could be harnessed to impact the future. Action research 
was, in effect, a collective work of the imagination that envisaged scenarios for 
local history, crafted historical narratives out of stored objects and oral remi-
niscences, rooted peasants in the footsteps of their forebears, and constructed 
alternative epistemologies that could be used to build new institutions and 
practices. If the only creative impulses to be harnessed had been Fals Borda’s, 
the participatory dimension of the project would have had little meaning. At 
all stages of the process, the peasant imagination had to be nurtured as an in-
tegral component of the methodology.

As I strugg led to make sense of Fals Borda’s personal archives and the remi-
niscences I gathered from his collaborators, I turned to Historia doble de la Costa, 
his four-volume historical narrative of the expansion of agrarian capitalism on 
the Atlantic coast, in which he reflects retrospectively on his methodology 
(Fals Borda 1979b, 1981, 1984, 1986). His text helped me to navigate the complex 
constellation of documents in his field notes and assisted me in generating new 
research questions. Each volume of Historia doble is framed by a semi-mythic 
persona originating in discussions with local narrators (cdrbr/m, 0750, fol. 
4228; 0757, fol. 4246; 1108, fol. 6375).9 For example, in the third volume, Resis-
tencia en el San Jorge [Resistance in the San Jorge], Fals employs the motif of the 
“turtle-man” [hombre-hicotea], whose tremendous powers of endurance stem 
from his ability to bury himself below the riverbed and hibernate during the 
dry season, emerging with the rains to eat and reproduce; Costeño peasants 
exhibit similar capacities to withstand poverty, displacement, and exploitation 
(1984: introducción).

Fals also introduces into Historia doble passages in which he paints verbal 
portraits of the landscape and crafts imaginary dialogues attributed to his his-
torical protagonists. He renders peasant narratives in lyric prose, sometimes 
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combining several narrators into a single voice. For example, El Presidente Nieto 
[President Nieto], the second volume of Historia doble, moves between a narra-
tion of the civil wars that beset Colombia in the nineteenth century, reflected 
in the writings and achievements of Juan José Nieto, a mulatto from the At-
lantic coast who was briefly named president of Colombia between 1865 and 
1866—a presidency that was only formally recognized by the Colombian state 
in 2018—and the experiences of Costeño peasants during the same period (Fals 
Borda 1981). The peasant voice is personified by a single narrator, Adolfo Mier 
(also called tatarabuelo or great-grandfather Mier), whose long tale of suffering 
and displacement is recounted using peculiarly Costeño turns of phrase. But 
when the reader tallies the years that Fals purports Mier to have lived, the time 
span transcends that of a normal human being, suggesting that the tatarabuelo 
is a composite character (Robles Lomeli 2015, 2019).

Fals calls this strategy “imputation.” At first, I assumed that his use of the 
techniques of literary nonfiction was solely aimed at bringing to life historical 
facts. Certainly, he was aware of the possibilities of the genre, given his friend-
ship with Gabriel García Márquez, whose Story of a Shipwrecked Sailor [Relato 
de un naúfrago] is a luminous example of Latin American journalism (García 
Márquez 1986 [1970]). Fals worked side by side with testimonial author David 
Sánchez Juliao and was close to Alfredo Molano, who began to adopt such 
literary techniques at the same time Fals did (Molano 1998b). All of these writ-
ers craft scenarios out of the details of the past, with the objective of draw-
ing emotional associations between the reader and the characters, something 
that occurs routinely in the writing of historical novels, whose authors use the 
present “to create . . . ​emotional resonances with a theoretical past, through 
the reactions of . . . ​characters to the present,” in this way fostering “a sense 
of the past as real and tangible” (Polack 2014: 529). In El Presidente Nieto, the 
campesino narrator recollects events from the nineteenth century as though 
he were an eyewitness to them, but he is portrayed in conversation with Fals, 
a historical impossibility.

Imputation is an accepted methodology used by quantitative social scien-
tists to identify missing values in a data set (Rässler et al. 2003). Perhaps this was 
Fals’s original source, although he expands upon it to such a great extent that it 
resembles less the work of his quantitative colleagues and more the craft of the his-
torical novelist, where credibility trumps proof and accuracy (Polack 2014: 540).10 
Nonetheless, his appeal to experimental formats constitutes much more than 
a literary vehicle, because it allows “those who provided the information on 
the working classes to recognize it as their own” (Fals Borda 1981: 55B). That is 
to say, imputation is, for Fals, a politically effective strategy.
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Fals writes that he employed imputation in his work with anuc (Fals 
Borda 1985: 59), although he never explicitly called it that while he was in 
Córdoba. Some of the techniques he used to revive popular memory are good 
examples of how imputation became a political strategy: community meet-
ings where elders narrated their experiences, the founding of study groups 
among local activists, the introduction of sociodramas through which peas-
ants reenacted their past, and the collective perusal of objects of memory 
and photos stored in peasant homes. All of these techniques invoked the 
communal analysis of the past with an eye to immediately incorporating 
its lessons into the political actions of the present. In fact, if we trace an 
alternative genealogy of action research, not back to Lewin or Tax, but to 
the early twentieth-century Viennese researcher J. L. Moreno, who invented 
the term sociodrama in his work with prostitutes (Altricher and Gstettner 
1997; McTaggart 1994: 316), we begin to see how peasants could become core-
searchers through such exercises.

Of particular importance are Ulianov Chalarka’s graphic histories, which 
draw on nonverbal memories and compel readers to exercise their imagina-
tive faculties (Sousanis 2015: chap. 3). Take, for instance, Chalarka’s depic-
tion of bullfighting festivals [corralejas] in one of his later comics, El Boche 
(Chalarka 1985: 57). The authors of the graphic history argue that the cor-
raleja was introduced on the Caribbean coast to placate disruptive peasants 
poised to confront the debt-peonage system. The comics panel is historically 
accurate, depicting early twentieth-century peasants in the ring confront-
ing the bulls, while large landholders identified by their names gaze at their 
skirmishes from the safety of their private stalls. Two bulls wait in the pens, 
straining to be let loose on the crowd of campesinos. They carry names: Ba
rraquete and Machín. Barraquete was a famously strong-willed bull from the 
1950s; I learned in a 2019 workshop with University of Sinú faculty that by 
the 1960s, both monikers had become the titles of well-known porros, a musi-
cal genre typical of the plains of Córdoba and Sucre. Images from the present 
of Chalarka’s peasant readers effectively anchor them in the past represented 
by the comics panels. Similarly, novelist Toni Morrison observes that her 
work, frequently based in the past, begins with a series of images culled from 
her experience of places and things, which she eventually fashions into a 
literary text (Morrison 1995), just as the Fundación del Caribe’s vivid images 
of history were frequently drawn from the present. But while they depicted 
the past, they looked toward the future, eventually fashioned into an activist 
agenda.
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The Organization of This Book

Cowards Don’t Make History is organized according to the guiding concepts of 
La Rosca, which shepherded the Fundación del Caribe in its collaboration 
with anuc: participation, critical recovery, and systematic devolution. I ex-
plain how to recognize them in the Fundación’s practice, how Fals wrote about 
them, and how they are relevant to today’s participatory action researchers. 
Numerous analysts have critiqued Orlando Fals Borda’s approach to action 
research, pointing out his inability to discard traditional research techniques 
and the overwhelming attention paid by the Fundación del Caribe to schooled 
cadres instead of to the rank and file (Rivera Cusicanqui 2004; Vasco Uribe 
2002, 2011). Notwithstanding the significance of these assessments—which 
I refer to in the course of my narrative—I feel compelled to underscore my 
conviction that it is facile to construct in hindsight a broad-brush critique, 
more than four decades after Fals and his associates conducted their work in 
Córdoba, particularly given that Fals’s critics had only limited access to the de-
tails of the Fundación’s activities. Certainly, Fals and the Fundación’s project 
had obvious shortcomings of which any collaborative or participatory research 
must be aware. However, my fundamental objective is not to disparage, but 
to delve into how their methodology was conceived and executed on Carib
bean soil in the early 1970s, always keeping in mind that they were pioneers 
who were unable to take advantage of the hindsight we enjoy today. Without a 
close examination of what the Fundación did on the ground—without paying 
attention to their process—criticisms of Fals Borda may pose significant ques-
tions but they do not provide us with answers. Fals’s experience demonstrates, 
moreover, that alternative forms of collaborative research are “good to think,” 
even for academics who are not activists, expanding the constellation of ideas 
that we have at our disposal at a time when an ever-increasing layer of those 
who were the traditional objects of research have become researchers in their 
own right (Hale 2006).

I begin this book with the historical context of the Caribbean coast in the 
twentieth century, detailing the various moments at which peasant organ
izing disrupted the spread of capitalism. Here, I return to Juana Julia Guzmán 
and her associates in the 1920s, tracing the linkages between her early efforts 
at overturning the debt-peonage system and anuc’s eruption into the politi
cal scene a half century later. Chapter 1 also introduces readers to the work 
of the Fundación del Caribe between 1972 and 1974, when its collaboration 
with anuc ended. From there, I turn in chapter 2 to how Fals organized his 
personal archives, especially his field notes from the Caribbean coast between 
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1972 and 1974. I do not intend for this chapter to be a mere academic exer-
cise, however. Fals classified his field notes in such a way that they enabled 
or supported activism, as opposed to cataloguing substantiating evidence for 
his academic writing. This is apparent in the categories he employed, which 
highlight the names of peasant leaders whose narratives were decisive in the 
utilization of historical information to craft anuc strategies or underscore 
particular moments in the peasant strugg le and the institutions that sup-
ported it. The fact that Fals’s brand of action research privileged action over 
dispassionate research, and advocated the adoption of popular forms of narra-
tion and interpretation as opposed to hewing to standard academic formulas, 
is evident in how the contents of Fals’s categories are assembled. Instead of 
proceeding from research questions to information collection and scholarly 
analysis, Fals’s archival classification facilitated the process by which peasant 
forms of knowledge were brought to bear in the composition and diffusion of 
educational materials. This was a working archive, assembled and consulted 
by a group of researcher activists, with the aim of provoking political action 
born of historical reflection. While in subsequent chapters I draw on the ar-
chive’s contents, chapter 2 explores how its form reflects the innovative meth-
odology with which Fals and the Fundación were experimenting, providing a 
first look at how peasant epistemologies entered into dialogue with scientific 
knowledge.

Chapter 3 inquires into how the Fundación del Caribe resignified partici-
pation and research. What did Fals intend when he proposed to undertake a 
participatory research project in a region whose peasants were largely illiter-
ate, living hand-to-mouth, many of them so isolated that they had never even 
visited nearby Montería? To what extent was the Fundación able to inspire 
their participation? How can we conceptualize their activities as research?

I use the process of the production of the Fundación’s four graphic histo-
ries as an ethnographic scenario in which to visualize the dynamics of the Fun-
dación’s participatory methodology, examining various phases of their work: 
the establishment of a research agenda; the collection of eyewitness testimo-
nies whose highlights were captured in Ulianov Chalarka’s drawings; the craft-
ing of comics panels by the Fundación collective; and the evaluation and dis-
semination of the educational materials. I describe how participation involved 
the intervention of different groups of people at various points in the process, 
each contributing his or her particular skill, but all collaborating in the analy
sis of the material. This process redefined the meanings attached to research.

The activities involved in the making of the Fundación’s graphic histo-
ries were guided by the collective’s goal of critically recovering the history of 
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institutions and practices that might contribute to building a popular move-
ment. In chapter 4, I take a second look at the Fundación’s graphic histories, 
this time inquiring into two examples of critical recovery in Córdoba. First, 
the 1972 introduction of baluartes—communal landholdings modeled after 
socialist collectives of the early twentieth century—on occupied haciendas. 
The first of the graphic histories, Lomagrande, which centers on the founding 
of the first baluarte by Juana Julia Guzmán and her associates in the 1920s, 
provides an excellent platform from which to analyze the challenges and 
the pitfalls of critical recovery as a narrative strategy and a political tool, 
given that anuc’s base never entirely warmed to the concept of the balu-
arte, which they only imperfectly understood. Chalarka’s second pamphlet, 
Tinajones, presents an alternative scenario, in which the visual dimension of 
the comic effectively conveys the “amphibious” nature of the river-dwelling 
peasant settlers, who in the 1920s constructed raised fields in the coastal 
mangroves to enable rice cultivation. In this instance, the Fundación effec-
tively recuperated values from the past that continued to be central to the 
peasant psyche.

One of my greatest challenges has been that of visualizing a research 
practice whose everyday details are no longer accessible in the memory of its 
protagonists. My respondents remembered guiding principles, procedures, 
techniques, and important disputes within the Fundación, between the Fun-
dación and anuc, and with leftist parties. But I found it impossible to evoke 
more specific reminiscences, such as memories of how differences were aired 
as the team put together Lomagrande, or the constructive debates that might 
have preceded the creation of a workshop agenda. However, facets of the Fun-
dación’s labors can be identified using techniques other than oral testimony. 
Chapter 5 examines the process of systematic devolution with an eye to flesh-
ing out the activities that accompanied the dissemination of adult education 
materials among the anuc rank and file. In particular, I look at practices that 
might have triggered peasant participation in workshops. Following Fals’s lead 
of using imputation as an interpretive tool, I mine Ulianov Chalarka’s comics 
panels for clues as to how they might have influenced their readers, leading 
them to think along certain avenues, steering them toward specific interlocu-
tors and particular discussion topics.

In 1975, Fals Borda began research in the neighboring department of 
Bolívar, which ultimately led to the publication of Historia doble de la Costa. 
That four-volume experimental history bears the imprints of action research: 
the forging of horizontal relationships between researchers and the re-
searched, the search for usable historical referents, a dialogue between theory 
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and practice, epistemological heterogeneity. The central arguments of Historia 
doble were first drafted for a leftist weekly, Alternativa, drawing on discussions 
and lectures that took place at workshops. In other words, Historia doble is a 
logical extension of the work of an activist researcher, not a purely academic 
contribution to the literature. In chapter 6, I look at its last volume, Retorno a la 
tierra [Return to the Land] (Fals Borda 1986), teasing out how Fals recycles the 
educational materials and instructional agendas of the Fundación del Caribe 
as intertexts in his historical narrative, showing how Historia doble is not only 
an interpretation of the contents of Fals Borda’s archive, but a narrative that 
reenacts his activist project. Readers who are not interested in how Fals trans-
formed his experience of action research into scholarly writing should feel free 
to skip this chapter.

While I hope that this book will prompt academics to pay more heed to 
the unique contributions to social research by Latin Americans, I am also 
concerned with deepening Fals Borda’s legacy among par practitioners, only 
some of whom are familiar with the founding principles of La Rosca. My 
concluding chapter takes the results of my research to a diverse group of 
Colombian participatory action researchers through a series of workshops 
to determine what has survived of the Fundación’s legacy, what is no longer 
applicable in the twenty-first century, and what can serve as a stimulus to 
further reflection at this crucial moment in Colombian history, when the 
signing of a peace accord with the largest guerrilla organization is threat-
ened by renewed violence by ultrarightist factions and an intransigent na-
tional government.

I have engaged for decades in collaborative ethnography, but I do not 
mean for my research for this book to be taken as an example of participatory 
action research, since I established the research agenda on my own and did 
not engage in a research process in collaboration with a social movement. 
Nonetheless, my choice of airing my research results in conversation with 
Colombian activists was a political decision to engage in a process of critical 
recovery of the guiding principles developed by Fals and his associates in 
Córdoba. During the decade in which I worked in Fals’s archives, I contin-
ued my collaboration with the indigenous movement in the southwestern 
highlands, not as a researcher but as a facilitator of research by Native ac-
tivists and their allies. In the process, I became aware of the significance to 
indigenous researchers of Fals Borda’s contribution to Colombian activism, 
and I began to more consciously situate my own research in this larger politi
cal framework. I made it a point to share the results of my research on Fals 
with indigenous organizations through presentations to groups of activists 
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and publications in their periodicals (Rappaport 2015), which ultimately led 
to the workshops I later held with participatory research groups in various 
parts of the country. Today’s participatory researchers receive sustenance 
from Fals Borda’s work—as a teacher, writer, activist, or often, as an icon—
even if they labor under political, social, economic, and ideological circum-
stances unlike those encountered by the Fundación del Caribe in the early 
1970s. They take Fals’s methodology in directions that he could not have 
foreseen.
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At the time of La Rosca’s emergence and the founding 
of the Fundación del Caribe, Colombia was a country 
saddled with enormous inequalities in land distribution. 
Over the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
on the Caribbean coast, a region typified by large cattle 
ranches, peasants had been pushed to the margins of 
settlement and compelled to colonize forests and public 
lands [baldíos] on the agricultural frontier (which was not 
very distant in kilometers from cities like Cartagena). 
Many of these homesteaders were subsequently expelled 
or forced into sharecropping by the modernizing aspira-
tions of hacendados, whose intimate connections to the 
local political power structure easily permitted them to 
grab peasant lands (Fals Borda 1986: chaps. 5A and 5B; 
LeGrand 1986; Ocampo 2007; Reyes Posada 1978).

Fals called this process the “law of the three steps” [la 
ley de los tres pasos]. The first step was campesino labor that 
transformed virgin territory into productive agricultural 
land; the second, the purchase of that land by more pros-
perous farmers; and the third, the consolidation of these 
farms into agrarian monopolies by wealthy regional land-
owners, foreign companies, and investors from neighbor-
ing Colombian provinces (Fals Borda 1975: 45–50; 1986: 
113B). Ultimately, the landless were reduced to eking out 
a living on small plots provided by the hacendado in ex-
change for several days a week of labor, sealed by a con-
tract called a matrícula (of course, most campesinos could 
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THE FUNDACIÓN DEL CARIBE 
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not read the document, nor could they sign their names to it). The matrícula 
contract was time limited, but many sharecroppers immediately fell into long-
term debt because they could not pay the services of the notary who validated 
the contract, and they ran up bills at the tienda de raya or company store, one 
of the only places they could cover basic household needs for such staples as 
sugar, salt, and oil to light their homes. Thus, the matrícula became a kind of 
bondage, made more bitter by the physical brutality of hacienda foremen and 
the ubiquitous use of the stocks as a form of public humiliation.

Campesino resistance to the land-grabbers who forced peasants into debt 
peonage comprised the central focus of the Fundación del Caribe’s research 
strategy, which concentrated on those moments in the recent historical nar-
rative that shed light on how campesinos organized themselves to confront 
the spread of agrarian capitalism. Their aim was to tell a story that would be 
both inspiring and relevant, a narrative that would foster the intergenera-
tional sharing of experiences and would propel the young anuc activists to 
emulate the strategies of their forebears. Correspondingly, this chapter lays 
out the broad contours of the moments in Costeño history that the Fundación 
found most compelling. In other words, I do not intend to write a narrative 
history of the twentieth-century Sinú region, but instead, I furnish a series of 
glimpses into those historical junctures that attracted the attention of these 
activist researchers.

The Matrícula and Resistance to Debt-Peonage

The Fundación del Caribe’s early investigations involved the collection of eye-
witness testimonies of campesino opposition to the matrícula, originating out 
of a series of conversations between Fals Borda and Juana Julia Guzmán. The 
aging activist had previously refused to permit researchers to record her story, 
but the sociologist’s proximity to anuc persuaded her that this particular re-
search project would accomplish more than merely lining bookshelves. Juana 
Julia would become the face of historical resistance to the forced-labor regime 
and an emblem of the political ferment that drove peasants to collective ac-
tion. The second and third decades of the twentieth century, when she became 
a historical protagonist, were marked by intense radical activity throughout 
Colombia, responding to the same forces of social change that were agitating 
Europe and North America. Capitalist development transformed the lives of 
salaried urban workers and rural laborers, the latter being the greater portion 
of the workforce in this era (Archila Neira 1991: chap. 2; Vega Cantor 2002). 
These economic transformations led to the rise of a politicized proletariat 
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in key regions of the country, including the Caribbean coast, where workers’ 
societies inspired by socialism and anarcho-syndicalism sprung up, culminat-
ing in the creation of socialist organizations at the national level (Fals Borda 
1986: chap. 5).

Two figures are key to these developments in Córdoba, where in 1918 
the founding of the Sociedad de Obreros y Artesanos de Montería [Society 
of Workers and Artisans of Montería] was followed the next year by the ap-
pearance of a parallel women’s organization, the Sociedad de Obreras Reden-
ción de la Mujer [Society of Women Workers Redemption of Women]. It is 
not surprising that women were at the forefront of working-class organizing, 
given that in the thriving commercial center of Montería, they were active 
as laborers, food sellers, and servants, acting as key political players alongside 
male artisans (Fals Borda 1986: 143A–144A). The two workers’ associations pro-
vided basic social services to their membership and organized them against 
the matrícula, which they helped abolish in 1921 (although sharecropping con-
tinued into the 1960s on large estates). As Historia doble narrates, in this period 
hundreds of peasant settlers who had acquired public lands in the previous 
decade demanded legal title to their plots in the face of encroachment by large 
landowners (Fals Borda 1986: chap. 5).

At the vanguard of this organizing drive were Italian anarcho-syndicalist 
Vicente Adamo and Costeña firebrand Juana Julia Guzmán. Adamo was origi-
nally from Reggio Calabria and passed through Mexico and Cuba, where he 
was employed on the railroad, in the sugar industry, and as a miner. He ar-
rived in Colombia in 1903, working on the Panama Canal and selling coal in 
Cartagena before ending up in Montería, where he was in charge of sanitation 
at the public market and slaughterhouse. Juana Julia was a street vendor from 
Corozal, Sucre, born to a poor campesino family; she had worked as a servant, 
a barmaid, and a cleaner at the slaughterhouse before she was caught up in 
Adamo’s socialist politics (cdrbr/m, 0866, 0929). Although he frequently 
identifies these activists as “socialists,” Fals sometimes calls them “anarcho-
syndicalists” (1999: 80).

Central to the political program of the two workers’ associations was the 
agglutination of smallholders into sociedades comerciales anónimas [incorporated 
commercial societies], which Fals describes as cooperatives organized accord-
ing to socialist principles (Fals Borda 1986: chaps. 5A and 5B; Ocampo 2014: 
284–286; cdrbr/m, 0926–0928). Three of these cooperatives were founded in 
Callejas (renamed Tierra Libre, or “Free Land”), Canalete (Nueva Galia, or 
“New Galia”), and Lomagrande (Baluarte Rojo, or “Red Bastion”), all occupy-
ing and demanding title to public lands they contested with local landlords 
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(Fals Borda 1986: 144A–148A). The founding of these three settlements pro-
voked violent reprisals, at the same time that they inspired the establishment 
of Peasant Leagues in other parts of the country (Uribe 1994: chap. 2).

Organized workers and peasants were continuously opposed by a Conser-
vative government that “instead of institutionalizing civil rights . . . ​articu-
lated a narrative of danger to the social and political order” by generating new 
definitions of delinquency and new forms of policing (LeGrand 2013: 537). The 
inhabitants of Lomagrande (located on the southeastern outskirts of Mon-
tería) were the object of false accusations of criminality by neighboring land-
lords and politicians, who provided the pretext for police incursions into the 
settlement. In one of the melees that ensued, some of the campesinos’ support-
ers were assassinated and a police lieutenant was killed. Lomagrande’s leader-
ship was subsequently arrested and imprisoned for more than two years, and 
Vicente Adamo was banished, part of a wave of deportations of foreign-born 
agitators (Archila Neira 1991: chap. 3; Tejada Cano 1977: 247–248). Juana Julia 
returned after thirty months in a Cartagena prison to manage Lomagrande, 
which held on until it was attacked and finally debilitated during La Violen-
cia in the 1950s (Machado and Meertens 2010: 210). Today, a golf course and a 
garbage dump stand on the site of the settlement. It is not clear to me if Loma-
grande’s stakeholders continued to espouse socialist philosophies during the 
thirty-odd years of its existence. In fact, Fals says little in Historia doble about 
how they were organized, concentrating more on their resistance to govern-
ment repression and on the narratives of violent conflict Juana Julia shared 
with him (Fals Borda 1986: 148B).

From the 1920s to the 1960s peasant leagues, cooperatives, and other 
campesino organizations emerged across the coastal landscape, sometimes 
challenging large landholders and political strongmen [gamonales], at other 
junctures confronting foreign corporations with lumber and mining interests 
(Fals Borda 1986: chap. 6A). The chaos of La Violencia in the 1950s enabled 
land-grabbers to gobble up the plots of campesino smallholders in the upper 
Sinú and hired assassins [pájaros] destabilized life on the baluartes that had 
managed to survive for three decades (Fals Borda 1986: chap. 7).

Agrarian Reform

By the 1960s, inequities in land distribution throughout Colombia, combined 
with Alliance for Progress pressure to enact policies to calm the rural violence 
that had persisted since La Violencia, propelled President Carlos Lleras Re-
strepo (1966–1970) to enact an agrarian reform law and create the Colombian 
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Institute for Agrarian Reform (incora), which would implement the process 
of land redistribution (Zamosc 1986b: chaps. 1–2). At the time, Fals was em-
ployed as director general of the Ministry of Agriculture and helped lay the 
groundwork for the agrarian reform process after his recommendations, pub-
lished in a preface to the first edition of El hombre y la tierra en Boyacá (Fals Borda 
1957), caught the eye of the minister of agriculture (Pereira Fernández 2008).

The government’s agrarian reform strategy included the creation in 1967 
of anuc as a semiofficial peasant association. Leon Zamosc describes anuc 
as a mechanism for fostering campesino participation, something akin to an 
official trade union. The creation of the peasant organization allowed Lleras 
to harness peasant political enthusiasm while tempering the intransigence of 
elite agrarian sectors by deflecting reform efforts from affecting their land-
holdings (Zamosc 1986b: 47–54). Despite anuc’s limitations, a peasant leader-
ship began to emerge, schooled in radical reformism by members of incora’s 
staff (Zamosc 1986b: 66–67); La Rosca members Fals Borda and Víctor Daniel 
Bonilla were among the host of consultants who flocked to the sites of agrarian 
transformation during the preliminary wave of the reform (Glass and Bonilla 
1967; Yie Garzón 2015).

At the same time that reformers fostered the incorporation of campesi-
nos into new types of associations, agrarian policies impelled the massive ex-
pulsion of sharecroppers from haciendas in danger of expropriation and the 
cancellation of rental contracts for smallholders, thus concentrating land in 
ever-fewer hands (Reyes Posada 1978: chap. 2). In essence, the agrarian reform 
of the 1960s should be understood as a set of policies that ultimately fostered 
the expansion of agrarian capital, not land redistribution (Reyes Posada 1978: 
141–145). Thus, it is not surprising that the smallholders of the Atlantic coast 
found the agrarian reform process to be wanting, given that the gears of the 
incora bureaucracy wound so sluggishly and the dispossession of campesi-
nos was so widespread that the redistribution of lands to peasants was but a 
utopian dream (Zamosc 1986b: 88–89). Peasants throughout the country, but 
especially on the Caribbean coast and in the southwestern highlands, inter-
preted the creation of anuc as an invitation to take direct action by occupy-
ing haciendas. In response to campesino initiatives, large landowners began to 
stage even more evictions and to press local authorities to quell agrarian unrest 
(Zamosc 1986b: 66–67).

In the midst of this ferment, Lleras handed the presidency over to Misael 
Pastrana Borrero, following the post-Violencia agreement called the National 
Front, under which the two major political parties, Liberal and Conserva-
tive, rotated into the national executive. Influenced by associations of large 
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landowners, Pastrana restructured national agrarian policy by repressing haci-
enda occupations and generally restraining the agrarian reform process, lend-
ing his support instead to large-scale agricultural production. His presidency 
“approached anuc as a Liberal clientelist stronghold whose popular ascen-
dancy had to be strictly controlled”; he purged the staff of incora, hobbling 
its objectives through budget cuts, and replaced political appointees with his 
own allies (Zamosc 1986b: 69, 72–73).

As national agrarian policy shifted toward counterreform, sectors of 
anuc were radicalizing. Their 1971 political platform called for land strug
gle and for rejecting the traditional two-party system (Zamosc 1986b: 72–73). 
anuc’s move to the left spurred increasing land occupations, which hit the rural 
landscape in several waves (Zamosc 1986b: 70–71). It also fed political divisions 
within the peasant movement, culminating in the 1972 split of anuc into two 
lines, one more radical than the other. The Armenia Line continued to ad-
here to the government-sponsored policies, while the Sincelejo Line—named 
after the site of the anuc congress at which it emerged—adopted a program 
of civic strikes, public demonstrations, peasant marches, and electoral absten-
tion, combining their pursuit of solutions to peasant grievances with a more 
general strategy of overturning the social and economic system. Many of the 
haciendas that peasants occupied on the Atlantic coast had been carved out 
of campesino homesteads settled in earlier decades. anuc activists argued 
that they were the prior occupants of these lands, thus providing an open-
ing to direct action. Especially in 1971, hundreds of haciendas were occupied 
by peasants across the country, with a significant proportion of them on the 
Caribbean coast (Zamosc 1986b: 75). incora stepped in as an intermediary, 
negotiating the transfer of portions of these lands to the occupiers. In essence, 
the peasants were instrumental in achieving through direct action a limited 
program of agrarian reform (Catherine LeGrand, personal communication). 
These strugg les legitimized a layer of radical peasant leaders.

The Sincelejo Line was shut off from the government assistance that anuc 
had previously enjoyed, requiring that they seek other means of support. Pro-
gressive intellectuals like those of La Rosca were enlisted to their cause, con-
necting peasant organizers with a panoply of international foundations and 
providing crucial training to their cadres (Zamosc 1986b: 106, 113–116). With 
varying levels of success, a range of leftist parties developed relationships with 
the leadership of anuc-Línea Sincelejo, sometimes working through organ
izations like the Fundación del Caribe. Participatory action research provided 
movements like anuc with a less sectarian alternative, following the politi
cal objectives of the movement as opposed to promoting a party line. Cauca 
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and Córdoba, which were hotbeds of peasant ferment in the early 1970s, 
constituted the laboratories in which La Rosca tested its approach to activist 
scholarship.

The Fundación del Caribe

Orlando Fals Borda arrived in Córdoba in March 1972, after having negotiated 
the terms of his presence with national leaders of anuc-Línea Sincelejo (Fals 
Borda 1986: 169A; henceforth, with only a few exceptions, all further refer-
ences to anuc in this book will be to the Sincelejo Line). He immediately set 
to working with the peasant movement by accompanying the occupiers of La 
Antioqueña, one of the first large haciendas to be seized by campesinos. He 
also sought out local collaborators among teachers and the university commu-
nity (Parra Escobar 1983: 94), leading to the founding in late November of the 
Fundación del Caribe (cdrbr/m, 0231; Rojas Guerra 2010).

The Fundación del Caribe was led by its president, Víctor Negrete, who was 
the only full-time researcher aside from Fals. Negrete studied natural sciences 
at the Universidad Libre in Bogotá and was trained as a schoolteacher. Another 
Fundación member, Franklin Sibaja, was self-employed and dedicated his life 
to support for civic organizations. The two were natives of Montería and grew 
up in families of modest means; they were shepherded into research by Fals 
Borda. The core group of the Fundación came to include Ulianov Chalarka, 
a migrant from the Andean city of Pereira, who was employed as an artist in 
his father’s studio in a working-class barrio of Montería when he was recruited 
by Sibaja to participate in the drafting of the Fundación’s graphic histories. 
David Sánchez Juliao, born in the riverine port of Lorica and perhaps the most 
privileged of the collective aside from Fals himself, was educated in Medellín 
and had recently completed an undergraduate degree in creative writing at 
Antioch College in Ohio; he concentrated on producing literary chronicles of 
the peasant strugg le, which circulated both on cassette tapes and, ultimately, 
in published form.1 Similar study groups were established in Barranquilla and 
in San Onofre, Sucre. Particularly active in Sucre were Néstor Herrera, who 
later went on to work as a development professional in Sincelejo, and anuc 
leader Florentino Montero. Of the core Fundación group, only Víctor Negrete 
and Néstor Herrera are still living, although I had the opportunity to talk with 
Fals Borda, Sánchez Juliao, and Franklin Sibaja. The most active peasant collab-
orators with the Fundación were Juana Julia Guzmán, municipal anuc leaders 
Clovis Flórez and Moisés Banquett (fig. 1.1), and an anuc activist from Canalete, 
Alfonso Salgado Martínez, who authored a pamphlet on political economy 
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(A. Martínez 1973). Of this group, Juana Julia died in the 1970s and Flórez was 
murdered on 15 September 2000, while Banquett disappeared several decades 
ago; only Salgado is still alive, although I was never able to meet him. The 
campesinos participated in the work of the Fundación under the aegis of an 
umbrella organization called the Centro Popular de Estudios, which published 
some of the Fundación’s writings.2

Fundación members dedicated themselves to studying the history of land 
tenure and the evolution of peasant and labor union campaigns in the Ca
ribbean region, hosting training workshops (called cursillos) for anuc cadres 
(fig. 1.2), as well as pursuing investigations into rural health and Costeño folk-
lore (Negrete Barrera 1981, 1983, 2008a, 2008b). Cursillos were arguably the 
format through which the Fundación del Caribe most profoundly touched the 
lives of peasant activists. Between 1972 and 1974, the Fundación authored four 
graphic histories for anuc and other campesino organizations in Córdoba and 
Sucre (Chalarka 1985): Lomagrande (1972), an account of the agrarian collective 
founded by Juana Julia Guzmán; Tinajones (1973), the story of forty years of 
strugg le between large landowners and peasant homesteaders at the mouth of 
the Sinú River; El Boche (1973), recounting an early twentieth-century massa-
cre allegedly perpetrated by a peasant, detailing in its pages the debt-peonage 
regime; and Felicita Campos (1974), the story of an Afrodescendant leader from 

Figure 1.1  Moisés Banquett (center) and Clovis Flórez (on right) at an assembly, 1973 (cdrbr/m, 
cf, 0202. Photo reprinted with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando 
Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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the department of Sucre. A fifth graphic narrative, ¡Escucha cristiano! (1973), 
was prepared for an Evangelical Protestant readership in the town of Cereté, 
near Montería. The Fundación’s scholarly writings included a mimeographed 
political history of Montería authored by Víctor Negrete (cdrbr/m, 1300) and 
numerous reports, but they were simultaneously involved in the preparation 
of a variety of other materials for popular distribution, including manuals for 
hosting local workshops (Centro Popular de Estudios 1972), history texts ac-
cessible to peasant readers (cdrbr/m, 1918, 1923, fol. 10247; Fals Borda 1975, 
1976; Negrete Barrera 1981), and testimonial literature (Sánchez Juliao 1975, 
1999 [1974]). As would any research organization, Fundación members wrote 
numerous funding proposals (cdrbr/m, 0639, fols. 3566–3571; 0648, fols. 3588–
3589; 0650, fols. 3598–3599; 0668, fols. 3629, 3633).

ANUC’s Baluartes

As they expressed in a 1974 document outlining the “minimal criteria” under 
which their organization would operate, Fundación members envisioned 
themselves as activist researchers who supported popular strugg les by accel-
erating political transformation (cdrbr/m, 0636, fols. 3559–3561). They iden-
tified and studied key moments at which social contradictions emerged to 

Figure 1.2  Benjamín Puche (at right) facilitating a cursillo in El Vidrial, 1973 (cdrbr/m, cf, 
2213. Photo reprinted with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals 
Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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provoke popular dissent, crafting their interpretations in materials intended 
for peasant consumption. They sought to foster peasant class consciousness 
in order that campesinos did not see themselves as merely fighting for land 
but as engaged in a political strugg le (Parra Escobar 1983: 152). La Rosca dedi-
cated substantial funding to the Fundación in support not only of research 
but of local organizing activities, especially on occupied haciendas like La 
Antioqueña (Parra Escobar 1983: 130–134). The Fundación’s commitment to 
combining research with activism led them to collaborate in organizing the 
occupiers of haciendas into autonomous self-managed communities called 
“bastions of peasant self-management” [baluartes de autogestión campesina], 
named after the agrarian societies founded by Juana Julia Guzmán and 
Vicente Adamo in the 1920s (cdrbr/m, 0639, fol. 3567). They assisted balu-
artes in organizing land distribution and agricultural production, as well as 
providing advice for the formation of a local leadership structure (Rudqvist 
1986: 129–131).

The baluartes anuc founded in the occupied lands of La Antioqueña 
were designed to defend the economic interests and promote the political 
consciousness of their inhabitants. According to Zamosc (1986b: 168–172), the 
resignification of the baluarte in the 1970s originated largely in Fals Borda’s 
interpretation of agrarian history, although the particular form it took was 
inspired by Juana Julia Guzmán. Fals contended that capitalism developed in 
local enclaves on the Caribbean coast, later spreading to the broader region. 
He envisioned socialism as penetrating the social consciousness of Córdoba 
via the same path, coalescing in a small number of nuclei and then expand-
ing throughout the countryside. Baluartes were supposed to proliferate in the 
same way.

Fals’s Montería archive contains a proposal authored by municipal anuc 
leader Moisés Banquett for a pamphlet titled What Is a Community Enterprise or 
a Bastion of Peasant Self-Management [Qué es Una Empresa Comunitaria o Baluarte de 
Autogestión Campesina]. Banquett explains baluartes primarily in the negative, 
by contrasting them with the empresas comunitarias or cooperatives promoted 
by incora, the Colombian agrarian reform agency. Unlike cooperatives, ba
luartes are “lands ripped from the latifundia by peasants, where we organize 
ourselves autonomously to work them and to continue the strugg le for land 
and for power” (cdrbr/m, 0701, fols. 3857–3859). Baluartes, Banquett informs 
his campesino readers, are characterized by democracy, self-determination, 
free expression, personal liberty, political activism, abundant employment, 
socialism, and progress, among others; they function as a barrier to machine 
politics [politiquería] and unwelcome foreign influence (cdrbr/m, 0701, fols. 
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3858–3859). Banquett also reminds readers that the concept of the baluarte 
emerged in Córdoba in the 1920s and that Juana Julia Guzmán proposed it 
be revived by anuc. He lays out the rules for establishing such a community, 
including the election of an executive council and working groups by a gen-
eral assembly, determination of membership fees, distribution of subsistence 
plots to individuals, the identification of communal holdings, and agreement 
on rules and sanctions.

Notwithstanding Banquett’s triumphalist tone, baluartes were not entirely 
successful in Córdoba, although they were fiercely defended by Fals Borda 
as a crucial tool for raising campesino political consciousness (Alternativa del 
Pueblo [henceforth, ap] 36: 24–25). For one, as Clovis Flórez, former president 
of the municipal chapter of anuc, states in a 1980 interview with Leon Za-
mosc, the notion of a socialist enclave operating within a capitalist market 
was unrealistic and ultimately led to accusations of reformism by the Maoist 
left, which was also a major player in the Sinú region. There were significant 
local barriers to the success of the baluartes, given that the campesinos who 
came together to occupy La Antioqueña were a heterogeneous group, hailing 
from many locations, each with a different notion of how to build community 
(cinep/b, doc. 14, p. 1). In fact, baluartes were never fully embraced by anuc 
at the national level, although the idea was debated by the national leadership 
(Zamosc 1986b: 171–172). Anders Rudqvist suggests that the baluartes were also 
hampered by insufficient economic planning and bad handling of funds (1986: 
160). Ernesto Parra Escobar states that in reality, they functioned much like 
incora cooperatives (1983: 158).

In 1980, Zamosc interviewed members of one of the baluartes in La 
Antioqueña, only to discover that campesinos didn’t understand the concept 
and that it had never been fully explained to them. They observed that their 
former status as landless laborers (jornaleros) compelled them to be more 
concerned with acquiring land than with building socialism. They also com-
plained that they were given the least productive lands on the hacienda and 
that only one of the baluartes ever acquired formal title to its lands. Some 
of the respondents contemplated the meaning of “baluarte” and shared with 
Zamosc their somewhat fuzzy impressions of its significance, which I repro-
duce with the original orthography: they mused that it was “synonymous 
with place, sector”; it meant “doing something as a community”; the idea 
“comes from appraising [abaluar] and has to do with the value [balor] of the 
soil.” They told Zamosc that they had tried to look up “baluarte” in a glossary 
someone had found at the end of a Bible, but could not find the definition 
there (cinep/b, doc. 23, p. 3).
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Bridging Scientific Inquiry and Participation

At the center of this political maelstrom, the Fundación del Caribe sought 
to combine standard social scientific methodologies with participatory tech-
niques, facing substantial challenges to incorporating peasants into the re-
search process (cdrbr/m, 0637, fols. 3359–3361). They voiced their aspirations 
in an undated and unattributed proposal for a methodological and ideologi-
cal framework, which I found among Fals’s papers. The collective sought to 
recruit “persons suitable [idóneas] for working, collaborating, or assisting in 
portions of the research projects” (cdrbr/m, 0642, fol. 3575). Personnel would 
be drawn from the population of schooled local residents, who would subse-
quently receive methodological instruction.

Fals Borda and Augusto Libreros’s 1974 “Cuestiones de metodología” 
crystallizes what I surmise were the methods taught these young recruits 
(achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fols. 177–268; Fals Borda 1978: 48). The manual 
encourages the use of scientific techniques: “Here we apply known rules of sci-
entific observation, such as analysis, deduction and induction, measurements, 
and care and equilibrium in the collection of evidence” (achunc/b, caja 49, 
carpeta 3, fol. 214). Fals and Libreros identify historical materialism as their 
theoretical anchor; they advocate using scientific techniques to examine the 
class contradictions present in a locality. Once would-be researchers identify 
the social, economic, and political problems to be studied, they are encouraged 
by the manual’s authors to conduct interviews, organize surveys, administer 
questionnaires, collect quantitative data, and access historical and personal ar-
chives, all of these tasks illustrated with examples (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 
3, fols. 229–244). The manual suggests further readings, ranging from Marx, 
Lenin, and Mao to Antonio Gramsci, Paulo Freire, Pablo González Casanova, 
Marta Harnecker, and Fernand Braudel. Each chapter is followed by a set of 
discussion questions and exercises, indicating that the text was meant to be 
employed in workshop settings.

What, then, of campesino participation? One of the objectives of cursillos 
was to bridge the distance between researchers trained by the core members of 
the Fundación and anuc cadres. These educational events would introduce 
researchers to campesino activists “in their own words, [showing them] the 
location of the zone, its population, the large haciendas that stifle it, and from 
there the masses will discover the origins of their poverty and exploitation.” In 
the process “a knowledgeable cadre would be created, with a new understand-
ing, the process of knowing generated through their direct contribution to the 
research endeavor” (cdrbr/m, 0642, fol. 3575).
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The fact that the Fundación del Caribe advocated the training of a 
small number of anuc cadres does not, however, imply that a significant 
number of peasants participated as researchers on projects dedicated to 
the recovery of historical, political, or economic knowledge. Rather, the 
author of the Fundación memo recommends that campesinos serve as fa-
cilitators of research, which would be conducted largely by the academic 
cadres. Witness, for example, the following definition of who can be a re-
searcher. It tends to privilege university- or, at least, high school–educated 
candidates:

In my opinion these persons should have some prior knowledge of some 
research methodology. At this moment there are many young people who 
have completed their coursework at various universities, who could join 
the Fundación. There are also students, workers, and peasants. Once 
the personnel are chosen their names will be presented to the assembly 
or executive council, those who we think can serve will be summoned, 
and once he or they have accepted, will be assigned tasks. They will be 
observed over a period of one or two months, and those who truly dem-
onstrate the ability and desire to work will be accepted as members of the 
Fundación. (cdrbr/m, 0642, fol. 3376)3

While the document does raise the possibility of peasants assuming research-
ers’ tasks, its author questions whether rural farmers are truly capable of 
blending their agricultural pursuits with research activities: “Can a researcher 
combine the very labor of research with the work of the countryside, such as: 
planting manioc, rice, etc.? Personally, I think not, given that each of us is in-
volved in what he is involved in; he who is meant to grow rice will grow rice; he 
who is meant to conduct research will conduct research” (cdrbr/m, 0642, fol. 
3376). Fals was asked to recommend instructors who could teach campesino 
researchers how to keep records of surveys on land use, but there is no indica-
tion in the archival holdings that this was a habitual practice (cdrbr/m, 0643, 
fol. 3581).

A small number of campesino researchers sent Fals reports from the field 
(cdrbr/m, 0211, fols. 774–775) after having been trained in “simple techniques 
for social and economic research, placed within their reach, to allow them 
to conduct and indefinitely continue their own studies with minimal pro
cessing and analysis, without the need to consult advisors or seek external as-
sistance” (Fals Borda 1978: 47). A similar goal, now expanded to the grass roots, 
is expressed in an undated note from a meeting of the various La Rosca study 
groups on the Caribbean coast:
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Create researcher-cadres: giving concrete tasks to the rank and file so they 
can do the work, will give them more self-confidence, that the campesino 
is valued and is capable. They can collect data, make recordings, take 
counts, reports.

Other things: surveys, statistics, photographs (Instamatic 350), read 
maps, type, make biographies (case studies). (cdrbr/m, 2199, fol. 12516)4

Fals called this process autoinvestigación (1978: 47), which I would translate as 
autoethnography, for lack of a better term. He proposed that cameras and tape 
recorders could be used to record information in the event that autoethnog-
raphers did not possess sufficient literacy skills (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, 
fols. 240–243). He anticipated that in the long run, campesinos would achieve 
a proficiency permitting them to conduct research without the intervention 
of external collaborators (achunc/b, caja 49, fol. 243).

Notwithstanding such long-term goals, the purpose of autoethnographic 
exercises was, primarily, to raise campesino consciousness:

Autoethnography, taken as an experience in collective education, has the 
virtue of revealing the myths created by the oppressor’s ideology, opening 
the eyes of communities, not only to their objective situation, but to their 
critical capacities and techniques for understanding reality and taking ac-
tion to transform it. As such, it constitutes a revolutionary educational 
experience. (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 242v)

Research was, therefore, essentially considered to be a political act, a process 
of training peasants to analyze their surroundings in order to take action to 
transform them. No matter how proficient campesinos actually were in rep-
licating the techniques taught to them, and no matter how fully they partici-
pated in the research project, the fundamental objective was to foster political 
decision-making.

In many ways, the Fundación’s research appears to have been a one-
way conversation with local people or, better stated, a dialogue controlled 
by only one of its participants. This contradiction is noted by researchers 
close to Fals, who were practicing action research in other parts of Colom-
bia. For example, Leon Zamosc observes that the exigencies of the political 
context in which Fals and his associates were operating—the occupation of 
haciendas and other forms of civil disobedience met by intense repression—
forced the research group to pay more heed to political action than to re-
search. The hoped-for synergy between research and action was frequently 
inhibited by the political needs of the moment. As a result, Zamosc argues 
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that “it was the researchers who ended up defining the research objectives” 
(1986a: 29).

While I find the work of Fals Borda and the Fundación del Caribe to be 
pathbreaking and profoundly innovative, I do not intend for this book to be 
celebratory; instead, I must signal their failures and the gaps in their work 
alongside their accomplishments. The Fundación was only partly successful 
in balancing its scientific approach with the establishment of a horizontal re-
search relationship with campesinos and a real recognition of the power of 
people’s knowledge, a weakness that is still to some degree an ongoing issue for 
participatory and collaborative researchers, as I will elaborate further in chap-
ter 7. The research process continues to replicate the hierarchical relationships 
present in the broader society, despite the best intentions of its practitioners. 
By pinpointing some of the mistakes that Fals and his collaborators made, I 
hope that today’s politically and socially committed researchers can begin to 
identify their own lapses.

On the other hand, the moments of success of the Fundación’s melding 
of academic methodologies with popular participation are most apparent in 
the four graphic histories of Costeño peasant strugg les published during the 
three years of the Fundación’s existence. These comics lie at the center of my 
analysis in subsequent chapters, where I examine the procedures they used 
to conduct research in a participatory manner, how they strugg led with the 
implementation of their goal of critical recovery in both the visual space of 
the comics page and the political space of land occupations, and the role of 
graphic narrative as a tool for consciousness-raising. I could not see this when 
I first read the comics; I needed to juxtapose them to the archival record and 
to the memories of the Fundación team in order to read them as methodologi-
cal tools.

The End of the Experiment

Fals’s long-term objectives were never achieved on the Caribbean coast, not 
only because the Fundación strugg led with reconciling its reliance on profes-
sional expertise with the political needs of campesinos, but because, in the 
end, political factionalism shattered their relationship with anuc. These 
middle-class urban intellectuals saw themselves as presenting an independent 
alternative to leftist political parties and to state agencies like incora. How-
ever, some Fundación members were also sympathetic to the pcml (Marxist-
Leninist Communist Party), a Maoist (pro-China) political current that ad-
vocated armed strugg le, harbored a profound distrust of intellectuals, and 
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deployed a radical discourse that was in large measure incomprehensible to the 
peasants of Córdoba; these militants saw the land strugg le as an opportunity to 
provoke a revolution. Maoism was, in spite of its idiosyncrasies, a major force 
in the countryside on the Atlantic coast as land occupations surged in 1972 and 
1973, although by 1974 its radicalism had alienated anuc’s regional leadership; 
Maoists never penetrated the peasant movement at the national level (Archila 
Neira 2008; Zamosc 1986b: 114–117).

In the early years of the Fundación, pcml sympathizers were active in 
coordinating its training workshops, but later, cracks began to appear in the 
relationship. By 1974, some Fundación members had moved from being pcml 
sympathizers to party members who bitterly confronted Fals and his col-
leagues. Alberto Gómez, a University of Córdoba faculty member and former 
Fundación supporter, openly attacked Fals Borda in a vituperative critique of 
his use of Marxist theory that so offended Fals that he consulted with his Fun-
dación colleagues and with anuc leaders before drafting an open letter in re-
sponse (cdrbr/m, 0632–0634). Although perhaps the most public voice on the 
left, Gómez was joined in his attacks by a host of other Marxist-Leninist critics 
who denounced Fals and the Fundación for being insufficiently revolutionary, 
lambasting them in particular for their role in establishing the baluartes (Parra 
Escobar 1983: 179–184; Rudqvist 1983: 18–21). The Fundación was branded as an 
imperialist institution with foreign funding, led by an outsider whom they ac-
cused of being a cia plant (Rudqvist 1986: 165–167).

Simultaneously, deep divisions had emerged in anuc’s national execu-
tive committee over whether the peasant movement should support the cre-
ation of an agrarian political party—a move that was opposed by Fals Borda 
(Rudqvist 1986: 165)—as well as the extent to which the organization should 
be receptive to the left. The national organization, following the decision of 
its Second Congress (anuc’s policy-making body), issued recommendations 
in favor of adopting a political line independent of both traditional and leftist 
political parties, the latter in an effort to placate those sectors of the peasantry 
who had been alienated by the Maoists’ radical strategy of orienting the strug
gle only to the landless (Zamosc 1986b: 116–117). The national executive com-
mittee subsequently purged independent leftists and pcml members from the 
organization, although the Maoist left never directly attempted to influence 
anuc at the national level (Zamosc 1986b: 116).

While factional strugg les over party politics brewed at the national level 
(Zamosc 1986b: 174–177), anuc replaced its departmental leadership in Cór-
doba, removing most of those cadres who had been mentored in the cursillos 
sponsored by the Fundación del Caribe. This move alienated at least half of 
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the organized peasants of Córdoba, particularly those in the municipality of 
Montería, who had allied themselves with Fals, leaving him without a base 
in the national or regional organization (cdrbr/m, 1058, fols. 6273–6275; 
Negrete Barrera 2008a: 88; Parra Escobar 1983: 193–194; Rudqvist 1986: 168). 
anuc-Córdoba subsequently fragmented into pro– and counter–Fals Borda 
factions, the former called falsistas (cinep/b, doc. 14; Parra Escobar 1983: chap. 
11; Rudqvist 1986: chap. 6). Condemnations of La Rosca’s work in Córdoba were 
aired in the national leftist press, most prominently in Alternativa, the maga-
zine that Fals had founded in early 1974  in collaboration with novelist Ga-
briel García Márquez (Agudelo 2007; Alternativa [henceforth, Alt] 20: 5; Alt 20: 
20–21; Alt 21: 22). La Rosca vociferously defended itself in a manifesto (Rosca 
1974) and in Alternativa del Pueblo, the magazine they founded to take the place 
of Alternativa for their readership (although Alternativa continued to appear on 
newsstands).

Anders Rudqvist, one of Fals’s allies invited to evaluate the strengths and 
weaknesses of La Rosca in Córdoba, observes that the three contending politi
cal forces—anuc-Córdoba, the Fundación, and the pcml—differed in their 
goals, organizational structures, political styles, and relationships with the 
peasant rank and file: anuc was an organization whose leadership represented 
its rank and file, with decisions made at periodic congresses; the Fundación 
was a small collective that functioned democratically; the pcml saw itself 
as a vanguard of agrarian revolution, paying little attention to the needs and 
aspirations of the peasantry. This was a strugg le over control of progressive 
politics in the region, one that the Fundación ultimately lost because it could 
not foresee that it would come at loggerheads with the left; they had only 
gauged the dangers presented by their enemies on their right flank. Conse-
quently, Fals and the Fundación could not successfully navigate the factional 
skirmishes taking place both around them and in their midst (1986: 171–173).5 
By mid-1974, the Fundación del Caribe closed its doors and Fals Borda left 
Córdoba in December. The following year, La Rosca, itself beset by internal 
differences and the desertion of some of its members, ceased to exist as an 
organization (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 1, fols. 193–196, 207). This ended a 
brief but seminal era that had only lasted three years, during which participa-
tory action research was conceived and took root in Córdoba.6
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Orlando Fals Borda’s personal archives can be read as a 
map of his activism. In fact, this is probably the best way 
to approach his papers. I didn’t recognize this the first 
time I visited the Centro de Documentación Regional 
in Montería. The archive had been described to me as 
containing the historical evidence that Fals used to write 
Historia doble de la Costa, source material for his scholarly 
writing. Upon arrival, I encountered a fragmentary and 
episodic collection of papers that reflected his activism 
more than his scholarly objectives. I dutifully worked 
through the subfonds that were relevant to the work of 
the Fundación del Caribe from 1972 to 1974, but I gained 
little sense of how I would ultimately use them.1

The logic of Fals’s papers was thus not initially trans-
parent to me. Sometimes, he scribbled his notes on the 
backs of flyers or paper bags, occasionally in partially 
filled notebooks of the sort used by schoolchildren in 
Colombia, always in the small, tight, neat handwrit-
ing I associate with penmanship classes from my pri-
mary school days in the 1960s (while Fals’s hand was a 
schooled one, it was not always legible). His notes were 
usually classified by subject or place and were sometimes 
identified by date, but the categories he used sometimes 
hewed so closely to the contents—“Tuchín de Aguasvivas 
April/73”—or were so expansive—“Beliefs and Customs” 
or “Mompox”—that they did not help me to make sense 
of how the vignettes fit into the overall scheme of things. 
Typed transcriptions of the numerous interviews Fals 
conducted with local knowledge bearers and former ac-

2

ARCHIVES AND REPERTOIRES
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tivists demonstrated to me his abilities as an interviewer, but the transcripts 
were infuriating, since they almost never indicated who was speaking with 
whom and the written versions did not always replicate the utterances I sus-
pected were recorded on the reel-to-reel tapes that, in their great majority, are 
no longer part of the archive (most of the extant recordings are from Fals’s 
later research in Bolívar). I gazed, curious but unsatisfied, at agendas for meet-
ings of the Fundación del Caribe: they were never accompanied by minutes of 
the discussions that transpired, informing the reader which topics were con-
sidered but not what was said about them. How would I weave a narrative 
from the disconnected skeins of Fals’s field notes?

I encountered many of the same difficulties that scholars confess to hav-
ing experienced when they confront the ethnographic field notes of other re-
searchers (Larcom 1983; Lutkehaus 1990). Fals’s papers are not polished docu-
ments but instead provisional texts recorded at the instant he came to know 
something, or in a moment of inspiration. You are reading over his shoulder, 
so to speak, as his indefatigable gaze captures the most minuscule details of 
the weave of a fishing net or the history of ownership of a plot of land, but you 
don’t have an inkling as to why this information is significant. Then, pages (or 
boxes) later, you observe Fals thinking through what he noted down earlier: 
now that he is stepping back to abstract from experience (Barz 1996: 49; Hein-
rich 2011: 38–39, 44–45), he is recasting his observations as quasi-literary works. 
The result is what James Clifford called in his study of French anthropolo-
gist Marcel Griaule’s field notes a tangle of “various levels of textualization” 
whose origins are not always transparent (Clifford 1983: 125). The penetrat-
ing portraits of individuals and the expansive portrayal of a vibrant but 
conflict-ridden region, full of pain and of dreams, is eloquently depicted in 
Historia doble, but remains fragmented into disconnected miniatures in his 
archive.

The fact that second users have no access to Fals’s memory—where the 
notes were originally embedded, lending them more coherence—colludes in 
rendering his papers opaque. Some scholars distinguish the written record as 
field notes and the remembered but unwritten context as head notes, the latter 
inaccessible to future readers. Head notes are always in flux. The ideas we keep 
in our heads are not static—they change over time—while what is on paper is 
fixed (Ottenberg 1990: 144–146; see also Behrensmeyer 2011: 90; Sanjek 1990a, 
1990b). We must take account of this when we approach Fals Borda’s notes. 
His jottings took on new dimensions as he came to understand anuc more 
deeply and as he entered into conflict with a segment of its leadership. Even 
more to the point, his archive needs to be understood as a period piece. It is 
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imperative to keep in mind that he recorded his notes over forty years ago. We 
must be ever vigilant to not allow our head notes, dating from the third decade 
of the third millennium, to guide our reading of his late twentieth-century 
archive (Smith 1990: 362). Instead, we must acclimate to the head notes of 
a man who recorded them in an era before computers and cellular phones, 
when the USSR still existed and a significant layer of activists in Latin America 
still believed it was possible in their lifetimes to overturn the capitalist system. 
Moreover, in the 1970s peasants were determined by mainstream researchers 
to be relics of an abandoned stage of historical development, as opposed to 
social actors coeval with scholars. Of course, Fals was prescient in his objective 
of redirecting historical narratives so that they would be guided by peasant 
values and aspirations.

But it is not only Fals Borda’s personal field and head notes that are at 
stake in this documentary collection, because this was not the archive of a lone 
researcher. Its contents were produced by multiple hands, including other 
members of the Fundación del Caribe, peasant leaders, and local intellectuals 
with whom Fals and his associates maintained communication. The notes—at 
least, those collected between 1972 and 1974—were intended to be accessed by 
the research team. In Historia doble Fals identifies this collection as the archives 
of the Fundación del Caribe (Fals Borda 1986: 183B). Presumably, he inherited 
them in 1975, when the Fundación closed its doors. At some point, he added 
to the Fundación files his personal field notebooks and the documentation 
that he and his wife, María Cristina Salazar, had collected in notarial and his-
torical archives in Córdoba, Cartagena, Bogotá, and Seville, much of which 
was consulted in preparation for writing Historia doble. As a result of this pro
cess of sedimentation, parts of the archive appear to be pieces of historical 
evidence gathered by Fals or his personal reflections on the research process, 
while other sections, particularly Fundación del Caribe and anuc documents, 
transcriptions of interviews, and workshop agendas, were produced by or for 
the Fundación or were collected by them in the course of their work. Cer-
tainly, this corpus was intended to be much more than the notes of a scholar 
preparatory to writing a book.

Archive and Repertoire

It took me eight years of rooting through Fals Borda’s papers before I real-
ized that they constitute more than an archive. They contain the traces left 
behind of a practical repertoire, a series of activist performances that are only 
imperfectly captured on paper. I borrow the distinction between the archive 
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and the repertoire from performance scholar Diana Taylor, who draws a com-
parison between what she calls “the archive of supposedly enduring materials 
(i.e., texts, documents, buildings, bones) and the so-called ephemeral reper-
toire of embodied practice/knowledge (i.e., spoken language, dance, sports, 
ritual)” (2003: 19). Taylor understands the repertoire to be a series of “meaning-
making paradigms that structure social environments, behaviors, and po-
tential outcomes” (2003: 28). Her main concern is with artistically oriented 
political performance of the sort one might see in public demonstrations or 
in street theater. I have appropriated her notion of the repertoire with the aim 
of reading the archival entries through the lens of the Fundación’s collabo-
ration with the peasant movement, including land occupations, the sharing 
of knowledge at public assemblies or in workshops, Fundación meetings: all 
that “ephemera” that is only partially recorded in Fals’s papers. The archived 
documentation served as a guide to and as source material for the myriad 
political activities in which the Fundación participated. It is my contention 
that this is the best way to read Fals’s papers: as a gateway to activism. The 
archive is a space in which we catch glimpses of what was in the Fundación’s 
repertoire. It is really the repertoire that I am after, because this is where La 
Rosca’s objectives of participation, critical recovery, and systematic devolu-
tion became political tools, spaces in which I can reconstruct the process of 
action research.

The intentionality—the performativity—of Fals’s archive is unmistakable 
when we examine how its contents are arranged. Its classificatory scheme tells 
us a great deal about what he and his colleagues thought they were doing and 
how they proposed to accomplish their objectives. I will examine this classifi-
cation in more detail below, but, for the moment, it suffices to say that many 
of the subfonds are identified by the names of major campesino protagonists, 
sites and types of anuc activities, and the organizations that entered into col-
laboration in the project. The Centro de Documentación adapted Fals’s cat-
egories from the typed or handwritten labels he affixed to the manila envelopes 
in which his papers were transferred to the library in 1986. The classifications 
on the envelopes constitute what archivists call the “original order,” the organ
ization of an archive at the time of its donation (Douglas 2013; Douglas and 
MacNeil 2009; MacNeil 2008; Meehan 2010). In Fals Borda’s case, the original 
order was probably assembled with the help of a personal assistant in the pe-
riod before he made the donation (Douglas 2015).2 Nonetheless, I suspect that 
the scheme began to take shape at some point between 1972 and 1974, insofar 
as it reflects many of the concrete activities that the Fundación was involved 
in. Fals probably adjusted the classification when he took possession of the 
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archive in 1975 and added his own papers to it. I tend toward this conclusion 
on the basis of an entry in Fals and Libreros’s mimeographed methodological 
handbook, which instructs would-be investigators to organize their personal 
archives by theme, in alphabetical order (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fols. 
230–230v). This is precisely how Fals’s papers were organized when he deliv-
ered them to the Montería repository.

Not only the contours, but also the contents, of Fals Borda’s archive betray 
the activist repertoire that underlies it. The entries were not intended as a 
simple register of the activities of an organization, nor can they be presumed 
to have served strictly as evidence substantiating the researchers’ historical 
interpretations. Instead, Fals’s categories and the documentation contained in 
them are organized into a series of steps for taking action. This explains why 
most of the ethnographic and historical materials Fals collected during his 
first three years on the coast concerned land tenure and labor arrangements. 
The coastal hacienda economy was in flux at the time, its cattle ranches un-
dergoing a process of restructuring to accommodate the expansion of agrarian 
capitalism, leaving in its wake a large and mobile landless population (Ocampo 
2007; Reyes Posada 1978). This is in part what made Córdoba and Sucre ground 
zero for the radical current of anuc, the Línea Sincelejo. Fals’s archives con-
tain lengthy transcripts of interviews with campesinos who had experienced 
the matrícula and a plethora of handwritten notes on the various other vol-
untary and involuntary labor arrangements that characterized the hacienda 
system—advances on wages [avance], contracts for household workers [concer-
taje], day laborers [jornaleros]. The archive documents the day-to-day work of 
hacienda peons. There are maps of large landholdings and notes on how land 
was consolidated in the hands of the few, copies of legal papers documenting 
the expansion of latifundia, and interviews with activists who through direct 
action contested the hacienda system at various junctures over the twenti-
eth century. Even Fals’s photographic collection gives emphasis to the peas-
ant movement and to agrarian labor, featuring images of land occupations, 
anuc training courses, and peasant livelihoods. Countless anuc documents 
are compiled in the archive, including memoranda, proposals, pamphlets, cor-
respondence, legal papers, and notes from meetings, traces of the repertoire 
of practical action that emerged in response to the conditions the researchers 
and their peasant allies uncovered in the course of their historical research 
and activism.

Fals conceived of anuc as a laboratory, a space in which he hoped to test 
his newly honed methodology. His archive constitutes a sort of “epistemologi-
cal experiment” more than strictly a source of evidence (Stoler 2002: 87). There 
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is an intentionality about his corpus, a purposefulness, an attempt to break 
new ground both inside and beyond the academic world. This chapter looks at 
the form of the archive, reading it “along the archival grain” (Stoler 2002), as a 
means of accessing the repertoire that governed it. I begin with a brief histori-
cal detour into how Fals Borda organized his field notes in the 1950s, when he 
engaged in functionalist sociological research in the highland peasant com-
munity of Saucío, Cundinamarca (achunc/b, cajas 1–14). My aim is to juxta-
pose the mental map of the Costeño corpus to his earlier conceptualizations of 
research, thereby revealing how closely related his organizational model was 
to his methodological innovations.3 From there, I examine how Fals’s papers 
from 1972–1974 can be read as evidence of a repertoire. I end with a look at one 
of the archival categories—a small compendium of research on strategies for 
recruiting Evangelical Protestants to the peasant movement—which furnishes 
further evidence of the unusual ways his empirical research fostered activism. 
In other words, I “counter-engineer” Fals’s personal papers, not only to reveal 
a research project, as other studies of scholarly field notes have done (Guber 
2013), but to uncover an activist process.

How Fals Borda Organized His Archives: Saucío in the 1950s

Fals’s research in the Andean highlands was published as Peasant Society in the 
Colombian Andes (Fals Borda 1955), a pioneering work in Colombian sociology 
and one of the first studies by a Colombian researcher to draw on the func-
tionalist methodology of U.S. rural sociology to construct a holistic and rigor-
ously empirical portrait of a highland agrarian community. His research plan 
was unusual for the 1950s, when Colombian sociology was characterized by an 
impressionistic essay tradition that largely ignored empirical study (Jaramillo 
Jiménez 1996). Fals began working in Saucío, some 70 kms north of Bogotá, 
in the late 1940s, when he was employed by the Winston Brothers Company, 
which was constructing the nearby Sisga dam. He had read T. Lynn Smith’s 
work on the organization of agricultural labor in nearby Tabio (Smith, Díaz 
Rodríguez, and García 1944) and was anxious to apply similar survey methods 
in Saucío, whose inhabitants he met when they were hired as construction 
workers. Fals used Smith’s survey schedules to collect information on family 
and household structure, schooling, land tenure, and the nature of agricultural 
work and crop yields in Saucío, arguing that the cultural similarities between 
the Saucitas and Smith’s respondents permitted him to ask them the same 
questions (Fals Borda 1955: 249–251). (Smith would later direct Fals’s doctoral 
dissertation at the University of Florida.) He balanced his survey data with 
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fine-grained ethnography based on observation and interviews conducted dur-
ing a long-term residence in a Saucita peasant household.

In his methodological appendix to Peasant Society, a monograph based on 
his 1951 master’s thesis at the University of Minnesota, Fals noted:

Field notes were classified under the following headings: Climate, Trans-
portation, Ecology, Flora and Fauna, The House, Furniture and House
hold Items, Domestic Economy, Property, Household Occupations, 
Industry, Agriculture, Tools, Animal Husbandry, Weight and Distance 
Measurements, Somatic Characteristics, Costume, Health and Diseases, 
Food, Education, Religion and Folk Beliefs, Music and Dance, Sports and 
Recreation, and Social Psychology and Customs. (Fals Borda 1955: 251)

The subfonds of Fals’s archive at the National University in Bogotá that are 
dedicated to his research in Saucío maintain this classification. The chapters 
of Peasant Society loosely conform to groupings of these categories, combining a 
sociological emphasis on social stratification, institutions, and organizational 
forms with a keen ethnographic eye that captures the everyday lives of these 
mestizo peasants (Jaramillo Jiménez 1996: 70–71). The organization of the 
Saucío archive resembles the recommendations of Bronislaw Malinowski, 
one of the fathers of functionalist ethnography, who proposed that field 
notes be used as a space in which to map out social structure and to draft the 
basic contours of social institutions (Malinowski 1965 [1935]: 317; 1984 [1922]: 
introduction).

Fals continued to collect information in Saucío after completing his mas-
ter’s thesis, during the course of his subsequent doctoral dissertation research, 
and as part of an ongoing collaboration in the 1960s with Colombian and in-
ternational institutions dedicated to the dissemination of modern agricultural 
technologies. In particular, he engaged peasants in a series of experiments 
involving the introduction of modern agricultural implements, new plant-
ing techniques, and chemical inputs, which, as Mónica Moreno infers, placed 
Fals’s peasant interlocutors in the position of coinvestigators rather than pas-
sive recipients of new technologies (Moreno Moreno 2017a). Moreno points 
out, on the basis of a textual analysis of the Saucío archive, that his notes flag 
the themes of each entry with terms in brackets, such as “diffusion,” “inno-
vation,” “cultural contact,” “demonstration,” “mechanization,” “resistance,” 
“acceptance,” and “introduction,” thus permitting his experimental model to 
frame his observations (2017a: 3–4). One might say that with these labels, Fals 
converted the stable categories (the nouns) by which he classified his notes 
into types of action (verbs). His agricultural experiments drew on a method
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ology called “participant experimentation,” originally developed by Nelson Foote 
and Leonard Courell (1955: chap. 6), which he translated into Spanish as experi-
mentación por participación (Fals Borda 2010c [1959]: 67). The experiments Fals 
promoted in Saucío were never intended to incite the peasants to call for radi-
cal structural change. To the contrary, they were geared to promoting reform 
within existing social structures. This would change radically in Córdoba.

How Fals Borda Organized His Archives: The Caribbean Coast, 1972–1974

The founding of La Rosca the year before Fals’s move to Montería in 1972 led 
him along more politically and intellectually radical paths. No longer would 
he advocate insertion into communities for the purpose of observation and 
fostering induced change. Now, inspired by Marxism, he promoted activism 
as an integral feature of his research plan: the study of the ideological and cul-
tural components of the class strugg le in a specific region with the objective of 
motivating political action geared at systemic change, guided by the concepts 
of “critical recovery” and “systematic devolution,” to be determined by anuc’s 
political priorities, just as would the mechanisms for its diffusion (Parra Es-
cobar 1983: 19; Bonilla et al. 1972). His insertion as an activist researcher into 
the peasant movement was meant “to increase the velocity of transformation, 
or to raise the level of class confrontation, thanks to the greater effectiveness 
that organized groups obtain through such ends, which can lead them in 
practice to articulate or reinforce a vanguard movement and political organ
ization” (Fals Borda 1987b [1970]: 91–92). His language may appear doctrinaire 
to today’s readers, but it speaks to the intimate intertwining of social science 
and leftist politics in the Latin American intellectual landscape of the 1970s, 
and for this reason it is worth quoting.

In effect, Fals considered his project to be “subversive” (Fals Borda 2001) 
because it was organized to support a utopian movement for structural trans-
formation that drew on a long historical tradition in Colombia (Fals Borda and 
Rahman 1991: vii) and because it turned positivist social science on its head. 
The Caribbean coast was, to his mind, an excellent fit for a subversive intel-
lectual experiment: a site of revolutionary turmoil, replete with peasant land 
occupations, guerrilla groups, trade union activism, and student movements, 
precisely the sort of context in which subversive thought could gestate (Brin-
gel and Maldonado 2016: 408–410).

We can recognize the subversive nature of Fals’s Caribbean project in the 
categories into which he classified his field notes. They reveal a major shift 
in how he came to conceptualize research since the 1950s. No longer was 
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he concerned with compiling a holistic panoramic portrait of a bounded 
campesino community, as he had in Saucío, where the organization of his 
notes had laid bare his intentions to document the wide range of interrelated 
economic, political, and cultural activities of highland peasants. Instead, he 
embraced the broad sweep of history of the Caribbean coast, with a primary 
focus on its southwestern portion, including Córdoba, Sucre, and, after 1975, 
southern Bolívar. As soon as he arrived in Córdoba, Fals was invited by anuc 
to participate in the occupation of La Antioqueña (Parra Escobar 1983: 111–131). 
His initial field notebooks (cdrbr/m, 0392–0396) contain general information 
on land occupations, songs of strugg le recorded in peasant hands, descriptions 
of local characters exemplifying the various social groups of the region, in-
terview notes, studies of material culture, and anuc communiqués. But very 
quickly, he made sense of the vast and complex panorama that lay before him 
and began directing his attention to particular actors and specific historical 
moments at which peasants and workers organized to impede the spread of 
agrarian capitalism. These became the principal categories organizing his field 
notes. In a word, peasant activism was a major determinant of his classificatory 
scheme. As occurs in many activist archives (Meehan 2010: 38; Pell 2015: 48–49, 
51–56), his intellectual categories reflect the political activities in which he and 
his Fundación associates were involved over time.

Some of these historical markers are identified by the names of their peas-
ant protagonists, including key actors in anuc’s strugg le. The dossier titled 
“Juana Julia Guzmán” (cdrbr/m, 0852–0866) contains documentation relating 
to the political trajectory of the founder of the Sociedad de Obreros y Artesanos 
de Montería and the agrarian collective of Lomagrande that provided a model 
for the organization of anuc-occupied lands. Juana Julia’s story anchors the 
graphic history Lomagrande. In addition to a taped interview with her (one of the 
few that survives from the period), Fals filed away transcriptions of the anuc 
training courses at which she spoke; mimeographed biographies that circulated 
in political circles, authored by peasant and student activists; poems; and some 
of what he called her archivo de baúl, her personal papers, consisting of letters, 
fading photographs, armbands, medical identification cards, contracts, and 
receipts, which became tools for eliciting reminiscences at public assemblies 
(Fals Borda 1985: 58, 60–61). Another important dossier is “Moisés Banquett” 
(cdrbr/m, 1041–1058), named for a leader of the municipal chapter of anuc 
in Montería; it contains his handwritten memoirs, which Fals cites in Historia 
doble (Fals Borda 1986: 183B) but never published, perhaps because Banquett 
dropped out of sight in the 1980s and could not therefore give his permission 
for the publication. A third important archival category is “Bárbaro Ramírez” 
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(cdrbr/m, 0246–0247), which collects the experiences of the matrícula of an 
85-year-old campesino, recorded in 1972. These were all individuals that the 
Fundación worked with: not so much “informants,” they were allies or partici-
pants in workshops, so that the contents of their dossiers are not simply archi-
val sources but tools for engaging the Fundación’s political repertoire.

Similarly, place was an essential vehicle for conceptualizing the scope of 
the Fundación’s activism: not mere geographical location, but rather the sites 
of significant peasant mobilizations. For example, “Tinajones” (cdrbr/m, 
1912–1925) comprises several hundred pages of documentation relating to the 
strugg le of landless homesteaders at the mouth of the Sinú River to retain pub-
lic lands they had carved out of the mangroves in the first half of the twentieth 
century. Documents that fall under this category range from transcribed in-
terviews to official government reports and legal documents, field notebooks, 
and a series of time lines of events, all ultimately culminating in the graphic 
history Tinajones. “San Onofre-Chichimán-Rincón” (cdrbr/m, 1768–1787) rec
ords summaries of the story of Afrocolombian leader Felicita Campos as told 
by activists from San Onofre, Sucre, material that ultimately was condensed 
into the graphic history Felicita Campos.

The most urgent historical milestones were the land occupations led by 
anuc, in which Fals and the Fundación participated. Documentation of some 
of the first occupations in 1972 are classified by titles like “Hacienda La Antio-
queña (Baluarte Adamo)” (cdrbr/m, 0678–0708, 0719), “Hacienda La Floresta” 
(cdrbr/m, 0710–0715), and “Hacienda Mundo Nuevo” (cdrbr/m, 0271–0272). 
La Antioqueña and Mundo Nuevo were occupied in early March, just at the 
point Fals arrived in Córdoba, and he agreed to provide financial, legal, and 
educational assistance to anuc in support of direct action (Parra Escobar 
1983: 111–131). These dossiers mark the evolution of Fals Borda’s relationship to 
the anuc leadership. They contain handwritten reports of visits by munici-
pal leaders of the organization to the newly constituted baluartes, as well as 
baluarte statutes and regulations. The land occupations spawned other related 
dossiers. La Antioqueña was protected for a period by a legal document called 
an agencia oficiosa, a juridical formula through which individuals could assert 
control over, but not ownership of, an uncultivated property. Fals encouraged 
the occupiers of La Antioqueña to draw up such a writ, which helped them 
to stave off eviction and force the landowner to ultimately cede a large piece 
of property to them (Rudqvist 1986: 133–134). One of the dossiers in the Fals 
papers is called “Agencia Oficiosa” (cdrbr/m, 0196–0209) and includes corre-
spondence, denunciations, press clippings, anuc acts, and the agencia oficiosa 
document itself.
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The two organizations with which Fals Borda worked, the Fundación 
del Caribe (cdrbr/m, 0678–0708, 0719) and anuc (cdrbr/m, 1996–2185)—
the latter classified as “Users” [“Usuarios”], after the organization’s name, the 
National Association of Peasant Users—round out the categories, containing 
meeting notes and agendas, proposals, outlines of training seminars, newspa-
pers, and printed booklets, numbering in the hundreds of pages. These clas-
sifications are not ethnographic or historical per se, but pertain to spaces of 
ongoing political collaborations.

This is, then, an activist archive. It simultaneously serves as a record of 
peasant efforts at direct action and a source of evidence for the adult educa-
tion materials on the history of the peasant strugg le that the Fundación pro-
duced. It constitutes an itinerary of the Fundación’s interventions in anuc. 
Although it does contain field notes and interview transcripts, the archive 
does not resemble Fals’s Saucío collection. While the latter maps the social 
institutions of a peasant community, the Caribbean archive is anchored in a 
series of activist projects that were identified according to sites and nodes of 
political strugg le, producing materials, legal documents, and events destined 
for a nonacademic public.

La Rosca disbanded in 1975 and Fals Borda retooled himself as an action 
researcher disengaged from the anuc-Córdoba leadership. He developed a 
less intense relationship with civic activists in Bolívar, where he organized a 
study group intent on reconstructing local history to promote the creation of 
a new administrative department on the Caribbean coast, the Departamento 
del Río, encompassing the inland water lands of the Magdalena and San Jorge 
basins (Fals Borda 1979b: chap. 1A). His attention moved east to the vicinity of 
Mompox and back in time to the colonial period, when the hacienda system 
was just beginning to take root in the region. He reenvisioned the purpose of 
his research, now oriented to writing a book, Historia doble de la Costa, which 
would come out in four volumes from 1979 to 1986. His archive continued to be 
centered on individuals and places, following the scheme established in 1972–
1974, but now the individuals were historical figures—such as the nineteenth-
century mulatto politician Juan José Nieto, about whom he would write in the 
second volume of Historia doble (cdrbr/m, 0797–0836; Fals Borda 1981)—not 
the anuc activists with whom he had collaborated. The places were the loca-
tions of historical events—like Mompox (cdrbr/m, 1074–1249)—unconnected 
to strugg les in which he had participated.

As Fals moved into the Mompox Depression and the San Jorge River basin 
after 1975, he became consumed with myriad facets of Costeño rural life and 
thought. This is especially apparent in his notes archived under the rubric of 
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the place-name “Jegua” (cdrbr/m, 0749–1796), where we find a plethora of de-
tail on the periodic flooding of the wetlands, the flora and fauna of the region, 
and peasant strategies for turtle fishing [galapagueo], as well as accounts of early 
twentieth-century murders, descriptions of witchcraft, copies of poems, forms 
of popular religiosity, and archival documentation of nineteenth-century in-
digenous rebellions. The contents of these categories more closely resemble 
the field notes of an ethnographer or oral historian, insofar as they are exhaus-
tive, vivid, and far ranging, furnishing abundant evidence for an argument 
or anecdotes for a book. Nonetheless, they are catalogued according to the 
activist scheme that governed the organization of Fals’s papers during his col-
laboration with anuc from 1972 to 1974.

Inside an Archival Category

Fals Borda’s archival classification was organized around peasant protagonists 
on the Caribbean political stage and the spaces in which the social transfor-
mations they wrought unfolded. We might say, then, that the classificatory 
scheme of the archive both reflects and enabled the Fundación’s activist rep-
ertoire. Nonetheless, it is not sufficient to examine the broad contours of the 
archive. If we are to understand how Fals and his associates used these papers 
in practice, it is also necessary to inquire into how each of these categories 
functioned as an engine for steering research toward activism. Just as the 
organization of the archival categories evinces a radical reconceptualization 
of the Fundación’s research process, the contents of the files mark a profound 
change in Fals’s research practice: what kinds of documents are included, how 
they were compiled, who produced them, and who enjoyed access to them—in 
other words, what Steve Wright (2012), who worked with the archive of an Ital-
ian student organization from the 1960s, calls a “genre repertoire.”

Many of the dossiers in Fals’s corpus contain too many items for me to de-
scribe and analyze briefly, so I have chosen to look at one of the less-populated 
categories, “Evangelical Church” [“Iglesia Evangélica”]. This is a small collec-
tion containing an ethnographic report, correspondence, religious publica-
tions, and proposals for work with a Protestant youth group in the town of 
Cereté, just outside of Montería. Cereté not only boasted a large Protestant 
population but was home to important anuc leaders and the headquarters of 
the Marxist-Leninist Communist Party (pcml), the Maoist organization that 
exerted great influence in Córdoba.4 Cereté’s Protestant youth were eager to 
recruit Evangelicals to anuc’s cause (cdrbr/m, 0731–0743). Their project ul-
timately culminated in a pamphlet composed in comics format, titled ¡Escucha 
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cristiano! [Listen Up, Christian!], which juxtaposes biblical quotations to images 
of Costeño peasants (Sociedad de Jóvenes Cristianos 1973).5

The dossier is particularly interesting for several reasons. First, Evangelical 
and Pentecostal congregations placed uncompromising barriers in the way of 
leftist organizing throughout Colombia and across Latin America. The faith-
ful depended on the Bible for inspiration in their daily lives and exercised their 
religious doctrine as a means of deflecting the organizing efforts of politicized 
peasants, whom they deemed to be Godless. The task of convincing a group of 
hard-core opponents of anuc to support the peasant movement was certainly 
of political utility, but it also afforded what would be a valuable experiment 
in gauging the usefulness of action research, which it appears is what led the 
Fundación to Cereté.

Second, as I mentioned in the introduction, Fals Borda, as well as La Rosca 
members Gonzalo Castillo and Augusto Libreros, were all practicing Presby-
terians. They and their donors espoused strong ecumenical sentiments and 
were sympathetic to liberation theology, lending a moral tone to their activ-
ism but also spurring the conservative Colombian synod to condemn them as 
leftist extremists (cdrbr/m, 0733) who should never have been funded by the 
U.S. Presbyterian Church. Arguably, this group of Protestant researchers was 
among the very few who could successfully insert themselves into an Evangeli-
cal context (Poggi 2015), also making them uniquely qualified to denounce the 
various foreign missionary organizations operating in the countryside (ap 26: 
12–13; ap 34: 18–19; cdrbr/m, 1416).

Finally, the documents in the dossier constitute clear evidence of how au-
thority over research results was effectively ceded to the community by action 
researchers. The grassroots organization took the lead in determining the con-
tents of the materials that were produced and their subsequent distribution 
and use. Furthermore, the dossier is noteworthy insofar as there is little of Fals 
Borda himself in it: none of his handwritten notes or commentaries on the 
progress of the project, even though similar sorts of documentation abound 
in other folders. Fundación members other than Fals appear to have been the 
major players in this instance. This indicates how the new methodology was a 
team product and not the result of the efforts of a single individual.

While the Fundación’s collaboration with Evangelicals was in many ways 
a sideshow to their participation as activist researchers in anuc, it embod-
ied many of their core values and presents a good introduction to how they 
were put into practice. A perusal of the contents of “Evangelical Church” 
supplies evidence of how Fals’s papers were compiled and used in furthering 
the Fundación’s core mission. The documents in this dossier demonstrate a 
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radically different progression from what can be found in most scholarly field 
notes, which generally proceed from a hypothesis or a research question to a 
period of gathering material, accompanied sometimes by preliminary reflec-
tions, and, finally, to a descriptive or analytical publication. There are four-
teen documents in the “Evangelical Church” category, which begins with a 
1973 ethnographic study of a Pentecostal community in El Retiro de los Indios, 
near Cereté, by Fals’s wife, María Cristina Salazar (cdrbr/m, 0731); her paper 
is complemented by Fundación del Caribe commentaries on her research 
(cdrbr/m, 0738). Supplementing the research report is a series of news ar-
ticles and records of the activities of Evangelical missions and youth organ
izations (cdrbr/m, 0732, 0733–0735, 0740–0741, 0744) and documentation of 
the 1972 dispute between the Presbyterian Synod of Colombia and La Rosca de 
Investigación y Acción Social over funding of the latter by the U.S. Presbyte-
rian Church (cdrbr/m, 0733). Fals also inserted into the folder various articles 
and proposals concerning ecumenical integration in the Caribbean region 
(cdrbr/m, 0736–0737). Central to the dossier is a 7 June 1973 memorandum 
concerning the contents and use of the comics pamphlet ¡Escucha cristiano! 
(cdrbr/m, 0739) and a draft of its verbal contents (cdrbr/m, 0743). The file is 
clearly oriented toward the task of consciousness-raising among Protestants in 
Cereté, with the goal of working with them in spite of their recalcitrance and 
of recruiting them to anuc’s cause.

Experiments in Research

The project’s origins lie in María Cristina Salazar’s research into Protestant-
ism on the Caribbean coast. A trained sociologist (and a practicing Catholic) 
with a doctorate from the Catholic University of America who occasionally 
collaborated with her husband, Salazar began to inquire into Pentacostalism 
in 1956 in El Retiro de los Indios, but she did not undertake comprehensive 
field research until 1972, when she spent three months there at the request 
of anuc. The dossier includes Salazar’s 1973 report (cdrbr/m, 0731) but no 
field notes, suggesting that her research project was not conceived as being 
the central objective of the Fundación’s intervention but, instead, as one of 
several supporting documents (similar to the articles about Evangelical mis-
sions and Caribbean ecumenism). Composed in a conventional academic for-
mat in language accessible to nonacademic readers, Salazar describes a small 
congregation of Pentecostals affiliated with the Presbyterian Church, made up 
of landless laborers inhabiting a locality surrounded by latifundia dedicated 
to cotton cultivation that supplied only temporary employment. The lives of 
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congregation members, especially those of the women, were profoundly in-
fluenced by their religious practice. They frequently cited biblical verses to 
influence the personal behavior of family members and looked to Pentecostal-
ism to liberate them from vices like alcohol, which disrupted family life. These 
women viewed anuc’s land occupations as disobedience in the eyes of God.

Notwithstanding the seemingly finished quality of Salazar’s report, it was 
but a prelude to the Fundación’s participatory project, which was conceived as 
a kind of a revolutionary experiment, as were all of the Fundación’s activities. 
Fals wrote in retrospect that Fundación projects “involved conducting very 
preliminary experiments, or soundings, about how to connect historical-social 
understanding and its resulting studies to the practice of self-conscious (labor 
and/or political) local and national organizations within the context of the 
class strugg le in the country” (Fals Borda 1978: 13). In their manual, Fals and Li-
breros more explicitly characterize the Fundación’s research agenda, including 
the phase of returning accessible materials to the community, as a “scientific 
experience” (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 257v). It is in this sense that I 
want to interpret the Evangelical dossier: as an experiment whose every phase 
constitutes a political activity, moving toward a finale in which the efforts of 
the various actors coalesce into a result intended to inspire political action. In 
other words, the way the dossier was compiled reveals the repertoire it enabled.

Fals and his associates were deeply aware of the fact that Evangelicals vis-
cerally feared Marxism, “so that it is necessary to communicate with them 
in the manner in which they are familiar, to begin with, and from there steer 
them toward new ideological concepts and action” (cdrbr/m, 0739: fol. 4162; 
underlining in original). The first step in consciousness-raising was to be ac-
complished through the illustrated pamphlet ¡Escucha cristiano! (Sociedad de 
Jóvenes Cristianos 1973), whose text was authored by the Evangelical youth 
and subsequently illustrated by Ulianov Chalarka, the artist who drew the 
Fundación del Caribe’s four other graphic narratives. ¡Escucha cristiano! com-
bines biblical quotations with panels depicting the exploitation of the peas-
antry. The activists involved in the project envisioned “the pamphlet as a first 
experiment. . . . ​Other pamphlets should keep in mind the results, in order to 
modify the presentation and contents. Although it is not a Marxist pamphlet, 
it should be conceived as coming out of dialectical Marxism, as it points out 
and utilizes biblical contradictions between ideology and religious practice 
that demonstrate or lead to the class strugg le” (cdrbr/m, 0739: fol. 4162). 
This was a controlled exercise, its reference group carefully delimited. A joint 
agreement stipulated that the resulting publication would not be sponsored by 
anuc but by the Evangelical youth group and that it would be produced under 
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their supervision for their internal use (cdrbr/m, 0739: fol. 4163), although 
the dossier contains nothing concerning the publication’s use or afterlife.

The dossier contains a verbal script—a draft of the written contents of 
what would become the graphic narrative—prepared by the Sociedad de 
Jóvenes Cristianos and dated 14 May  1973 (cdrbr/m, 0743). A comparison 
of the script with the comic (Sociedad de Jóvenes Cristianos 1973) that came 
out several weeks later reveals that the verbal channel of the comic and the 
script are identical. This suggests to me that the youth group chose the bib-
lical quotations and began analyzing them before Chalarka made the draw-
ings. Exegetic exercises continued as the artist worked with the youth group 
to prepare the images that accompanied the biblical quotations. Each page of 
¡Escucha cristiano! features biblical quotations and their interpretation, the lat-
ter grounded in the needs and rights of an impoverished Caribbean peasantry. 
The verbal text is juxtaposed to Ulianov Chalarka’s illustrations depicting the 
exploitation of peasants by the elite and Costeño workers and peasants in direct 
union with Christ, God, and other celestial beings (figs. 2.1 and 2.2), indeed, 
a sort of an illustrated sermon (which is how the Centro de Documentación 
inaccurately catalogued it).

“Evangelical Church” documents the research process that gave rise to 
¡Escucha cristiano!—or the experiment, as the Fundación called it—illustrating 
how it unfolded across a range of media, featuring a distinct set of participants 
at each step of the process: first anuc and Salazar, then the Cereté youth 
group, and finally, Ulianov Chalarka. It presents an excellent example of how 
the external researchers ceded their authority to local knowledge bearers, eras-
ing the distinction between observer and observed in significant ways. Nota-
bly, the campesinos who participated in the project did not assume the role of 
the “observed” at any point during the process; they were never the object of 
study, given that Salazar’s research was conducted in a different church com-
munity that presumably exhibited many of the same values as did the families 
of the young people who wrote the script of ¡Escucha cristiano! In short, the 
documents contained in the dossier were generated by an array of social ac-
tors who were all fully integrated as researchers into the investigation. There 
is no single agent controlling the process, although the final word is left to the 
Evangelical youth.

If this were a set of field notes kept by a conventional ethnographer, the 
empirical evidence would have predated the drafting of a research report, with 
the latter as the culmination of the project (or, at the least, as advance notice 
of a more polished article). In contrast, “Evangelical Church” works in what 
at first glance appears to be the reverse order. It begins with a research report 
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Figure 2.1  Greedy rich men and miserable workers (¡Escucha cristiano! p. 5. Comic reprinted with 
permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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Figure 2.2  God and the angels gaze down on peasant and worker protest (¡Escucha cristiano! p. 11. 
Comic reprinted with permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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that furnishes the empirical context of the project and subsequently lays the 
ground rules of a participatory endeavor in the form of a written agreement. It 
uses a research methodology that departs radically from established academic 
forms of analysis, namely, by employing biblical exegesis instead of sociologi
cal, historical, or economic methods of inquiry; this is a method that was com-
monly used by Christian base communities inspired by liberation theology 
and by Marxism, but it clearly has more ancient origins. The extent to which 
the local community exerted epistemological control over the project was, 
perhaps, unusual, even for the Fundación del Caribe, whose other pamphlets 
did not diverge as radically from the conceptual models that characterized 
Marxist-inspired agrarian histories of the period. ¡Escucha cristiano! provides a 
useful introduction to the experimental nature of early action research and 
the multiple possibilities it opened. This is not research in any standard sense 
of the word, although it constituted research in the Fundación del Caribe’s 
new understanding of the investigative process.

The Archive and the Repertoire

A reading of Orlando Fals Borda’s archives “along the archival grain” reveals 
traces of the epistemological and political experiments to which the Fun-
dación del Caribe was committed. They opened new vistas for researchers 
around the world, but Fals never supplied a recipe for replicating his meth-
odology. This is evident in the organization of Fals’s papers. His classifications 
are local and historically specific. They furnish a road map for tracing the Fun-
dación’s activities but cannot serve as a guide for those who aspire to apply the 
same methodology in other venues. The localized and personalized nature of 
Fals’s classification reveals one of the central principles around which action 
research was conceived. Its starting point was located in the concrete reality 
in which researchers found themselves, not in a preordained set of questions 
and approaches. What Fals and his associates saw as transferable were their 
basic premises: research that privileged the knowledge and political needs of 
popular sectors, horizontal relationships between researcher and community, 
a ceding of intellectual authority to the popular organization, and the collec-
tive production of widely accessible materials. The archive embodies a reper-
toire that was inspirational but was never intended to be replicated verbatim.

Because activism is the motor behind Fals’s archive, leading him to orga
nize his papers so that they reproduce the trail of the Fundación’s activities, 
the archive only took me so far, requiring that I move beyond its holdings to 
think through the dynamics of peasant participation in the research process 
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and how the Fundación implemented its project of critical recovery. Likewise, 
the archive contains only brief mentions of how educational materials were 
disseminated in campesino communities. Participation must be inferred from 
Fals’s papers; it is not unmistakably evident in its pages: the repertoire must 
be imputed to the archive. I begin to pose this challenge in the next chap-
ter, which meditates on how Fals and the Fundación fostered participation, 
through an examination of the making of Ulianov Chalarka’s graphic histories.
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In volume 4 of Historia doble Orlando Fals Borda under-
scores the Fundación del Caribe’s four graphic histories 
as one of the collective’s major accomplishments (Fals 
Borda 1986), as do Fals’s collaborators (Negrete Barrera 
1983, 2008a; Parra Escobar 1983). Lomagrande, Tinajones, 
Felicita Campos, and El Boche are identified in these texts 
by their titles and the dates they were published, but vir-
tually nothing is said about how they were composed; 
they are described as research products, as part of the 
archive. Nonetheless, the four graphic narratives were 
critical spaces in which participation and horizontal-
ity were achieved, making them also part of the Fun-
dación’s repertoire. If we read between the lines (or the 
comics panels) of the four graphic histories, confronting 
their texts with the traces of action recovered from Fals 
Borda’s archive and the reminiscences of activists, they 
become fertile ground for comprehending what research 
might have meant to campesino narrators and their au-
diences, insofar as they demonstrate how the Fundación 
team engaged peasants as much more than informants.

This chapter examines the division of labor among 
campesinos and external researchers at various stages 
of the production of the graphic histories, examining 
in particular the initial encounters of narrators, anuc 
leaders, researchers, and artists, which resulted in a col-
lection of written and graphic notes that would be or
ganized by the Montería research team. From there, I 
look at how these materials were fashioned into comics 
panels and put together into a grid. My intention is to 

3

PARTICIPATION
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use the graphic histories as a point of entry to gain a deeper understanding 
of what participation meant in practice. I am aware that the Fundación del 
Caribe produced materials in a wide array of media for use by anuc, includ-
ing history texts (Fals Borda 1975, 1976) and semi-fictionalized chronicles 
(Sánchez Juliao 1975, 1999 [1974]), and that they organized and facilitated 
workshops in rural and urban settings (Centro Popular de Estudios 1972); 
I will examine these other venues in later chapters. Notwithstanding, the 
graphic histories open a singular window into participation, one that is 
worth exploring in depth. Fals’s archives contain source materials that help 
us to trace how research was channeled into user-friendly publications. Fur-
thermore, since the graphic histories were created by groups of people, the 
nature of their production process clarifies the roles played by the rank and 
file, anuc cadres, Fals Borda, and the other members of the Fundación. But 
before I do that, I want to introduce readers to Ulianov Chalarka, the artist 
who harnessed the language of comics to the Fundación’s activist research 
agenda.

Looking over Ulianov Chalarka’s Shoulder

I begin by meditating on a series of photographs taken by Fals Borda in the 
early 1970s in Montería and San Onofre, Sucre, during the preparation by 
members of the Fundación of one of their historical comic books. The first 
photo (fig. 3.1) is of a mustachioed man wearing a beret—somewhat of a Che 
Guevara look-alike—cigar in his mouth, seated at a table with a map of Colom-
bia in the background. He is beginning to apply ink to a drawing; onionskin 
sheets filled with sketches are strewn before him on the table. He is Ulianov 
Chalarka. That is his birth name, but he also went by the pseudonym “Iván 
Tejada” to protect him from the government repression that bit at the heels 
of anuc during the escalation of land conflicts in this period.1 Chalarka was 
born in Pereira, some 600 kms south of Montería, in the coffee-growing area 
of the central highlands, which Costeños call the “interior.” Chalarka migrated 
in his youth to the Caribbean city of Montería, where his family of itinerant 
artists settled and opened a studio in the working-class barrio of La Granja. 
La Granja was a planned neighborhood, founded in the 1960s by one of Mon-
tería’s mayors in response to the pressure of community leaders to erect their 
dwellings on the grounds of a by-then-abandoned experimental farm (a granja 
experimental), hence its name (Durango Padilla 2012: 79, 84; Puche Puche 1998: 
159–161). Many of the inhabitants of La Granja were campesinos uprooted by 
agrarian conflict, former sharecroppers and other rural workers expelled from 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



68

C
HA


P

TER



 3

the countryside during the transition to cattle raising, which required less 
labor input than the previous agricultural economy (Ocampo 2003, 2014).

Chalarka earned his living reproducing images of Christ, the saints, and 
historical figures. He learned his craft at home after being plucked out of high 
school to help support the growing household. As Orlando Chalarca, Ulianov’s 
brother, showed me on one of my visits to his studio, Ulianov’s commercial 
canvases were mass-produced through the use of stencils. The paintings were 
widely available in Montería. One of the most popular was of Galileo, but the 
Chalarca family studio also reproduced paintings of Christian figures, such as 
an image of Saint Jude I saw in the modest household of a Montería journalist. 
Numerous families hang these paintings in their living rooms, unaware of Cha-
larka’s collaboration with anuc; to wit, the Catholic Church commissioned 
from him portraits of their local hierarchy. Chalarka’s talent transcended the 
limited repertoire of the family business, however. I have located portraits of 
family members and neighbors, copies of classical paintings, and Montería 
landscapes gracing the walls of both elite and working-class households. There 
is a striking image of Christ on the cross, comforting a Colombian guerrilla. 
Probably the most well-known canvas Chalarka painted is of folk saint Do-
mingo Vidal Villadiego, a mid-nineteenth-century teacher from Chimá, Cór-
doba, who advised smallholders victimized by land-grabs (Durango Espitia 
n.d.: 22; Fals Borda 1986: 89–93) and who is the subject of a novel by Fals’s 

Figure 3.1  Ulianov Chalarka at work (cdrbr/m, cf, 1405. Photo reprinted with permission of 
the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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interlocutor Manuel Zapata Olivella (1974 [1964]); notwithstanding, it is one 
of Chalarka’s least remarkable canvases. I listened to countless recollections 
of Chalarka murals that have vanished over the years, painted on the walls of 
various public and private buildings; most remembered is a be-feathered in-
digenous cacique [hereditary lord] cradling a naked white woman hostage, his 
shield resting on the ground to his right, a dead dove spread-winged at his feet.

Chalarka enjoyed passing a few evening hours at a Montería bar called El 
Percal that was a hangout for poets and writers (Garcés González n.d.), where 
he made portraits of local characters (respondents always call them personajes), 
images that he either gifted or sold to the owner of his favorite watering hole 
(I have not been able to gain access to this collection). A deteriorating copy of 
one of his caricatures, titled Chicharrón con Pelos, is kept by Orlando Chalarca. 
Drawn in 1962, it depicts a large-headed, unshaven, barefoot man carrying a 
bottle of holy water and a sack, with a massive crucifix hanging from his neck. 
The Chicharrón’s given name was Benigno, and he was a mainstay at Montería 
wakes, a rezandero adept at reciting prayers for the dead, who had the habit of 
hurling religiously tinged insults at adolescent passersby (Díaz Arrieta 2010; 
Garcés González 1992). Chalarka was a talented caricaturist.2

According to his brother, Ulianov was an autodidact who was very well 
read, notwithstanding the limitations that geography and class placed on his 
access to books and reproductions. Despite never finishing high school, he was 
well informed about classical art. In Orlando’s studio, located in the back of 
what was once the family home, hangs a self-portrait in early modern costume 
in which Ulianov imagines himself in the clothing of Rembrandt. The lintels 
of his house and some of the walls feature reproductions by Ulianov of Aztec, 
Maya, and Muisca motifs (fig. 3.2), which are obscured by the fronts of a gro-
cery store and a restaurant currently renting the premises. There used to be an 
angel on the front roof, while on the corner of the gutters there was a gargoyle, 
which is why the house is still known by many as the “Esquina del Diablo,” 
the “Devil’s Corner.” Orlando showed me a news clipping with a photo of the 
house in its better years, featuring a hedge that hid its adornments from public 
view: a taxi driver whom I asked about the family confessed that when he was 
a child he had been caught peering between the bushes.

Ulianov Chalarka caught the eye of Orlando Fals Borda and his associates 
at the Fundación del Caribe in the early seventies. More precisely, he was dis-
covered by Franklin Sibaja, the Fundación member who enjoyed a broad range 
of contacts, both rural and urban, and who was skilled at locating interview 
subjects and collaborators. The team had been on the lookout for an artist 
who could assist in producing illustrated pamphlets, which they hoped would 
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Figure 3.2  La Esquina del Diablo, Barrio La Granja, Montería (photo by author)
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be accessible to a largely illiterate readership. At first, a Montería art professor 
named Álvaro Mendoza was tapped. He provided a script—a mock-up of the 
illustrations and texts of the panels of a comic—depicting the occupation of 
the Baluarte Rojo of Lomagrande (cdrbr/m, 0680, 0681). The script is rather 
flat, to my mind, and presumably to Fals’s and his associates’ as well, because, 
ultimately, they recruited Chalarka to their team instead of Mendoza. Cha-
larka produced four graphic histories between 1972 and 1974, each ranging 
from fourteen to eighteen pages in length. They were published in collabora-
tion with various agrarian organizations, some of them affiliated with anuc. 
Printed on low-grade paper, with pages measuring approximately 20 by 25 cms, 
each of the pamphlets took approximately six months to prepare from the pre-
liminary research to its publication.3

When I initially looked at Chalarka’s comics, they seemed to be a fait ac-
compli, a polished work that at first glance resisted my analysis of its condi-
tions of production. There was only minimal documentation among Fals’s 
papers on how the Fundación put the graphic histories together: some time 
lines summarizing the contents of interviews and archival sources, Mendoza’s 
failed script, and a mock-up of the last few pages of Felicita Campos. It was only 
when I began to ask Víctor Negrete and others for details on the process (using 
my growing review of the literature on comics as a basis for asking specific 
questions), when I learned to look at Fals’s photos for the evidence they con-
tained instead of as illustrations, and when I engaged comics artists who could 
help me to analyze the images that I discovered I could make good use of a 
combination of my visual and verbal sources. In this chapter, I begin this pro
cess, framing the graphic histories as an ethnographic scenario through which 
I decipher the participatory conditions of their production. I read my evidence 
as an ethnographic observer, constructing a thick description of the setting, 
the people who populated it, and the procedures they used to prepare the text.

The Making of Felicita Campos

The initial photograph of Ulianov Chalarka at work (fig. 3.1) depicts the artist 
plying his craft in solitude. In fact, in this photo he is putting the finishing 
touches on materials whose process of authorship was profoundly participa-
tory. His historical comic books originated in a series of collaborations by a 
range of activists with dissimilar talents and life experiences, who engaged one 
another in a chain of conversations. anuc activists set the research agenda, 
sending Fundación researchers and Fals Borda to comb local archives and 
to participate in community meetings at which they interviewed elderly 
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campesinos who had been active in the 1920s to 1960s. Chalarka took visual 
notes at these events and shared his sketches with his rural audience, receiving 
constructive criticisms from them, as well as new information to supplement 
the drawings. A Fundación del Caribe/anuc committee laid out the graphic 
history, using Chalarka’s illustrations as a starting point and adding speech 
balloons and captions.4 After anuc approved the final version it was taken 
to assemblies and workshops, where it was read and discussed by campesino 
audiences, sometimes with the participation of the narrators depicted in its 
pages. The work of dissemination expanded the knowledge base of the graphic 
histories by incorporating the personal experiences of the readers, in addition 
to informing peasants about their forebears.

How this process functioned on the ground is depicted in another series of 
photographs. Ulianov Chalarka, with his characteristic beret, is seated in front 
of a thatched hut, a group of children peering over his shoulder as he sketches 
a portrait of an elderly Afrocolombian man dressed in a striped shirt, clutching 
a machete. The man sits wearily on a chair placed in front of a white Toyota 
jeep (fig. 3.3); the jeep belonged to Fals Borda, who, I surmise, was the photogra-
pher. The sitter is identified on the back of the photograph as “El Mello” [“The 
Twin”], a nickname for Ignacio Silgado, a community activist from Aguas Ne-
gras, a hamlet in the municipality of San Onofre, Sucre, which in the colonial 
period was a palenque, a community of refuge for escaped slaves. Silgado shared 
his personal reminiscences with the Fundación researchers (cdrbr/m, 1770) 
and would eventually be given a prominent role in the history project as the 
narrator of Felicita Campos (fig.  3.4). Each of the graphic histories features a 
semi-fictional narrator, a persona based on a leader who was well-known in 
the locality. I identify the narrators as “semi-fictional” because they combine 
the testimonies of multiple storytellers interviewed by researchers from the 
Fundación del Caribe. In this case, the interview with Silgado was augmented 
by a series of other conversations with narrators from neighboring hamlets 
(cdrbr/m, 1784, 1785, 1786). Néstor Herrera, a young urban activist affiliated 
with the Fundación, led the research team that collected information for the 
comic among the peasants of San Onofre. He fondly remembers Silgado as 
enormously hospitable and an inspiring community organizer.5

El Mello’s reputation as a local leader made him an excellent spokesper-
son to share the story of early twentieth-century community organizer Fe-
licita Campos, a woman who braved assaults by armed authorities and took 
her case in defense of community lands all the way to Bogotá (Chalarka 1985: 
65–78). Herrera did not tape his testimony; he summarized it in five typescript 
pages. As in so many other parts of the coast, the campesinos had settled the 
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public lands of Aguas Negras in the late nineteenth century, cultivating rice, 
manioc, and plantains; colonization was described by Herrera as a process of 
“civilizing” the land. Although Silgado was very young during the years when 
Campos mobilized the community, he remembered myriad details about the 
families that settled there, the fights that erupted among them, skirmishes 
with the police, the price of plantains, and how some homesteaders lost their 
plots during the War of the Thousand Days, the last of the civil wars that be-
leaguered postindependence Colombia (cdrbr/m, 1770, fol. 9701). In 1928, Ra-
fael Enrique Prieto arrived from Cartagena, at the time the provincial capital, 
some 73 kms to the north, claiming that the lands had been assigned to him. 
One of his acts was to require widow Felicita Campos to mark her cattle with 
his brand, provoking a conflict that unfolded over the early 1930s, bringing 
police into Aguas Negras and neighboring hamlets, where they demolished 
and set fire to campesino huts.

These acts propelled Campos to travel by foot the more than 500 kms to 
the national capital of Bogotá, from whence she returned three months later, 
only to discover that the police had burned down the hamlet. Ten times she 
traveled to Cartagena in defense of her lands, while neighboring landlords 

Figure 3.3  Ulianov Chalarka sketching a portrait of “El Mello,” Aguas Negras, San Onofre, 1973 
(cdrbr/m, cf, 1945. Photo reprinted with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional 
“Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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Figure 3.4  “El Mello” as narrator of Felicita Campos (Chalarka 1985: 67. Photo reprinted with per-
mission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, 
Montería)
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brought in indigenous scab labor from San Andrés de Sotavento and seized 
peasant lands and cattle; eventually, the Zenúes from San Andrés refused to 
collaborate further with Prieto, who in the end, mysteriously contracted a 
ghastly illness that culminated in dementia and death. Felicita Campos was 
never to obtain title, Aguas Negras lands remaining in the public domain. 
(cdrbr/m, 1770, fols. 9702–9704). anuc arrived in Aguas Negras in 1970, in 
the person of Florentino Montero, commencing a year of hacienda occupa-
tions that ended when the agrarian reform agency bought the lands for the 
peasants (cdrbr/m, 1770, fol. 9705). Ulianov Chalarka condensed El Mello’s 
narrative into fourteen pages of comics panels. This was his last graphic his-
tory, and its illustrations are more complex and detail laden than his earlier 
attempts at graphic narrative, which I will describe in coming chapters.

The presence of El Mello, a respected knowledge bearer, in the pages of 
Felicita Campos reminded campesino readers that the protagonists of earlier 
strugg les still resided in their midst. A comparison of figures 3.3 and 3.4 under-
scores Ulianov Chalarka’s ability to capture Ignacio Silgado’s personality. As 
they experienced the immediacy of these images, populated by the identifiable 
visages of their neighbors, campesinos began to see themselves as historical 
protagonists, “project[ing] themselves into the [experience of the] people about 
whom they’re reading,” in the words of comics artist Nate Powell, coauthor 
of March, an award-winning graphic history of the civil rights strugg le in the 
United States (Eil 2016; cf. Lewis, Aydin, and Powell 2013–2016). Matilde 
Eljach, a university student who accompanied Fals for a time in Córdoba, told 
me that the campesinos “were moved when they saw their portraits of history 
in the pictures.”6

In another photo in Fals’s archive, we are ushered into a working meet-
ing of the collective that produced Felicita Campos (fig. 3.5). Chalarka—seated 
at a table and dressed in a soccer jersey, with his ubiquitous beret perched on 
his head—takes visual notes while at his right a local activist, the grandson 
of Felicita Campos, raises his hand to accentuate a point. The two men who 
frame the composition listen passively, while two others at the center rear, 
both wearing the characteristic woven hats [sombreros vueltiaos] of the Carib
bean coast, are engaged in a private conversation. These two are anuc leader 
Florentino Montero (in the button-down shirt), the activist who set in motion 
the land occupations in San Onofre in 1970, and Fundación del Caribe mem-
ber Néstor Herrera (in the pullover). Montero was a campesino activist, one of 
the peasants, like Juana Julia Guzmán and Alfonso Salgado, whom my inter-
locutors identified as a close Fundación collaborator. In this photo, we observe 
firsthand what constituted research for this team: a group of agrarian leaders 
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and schooled collaborators directing a conversation with knowledge bearers, 
their aim to transmit to potential community activists the inspiring history 
of strugg le of their forebears, conveyed in a visual language that they could 
comprehend and that would become food for thought. There is no single au-
thoritative voice in this dialogue, but instead, we see a merging of academic 
and people’s knowledge, with the objective of crystallizing campesino points 
of view in the framework of a user-friendly vehicle for stimulating further po
litical action.

The Language of Chalarka’s Comics

Latin American graphic narratives have always been connected to the North 
American comics industry that historically supplied magazines and comic 
strips to Spanish-speaking readerships (Campbell 2009; Guerra 2010; Merino 
2003; Vázquez 2010). Notwithstanding the flowering across the continent by 
the end of the 1960s of alternative comics generated by community organ
izations (Acevedo 1981), educational graphic narratives by state agencies and 
development organizations (Flora 1984; Parlato et al. 1980), and independent 
Latin American graphic narratives like El Eternauta in Argentina (Oesterheld 

Figure 3.5  Study group for Felicita Campos, 1973 (cdrbr/m, cf, 1946. Photo reprinted with per-
mission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, 
Montería)
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and Solano López 2013 [1957–1959]), noncommercial comics rarely reached the 
Colombian provinces. Ulianov Chalarka was more familiar with translations 
of the North American comic strips Woody Woodpecker [El Pájaro Loco], Little 
Lulu [La Pequeña Lulú], Donald Duck [El Pato Donald], Tarzan, The Lone Ranger 
[El Llanero Solitario], and Batman, as well as the Mexican superhero Kalimán 
(Hinds 1977), which were easily accessible in Spanish at newsstands in Mon-
tería or in businesses that rented out comic books (colloquially known as 
paquitos) by the hour.7

Chalarka’s comics follow the typical conventions of the genre (Acevedo 
1981; McCloud 1993): a story organized in panels laid out on a page organized 
in a grid, each panel separated from the others by a gutter, the empty space or 
line between panels. Panels are frequently captioned by an external narrative 
that is visually distinguished from the contents of the panels by its positioning 
along the frame, sometimes encased in a box. They also feature speech bal-
loons containing the words or thoughts of the characters. Comics as a genre 
requires a sequential reading of the panels, compelling readers to follow a series 
of images through which the action develops.

Unlike many of the comics with which readers may be familiar, which are 
sequential in the sense that single episodes are chronicled over a series of pan-
els, the Fundación del Caribe graphic histories are only sequential insofar as 
their panels march from year to year, with explanatory captions marked by 
date. In other words, Chalarka’s rendering of each panel represents an event, 
inserted into a chronological series. There are hints at more complex sequen-
tiality in the last two of the four comics, something I will come back to in 
chapter 5 with reference to El Boche. The late introduction of a fine-grained 
sequentiality suggests that the two years of comics production constituted a 
learning process for Chalarka. The strategy of confining historical events to 
single panels probably coincided with campesinos’ lack of experience with the 
medium. I would guess that their reading consisted of digesting a single panel 
at a time, instead of their eyes moving over a sequence, something Mauricio 
Archila told me occurred when peasants near Bogotá perused comics created 
by cinep (coprorco n.d.), which were inspired by the Fundación’s graphic 
histories.

Chalarka’s four graphic histories contain two or three panels on each 
page, identified by dated captions. Their stories generally begin in the pre-
Columbian period depicting a primordial aboriginal autonomy that was sub-
sequently violated by the Spanish invasion. Images of the nineteenth-century 
voyages of discovery by foreign investors in search of raw materials and the 
rise of cattle raising comprise the next chapter of these booklets. Panels 
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illustrate the introduction of the matrícula in the early twentieth century and 
socialist organizing against debt-peonage. They lend a visual embodiment to 
campesino experiences of La Violencia, the mid-twentieth-century interparty 
conflict that unleashed an assault by the elites on the peasantry and, on the 
Caribbean coast, contributed to the dissolution of the agrarian collectives that 
had sprung up in previous decades. They always end with depictions of anuc’s 
demands and its victories, showing activists in peasant garb shouting slogans 
and carrying protest signs. That is to say, they conclude in the present of their 
readership, who would carry history into the future, in a utopian trajectory 
culminating in anuc.

Chalarka’s panels contain a wealth of sub-narratives (Spiegelman 2011: 
168). His unpretentious drawings produce an ethnographic “sense of time and 
place through ‘incidentals’ ” (Brown 1988: 99): the crops that typified rural 
existence—plantains and rice, for instance—the barbed-wire fences hacienda 
owners erected to demarcate the lands they had usurped from smallholders, 
the humiliating punishment of the stocks, everyday tasks of fishing or lumber-
ing, mobilizations bristling with protest signs. Their details are repetitive, in-
tended to bring to mind how monotonous and wretched were the living condi-
tions of the mid-twentieth-century peasantry (Sacco 2002: 13). Haciendas are 
always clearly identified by their names on signs hung from trees or on walls.

The reader of any comics text is an active participant in the task of mak-
ing sense of the narrative. She must reconstruct in her imagination a world 
represented in the panels by a small constellation of icons and phrases. De-
ciphering this world involves not only the careful processing of each panel 
but also an appreciation of the comics grid that orders each page (Groensteen 
2007: chap. 1). This is true for any comics reader, although only to some de-
gree for campesinos, many of whom depended on others to convey the verbal 
content to them. I want to go beyond this commonplace, however, to examine 
in depth how these texts were created and how they functioned as a vehicle 
for participation, with the objective of discovering how Fals Borda’s notion 
of imputation—the harnessing of the imagination to the analysis of historical 
referents—functioned as a political strategy.

Taking Graphic Notes

Generally, the author of a comic is the person who writes the script—the visual 
and verbal plotting of the organization of panels on the page (Bredehoft 2011: 
98; Pekar and Crumb 1996; Sacco 2002: 36; Sacco and Chute 2011). The script, 
which may be very abstract, usually precedes the drawings. This is explained 
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by Art Spiegelman, author of one of the most influential English-language 
graphic novels, Maus (Spiegelman 1973, 1986). Maus narrates in comics form the 
(bio)graphical story of Spiegelman’s father during the Holocaust. His father’s 
narrative is framed by drawings depicting the interview sessions in which Spie-
gelman collected his father’s testimony decades later. Spiegelman recalls that he 
transcribed the taped interviews into a notebook and then looked “for a logi-
cal narrative unit of information to form a drawn page out of key scenes.” He 
composed and rewrote the text on a transparent grid to test out various page 
schemes. Finally, he drew a series of studies for each panel, outlining the final 
draft set on a light table and applying ink to the image (Spiegelman 2011: 172–174).

At first, I assumed that the Fundación del Caribe followed a similar model. 
I found time lines in the archive that roughly reproduce the scenes narrated 
in some of the graphic histories (cdrbr/m, 1916, 1917); Víctor Negrete told me 
these documents, culled from research materials, guided the crafting of the 
comics panels.8 Matilde Eljach recalls how Juana Julia Guzmán’s memories 
were collected:

We programmed two or three meetings with the peasants, depending on 
the immediate conditions, because at times security concerns impeded 
our meetings, or it was raining heavily. And the meetings were in groups 
with the people. We sat in circles. They gave us their stories, we all care-
fully took notes, and at the end of the afternoon the working group met to 
confront the notes and try to make a first draft of the narrative. . . . Then 
we compared what one person wrote, and what another wrote. And then, 
Orlando decided on the final version.9

I infer that the drafts to which Eljach refers are not scripts for the graphic 
histories but time lines synthesizing events based on information gathered 
through interviews and archival research. Eljach calls this work an exercise in 
translation:

The people spoke and we copied, reread, put together the narrative. So 
the narratives were voluminous, extremely long. And to put together this 
story, to synthesize it in graphic form, took a tremendous effort, because 
it could extend for pages and pages, and we had to make the pamphlets 
like a film-script. That’s what we had to do: we had to help in the task of 
synthesizing it all into a sentence, in simple language, without distorting 
it, without mutilating the idea.10

As Negrete revealed to me, the Fundación’s production process was distinct 
from that of other comics, because there were no scripts prepared ahead of 
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the drawings.11 His reminiscences helped me to visualize in what follows how 
Chalarka’s act of imputation and that of the campesinos were combined in 
practice.

The first step was to determine which events and historical processes 
would be incorporated into the graphic histories. This took place in discus-
sions between anuc leaders and the Fundación del Caribe. The research group 
then collected documentary and bibliographic materials from archives, librar-
ies, and personal collections, accompanied by the taping and transcription of 
eyewitness testimony in selected communities. It is worth citing Negrete’s 
recollection of how Chalarka accompanied the researchers to assemblies and 
meetings, where he took visual notes as he listened to the protagonists:

The artist accompanied us to the villages and to the meetings we held 
with organizations and communities. He generally took notes by making 
drawings and written reminders. He paid a great deal attention to peoples’ 
physiognomy, the expressions they used, the details of the surroundings, 
that is, houses with visible objects, construction materials, animals, plants, 
that is to say, soil, rivers, everything that would give him a complete pic-
ture of the moment in which he found himself. (Rappaport and Negrete 
2015: 37)12

Then, Chalarka would meet with members of the community to prepare a 
first draft of his drawings, which may be what we see in the photo of the 
Felicita Campos working group. As Negrete recounts: “At the end of the meet-
ing he would get out the onionskin paper and begin to draw in the presence of 
the participants. The people would draw near him and he would show them 
what he had done. He would ask them for their evaluations and suggestions. 
The people would ask, correct, augment, reduce, laugh, clarify, argue” (Rap-
paport and Negrete 2015: 37). Chalarka took advantage of the surroundings in 
which he found himself and his campesino interlocutors to construct an image 
of a Cordobés past-in-the-present: “When Ulianov went to places, he would 
begin to draw and he was surrounded by peasants, and he had some models—
faces, physiognomy, clothing. And then the jokes would begin: ‘Look, paint 
this man’s nose like this, his mouth like this.’ And they’d say, ‘Why don’t you 
put in that parakeet that’s there, that thing that’s there?’ They helped flesh 
these things out.”13 Needless to say, Chalarka also enjoyed access to historical 
materials collected by the Fundación del Caribe researchers—photos, maps, 
and other items—permitting him to produce historically plausible drawings.

Chalarka took the lead in determining the visual contents of the comics 
based on his preliminary sketches, but they emerged in dialogue with the 
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peasants. His visual notes were subsequently transformed as they were laid on 
the table for evaluation by the Fundación team, which ultimately decided what 
would go into the panels. After the collective had transformed the sketches 
into finished panels, they added captions and speech balloons. The contents 
of the panels were debated, as Negrete remembers, “word by word, gesture by 
gesture, drawing by drawing”; unfortunately, I could not get Negrete to dredge 
up the details from his memory.14 Negotiation of the visual components of the 
panels and the addition of the verbal channel was a painstaking enterprise:

On the basis of this draft made by [Chalarka] and by those who partici-
pated in the meeting, there were more meetings with those responsible for 
research. One by one, we would review the initial drawings or illustrations, 
seeking maximal expression and representativity, we would eliminate, 
change, and add new ones. We began to write the texts, short sentences 
really, easy to understand, precise, which could explain the messages with 
clarity. So, at meetings with us [Chalarka] went on elaborating the text, 
the drawing, a little more, and we began to add short sentences. In ad-
dition to the participation of the artist and the people, this other draft 
included our participation, through which we partially modified the draw-
ings and added the context and the texts. (Rappaport and Negrete 2015: 37)

While Negrete does not remember the particular issues that provoked 
discussion among the team that laid out the graphic histories, Fals’s archive 
provides a clue to at least one of the points at which negotiations over the 
comics’ contents took place. I found a partial script of Felicita Campos that ap-
pears to have been reviewed, or perhaps written, by the Fundación (cdrbr/m, 
1787, fols. 9710–9711), detailing action taking place in 1970. Ignacio, Felicita’s 
son, is pictured in a land occupation that eventually led to the founding of a 
local chapter of anuc in San Onofre. An organizing meeting is depicted in 
both the script and the final version of the comic, with a man pictured leading 
the discussion; he is not identified in the published booklet (Chalarka 1985: 
77). The script—which contains no drawings, only notes about where images 
are to be inserted—reads, “Florentino presiding over the meeting—his face, 
but don’t put his name” (cdrbr/m, 1787, fol. 9710, underlining in original). The 
scriptwriter is referring to Florentino Montero, who would lead the research 
team at Aguas Negras and who instigated the introduction of anuc in the 
locality. The fact that the script underscores the need to hide Montero’s name 
suggests to me that this was one of the points of discussion, perhaps even of 
disagreement, among the group that mapped out the graphic narrative. Note 
that the decision to obscure his identity was a political one, as many of the 
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issues discussed at these meetings undoubtedly were. I would assume that the 
process of compiling was uneven and involved some degree of disagreement.15

Negrete speaks of the act of composing the verbal text of the graphic nar-
ratives “as though he were writing with” the campesinos. Peasant narrators in-
spired the writing process, which took place after the oral narratives were col-
lected, but incorporated direct quotations from campesino stories in speech 
balloons. As he explains in a 1980 pamphlet coauthored with José Galeano for 
the community of El Cerrito, they strove to capture the style of peasant nar-
ration, replicating the tone of the conversations they had with narrators: “the 
work . . . ​is written to be read aloud; its writing style is similar to that of the 
peasants who were interviewed; its language is simple, characteristic [of the re-
gion], and a bit literary; the chapters are brief and with sufficient illustrations” 
(cdrbr/m, 0576, fol. 2764). This local history employs photographs instead of 
comics panels, since it was produced after Ulianov Chalarka’s death.

The working group for Lomagrande, Tinajones, and El Boche was led by 
Ulianov Chalarka, Víctor Negrete, Orlando Fals Borda, and Franklin Sibaja 
(as mentioned in note 10, Felicita Campos may have been outsourced). Drafts 
of the final texts were subsequently vetted by anuc: “We once again took 
this second draft to meetings with activists, the leadership, and the rank and 
file. Here, together with them, we made the necessary changes after receiving 
clarifications and analysis. Once we were in agreement, the artist would give 
it his final touch and it would go to print” (Rappaport and Negrete 2015: 37).

Background research was essential inasmuch as it supplied documentary 
evidence backing up the oral narratives, indispensable given the unstable po
litical moment and the probability that the veracity of the graphic histories 
would be contested by the local elite. Notwithstanding the centrality of nar-
ratives of twentieth-century campesino experience to these comics, they also 
depicted events from earlier historical periods with which the storytellers 
were unfamiliar and thus had to be collected from other source material. Even 
more important than substantiating oral testimony, the collection of historical 
sources placed the Fundación researchers on a horizontal plane with campesi-
nos. Both they and anuc members had information to share with one another. 
The Fundación’s bibliographic research entered into a reciprocal relationship 
with peasant testimonials, complementing peasant knowledge. The comics 
were, consequently, the result of a dialogue, not the traditional research meth-
odologies that privilege the academic voice, but instead an interpenetration of 
numerous voices, something like the testimonial literature that was beginning 
to be produced at the time across Latin America (although, like in testimonial 
literature, this dialogue is erased from the final product).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



83

P
a

r
t

ic
ip

a
t

io
n

It is difficult, nonetheless, to reconstruct the dynamics of the meetings at 
which eyewitnesses narrated their experiences, which were taped by Fals Borda 
or recorded in notebooks by Fundación researchers and captured as sketches 
by Chalarka. While participants recollect these meetings as having been hori-
zontal dialogues, there is only limited historical evidence to demonstrate the 
interpenetration of numerous voices. Transcripts of the interviews used in 
Lomagrande, El Boche, and Tinajones do not appear to deviate from standard 
interview procedure: they record questions and answers, as though a single in-
terviewer and a single narrator engaged in a formal conversation. In fact, when 
I read the transcript of Fals Borda’s 17–18 April 1972 interview with Juana Julia 
Guzmán, I concluded that it was a particularly stilted encounter, since Juana 
Julia appears to provide only cursory responses to Fals’s questions (cdrbr/m, 
0864). At first glance, a subsequent 23 May 1972 interview (cdrbr/m, 0866) 
was a more successful attempt at eliciting her life history, with the narrator re-
sponding to the interviewer with more detailed stories. I would later discover 
that I had misconstrued entirely the context of the first interview.

Few of Fals’s reel-to-reel tapes dating from the early 1970s survive, but for-
tunately, I had access to his 18 April conversation with Juana Julia (cdrbr/m, 
cg, c/ofb/gm 11). I learned from listening to the recording that this was not 
a standard interview. Numerous men and women interceded in the discus-
sion, in a conversation that took place over the space of a day, moving from 
the hamlet of San Isidro to Lomagrande itself, adding interlocutors at various 
locations. As Fals recounted to Ernesto Parra, “I remember at least some ten 
elderly men and women who had belonged to the era of Vicente Adamo. Of 
course, they were there waiting their turn for the recording, so things had got-
ten more interesting” (Parra Escobar 1983: 139).

Admittedly, some of the speech in these recordings is very difficult to 
comprehend, given the heavy regional accents of the respondents—even for 
a Costeño transcriber familiar with the staccato intonation, the dropping of 
s’s, and the local idioms of campesinos—so that entire exchanges are left out 
of the transcript. More important, the diverse participants in the conversa-
tion are not identified by the transcriber, who lays out the interview as though 
Fals Borda were speaking only to Juana Julia. When I listened to the tape I 
was startled to discover that the brief sentences were not all uttered by Juana 
Julia. Other voices constantly broke in to add details, correct some of her 
errors, or answer questions when her memory failed her. In other words, this 
was a lively conversation among Costeño peasants, not an interview directed at 
them, a dialogue in which Fals only intervened occasionally. The tape gave me a 
deeper appreciation of how eyewitnesses and Fundación researchers interacted: 
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in a spirited dialogue among equals, a process of campesinos collectively mak-
ing sense of their own history. I returned to other transcripts, such as an ex-
change between Víctor Negrete and Bárbaro Ramírez that furnishes key his-
torical detail for Lomagrande and El Boche (cdrbr/m, 0247), where I also came 
to recognize the participatory character of what I had thought was a standard 
interview. I could now see why Negrete calls them “conversations” (Negrete 
Barrera 1983: 14).

These encounters constituted privileged moments at which campesinos 
engaged in communal reflection. This part of the process of “systematic de-
volution” occurred at many moments during the research process, not only at 
the moment of delivering a final product. It

consisted of an effort to refresh the memory and remembrances of the 
people, principally the most elderly. For them, the devolution of a re-
constructed past allowed for reminiscences and for bringing up to date 
what they partially or completely knew and/or what they themselves lived 
and did in the days of their youth, or what they were able to hear from 
their parents and grandparents. For the youngest, this information would 
allow them to learn something new, about which they had no idea or had 
only vaguely heard their elders comment. This procedure permits a re-
encounter of the most recent generations of the exploited classes with 
their own history. (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 248v)

These were occasions for a critical analysis from below and for intergenera-
tional dialogue. The collective nature of this process is obscured in Fals’s field 
notes and, notably, in the comics format. Discovering it requires excavation.

Designing Comics Panels

My conversations with Víctor Negrete gave me an idea of how the narra-
tives inspired the artist to make his initial sketches, but I still needed to learn 
more about how the sketches were transformed into panels. I decided to seek 
out new interlocutors in hopes that they would see in the panels all of the 
things I hadn’t noticed. In early July 2016, I convoked a meeting with comics 
scriptwriter Pablo Guerra and artists Camilo Aguirre and Henry Díaz, coau-
thors along with geographer Diana Ojeda, of Caminos condenados [Dead Ends] 
(Ojeda et al. 2016), a graphic novel based on scholarly research by a team of 
geographers (Ojeda et al. 2015) evaluating the consequences of the complicity 
of paramilitary agents and agribusiness in Montes de María, a vast region lo-
cated on the northeastern coastal plain of Colombia. (San Onofre, the setting 
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of Felicita Campos, is one of the many municipalities comprising Montes de 
María.) Many of its inhabitants—people who might have listened in as children 
at the meetings that gave rise to the 1974 graphic history—were driven from 
their homes by armed agents or deprived of access to land and water by palm 
oil plantations and have since dispersed to Sincelejo and as far afield as Venezu-
ela.16 Allied with the paramilitary, narco-traffickers gave the finishing touches 
to the decomposition of the region’s social fabric (Becerra Becerra and Rincón 
García 2017b: 31–38). Caminos condenados captures the essence of Ojeda’s schol-
arly research without repeating its contents verbatim. I hoped that its authors 
could bring to a reading of the Fundación’s graphic histories that same sense of 
how history can be narrated in a unique way through comics.

Over four hours we slowly contemplated the panels of El Boche, Felicita 
Campos, and Tinajones, which we projected onto the wall of a conference room 
at the Universidad Javeriana. Pablo, Camilo, and Henry clarified some of the 
artistic influences governing Chalarka’s depictions: they repeatedly noted 
where Chalarka was inspired by The Lone Ranger, Tarzan, and The Phantom, 
as well as pointing out those panels inspired by popular caricatures, such as 
the ubiquitous image of a heavyset and prosperous shop owner who declaims, 
“Yo no fío” [“I don’t sell on credit”], a print one encounters occasionally in 
neighborhood bodegas. They commented on Chalarka’s attention to the vaga-
ries of costume: how he carefully rendered images of policemen and soldiers 
from different moments in history in appropriate period uniforms. They also 
helped me to analyze how Chalarka grew as a comics artist over the two years 
he worked on the graphic histories by walking me through his incremental ap-
propriation of comics language—sequentiality, split panels, English-language 
onomatopoetic inserts (like bang), and other techniques. They pointed out his 
increasing ability to draw complex and coherent compositions that became 
progressively less panoramic and more convincingly displayed characters in-
teracting with one another.

I am especially interested in their close readings of how the graphic his-
tories were put together. They were able to identify which parts of Chalarka’s 
images were drawn first and which were added later, thereby revealing how 
his preliminary sketches were combined into panels. They concentrated on 
a series of pages from Tinajones, depicting hacienda owner José Santos Cabre-
ra’s early encounters with the homesteaders of the littoral marshes and the 
repressive actions he took against them. When I juxtaposed my interlocutors’ 
analyses to source materials from Fals’s archive, I discovered I could identify 
the particular scenarios that provoked Chalarka to put pen to paper. Then, 
with my interlocutors’ help, I uncovered the rationale behind combining 
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these sketches into panels. I could only accomplish this through imputation, 
because Chalarka’s visual notes no longer exist.

Tinajones tells the story of the 1961 confrontation of the campesinos of San 
Bernardo del Viento with José Santos Cabrera, a mulatto politician and owner 
of the hacienda of Río Ciego, located near the mouth of the Sinú River (Cha-
larka 1985: 40). The peasant smallholdings described in the comic were public 
lands, mostly mangrove swamps that landless settlers began to transform in 
the 1920s, constructing a human-made waterscape of canals feeding strips of 
arable land on which they cultivated rice, much like the pre-Columbian raised 
fields of the nearby San Jorge basin (Plazas and Falchetti 1981) or the chinampas 
of central Mexico. Beginning in the late 1920s, Cabrera initiated a legal crusade 
to usurp lands from the smallholders, enabled by his political ties in what was 
then the regional capital of Cartagena and in the courthouse of nearby Lorica. 
When homesteaders did not heed his warnings he turned to violence.

This is a story that would be repeated throughout the coastal plain: landless 
peasants transform public lands into usable property, only to be cheated out 
of their homesteads by well-connected large landowners (Fals Borda 1986; Le-
Grand 1986; Ocampo 2007) either by legal theft or by very cheap purchase (Leal 
and Van Ausdal 2013; Van Ausdal 2008, 2009). According to anuc-Línea Arme-
nia leader Juana de León, who presided over the San Bernardo del Viento chap-
ter in the late 1970s, peasant settlers were required to cut down the mangroves 
and sow pasture, which would then be expropriated by the large landowners. 
In turn, they ejected the smallholders from their land. This was called “making 
farms for the terratenientes” [haciendo finca al terrateniente] (cinep/b, doc. 7).17

In Chalarka’s rendition of the 1961 meeting of Cabrera and the smallholders 
of San Bernardo del Viento, the landlord is dressed in city garb as befits a suc-
cessful politician (a guayabera and slacks) and is buttressed by two battle-ready 
officers armed with machine guns (fig. 3.6). He angrily gesticulates in an effort 
to legitimize the questionable tactics he has employed to divest a group of 
homesteaders of their lands. A semi-naked child trapped between the soldiers 
and Cabrera cries, “Mami ay!” and calls for his mother to rescue him from the 
towering interlopers, one of whom threatens to kick him. The peasants—men 
and women in worn and patched clothing, sombreros vueltiaos on their heads, 
in iconic contrast to Cabrera’s apparel—are poised at the ready, their children 
clinging in terror to their legs, mirroring the young boy behind Cabrera. Their 
fists and machetes are held high in a revolutionary posture ubiquitous to 1970s 
political art and spectacle. Campesino power salutes deflect Cabrera’s pointing 
finger, defiantly conveying their refusal to abandon the homesteads they built 
four decades earlier.
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Landlord and peasants are separated by a mediator, Padre Ignacio Arroy-
abe. Grasping his Bible, the local parish priest threatens to abandon the priest-
hood (dejar la sotana or, literally, “take off his cassock”) if Cabrera wins his legal 
case. This is a visual reference to one of the oral histories collected by Fals in 
1972, in which Federico Fiordanengo recollected that “the Father had some 
words with Dr. Cabrera, Dr. Cabrera telling him that he preferred to remain 
poor and not lose those lands, while the Father said to him that if he won back 
the lands, he would abandon the cassock. Those were the words of offence 
they shared there” (cdrbr/m, 1913, fol. 10177). Chalarka crystallized the event 
into a confrontation between two towering iconic figures. The faces and at-
tire of the peasants and the soldiers betray no signs of their unique personali-
ties. While Father Arroyabe’s priestly identity is represented by his cassock, 
only Cabrera is clearly identifiable as an individual: a well-fed and domineer-
ing man whose face bears some resemblance to a youthful portrait I found in 
Orlando Fals Borda’s personal archive (cdrbr/m, cf, 1352) and who is depicted 
using stereotypical black facial features.18

As Chalarka listened to narrator Fiordanengo’s reminiscences, he 
sketched an imaginary rendition of the words shared by the two central fig-
ures. I have no direct evidence of why he chose this sentence from Fior-
danengo’s lengthy exposition, but I surmise that its iconicity was attractive 
to an illustrator charged with rendering the complexities of political alli-
ances in simple but striking images. Cabrera is backed up by the army, while 
Arroyabe stands in defense of the campesinos, his very identity as a priest at 

Figure 3.6  José Santos Cabrera meets the peasants of Tinajones, top panel (Chalarka 1985: 40. 
Comic reprinted with permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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stake in the encounter. A dichotomy is drawn between good/priest and evil/
hacendado, one that is common to both the graphic histories and to Histo-
ria doble (Archila 1986). The other inhabitants of the Tinajones panel—the 
soldiers and the peasants—were probably added afterward, based on Cha-
larka’s personal knowledge of how the military and small farmers dressed 
in the period. The poses grow out of the artist’s careful observation of the 
people surrounding him during his visit to the coastal wetlands, his experi-
ential knowledge of how soldiers comport themselves at public disturbances 
(which he observed at land occupations), his familiarity with priests, and 
his understanding of the subtleties of social interaction among members of 
the Montería elite who commissioned his reproductions of saints’ images for 
their living rooms.

Chalarka had a hand in assembling the panel out of his preliminary 
sketches. This is evident in the care he took to balance the figures surrounding 
the hacendado and the priest, with small children appearing as mirror images 
on either side of the pair and the composition brought into a dynamic equilib-
rium by the intersecting diagonals of Cabrera’s pointing finger and peasants’ 
raised fists and machetes. I doubt that the other Fundación members would 
have been as aware of this essential aspect of the pictorial composition. But a 
close look at the panel suggests that he was not working alone. Pablo, Camilo, 
and Henry brought to my attention the fact that the soldiers in the foreground 
are rather incongruous. One of them looks like he is kicking the child, but his 
posture is somewhat wooden. He was probably added into a composition that 
had already been constructed; perhaps his image was lifted from another panel 
(the graphic histories contain several repetitions of this sort). This is not the 
only scene in which soldiers occupy planes disconnected from the rest of the 
composition. In several of the panels of Tinajones, soldiers are added without 
situating them firmly in the space occupied by other actors; instead, they ap-
pear to be floating in other planes.

Small errors crop up in other panels, again clueing us to the production 
process. Cabrera’s newfound political powers allowed him to unleash a wave 
of repression to dislodge the homesteaders from Río Ciego. In figure  3.7, the 
middle panel of the right-hand page vividly captures this moment in the hamlet 
of Sicará. We see a series of small vignettes, not exactly a sequence: more like a 
juxtaposition of simultaneous moments, a swirl of events, which is something 
that the comics medium is good at (Sacco 2002: 28). A thatched hut on the left 
is engulfed in flames, with a pregnant woman, identified by an arrow and labeled 
as “Sergia,” emerging from the conflagration, pursued by a soldier. At the center 
of the frame, a man named Juan Blanco pleads for his life as a man armed with a 
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Figure 3.7  José Santos Cabrera in Tinajones (Chalarka 1985: 34–35. Comic reprinted with per-
mission of the Fundación del Sinú)

club reproaches him with the words, “This is for messing with the doctors!” On 
the right-hand side of the panel, another figure is beaten by two soldiers, with a 
second hut consumed by fire in the background. In the left foreground, a hatless 
man is held in a stranglehold, and to the right, we see a dead pig (animals fre-
quently serve in these comics as a Greek chorus of suffering). Pablo, Henry, and 
Camilo concluded that this panel is a montage of various scenes from Chalarka’s 
visual notes, which I can substantiate with archival references.

Ignacio de la Rosa, an activist from the hamlet of Cañogrande, described 
these incidents to the visiting researchers:

Down there was an inlet they call El Soldado, where he sent an employee 
of his, Espitia, and took a woman out of the cabin where she lived, having 
just given birth, and they took her outside and they burned her house. The 
woman was named Señora Sergia and the husband was called Juan Blanco. 
They left her without a house, they burned her house: that was Felipe 
Espitia, who [Cabrera] had as a peon. And from there they continued com-
mitting atrocities all over the place. (cdrbr/m, 1913, fol. 10186)
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These scenes were probably assembled into a single panel by the project team 
in Montería, but only imperfectly. The size of the groups depicted gives the 
reader little sense of their relative positions in the landscape. The central fig-
ures appear to stand on the same plane as those on the right, but the latter are 
smaller than the former, suggesting that they should be farther in the distance. 
Sergia, who is an important character in the narrative, is depicted as half the 
size of the other actors, implying that she is a distant figure somewhere in the 
background, although this is belied by the inclusion of the arrow pointing to 
her, just as she is emphasized in de la Rosa’s narrative. Chalarka knew to depict 
objects and people proximate to the viewer in a larger scale than those who 
were more distant. That doesn’t happen in this panel, which fuses a series of 
visual notes, leaving the sutures readily apparent, which suggests to me that 
other members of the Fundación collaborated in mounting this panel.

Participation

Once the layout of Tinajones was complete and anuc had approved its publi-
cation, it was sent to the printer. This was not, however, the end of the par-
ticipatory process. Crucial to the methodology of action research was the 
post-publication stage, which was also considered to be research and was also 
participatory in nature. As the graphic histories circulated at workshops, their 
contents projected on screens as filmstrips or recounted in puppet shows for 
those who could not read (fig. 3.8), the participatory dialogues that went into 
making the illustrated pamphlets were expanded to include discussions with 
readers. At these events, campesinos shared their personal experiences and 
analyzed the implications of the histories they had studied. The narrators de-
picted in the pages of the comics, particularly Juana Julia Guzmán, partici-
pated in their diffusion, delivering speeches and interacting with workshop 
participants; Juana Julia’s mere presence elicited applause and even tears, 
Víctor Negrete told me. If some of her speeches I found in Fals Borda’s archive 
are any indication, Juana Julia’s interventions at these events transcended the 
contents of the graphic histories. For example, in a 1972 speech to the mu-
nicipal leadership of anuc in Montería, she built on her experience at Loma-
grande to admonish her listeners to learn from the experience of the Sociedad 
de Obreros y Artesanos (cdrbr/m, 0865, fol. 5178) by rejecting alliances with 
traditional machine politicians [politiqueros]. Thus, it was not only her visage 
in the graphic histories but her subsequent analysis of her experience and its 
significance for peasants in the 1970s that summoned readers to appreciate 
Juana Julia as a bridge between the past and the present. As Matilde Eljach 
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recounts: “People felt they were the protagonists of the history of Juana Julia. 
And that has political value.”19

Action research inspired a text with no clear authorship but, instead, a 
chain of authors that extended well beyond the completion of the publication. 
The anuc leadership chose the topic and Fundación researchers conducted 
background research. Elderly campesino narrators were invited to tell their 
stories in front of a multigenerational audience while Ulianov Chalarka lis-
tened and made preliminary sketches; he submitted his drawings to the public 
for commentary and criticism and then perfected them at his Montería studio. 
His drawings were combined into panels, and speech balloons and captions 
were inserted at meetings held at the Fundación headquarters in Montería. 
The drafts of the pamphlet were critiqued by campesino leaders before being 
given the anuc imprimatur that permitted it to be published. The final link in 
the chain was forged at workshops, where the graphic history was read, sum-
marized, and embellished by the reminiscences of participants, who were as 
immersed in the research as were the makers of the pamphlet.20

This chapter fleshes out, at least speculatively, how the Fundación del Ca-
ribe “transform[ed] the interview into a participatory experience” (Fals Borda 
1978: 23). Fals describes this as a process of “reflective action” [reflexión-acción], 
in which researchers and community activists came together to share informa-
tion, then withdrew to their own spaces to process it in light of their political 

Figure 3.8  Puppets at a school for cadres in Montería, facilitated by Raúl Paniagua, 1973 
(cdrbr/m, cf, 1392. Photo reprinted with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional 
“Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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activities: “The idea was to promote an exchange between concepts and acts, 
adapting observations, concrete action, or relevant practice in order to determine 
the validity of what was observed, then returning to a reflection based on the 
results of practice” (Fals Borda 1978: 35). Given Fals’s conceptualization of his 
methodology, the movement of the team’s activities from a circle of peasant 
narrators in a village to the Fundación offices in Montería and then back again 
was precisely what he had envisioned. Moreover, given the penury in which 
the peasantry lived and the constant threat of police incursions that frequently 
broke up workshops and meetings, it would be unrealistic to imagine that the 
research team could put together an entire pamphlet in a rural setting.21

Notwithstanding Fals Borda’s aspirations, reflective action was not as suc-
cessful as he had hoped it would be when he first proposed it. Leon Zamosc 
suggests that while the Fundación achieved a close working relationship with 
certain members of the anuc leadership, it was not as successful with the 
campesino base (Zamosc 1986a: 29), who to some extent filled the traditional 
role of informant or, alternately, consumer of materials researched and written 
by others. This opens a crucial question regarding whose voice is privileged 
in the Fundación’s graphic histories: external researchers, the organizational 
leadership, or the rank and file? Schooled researchers, whether external to 
anuc’s organizational space or campesinos, were all, to some degree, distanced 
from the base. My collaborative work with intellectuals from the Consejo Re-
gional Indígena del Cauca was accompanied by an ongoing and lively debate 
as to whether trained indigenous researchers were positioned “inside” or “out-
side” the community, whether they were an elite that spoke for indigenous 
communities or an internal intelligentsia (Rappaport 2005: chap. 1). My col-
leagues were reticent to call themselves “intellectuals,” for fear that the label 
would distance them from their communities of origin. Forty years earlier, the 
Fundación might have given equally ambiguous answers to the same question.

Fals sidesteps this dilemma by arguing that action researchers did not 
intend to “speak for” the peasants but to “speak as” organic intellectuals en-
meshed in the everyday strugg les of anuc (Fals Borda 1985: 26). “What justi-
fies the presence and the work of a researcher among the people? Or stated 
in another way: on the basis of what foundations does a researcher achieve 
the acceptance and collaboration of the researched?” asks Leon Zamosc at 
a 1985 seminar, and he responds that acceptance is an outgrowth of political 
collaboration, itself only possible when the researcher adjusts to people’s own 
perception of their situation, when he or she adapts to their ideology and uses 
scientific knowledge to modify these representations (1986a: 33–34). In other 
words, the external researchers’ willingness to engage in activism enabled the 
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(admittedly only partially successful) multi-sited, multivoiced chain of con-
versations I identify as key to the process of composing the graphic histories. 
This should not be equated with the buzzword rapport, as it is used nowadays 
by anthropologists, because action research of the 1970s was more instrumen-
tal, more intent on producing an impact in the political sphere than on the 
research itself. The chain of research encounters was punctuated by links in 
which researchers and community cooperated in land occupations and set up 
baluartes. Ostensibly, this would involve interaction not only with the leader-
ship but with the rank and file—although the nature and quality of dialogue 
with the campesino base appears to have been rather piecemeal and mediated 
by those anuc leaders who were in closest communication with the Fun-
dación. Notwithstanding this quandary, participation was a multifaceted pro
cess: a vital component of the task of collecting information, a building block 
in the construction of knowledge, key to the thoughtful and purposeful dis-
semination of this knowledge, and central to the political project that was the 
foundation upon which research took place. The next chapter examines how 
the graphic histories communicated the political project to their peasant 
readers, taking a closer look at critical recovery.
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At the center of La Rosca’s conceptualization of action re-
search was critical recovery [recuperación crítica], a mecha-
nism for harnessing historical interpretation to the for-
mulation of organizing strategies. The reintroduction 
of baluartes—the communal agrarian societies estab-
lished on public lands during the socialist strugg les of 
the 1920s—is the clearest example of how the Fundación 
used critical recovery as a guide to arriving at its research 
priorities, although as I argued in chapter 1, social, politi
cal, and economic conditions ultimately prevented the 
agrarian collectives from effectively taking root in the 
coastal landscape of the 1970s. Other values that Orlando 
Fals Borda saw as fundamental to the Costeño peasantry, 
such as their relationship to the waterways and the wet-
lands that defined their environment, were also suscep-
tible to critical recovery. We can follow the evolution 
of the notion of critical recovery through Ulianov Cha-
larka’s graphic histories, which provide fertile ground for 
exploring how the researchers made legible to the rank 
and file those narratives that were most strategically sig-
nificant to the movement. This chapter will explore this 
process through a series of close readings of Lomagrande 
and Tinajones.

Pablo Guerra, the comics scriptwriter who helped 
me to interpret Ulianov Chalarka’s graphic histories, told 
my Georgetown comics seminar that in order to produce 
a graphic narrative based on scholarly research it is nec-
essary to “reverse engineer” [contraingeniar] it. I asked him 
to elaborate and he sent me the following explanation in 

4

CRITICAL RECOVERY
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a 10 March 2017 email message: “I speak of reverse engineering because I un-
derstand it as a process of discovering the functioning of something that is 
already completed in order to be able to replicate it.” Guerra’s goal as a comics 
author is, then, not the verbatim reproduction of an academic narrative but, 
instead, its reorganization in order to get at how it was put together. Caminos 
condenados, the graphic novel for which Guerra was the scriptwriter, condenses 
the research experience of a group of geographers studying the introduction 
of commercial palm oil plantations in Montes de María (Ojeda et al. 2015). In 
the space of the comics page they depict the everyday experiences of campesi-
nos, whose sphere of movement was restricted by encroaching palm fields and 
whose sense of hearing was disrupted by the continuous barrage of the sound 
of palm fronds hitting their tin roofs. In contrast, researchers sought in their 
scholarly writing analytical avenues to examine the social and economic im-
pact of agribusiness on peasants. The comics version of the research highlights 
experiences of sound and feeling.

Most pieces of academic writing generally avoid engaging feelings, but 
comics as a medium depends on them. Juan Acevedo, a Peruvian cartoonist, 
told me that his fundamental goal is to use the spare but convincing details of 
his comics panels to evoke emotions in his readers. Even when his imaginary 
characters travel to distant places and time periods, readers are enjoined to 
access sentiments from their own lives in order to connect with the strip’s 
protagonists. The comics medium bridges the lives of narrators and readers 
in immediate and moving ways. The same occurs in testimonial literature. 
Alfredo Molano, a former student of Fals Borda, explains that his own personal 
history is interwoven with that of his peasant interlocutors in his chronicles 
of the victims of violence in the Colombian countryside. Life history, for Mo-
lano, “represents the growing self-awareness of the people themselves, and also 
on the part of the researcher” (Molano 1998b: 105). There is a moral or ethical 
project at stake here (Chute 2017), one that is at the root of the Fundación’s 
graphic histories, just as it is central to action research as a whole. The harness-
ing of sentiment is key to this process, as is the streamlining of history so that 
it points to the political tasks of the future.

We need to pay close attention to Ulianov Chalarka’s drawings to compre-
hend how this was achieved. How did Chalarka craft his sketches into iconic 
representations of a history narrated by campesinos? How did they reflect a 
Costeño ethos, combining a rural worldview with that of the urban research-
ers of the Fundación del Caribe, thereby merging people’s knowledge and 
scientific inquiry? How did they function as scenarios in which peasant nar-
rators, listeners, and readers could recognize the connections between that 
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history and political action? What did comics contribute to arousing emotions 
and convictions among campesinos in a way that other media could not? In 
short, how did they exemplify the process of critical recovery?

Graphic Narratives as a Form of Looking

In the last chapter, I worked through several panels from Tinajones, analyz-
ing depictions of the first encounter between landowner José Santos Cabrera 
and Father Ignacio Arroyabe and the repression that the hacendado unleashed 
against the homesteaders of Sicará. I pointed out that while the panels were 
partially based on oral and archival evidence, they also drew on Ulianov Cha-
larka’s personal experience: the landscapes he traveled through, the postures 
and features of the peasant narrators, the threatening stance of police at a land 
occupation. Images like Chalarka’s are thus not depictions of actual happen-
ings but carefully constructed renderings of a combination of memories and 
observations.

A drawing is not a snapshot, observes artist and critic John Berger. The 
artist’s pencil doesn’t reproduce a fleeting moment like a camera does. Instead, 
Berger insists that “to draw is to look, to examine the spectrum of appearance. 
A drawing of a tree shows, not a tree, but a tree being-looked-at. Whereas the 
sight of a tree is registered almost instantaneously, the examination of the sight 
of a tree (a tree being-looked-at) not only takes minutes or hours instead of a 
fraction of a second, it also involves, derives from, and refers back to, much 
previous experience of looking.” A picture is something crafted, meditated on, 
a kind of a fiction that “has a plenitude of actuality that we experience only 
rarely in life” (Berger 2001: 43–44).

What was that “plenitude of actuality” that Ulianov Chalarka crafted into 
his comics panels? Matilde Eljach, the university student who worked as Fals 
Borda’s assistant, recalled that “the stories about what happened in the past 
were sort of flavored, qualified, by the narrative of the present.”1 The chal-
lenges that campesino readers faced in their everyday lives were not all that 
different from those of the 1920s, the 1940s, or the 1950s as depicted in the 
graphic histories: they were still impoverished, malnourished, and landless, 
prey to large landowners, police, and moneylenders. The presence of the past 
in Chalarka’s graphic histories can be best understood, then, as a present in 
the past, a past that was still being lived by its narrators. The lived past is em-
bodied in the visages of narrators, like “El Mello” Silgado in Felicita Campos, 
in the characteristic lacustrine landscape, and in the hardscrabble lives of the 
campesinos.
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Ulianov Chalarka created first-person narratives of experiences that he 
heard secondhand. Nonetheless, when we look at his panels, it is as though 
he were an eyewitness to everything he drew. He was, in fact, an eyewitness to 
the conditions of the present. He took hold of what he observed and merged 
it with what he was told, what he recognized in historical photos, what he 
read in the voluminous archive collected by Fundación researchers. Out of 
this blend of observations he crafted what appears to the reader as a first-
hand account, a visual narrative that makes us feel as though we are walk-
ing to Bogotá with Felicita Campos or standing side by side with Juana Julia 
Guzmán as the police attack Lomagrande. Only, we’re not sure who, exactly, 
the eyewitness is. Is it the storytellers whose words were captured on tape 
and whose names are cited in a list at the beginning of the booklet? Is it the 
narrator whose face is depicted every few pages? Is it Ulianov Chalarka? Or is 
it us, the readers?

At a public talk shortly before I interviewed him, cronista Alfredo Molano 
asserted that the eyewitness testimony that Fals Borda inserts into his books is 
written in the third person, in the sense that it is framed as the reported speech 
of one of his interlocutors (much like how ethnographers and oral historians 
generally quote their respondents). I didn’t entirely understand Molano’s ar-
gument and asked him to explain it further. He began by telling me that he, 
in contrast to Fals, writes in the first person, and that testimonial literature’s 
emotional impact owes to its insistence on narrating in the first person. Mola-
no’s first-person narrative is not presented in his books as the reported speech 
of the storytellers whose words he taped. Instead, the cronista crafts a fictional 
narrator who speaks in the first person, an individual with whom readers can 
empathize:

My argument is very simple. The third person impedes you, it impedes you 
from entering the most subjective, the most emotional part, that which is 
closest to sentiment. From the outside, you can say that someone is sad, 
but you cannot speak of the sadness I feel, for example. The first person 
permits you to enter this world, let’s just say a subjective one. But I think 
that it’s—better put—emotional, sentimental, in a good sense, with every
thing that has to do with the spiritual life, if you wish, of a person. You 
can’t enter there from outside: you must be inside, you must place yourself 
inside. How can I put it? You cannot enter if you speak in the third per-
son. You have to enter in the first person. So that lets people feel that the 
person you are interviewing can feel, can express his sentiments, his emo-
tions. It’s not the same thing to say that a person felt an aversion to blood, 
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as it is to describe this from the inside. That is my argument. In the first 
person I can enter and in the second person I am stuck in the doorway.2

Molano also recalled an interview with a man called “El Tuerto Gallardo” 
[“One-Eyed Gallardo”], who lost his hands in an explosion, and whom he dis-
covered, blind and maimed, waiting on a street corner to confront his enemies 
as they passed by. Molano had to craft El Tuerto’s story to make it convincing, 
and he could only do this, he told me, if he rendered it in the first person: “All 
of what happened to him, what he told me very superficially, is material that 
I had to seize upon and amplify, deepen it. With what? With what I feel, with 
what I feel in a situation like that.” The first-person narrative merges narra-
tor El Tuerto Gallardo with Molano, the author. It involves much more than 
simply using the first-person singular: it involves inhabiting the person whose 
voice is being projected.3

How does a comics artist like Ulianov Chalarka construct a first-person 
narrative of the sort advocated by Molano? In part, by melding past and present 
in the very bodies of his fellow researchers. Víctor Negrete remembers how he 
posed as an artist’s model whenever Chalarka needed to achieve a natural pose 
in his depictions of people. One might say that members of the research team 
had to inhabit the bodies of the characters in order to make them believable. 
Julia Watson (2008: 38) describes this practice as a form of empathetic imagin-
ing; it is a common procedure among comics authors (Bechdel 2006; Spiegel-
man 2011: 35; cf. Chute 2006). In the interest of achieving verisimilitude in the 
comics panels, Fundación researchers relived historical moments, assuming 
the postures of angry campesinos with raised fists, terrified children, stalking 
policemen, the self-important landlord, and the dignified padre. Of course, 
this was a much more literal form of mimesis than that advocated by ethnog-
raphers (Stoller 1994), or even the imaginings of comics artists, because the 
Fundación researchers were also simultaneously living the anuc occupations: 
they were exposed to similar emotions and circumstances as were pictured in 
the graphic histories.

Chalarka used his own body to guide his pen, another approach common 
among cartoonists (Trudeau 2017: 20). Juan Acevedo observes that comics are 
often self-portraits: “I wanted to make the comic based on photos but it didn’t 
work out. One thing is a photograph, reality, and another is the character you 
construct. The one you construct almost always has to do with you; in one way 
or another you are making your own self-portrait” (2015: 32). Chalarka painted 
several self-portraits, depicting himself as an early modern painter, in a mus-
cular half-body pose wearing his beret, and in a close-up of his face that looks 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



99

C
r

it
ic

a
l

 R
e

c
o

v
e

r
y

almost like a death mask. Indisputably, his own body was an object of medita-
tion, as his brother, Orlando, told me, motioning with his hand in front of his 
face, as though he were looking at it while drawing a comics panel.4 Nonethe-
less, I suspect that the artist found it easier to inhabit the bodies of some actors 
as opposed to others. His representations of peasants are more fluid than his 
drawings of the elite or of armed agents, the latter frequently standing in awk-
ward poses. Campesinos appear more comfortable in their bodies, as though 
Chalarka were imagining his own physique as he drew them. I will return to 
the source of such resemblances at the end of this chapter. For the moment, 
let us imagine Chalarka fleeing the police as agents descend on the huts hastily 
raised by anuc at La Antioqueña, only to incorporate his experience into one 
of the panels of his comics as he sits at his drawing table in La Granja.

Critical Recovery of the Baluarte

The process of researching, writing, and disseminating the graphic histories 
made critical recovery comprehensible to peasants. The dialogue between 
campesinos and researchers produced concepts—abstractions—that both 
crystallized the major tropes in the narratives of peasant eyewitnesses and pro-
vided avenues for making their stories relevant to the present. I take this to 
be an adaptation of Paulo Freire’s pedagogy, which defines praxis “as an act of 
knowing” that moves from concrete reality to abstraction, to action, and back 
again (Freire 1970: 213). An example of how this movement was subsumed in 
the process of critical recovery is the reinvention of the institution of the balu-
arte, the socialist landholding collective established by Costeño working-class 
and peasant activists in the 1920s (which I recount very briefly in chapter 1). At 
Juana Julia Guzmán’s urging, Fals determined that baluartes could serve as an 
organizing tool for anuc-Córdoba. The adoption of baluartes was only arrived 
at over countless meetings at both the national and the regional levels, where 
arguments for and against the strategy were generated and compromises were 
made. The crafting of Lomagrande, prepared during the occupation of La An-
tioqueña, furnished one of several scenarios in which the Fundación and local 
anuc leaders found a space to think through what a baluarte had been in the 
1920s and what it could potentially become in the 1970s.

As the conflict over La Antioqueña heated up, Fals made overtures to 
Juana Julia Guzmán, who had in the past refused to share her testimony 
with external researchers. Her reminiscences formed the centerpiece of Lo-
magrande, published in September 1972. The history of the Baluarte Rojo had 
already been told in varying degrees of sensational detail by two conservative 
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writers, Montería educator Jaime Exbrayat Boncompain (1994 [1971]: 197–
199) and journalist Carlos Velasco Puche (1963: 61–73), who, needless to say, 
bitterly condemned the organized peasants as violence-prone revolutionar-
ies wracked by internal dissent. In contrast to the local elite, the Fundación 
version recounts in visual format a revisionist history of socialist organizing 
and the confrontation over Lomagrande, capturing numerous sentences 
from Juana Julia’s testimony as comics panels and setting the tone for all 
subsequent retellings (Valencia Salgado 1980). A young anuc leader from 
Martinica, Wilberto Rivero, was depicted as the narrator, with Juana Julia 
as a protagonist.

We could say that the story of Lomagrande was written on the bodies of 
activists: campesino organizers and their supporters who were imprisoned 
or killed by the police in 1921 and whose names were appropriated in 1972 for 
the baluartes of La Antioqueña (Vicente Adamo, Urbano de Castro, Juana 
Julia Guzmán) and anuc members who put their bodies on the line as they 
illegally cultivated plots and built houses in La Antioqueña.5 Their bodies 
are depicted in the pages of Chalarka’s graphic history, based on Chalarka’s 
manipulation of the postures of his Fundación models, his observations 
of campesinos at work, and his witnessing of land occupations. The act of 
looking at campesino bodies instantiated an intensely political and historio-
graphically revisionist process that redefined what research could be under 
a participatory rubric.

As I noted in the previous chapter, multiple interlocutors participated 
at various moments in the research process, which unfolded in a series of 
phases that linked Fundación and campesino activists into a chain of col-
laborations. In the first phase, Chalarka took visual notes at rural assemblies, 
quietly inhabiting the sidelines of these gatherings, a thoughtful but silent 
observer and an astute analyst. Néstor Herrera recalls that Fals Borda took a 
more public role, initiating conversations by putting the campesinos in dia-
logue with the artist, only to disappear into the background as the exchange 
unfolded: “Fals placed the people in conversation. So that the people would 
tell Chalarka how things had been, the details, anecdotes. Their memories: 
maybe a photo, some document or other. Then, the people would start bring-
ing him [these] things. What we did was something like idealizing things, in 
order to make them a reality.”6

Here is Juana Julia’s recounting of the beginnings of Lomagrande, which 
Chalarka would commit to paper as he listened to her recordings. We can pic-
ture her telling her story with Pacha Feria, her comrade from the Sociedad de 
Obreras, by her side (fig. 4.1):
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What [Vicente Adamo] said was that “workerism [obrerismo] has to 
organize to defend wages, because you don’t earn anything around here, 
or we don’t earn anything, because I also earned nothing where I was a 
washerwoman in the market, in the slaughterhouse, and we must unite 
to demand a wage-raise.” And when the peasants came to make demands 
for the uncultivated land, then we began the strugg le to defend it. . . . So, 
you see, [Adamo] got those people together and he organized them, he or
ganized them and there they’d been working those lands in Loma Grande, 
and then [hacendado] Turko [sic] Malluk [claimed] that they belonged to 

Figure 4.1  Juana Julia Guzmán (standing) and Pacha Feria, 1972 (cdrbr/m, cf, 0833. Photo re-
printed with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco 
de la República, Montería)
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him, they belonged to him, and that he was going to turn the police on the 
people, to throw them out, because the people were in the way, you see? 
The peasants worked over here, that’s how it was, this was scrubland, it 
was uncultivated, all of it without owners, and they thought they had title. 
(cdrbr/m, 0866, fol. 5185)7

Note that Juana Julia says nothing about the baluarte and how it functioned. 
The soft-spoken Ulianov Chalarka listened thoughtfully to her recorded tes-
timony and rendered in pen and ink visages well-known to him, hardened by 
years of labor in the brutal sun of the Caribbean coast; he imputed to the rural 
narrators his own visual reconstruction of the past. At the same time he ana-
lyzed their historical experience and abstracted it into iconic images, based on 
their testimony and on the articles of incorporation of the Baluarte Rojo that 
the Fundación unearthed in notarial archives (cdrbr/m, 0926–0928).

Depicting the Baluarte Rojo

It is worth meditating on how Chalarka captured the historical moment of the 
founding of the Baluarte Rojo, since the Fundación’s “idealizing” of this event 
would become an organizing tool for anuc’s land occupations. Juana Julia her-
self does not describe the functioning of the agrarian community in detail in 
the tapes Fals made with her, so Chalarka had to imagine the story from the 
vantage point of the present. It is depicted on a single page of Lomagrande 
(Chalarka 1985: 15; cdrbr/m, 0683, fol. 3838), extending across three panels 
(fig. 4.2). The uppermost panel juxtaposes four vignettes announcing the de-
mands of the Sociedad de Obreros y Artesanos de Montería. “Tierra! Trabajo!” 
[“Land! Work!”] is depicted as a seated man wiping sweat from his face, a shovel 
in his left hand. “Salud!” [“Health!”] is represented by a couple, the man clutch-
ing a sheet of paper, listening to another who gestures with outstretched arms. 
In “Guerra a la matrícula (esclavitud)” [“War on the matrícula (slavery)”], a man 
shows a document to a woman who is carrying a saucepan; I assume that it is a 
matrícula document, since bondage was initiated by drawing up a legally bind-
ing contract (Dávila Flórez 1912: 95). “Unión! Educación!” [“Unity! Education!”] 
has three men in a huddle. Chalarka obviously strugg led to depict some of these 
ideals. He was most successful at the first demand, on the left-hand side, since 
it is relatively easy to depict land and work through an iconic representation of 
agricultural labor. The drawing showing the signing of a matrícula contract was 
probably also convincing, since rural readers knew from their parents that the 
establishment of relations of debt-peonage involved signing a document. But 
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health, unity, and education are demands that could only be depicted obliquely, 
by ambiguous drawings of campesinos meeting with agitators—people like 
Vicente Adamo, whom Juana Julia recalls in the quotation above.

The middle panel informs readers that a year after the founding of the Socie-
dad de Obreros y Artesanos, a sister organization was established, the Sociedad de 
Obreras Redención de la Mujer. A photograph of an elderly Juana Julia Guzmán, 
the president of the Sociedad de Obreras, is juxtaposed to a drawing of a group of 
young women in early twentieth-century period dress; some of the participants, 
including treasurer [fiscal] Pacha Feria and secretary Agustina Medrano are iden-
tified by name. I will come back to this panel in the following chapter, when I look 
at the incorporation of photos into the graphic histories. For now, let it suffice 
to say that the two upper panels provide historical background for the bottom 
illustration, which is the panel I want to concentrate on here.

Chalarka’s depiction of the Baluarte Rojo opens with a caption that syn-
thesizes the essential facts of the historical moment. “They occupied the lands 
of Lomagrande, which was baptized baluarte rojo, they also occupied lands 
in Canalete and Callejas,” as Juana Julia told Fals in the interview. The three 
drawings that comprise this bottom panel crystallize the creation of the Bal-
uarte Rojo at three simultaneous moments, all of which depict agricultural 
labor, which was, after all, the defining feature of the community. At the left, 
three men with their backs turned retreat from the viewer, one carrying a 
machete and another a stick. We know they are peasants, because they are 
wearing patched clothing and carrying mochilas, woven bags, and we can guess 
that they are on their way home from their labors. This vignette replicates a 
drawing from the previous page (Chalarka 1985: 14), where a panoramic panel 
depicting the early organizing drives of the Sociedad de Obreros includes two 
of the same men walking toward a recruiter, presumably Vicente Adamo (see 
fig. 5.10). The vignette on the right draws on Juana Julia’s testimony, when she 
observed that “they’d been working those lands in Loma Grande, and then 
[hacendado] Turko [sic] Malluk [claimed] that they belonged to him.” In the 
comics image, two shirtless men, shod in the thong sandals that are still worn 
by rural people on the coast, are at work in the fields, one wielding a shovel and 
the other carrying a spade; the worker with the shovel declares, “Malluk the 
Turk thinks he’s the owner of these lands. The only owners are us!”

The center image shows two men carrying large branches—perhaps they 
have cleared a field, or maybe they will use the lumber to build houses—while a 
third one chops wood. It does not appear to have been prompted by sentences 
in Juana Julia’s taped interviews. The men cutting wood and hauling branches 
are more like a present-in-the-past, an example of Ulianov Chalarka’s effort 
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to render visually an idea he has conceptualized on the basis of the narrators’ 
recollections of their personal experience, but for which he has no concrete 
historical referent or coherent visual icon to serve as a basis for his depiction. 
Where does the image come from? After studying Fals’s photos, I infer that the 
agricultural laborers occupying La Antioqueña in 1972 may have furnished the 
models for Chalarka’s depiction of the Baluarte Rojo (fig. 4.3). La Antioqueña 
was where the artist could observe the peasants at work, fusing the image of 
Baluarte Vicente Adamo of the 1970s with the early twentieth-century icon 
of the Baluarte Rojo. I don’t think this was out of mere convenience. Surely, it 
was a conscious effort to capture visually what peasant readers knew from per-
sonal experience. The panel entreats readers to comprehend what happened in 
Lomagrande in the 1920s by comparing that event to their own occupations of 
haciendas. The images invite them to apply this knowledge to the present by 
building a functioning baluarte in a somewhat elliptical caption at the bottom: 
“Baluarte is a position won in a strugg le and it must be defended.”

The caption would have posed significant problems for campesino readers. 
It inspires action in the present, but it never adequately explains what a balu-
arte was in the 1920s, nor what it should become in the 1970s. As I indicated 
in chapter 1, Leon Zamosc discovered in his 1980 conversations with baluarte 
members that insufficient effort was made to clarify the concept to the rank 
and file, whose understanding of the institution ranged from a simple topo-
graphic marker to a measure of monetary value. The members of the former 
baluarte named after Juana Julia told Zamosc that “Fals came and told us to 
make a baluarte, but he explained it to the educational cadres and not to us, 
not directly. The cadres explained it to us but we didn’t understand. Then, 
they left. Fals took photos and talked about other things and not directly 
about the baluarte” (cinep/b, doc. 16, p. 2). The members of the former balu-
arte Vicente Adamo affirmed that they never really functioned as a collectivity 
because the land wasn’t suitable for growing food, so they rented out the pas-
ture and worked as day laborers on other farms, and their children migrated 
to other regions of the coast (cinep/b, doc. 19). That is to say, there was no 
concrete practice associated with the baluartes that might permit campesinos 
to comprehend its significance as an organizing concept.

In retrospect, then, critical recovery of the baluarte and the graphic history 
that rendered the research process visible to peasant readers were by no means 
entirely effective as political tools. The text sometimes strugg les with difficult 
abstractions and does not always succeed in explaining them sufficiently. It 
may be that these discrepancies were resolved at the workshops at which the 
comics were read and discussed, but Zamosc’s interviews intimate that the 
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shareholders in the baluartes rarely consulted the publications (cinep/b, doc. 
23, p.  3), their misinterpretations never rectified. Nonetheless, in these sce-
narios we can grasp most clearly how politics and research were supposed to 
function in an open-ended dialogue, even if the Fundación’s methodological 
objectives didn’t always mesh with their political aspirations.

Tinajones: Unvoiced Master Narratives

Tinajones is an especially pliable text, thanks to the extensive body of evidence 
that Fals and his colleagues amassed: several hundred pages of interviews 
with the peasants of San Bernardo del Viento, land titles and sales contracts, 
press clippings, mimeographed compendia of information collected by local 

Figure 4.3  Occupation of La Antioqueña, 1972 (cdrbr/m, cf, 0089. Photo reprinted with per-
mission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, 
Montería)
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politicians, and incora reports. Fals also took numerous photos during his 
brief visit, especially of the process of rice cultivation, which undoubtedly pro-
vided evidence for Chalarka of the daily activities of the protagonists, particularly 
the bodily poses of people harvesting rice and preparing bundles of rice stalks, 
the act of husking rice with mortars and pestles, the process of winnowing 
the grains (cdrbr/m, cf, 2163–2178). These extensive resources facilitate the 
identification of the choices made by the Fundación del Caribe team as they 
composed the panels of Tinajones. We can distinguish the information they se-
lected for depiction in interview transcripts and we can gauge how much they 
drew on other sorts of materials, such as archival documents and novels. We 
can also identify those themes that were so deeply embedded in the campesino 
psyche that they did not have to be articulated verbally by campesino narra-
tors but could be eloquently translated into the visual channel.

It is this last point that I want to explore in the remainder of this chap-
ter. Ulianov Chalarka’s depiction of the Baluarte Rojo supplies me with a sce-
nario for analyzing how Juana Julia Guzmán’s narrative was translated into 
abstract—and therefore, portable—concepts. By quarrying Chalarka’s draw-
ings in Tinajones, I want to scrutinize the artist’s rendering of values that were 
so central to the worldview of the peasant narrators that they did not voice 
them in their oral testimony. This cosmovisión, in which the Sinú River was 
central to campesino lives and livelihoods, bound them ineffably to the aquatic 
landscape they were fighting over—Fals calls it “amphibious culture” in Histo-
ria doble (Fals Borda 1979b: part 1). The primacy of the river undergirds how 
San Bernardo activists narrated their experiences and what they thought was 
significant about their strugg le. It tells us a great deal about what the peasants 
of Tinajones may have visualized in their imaginations as they told their sto-
ries. Ultimately, amphibious culture determined how Ulianov Chalarka would 
depict the story of Tinajones, transcending the reminiscences of campesino 
resistance to corrupt landowners and politicians, to arrive at the very episte-
mological foundations of the peasants’ political project.

The two narratives, environmental and political, are closely related. Jesús 
Pérez, one of the leaders of anuc in Sucre in the 1970s and the author of a 
recently published memoir (Pérez 2010), recounted to me how campesinos first 
settled on small floodplains [playones] whose fertility was ensured by the an-
nual overflowing of the river, which deposited rich silt on its banks. The playo-
nes were later fenced in by the landlords’ barbed wire, isolating villagers from 
the hacienda and resulting in narrow hamlets with a single, long street.8 The 
peasants’ riverine lifestyle determined which lands the agrarian movement 
would defend and how they could explain the process of land loss to a broader 
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public. These two tropes, amphibious culture and militant strugg le, did not 
always fit into a single narrative; it was necessary to emphasize one over the 
other, depending on the audience. We can observe this trade-off in the making 
of Tinajones.

At the same time that the graphic history was in production, another 
booklet was written by Orlando Fals Borda, Víctor Negrete, and María Cristina 
Salazar, recounting the political history of the peasants of San Bernardo in an 
extended prose narrative. Both pamphlets were published in 1973, sponsored 
by the Sindicato de Agricultores de Palermo, the grassroots rural syndicate 
with which the Fundación was collaborating.9 Negrete recollected in a 14 De-
cember 2016 email that activists distinguished the graphic narrative from the 
prose version bearing the same title by calling the latter the “Tinajones book-
let.” The prose narrative was meant for use in cursillos for advanced anuc 
cadres, and it circulated among local allies, including teachers, unionists, and 
university professors. We can glimpse one of its several intended audiences 
in Fals Borda’s photo of two campesinos in a classroom, their work-hardened 
hands grasping the prose booklet (fig. 4.4), whose cover depicts a canoe named 
“El Caimán,” the vessel in which hacendado José Santos Cabrera’s agents trav-
eled around the region collecting payment in kind in return for sharecroppers’ 
rights to work their plots. The comic’s cover is different, showing campesinos 
engaged in agricultural labor, machetes in hand.

The two publications document the same story, highlighting many of the 
same episodes, roughly in the same chronological order. They differ, however, 
in their framing of the major protagonists in the conflict. While the central 
agents of history in the prose narrative are all human beings—peasant ac-
tivists, José Santos Cabrera, other politicians, incora functionaries, and 
bureaucrats—Ulianov Chalarka’s comic inserts the Sinú River into the story as 
a major protagonist, an enemy who is as—or more—dangerous than the land-
lord. This divergence between the two publications, associated as they were 
with a single production team and a unified political strugg le, exemplifies two 
modes of looking, two complementary and situated worldviews, which were 
different but also in constant dialogue with each another. A comparison of 
the two gives eloquent testimony to the power of the comics medium, which, 
with its series of static images arrayed in space and its emphasis on portraying 
action embedded in social and geographical contexts, encourages unique pro
cesses of reading and of making sense of the world. In this particular case it 
gave voice to a campesino epistemology that is invisible in the prose account.

Both versions of Tinajones were valuable political tools for anuc, but only 
one—the comic—provides us with a window into the power of participatory 
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methodologies, despite the fact that similar techniques and values guided the 
two publications. Unlike the prose narrative, the graphic history conveys a 
Costeño ethos that situates the human beings who inhabit the Sinú region in a 
distinctive riverine environment. Fals Borda only appears to have conceptual-
ized this ecological connection in writing when he published his monumental 
Historia doble de la Costa, christening the culture of the Sinú watershed as “am-
phibious.” Certainly, he was aware of the nature of their riverine existence dur-
ing the preceding decade, since it is vividly described in his field notes (McRae 
2015). Nonetheless, when I asked Víctor Negrete about how the Fundación 
used the concept of an “amphibious culture” in practice, he told me that it was 
not an idea they engaged in their work with anuc, nor was it voiced by the 
campesino leadership. But it was something that was indubitably felt (in Fals’s 
parlance, vivenciado, or experienced in the course of everyday life).

While not voiced in the interviews, the ecological dimension is explicitly 
incorporated into Chalarka’s graphic history. This is highly significant because 
it resituates the agrarian strugg le, not as a fight for land but as “the reclaiming 
of a productive agricultural space embedded in a regional environment, an 
ecology with deep (historical) roots” (McRae 2015: 83). I see this as a further 
example of how the research process converted a narrative of personal experi-
ence into a cogent abstraction, grounding anuc’s ideology in the relationship 

Figure 4.4  Peasants at a cursillo in Montería, 1973 (cdrbr/m, cf, 2276. Photo reprinted 
with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la 
República, Montería)
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of the peasants of the Caribbean coast to a particular territory. In Córdoba, 
the Sinú River and its tributaries were a central fact of their existence, deter-
mining the itinerary of their land strugg le. Their appeal to the cultural under
pinnings of rural activism was as much a part of the process of critical recovery 
as was the narrative of the Baluarte Rojo.

Life on the River

In Mompox y Loba, the first of the four volumes of Historia doble, Fals introduces 
the concept of the amphibious culture of the inhabitants of the marshlands of 
the Atlantic coast. This cultural complex “combines the efficient exploitation 
of resources from land and water, of agriculture, animal husbandry, hunting, 
and fishing” (Fals Borda 1979b: 19A; see also 21B). Peasant adaptations to the la-
custrine environment are exemplified by a very particular characteristic of the 
waterscape: the presence of raised fields. The Sinú delta floods annually, form-
ing new landmasses as rich alluvial soil is deposited by the retreating waters. 
Lorica-born Manuel Zapata Olivella captures this in a series of vibrant meta
phors in Tierra mojada [Sodden Land]. The words of the novelist are well worth 
reproducing here, since he is cited as a source on the opening page of Tinajones:

The river, like a water-snake, tries to muscle its way into the bay, push-
ing back the sea, which poisons its waters with saltpeter. That channel 
[which the narrator points to] . . . ​was another outlet, which [the river] was 
searching for, in desperation. Then it opened a path on the other side, at a 
place called Leave If You Can [Sal Si Puedes]; in short, almost every year it 
looks for a new exit, out of pure spite. You’ll see it yourself in the summer, 
when the sea overcomes the weak current—and he continued—but in win-
ter, as you saw the other night, the river takes its vengeance and beats the 
sea all the way to the bay. It’s as though it were saying: “If my love doesn’t 
move you and it surprises you, take this, darn it, go back to your pool, al-
ligator,” and the sea does just that. The river isn’t happy just throwing it 
out, but pushes silt, and more silt, wherever it is able to open a path and 
it channels, it channels. That’s how it seizes control of the bay, which, as 
you see, is now just a little bit of nothing. (Zapata Olivella 1964 [1947]: 63)

The human inhabitants of the Atlantic coast learned early to mimic the natu
ral process of the river, constructing raised fields fed by canals that expanded 
human access to cultivable land. Along the San Jorge River to the east, the 
Zenú and their ancestors constructed a complex system of channels and raised 
fields [camellones] over a vast area of fifty thousand hectares, a monumental set 
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of public works that lasted for some two thousand years and supported a con-
siderably higher population density than would have been possible without 
them (Parsons 1970; Plazas and Falchetti 1981; Plazas et al. 1988). These pre-
Columbian canals and camellones can still be observed in aerial photographs. 
The peasants who colonized the public lands near Tinajones in the 1920s trans-
formed their landscape in a similar fashion, although on a much smaller scale.

Zapata Olivella paints a verbal portrait of the process of transforming 
into cultivable land the mangrove swamps that hug the coast. The campesino 
homesteaders who are the protagonists of his novel built their homes atop 
the mangrove roots, along the network of small channels leading off the river. 
Some lived off the sale of mangrove bark, but others used the mangroves as a 
platform on top of which to construct their raised fields:

Once more they split the mangroves, but this time the roots and stocks 
were not for sale, but used to fence off the surface of the two dry plant-
ing beds. They hammered stakes into the sides, where the current crashed 
with greater force and they marked a small path with earth for a seed-bed.

. . . .
As the rains became more intense, the dry beds were submerged by the 

current, and the fences, reinforced with new poles and plants, protected 
the lands. They transplanted rice seedlings and with joy watched them 
peek over the surface of the water. Women, children, and men all adjusted 
the stakes and lost sleep with the worry that they would be toppled. There 
were times when they stayed up all night watching for rainstorms and the 
violence of the river. (Zapata Olivella 1964 [1947]: 97–98, 102–103)

Fals Borda registers this process less poetically in his field notebook, identify-
ing it by the term used by the peasants of Tinajones, calce (for which I cannot 
find an adequate English translation): “Technique of calce, very well practiced 
with ‘little channels’ [cañitos] that, by gently carrying the river-water, allow the 
mud to be deposited, slowly filling the beds with this mud” (cdrbr/m, 1921, 
fol. 10247, p. 8r). We might say, then, that the peasant homesteaders built their 
environment canal by canal. Their channels can still be glimpsed on Google 
Earth and are still farmed by their descendants.

As the two versions of Tinajones document, hacendados like José Santos 
Cabrera coveted this constructed landscape, since all the work to convert it 
from mangrove swamp into arable land had already been completed by the 
campesinos. Mid-nineteenth-century elites had somehow obtained title to the 
lands adjacent to the mangroves decades before (or, at least, they used their 
political connections to fabricate legal titles), but these territories required 
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too much labor for them to be immediately exploited by absentee landlords 
residing in the nearby port city of Lorica or in the more distant city of Carta-
gena. Once the mangroves were tamed by campesinos, however, the hacen-
dados swooped in, using both legal legerdemain and brute force to introduce 
the matrícula, confining the peasants to tiny plots of less than a hectare and 
leaving ample territory for cattle grazing (Leal and Van Ausdal 2013; Van Aus-
dal 2008, 2009). But they never legally established the boundaries of their 
pastures. The smallholders, who argued that the territory they had colonized 
was publicly owned land, countered by stubbornly refusing to abandon their 
rice plantings, even when hacendados forced them to turn over their teenage 
daughters for sexual favors in exchange for the right to eke out an existence on 
their minuscule plots (cdrbr/m, 1912, fols. 10170–10171).10 When incora rep-
resentatives Carlos Duica and Camilo Torres—the same Camilo Torres who 
was Fals’s colleague at the National University—visited the region in 1961 to 
investigate the need for agrarian reform, one of their peasant interlocutors 
underscored his personal justification of his rights to the land: “Showing his 
hardened hands crisscrossed with scars, one of the peasants said ‘our titles are 
our hands’ ” (cdrbr/m, 1914, fol. 10203).

The natural process of annual flooding in the Sinú delta, to which campesi-
nos accommodated as a fact of life, was occasionally interrupted by more cata-
strophic events. In 1942 a new mouth of the Sinú opened in Tinajones. Aerial 
photos from 1938 to 1989 graphically illustrate how a bend in the river located 
immediately to the south of the coast broke open and deposited enough silt 
to form a new delta that protruded into the Caribbean (Serrano Suárez 2004: 
629). The emergence of this new mouth of the Sinú triggered massive flood-
ing at the end of the 1940s, bathing the colonized mangroves in salt water and 
frustrating the labors of the rice farmers. As Fundación del Caribe member 
David Sánchez Juliao writes in the 9 December 1973 Sunday magazine of the 
Bogotá daily El Tiempo, channeling the voice of his campesino guide: “That 
was twenty-thousand hectares, as I’m saying. All rice. After so much strugg le 
for these lands, a long strugg le, which lasted years, which seem like centuries, 
to have the sea ruin it all. And, tell me: who can defeat the sea?” (cdrbr/m, 
1920, fol. 10246). Many of the carefully tended camellones reverted seasonally 
to marsh: “Don’t fool yourselves. All of what looks like scrub, dry land, is water 
covered with vegetation concealing the silt, with stubborn plants that tiptoe 
across the wetland, the salt water.”

From that moment onward, the battle between peasants and landlords 
centered on the possibilities of reining in the Sinú. The smallholders called 
for dredging, which at one point they attempted by hand to close the new 
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river mouth, although the national government also half-heartedly sent in a 
dredger that never completed its assigned task. The hacendados were content 
to let the river remain as it was, since their cattle pastures, which were not 
on the riverbanks themselves, were not affected by salinization and the flood-
ing freed up peasant labor to tend their herds. This spurred a nascent agrar-
ian organization in the 1940s, led by Alberto Licona and the formation in the 
1960s of the Sindicato de Agricultores de Palermo [Syndicate of Palermo Farm-
ers], which coordinated a series of land occupations that were greeted with 
repression by the landlords. Víctor Ávila recalls in an interview by Fals Borda 
how in 1961 the recalcitrant occupiers were shut for days in a corral without 
food or shelter. It was only thanks to the heroism of their wives, who slipped 
into the enclosure under cover of darkness bearing food, that the men didn’t 
starve to death:

The first to arrive at the corral was Manuela, Francisquito’s wife . . . ​
Manuela Blanquiset. (How did the police treat her?). Well, they didn’t 
mess with her because she followed the riverbank and when they asked 
her where she was going she said to [San Bernardo del] Viento, to Viento, 
and when we saw her she’d arrived at the same riverbank where we were 
imprisoned and then the other women began to arrive, because there were 
many of them who were distant relatives. There was Cristina de la Rosa, 
my first cousin, and others from El Balsal who arrived later. So there were 
some 30 women by the end of the night, when it was 1  in the morning 
almost all the peasants had eaten what the women brought. (cdrbr/m, 
1913, fol. 10185)

Surprisingly, this dramatic scenario did not make it into the graphic history 
(nor does it appear in the prose narrative), although it was the first reminis-
cence that the children and grandchildren of the Fundación’s narrators shared 
with me during a 2019 visit. This is the moment at which Padre Arroyabe in-
terceded as a mediator between the peasants and Cabrera, a scene depicted in 
one of the panels analyzed in the previous chapter.

The intervention of incora resulted in a windfall for Cabrera, who man-
aged to extract several million pesos from the government in recompense for 
turning over his hacienda of Río Ciego despite his lack of substantiated title 
or evidence of legally established boundaries (cdrbr/m, 1915). The campesinos 
who formed a cooperative under the supervision of incora were obligated 
to pay for the lands they had been awarded. As David Sánchez Juliao reports: 
“So now look at the double-edged sword that is cutting at us—the canoe pilot 
tells us—incora wants to charge us for land we built with our own hands and 
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the salt that kills it, which we cannot pay because the land isn’t productive” 
(cdrbr/m, 1920).

Two Looks at Tinajones

Marshlands are ubiquitous to the Caribbean coast. Alsatian mining entrepre-
neur Luis Striffler was overwhelmed by the vegetation he encountered on his 
voyage along the Sinú River in search of gold mines:

The picture presented by the riverbanks of the Sinú on its uninhabited 
stretches gives lively and brilliant testimony to the fertility of the valley 
that is irrigated by its waters. The tropical vegetation has collaborated in 
reproducing fantasies such that art will never achieve. The leafy trees bent 
over the waters and, attached only by a few roots to soil that is undercut by 
the current, let hang from their branches draperies and garlands of dark-
green vines glazed with brightly colored flowers.

On the banks, the slightest breeze stirs the immense leaves of those 
aquatic plants that grow with such vigor and acquire such giant propor-
tions, even in such a watery base. All around, you find the land blanket-
ted by an accumulation of vegetation that competes for space, each plant 
stifling the other. (Striffler 1990? [1875]: 30–31)

These were, for Striffler, untamed territories, full of insects and snakes. 
Their mutability—the annual cycle of flooding, the profusion of tiny canals 
interlacing the landscape—made them treacherous to traverse (Striffler 1920 
[1880]: 6).

Striffler’s descriptions of the coastal marshes leave little room for their 
human inhabitants. For him, this was a natural landscape, not a human one. 
In fact, he saw those who peopled it as “barbaric,” “dirty,” and “savage.” As 
Nohora Arrieta interprets the ethnographic depictions by the French entre-
preneur, the Costeño peasant was “a lethargic man, dead, incapable of modi-
fying his surroundings or of producing something from them,” his savagery 
justifying foreign exploitation of the territory. When Arrieta turns to Fals 
Borda’s field notes, a different picture emerges. Here, topographic space is not 
a protagonist, but it is depicted as intimately linked to human activities like 
fishing or turtle hunting (Arrieta Fernández 2015: 118–119). His field notebooks 
from Tinajones pay close attention to the waterscape and how its campesino 
inhabitants made use of it, particularly in his notations concerning the build-
ing of raised fields and the harvesting of mangrove bark for dyes, as well as in 
his descriptions of the varieties of rice the peasants cultivated (cdrbr/m, 1921, 
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fol. 10247, pp. 8r, 9v, 11r, 12r). This was a natural environment shaped by and 
shaping human activity.

But the human aspect of the landscape—how homesteaders harnessed its 
mutability to survive in what for both Striffler and Fals Borda was a hostile 
environment—is not as evident in the prose version of Tinajones, which depicts 
a fertile wilderness that was “at once magnificent and terrifying” (cdrbr/m, 
1921, fol. 10249, p. 9). The reader hardly recognizes the peasant face of the Sinú 
delta in the opening pages of the prose narrative, only its wild visage. Human-
ity only peeks out occasionally from behind the dense green curtain:

The dangers were many, because almost the entire region was virgin jun-
gle. The river itself played tricks, changing course or carrying submerged 
tree-trunks that filled up its strands and [created] islands where they had 
not existed before. . . . The jungle was dense and wild. There were great 
stands of ceiba and oak that, together with camajon trees, campanos, fig-
trees and tagua palms, invited workers to produce wealth and cultivate 
foodstuffs. Toward the sea, there were immense mangroves. A few clear-
ings along the river, full of small-scale plantings of maize, manioc, rice, 
and fruit trees, gave new evidence of the fertility of the region. (cdrbr/m, 
1921, fol. 10249, p. 8)

In this telling, the peasant settlers suffered from fevers and fought dangerous 
animals. They found only limited space on the riverbanks where they could 
eke out their precarious existence, their labors ultimately thwarted by cata-
strophic flooding that left the rice fields bathed in salt water (cdrbr/m, 1921, 
fol. 10249, pp. 12–14, 30). After the opening pages the authors pay only fleeting 
attention to the environment, moving on to the real purpose of the booklet: 
the history of peasant resistance.

The prose version of Tinajones provides rich historical evidence of Cabre-
ra’s legal maneuverings over time, the stirrings of agrarian opposition, the saga 
of the battle over the dredger in the Boca de Tinajones, the recommendations 
for new land tenure arrangements made by incora representatives Duica and 
Torres, and how incora ultimately took over the role of hacendado, exercis-
ing a similar level of control over the peasant economy. The pamphlet’s fluid 
prose is journalistic, but it was not an easy read for a campesino who had barely 
completed primary school, if that. Indeed, it was meant to be read and dis-
cussed in groups, providing advanced cadres at cursillos with a comprehensive 
introduction to the major political actors in the conflict. The facts narrated 
in the pamphlet, particularly the legal details, would be potentially useful for 
the anuc leadership as it navigated the court system and public opinion. For 
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this reason, the Sinú River and the mangrove swamps are only bit players, a 
barely cited landscape to ground the human protagonists: this is a political 
story (McRae 2015: 83).

Ulianov Chalarka’s graphic history takes a different tack. Almost half 
of its panels incorporate the Sinú River, either as background or as a central 
protagonist, so that we are constantly reminded of its riverine setting. This is 
something that the comics medium is expert at accomplishing: repeated imag-
ery conveys ideas to readers without having to voice them verbally (Sacco and 
Mitchell 2014: 60). But I think we can go further than championing one of the 
generic characteristics of comics. Chalarka’s fascination with the Sinú, his re-
peated portrayal of the river, seems to be an example of his ability to empathize 
with campesinos, to hear what was behind their words. Would he have been 
any better at this than university-trained ethnographer Fals Borda? As I pe-
rused the interviews that Fals conducted in Tinajones it became evident to me 
that his interlocutors only occasionally mentioned the river, which was more 
an enduring fact of life than an object of conversation (Arrieta Fernández 2015: 
125–126)—except when they referred to the catastrophic flooding that resulted 
in the loss of their lands. Of course, Fals was aware of the peasants’ amphibi-
ous culture, even if he didn’t call it that in 1973, but his priority in framing the 
prose narrative was political.

Chalarka didn’t make the same choices as Fals. I would guess that his con-
stant sighting on the Sinú in his drawings was likely the result of a connection 
he already had with the peasant ethos, even though he wasn’t a campesino 
himself and wasn’t even Costeño (remember, he was from Pereira, the coffee-
growing belt of the Colombian interior, although he lived in Montería). When 
I commented at a 2016 archival workshop in Montería about how ubiquitous 
the river was in the drawings, my interlocutors immediately responded that 
the Sinú was as central to the lives of Monterianos as it was to the peasants 
in Tinajones. Montería was built along the Sinú. Until the construction of 
roads in the mid-twentieth century, the river connected the city to smaller 
but wealthy urban populations like Lorica and the vast expanse of rural cattle 
ranches, as well as to the oceanic route to Cartagena (Durango Padilla 2012). 
Montería is thus similar in its layout to the small riverine ports like San Ber-
nardo, whose urban plan follows the river. Its inhabitants eat fish on the banks 
of the Sinú and are ferried back and forth across its waters on rafts [planchones] 
that glide from one side to the other via a system of cables and pulleys. The 
river traverses the entire city, its major landmarks no more than a block or 
two from its banks. Only the more recent working-class barrios—like Ulianov 
Chalarka’s La Granja—are deprived of a river view. The primacy of the Sinú 
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is evident in the graphic history, expressed in a range of ways. Leaving aside 
the panels in which the river is simply a waterway on whose banks critical 
scenarios unfold, there are several visual formats in which the Sinú becomes a 
major protagonist in this very human story, sometimes depicted via the usual 
comics icons, while in other cases appearing in panels that look like illustra-
tions or maps.

Visualizing Amphibious Culture

Tinajones opens with two panoramic scenes of fluvial traffic on the Sinú (Cha-
larka 1985: 31). It is narrated by the aging agrarian leader, Víctor Licona, whose 
interview transcript is in Fals Borda’s archive (cdrbr/m, 1912), although his 
story incorporates the voices of other storytellers, as well. The graphic his-
tory of peasant settlement at the mouth of the Sinú begins with the depiction 
of two vessels, one traveling along the Sinú and the other approaching the 
riverfront at San Bernardo del Viento (fig. 4.5). The sailboat in the top panel—
named Dios Me Salve [God Save Me], evoking the dangers of the Sinú—glides 
along an uninhabited stretch of the river; its sails have not been unfurled, and 
one of the deckhands pushes it along with a long pole in what may be the 
shallows. The Dios Me Salve’s path is framed by egrets in flight and feeding in 
the water. A pair of parrots nuzzles on a tree branch while a snake slithers up 
its trunk, almost indistinguishable from two vines that entwine the tree. A 
monkey clings to a bough, and a rodent—perhaps a guatinaja (Agouti paca)—sits 
expectantly at its foot. There is a caimán, a variety of alligator, whose head has 
surfaced in front of the craft’s stern.

The natural world is portrayed with considerable care in this panel, even 
while the crew aboard the Dios Me Salve is sketched as stick figures. The egrets, 
in particular, are depicted in a variety of poses that betray Chalarka’s familiar-
ity with the flora and fauna of the Sinú. Comics authors Pablo Guerra, Henry 
Díaz, and Camilo Aguirre commented on how this image is more like a book 
illustration than a comics panel, like the frontispieces that you see nowadays 
in some graphic novels. More laden with detail than most of the other panels 
of Tinajones, the drawing sets a scene in which the natural world is meant to be 
experienced directly by the reader. This is an environment in which humans 
are only protected by God, as the name of the sailboat so cogently declares.

A later panel reveals how dangerous this water world could be (Chalarka 
1985: 38), again, more of an illustration than a comics panel (fig. 4.6). In white-
on-black, rendered as though it were a woodcut, the bottom panel depicts the 
flood that broke open the mouth of the Sinú at Tinajones, propelling seawater 
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Figure 4.5  Opening pages of Tinajones (Chalarka 1985: 31. Comic reprinted with permission of 
the Fundación del Sinú)
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Figure 4.6  “Y se vino la creciente!” [“And the deluge came!”] (Chalarka 1985: 38. Comic re-
printed with permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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into what had been a tranquil riverscape. We see a canoe, its five passengers 
clinging to one another—one of them, a small child—navigating floodwaters 
bursting with debris. Wild waves crash in on the port side and buffet the ca-
noe’s starboard, while the headwinds pommel a palm tree in the opposite di-
rection, an ill-fated man clinging to its trunk. Chalarka clearly preferred il-
lustrations to comics when it came to portraying nature in its most raw form, 
revealing his origins as a painter. (Note, however, how the committee that laid 
out the graphic history raised the right-hand side of the gutter between this 
panel and the one above it in order to make room for a redundant caption.)

In contrast to these two illustrations, the bottom panel on the opening 
page, a panoramic view of the San Bernardo riverfront, is considerably more 
iconic, more comics-like (fig.  4.5).11 The campesino homesteaders embarked 
from here on their journey to colonize the wild marshlands. The natural world 
has been conquered in San Bernardo del Viento, exemplified in the name of 
the boat: Vencedora [Victor]. I would argue that this bottom panel supplies back-
ground information, while the top panel is the space in which the narrative 
takes place; it is also where Chalarka inserts a portrait of the narrator, Víctor 
Licona.

Thierry Groensteen reminds us in The System of Comics that not only in-
dividual panels but the architecture of the grid organizing the comics page 
is intended to be deciphered by the reader. Our eyes move from one panel to 
another. We notice how facing pages mirror each other and we follow the last 
panel on the left-hand page to the top of the page on the right (Groensteen 
2007: chap. 1). In Ulianov Chalarka’s rendition, we exit the port of San Ber-
nardo and abandon the Vencedora. We turn the page to embark on a humble 
canoe (Chalarka 1985: 32) and enter the world built by the campesino home-
steaders (fig. 4.7). The page contains three panels, all in comics style. The illus-
trations progress from an intimate view at the top of the page to a panoramic 
image at the bottom, so that the sequence retrocedes, like a film or video, to 
display an ever-widening waterscape. The sequence displays how the peasants 
transformed their environment over time, in what Scott McCloud would call 
a “scene-to-scene” transition that “transport[s] us across significant distances 
of time” within a single space (McCloud 1993: 71).

The page begins with a canoe drifting on the Sinú, probably in the shal-
lows, because directly behind the canoe is a figure up to his ankles in water, 
hacking away at the mangrove with his machete. The three men in the canoe 
are just arriving, as the caption tells us: “1924 We arrived from San Bernardo 
and San Antero to work these public lands.” The speech balloons let us know 
why these men have made such a perilous journey: one man insults the large 
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permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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landlords they are escaping when he declares, “The large landowners should 
eat shit!,” while the other endorses their newfound autonomy, “Here no one 
gives us orders!” A third man safeguards their agricultural implements, a 
water lily at his left peeking out of the water. Behind him in the distance, two 
others—stick figures whose paddles emerge as slivers on the top side of a thin 
oval that stands in for their canoe—propel their craft to an unknown destina-
tion. The panel embodies the possibilities the comics medium affords to say a 
great deal with a tremendous economy of expression. It would not have been 
as easy for prose to focus in and out of the details of this scene; it could never 
say so much using so little. The panel is intimate, homing in on a small group 
of men whose names we never learn; however, their story is not told in the 
third person (as it would be in prose): they are first-person flesh and blood, 
voicing strong opinions. The panel affords readers hints at why these men un-
dertook their journey (to escape the tyranny of the matrícula), the world they 
encountered (wild and uninhabited), and how they began to transform it (with 
their muscles and machetes), all in a single iconic image. At the same time, 
it conveys a big story about the colonization of the coastal frontier: the first 
phase of the “law of the three steps,” as Fals Borda puts it.

A great deal of work went into building the campesinos’ environment. 
Their labors fill pages of Zapata Olivella’s 1947 novel, Tierra mojada. His pro-
tagonist learns by trial and error how to tame the river and manipulate it to 
achieve his own goals. In the graphic history, that labor is left to the imagi-
nation of the readers, embedded in the gutter—the black line separating the 
panels—which conveys the reader from the scene of arrival to the next panel, 
depicting a finished homestead that we imagine was built by the very men we 
met in the canoe. A thatched hut on stilts planted above a rice paddy drawn in 
as bunches of blades, shaded by palms and plantains, a canoe moored nearby—
perhaps the same canoe on which the homesteaders arrived—laden with bur-
lap bags and coconuts. A photograph taken in the San Jorge Basin three years 
after the comic was published (fig. 4.8) underscores the iconicity of Chalarka’s 
image. In Fals Borda’s photo we see the river, the moored canoe (a more re-
cent model with an outboard motor), and a thatched hut bordered by plan-
tains. Both the panel and the photo display a productive environment forged 
by human hands, as Chalarka’s caption declares: “Despite great difficulties we 
made the land produce.” This middle panel is a pullback shot, which moves the 
reader from the intimate to the merely local. It also transports us from the past 
to the present, although the present of the image was already being eroded in 
the 1970s by the transformation of many of the coastal wetlands, drained in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s in many parts of Córdoba by the Agrarian Reform 
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agency (Negrete Barrera 2007: 36; 2018: chap. 1). But since we can repeatedly 
shift our gaze from one panel to another and back, the scene persists, always 
in the present.

Crossing another gutter, our eyes move to a panoramic view, where three 
thatched huts sit atop bands of cultivated land dotted with plantains. Bundles 
of rice hang suspended on a pole next to the hut at the center. The homesteads 
are separated by small man-made canals (cañitos) connected to the river, along 
which a produce-laden canoe sails, piloted by two stick figures. We know these 
raised fields were constructed atop the mangroves by the campesinos, because 
one of the canoeists says, “This year I have a half a hectare more to work,” al-
luding to the ever-expanding agricultural landscape he and his companions 
are forging. When Víctor Negrete and I examined this panel, he told me, “This 
is what it really looked like.” Víctor remembers it that way, but it is difficult to 
discern the cañitos in Fals Borda’s photos because they are obscured by vegeta-
tion, as they were when I visited Cañogrande.12 They are rendered visible in 
the comics panel: this is not what Chalarka saw with his eyes, but what he saw 
in his imagination after repeated observations. The comics panel enhances the 
reader’s appreciation of the landscape in the same way that eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century botanical drawings focus attention on particular features 
of plants that are generally obscured but in the watercolors are larger-than-life 
and constructed out of composite viewings (Bleichmar 2012).

Figure 4.8  Río San Jorge, 1977 (cdrbr/m, cf, 1664. Photo reprinted with permission of the 
Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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Mapping Tinajones

Most stunning, to my mind, is an aerial map depicting the zone of settlement 
affected by the flooding of the Sinú (fig. 4.9). The riverine village of San Ber-
nardo appears at the bottom of the page, complete with houses, church, and 
nearby farmsteads. The viewer follows the curves of the Sinú as it flows up 
the page, toward the Caribbean. At the top left, there is an oxbow lake, the 
encircled land on the brink of becoming an island, where the meandering river 
has deposited silt. Just a bit further in the background, we see the course of 
the Sinú flowing past Cañogrande, whose raised fields are lightly crosshatched 
along the river that moves on toward the Bay of Cispatá. Precisely at this last 
curve before the river enters the bay, a new mouth emerges at Tinajones. This 
panoramic view could only come from the artist’s imagination, as there would 
be no high ground from which to observe it on the flat coastal plain (and there 
is no indication in Fals’s archives that the team had obtained aerial photos). 
But in the comic, there is someone looking at the scene from above. Víctor Li-
cona, the narrator, explains the image to us, emphasizing that the new mouth 
of the river will expose the cultivated lands of Cañogrande to the salt water 
that is making its way toward Cispatá.

Many comics incorporate cartography into their pages. The Fundación 
del Caribe routinely inserted maps into their graphic histories, as did anuc 
comics produced at the national level (anuc n.d.). With the exception of Lo-
magrande, the first of the Fundación’s pamphlets, published in 1972, all of the 
other three graphic histories include maps that identify local agrarian strug
gles within broader regional or national contexts. While the vast majority of 
anuc activists at the time were illiterate, maps had become important props 
in the movement, especially for determining the boundaries of baluartes and 
reclaimed lands, as is attested by photos in Fals Borda’s collection (cdrbr/m, 
cf, 0179). So at least some of the graphic histories’ readership knew how to 
read the cartographic documents inserted into their pages, which were in-
cluded to provide peasants with a sense of the broader regional and national 
scope of their efforts.

Nonetheless, this bird’s-eye view of the Sinú delta is different from the other 
maps inserted into Chalarka’s comics. Víctor Negrete told me in a 29 Decem-
ber 2016 email that the aerial map was Ulianov Chalarka’s initiative. It is similar 
to the picture-maps of pre-Columbian and colonial-era Nasa and Misak chief-
doms that the La Rosca affiliate in the department of Cauca incorporated into 
its history of indigenous organizing to depict the various towns founded by 
the Spaniards, marked by images of churches connected by footpaths, with in-
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digenous migrations and military movements drawn as arrows across the land-
scape (Bonilla 1977); these picture-maps were precursors to the mapas parlan-
tes developed by former Rosca member Víctor Daniel Bonilla, which stimulated 
the oral retrieval of communal memories among the Nasa of Jambaló, Cauca 
(Barragán León 2016; Bonilla 1982). Chalarka’s aerial rendering was completed 
before the Rosca affiliate in Cauca published its first pamphlet. His picture-map 
of the Sinú delta was not meant to stand on its own. It was a prop intended 
to stimulate rank-and-file dialogue and to guide campesino imaginings of the 
topographic space they were struggling to control, which the amphibious 
activists would necessarily envision as anchored by the river.

Chalarka’s aerial view of the Sinú delta also functions as the fulcrum of 
Tinajones. It lies at the center of the booklet, separating in comics space two envi-
ronments that, in real life, were arranged in a temporal progression. First comes 
a landscape built and defended by the peasant settlers. After the map follows a 
territory soaked by salt water, stolen by latifundistas, and defended by organized 
peasants. In this sense, the map organizes time into before the flood and after the 
inundation, what comics author Dylan Horrocks (2010: 86) calls a “geography of 
time” that superimposes the location of things in space onto their positioning in 
time. The time-space of Tinajones revolves around an imagined bird’s-eye view of 
a landscape at the moment before it was irrevocably altered.

To understand this better, we need to examine the pages immediately 
after the map. The work of graphic journalist Joe Sacco is particularly helpful 
in comprehending the progression of the panels (Sacco 2000). Sacco is well-
known for juxtaposing Cartesian images of the topography of war to human 
experiences drawn from “a grounded perspective that inserts the reader into 
the action and attempts to replicate the experience of war through the visual 
negotiation of the conflict landscape” (Holland 2015: 85; Sacco 2000: 148). 
Likewise, Ulianov Chalarka’s aerial view of the Sinú delta opens a path to sub-
sequent panels that track an itinerary of events. On the page following the 
map (fig. 4.6), the doomed peasants attempt to stave off the flood by passing 
sandbags from hand to hand, while a dredger (the Chichau) carries on its deck 
a stick figure who revels in his power to destroy the precarious man-made bar-
rier: “Stupid peasants, now we’re going to destroy the levee with a jet of water.” 
His companion responds with a telling statement: “Yes, Capitan, now we have 
the money that the landlords gave us” (Chalarka 1985: 38). The ensuing tor-
rent hurls a canoe to certain disaster in the bottom panel, which I already 
noted is more like a woodcut than a comics image. Geographers call this sort 
of itinerary a “mapping,” as opposed to a “map,” because it privileges practice 
over gaze, a grounded perspective over an abstract panorama (Crampton 2009; 
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Holland 2015: 88–89), something like Michel de Certeau’s distinction between 
“itinerary” and “map” (de Certeau 1984 [1980]: 117–122). Chalarka effectively 
fashions his readers’ imaginations around a nostalgic waterscape and precipi-
tously drops them into the reality that both peasants and readers had recently 
experienced during the campesino strugg le to hold back the waters of the Ca
ribbean from inundating the delta and their laboriously constructed parcels 
rescued decades before from the mangroves. They are ultimately foiled by a 
conspiracy led not only by the landlords but by the river itself.

Conclusion

John Berger contrasts three different types of drawings: “There are those that 
study and question the visible; those that record and communicate ideas; and 
those done from memory. Even in front of drawings by the old masters, the 
distinction between the three is important, for each type survives in a differ
ent way. Each speaks in a different tense. To each we respond with a different 
capacity of imagination” (Berger 1987: 58). His first category contains drawings 
that were produced in the past to represent what was visible, which he calls 
“the indicative tense.” The second grouping communicates ideas by setting 
scenes: “Such drawings are visions of what would be if. . . . Most record visions of 
the past which are now closed to us, like private gardens. When there is enough 
space, the vision remains open and we enter. Tense: Conditional.” Third come 
drawings from memory, which are declarative: “I saw this. Historic Past Tense” 
(Berger 1987: 59–60).

Ulianov Chalarka’s sketches communicated what he heard at assemblies 
and meetings, producing emblematic visual representations that would be im-
mediately comprehensible to his peasant readers. They are Chalarka’s reaction 
to eyewitness narratives—by someone who did not see the action but has cre-
ated scenes that evoke an eyewitness account and that turn readers into eye-
witnesses. Thus, by combining narrators’ recollections, other evidence (such 
as Zapata Olivella’s novel), and his own imagination, Chalarka’s drawings fall 
into Berger’s second category, conveying speculative ideas in scenarios in order 
to craft an alternative future made possible by activism: what we don’t entirely 
know, but what should have, or could have, happened. Chalarka leads viewers 
to imagine “what would happen if . . . ?” What if campesinos could correct his-
tory? He forges a “sense of belonging to what-has-been and to the yet-to-come” 
(Berger 2015: 44). The question of how to redirect the consequences of past 
actions would ultimately be answered by the collective agency of the anuc 
rank and file.
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The comics version of Tinajones is a redemptive narrative. Its simple, ar-
chetypal images lay bare the ongoing confrontation between campesinos and 
landlords, opening room for local narrators and activists to fill in the gaps at 
public assemblies. The graphic history links the activist present to the nar-
rated past through the persona of Víctor Licona, the narrator, who appears at 
critical moments of the story, inviting further recollections and discussion. 
But the graphic history does something else. It cogently captures the ethos 
of the peasants of the Sinú delta by elevating the river to the role of protago-
nist. It reveals, in its depiction of the labor of erecting the raised fields and its 
portrayal of campesino efforts to close the new mouth of the river, the crucial 
fact that this was a dual strugg le, not only against the landlords but against 
the environment itself, a perilous and fragile landscape to which the landless 
and land-poor had been displaced in the early twentieth century. If these were 
“amphibious men,” it was not entirely by choice. The waterscape so promi-
nent in Tinajones did not function as a political demand, as did the baluarte 
depicted in Lomagrande, but it buttressed an ethos that grounded the political 
action of the campesinos of San Bernardo. This is also a kind of critical recov-
ery, perhaps ultimately more successful than the baluartes, because it fostered 
a sense of commonality and belonging.

As I already mentioned, Chalarka was a working-class migrant with only 
an informal education. He came of age in a barrio created through land inva-
sions by displaced smallholders and the landless who had been forced to adapt 
to an urban environment (Mora Vélez 2010; Ocampo 2003: 246). La Granja 
was thus at once rural and urban, peopled by peasants camped out on terrain 
that had once been an experimental farm. In Chalarka’s lifetime La Granja was 
greener and less developed than Montería’s urban grid skirting the Sinú (today, 
there is parkland along the river, while La Granja is largely a sea of cement). 
The artist was someone who was betwixt and between, someone who didn’t 
quite fit within any category. Matilde Eljach told me that he was somewhat of 
a hippie, but then again, he wasn’t: “I remember Chalarka. Many funny things 
happened to Chalarka because he was a stocky man. . . . He wore necklaces. . . . 
He said . . . ​[that] he was a hippie. And the people said that a hippie doesn’t 
have that physique. So, once someone told him: ‘You keep saying you’re a hip-
pie; hippies are thin.’ ”13 Chalarka looked to the campesinos like one of them, 
not like a hippie, occupying the ambiguous space between the urban peasants 
of La Granja and the intellectuals of the Fundación del Caribe. In addition, he 
was a liminal figure in La Granja: not a Costeño but a Paisa, a migrant from the 
interior, yet very much a part of the fabric of Montería, well-known across the 
city’s barrios.
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Ulianov Chalarka thus occupied a crucial position. He bridged peasants 
and researchers, country and city, coast and interior, oral and written means 
of expression, and verbal and visual narratives. All of the collaborators in the 
research project—anuc activists and Fundación researchers—had a particular 
role to fulfill, and all of them, Fals included, were obliged to cede their individ-
ual authority to the collective. This was particularly imperative in the produc-
tion of a graphic history, since comics is frequently a collaborative medium. 
But aside from his role as an artist, Chalarka’s positioning in the collective 
filled a deeper need. If Fals preferred to think of the campesinos of Córdoba as 
“amphibious men,” Chalarka was undoubtedly an “amphibious researcher,” a 
quality that was key to his ability to grasp concrete ideas conveyed by the nar-
rators and transform them into abstractions. He was not entirely successful 
in depicting the Baluarte Rojo, but his visualizations of the primordial status 
of the Sinú River were highly effective. We know this from Zamosc’s notes 
from La Antioqueña, where baluarte members from the former agrarian col-
lective Urbano de Castro told him they especially liked Tinajones but weren’t 
as excited by the other comics (cinep/b, doc. 23, p. 3). Thanks to his talent and 
his intermediate position between campesino and researcher, Chalarka was 
adept at capturing “people’s knowledge”—campesino epistemology—that un-
dergirded the strugg le of anuc. This is why he could reveal so eloquently how 
the people of Tinajones fought for their marshes. He could see that profound 
connection with a landscape that was, after all, much deeper than politics and 
was what ultimately drove Costeño peasants to action.
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Víctor Negrete recently reminded me that the graphic 
histories, slideshows, videos, history texts, and cursillos 
sponsored by the Fundación del Caribe were intended 
not merely to enlighten people but to spur them to ac-
tion: “Young people need to do more than read, they 
need to act. That’s what we’re interested in: the changes 
being promoted. They shouldn’t only read. That’s only 
part of it. What we want is for people to have these ideas, 
to develop them, and to get involved in them. That is the 
objective of participatory action research.”1 In keeping 
with Víctor’s assertion, this chapter inquires into how 
the Fundación engaged campesinos in understanding 
the relevance of history to their strugg le, fostering ideo-
logical maturity, and spurring activism. Regrettably, it is 
almost impossible to gauge in hindsight the direct impact 
of the Fundación’s adult education program because we 
no longer have access to the peasants who participated in 
the activities they sponsored. Many of them were killed, 
died of old age, disappeared for one reason or another, or 
were displaced by the ongoing conflict.

Montería, where the Fundación was most active, was 
without dispute the municipality that most broadly and 
enthusiastically embraced anuc’s cause (Rudqvist 1986: 
105). Rudqvist’s interviews with peasant leaders indicate 
that cursillos played a significant role in the ideological 
formation of the municipal leadership (1986: 124–126). How-
ever, the few rank-and-file commentaries gleaned by Leon 
Zamosc indicate a certain degree of ambivalence, hinting 
at a lack of sufficient emphasis on the dissemination and 

5

SYSTEMATIC DEVOLUTION
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analysis of educational materials, a task that was left to overburdened anuc 
leaders. Zamosc concludes that the distance between external researchers and 
the grass roots was never entirely bridged, even as close relationships were 
established with the leadership of the peasant movement (1986a: 28–29).

I don’t want to lay all the blame on Orlando Fals Borda and the Fundación, 
however. Quite simply, three years was not sufficient lead time for the Fun-
dación’s research to be assimilated by the anuc membership before the Rosca/
Fundación del Caribe/anuc experiment came to an end. This point was 
driven home to me by my experience in Cauca, where the work of La Rosca 
took at least a decade to reach into the indigenous villages that dot the moun-
tainous landscape, propelled by an expanding and increasingly influential in-
digenous movement. In Córdoba and Sucre, in contrast, anuc was progres-
sively weakened by government repression and internal factionalism, so that 
the movement that could have sustained the dissemination of the Fundación’s 
materials was no longer capable of doing so.

Absent any means to evaluate the immediate, or even the midrange, suc-
cess of the Fundación’s educational strategy, I have opted to inquire into the 
mechanisms the group used to disseminate its message. Close attention to 
the elements of reception that were built into educational materials provide 
a glimpse, at the least, of how the Fundación expected to impact the Costeño 
peasantry. In this chapter, I explore some of the tools they used to guide 
campesino assimilation of historical research, focusing on the cursillos facili-
tated by external researchers and the tools embedded in the graphic histories. 
My exploration requires that, once again, I submit Ulianov Chalarka’s comics 
to a close textual analysis, but my objective, as in previous chapters, is to go 
beyond the texts in and of themselves to impute to the comics those practices 
they may have inspired: I examine the archive to speculate what the repertoire 
could have contained.

In this chapter, I inquire into the pedagogical guidelines that were har-
nessed to train a politically conscious base, understanding them as part of the 
Fundación del Caribe’s broader activist repertoire. To this end, I meditate on 
the intentionality of the Fundación’s educational program, in particular, how 
it functioned as a bridge between knowledge and action. How was participa-
tion in cursillos arranged and to what extent did these training seminars foster 
a kind of intellectual democracy? How did cursillos contribute to the process 
of instilling a brand of radical literacy among an illiterate peasantry? What 
did it mean for illiterate campesinos to “read” graphic narratives? How did 
the Fundación organize the layout of the pages with the aim of leading read-
ers’ attention away from the past and into the present? In short, what sorts of 
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interventions were necessary to transform the Fundación’s contributions from 
mere entertainment to pedagogical and political tools?

I will take a four-pronged approach to answering these questions. First, 
using Fals’s archive, I will assume a bird’s-eye view of the training workshops 
sponsored and facilitated by the Fundación. Cursillos were the space in which 
the Fundación’s educational materials were studied and discussed, where 
campesino cadres received a basic ideological grounding to undergird their as-
similation of history and guide their political activities. Then, I will turn to 
the graphic histories as a scenario in which I can impute the pedagogical tools 
that were brought to bear at the workshops. I interpret selected comics panels 
in order to comprehend how real-life narrators were used to connect peasant 
readers to the past as it was presented in Chalarka’s drawings: Who were these 
narrators? What was their role in preparing and disseminating the comics? 
What did the Fundación hope to achieve by fictionalizing their personas in 
the comics panels? I already hinted at my interest in how campesinos with 
minimal exposure to the comics medium may have deciphered the graphic 
histories. I suspect that they did not move from panel to panel, filling in the 
gaps in the comics sequence—commonly called “gutters,” both in English and 
in Latin American Spanish—because they had never learned to do this, having 
limited access to reading matter in their communities. How, then, did they 
process the fracturing of time and space that occurs in a series of comics pan-
els? What did they fill the gutters with? One of the later comics, El Boche, helps 
me to answer these questions.

Finally, I look at archivos de baúl, which I will sometimes translate 
as “kitchen archives” (Behar 1986). They are the documentary traces and 
mementos that peasants stored in their homes, which the Fundación used 
as aides-mémoires to stimulate oral narrative. The contents of these per-
sonal treasure troves motivated researchers to compose written materials 
in a language that not only was accessible to peasants but also embodied 
a local historicity, one with its own distinct narrative arc and landmarks 
of memory. Lomagrande contains panels that I infer functioned as portable 
archivos de baúl, reproducing some of the objects that are mentioned in my 
archival sources and in published accounts. How were they used in cursillos 
and study groups to encourage campesino audiences to relive the research 
process? In particular, I want to examine the role played by photographs in 
stimulating and guiding peasant memory, focusing on how they not only 
constituted evidence of the past but gave impetus for campesinos to analyze 
their position in the present, thus extending the work of research into a post-
publication phase.
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This is what La Rosca called the process of “systematic devolution,” the 
creation of educational vehicles geared to their audience’s capabilities and 
needs. Fals Borda describes systematic devolution as a participatory strategy 
for stimulating grassroots analysis:

There is an obligation to return this knowledge systematically to the 
communities and workers’ organizations because they continue to be its 
owners. They may determine the priorities concerning its use and autho-
rize and establish the conditions for its publication, dissemination or use. 
This systematic devolution of knowledge complies with the objective set 
by Italian socialist Antonio Gramsci of transforming “common” sense into 
“good” sense or critical knowledge that would be the sum of experiential 
and theoretical knowledge. (Fals Borda 1991: 9)

Systematic devolution aims at taking what people know and showing them 
why it is important. It is “systematic” because its materials and pedagogical 
approaches are geared to particular audiences. “Devolution,” on the other 
hand, is a somewhat misleading term, because it implies that the researchers 
are “returning” finished products to a passive popular audience that has not 
participated in the process of its compilation. Víctor Negrete once remarked 
to me that if a research process is truly participatory, “it isn’t being ‘returned,’ 
but is disseminating work produced by the people.”2 Keeping in mind his cor-
rective, but also remembering that the Fundación exercised substantial intel-
lectual, if not political, control over the research process, I will inquire into 
how the researchers took hold of common sense and transformed it into criti-
cal knowledge.

The Social Landscape of Córdoba and Sucre

I have encountered a series of challenges to analyzing the reception of the Fun-
dación’s educational program, most significant among them being the iden-
tification of their audience. The peasantry of Córdoba and Sucre was not a 
homogeneous mass of landless campesinos, even if this is the picture given in 
the graphic histories. Its population was diverse; different sectors enjoyed var-
ied types of access to land and differing articulations with government institu-
tions, and their historical experiences were, correspondingly, distinct. In addi-
tion to the hacienda peons and landless day laborers who are depicted in the 
graphic histories, there were small property owners, some of them affiliated 
with incora cooperatives. Some of these people had participated in the bud-
ding socialist movement of the 1920s, although their political sensibilities fifty 
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years later cannot be determined by the activism of their youth. There were 
also residents of the small towns that dotted the landscape, people who may 
or may not have supported anuc, depending on their politics and their social 
networks. Some were evangelical Protestants or Pentecostals, who by doctrine 
opposed the peasant movement and whose history in the region went back to 
proselytizing by agents associated with nineteenth-century foreign investors 
(Fals Borda 1986: chap. 5A). Even these Protestant communities, however, were 
heterogeneous in their political aspirations and inhabited towns and villages 
where many neighbors and family members were anuc supporters. Other 
campesinos were fierce adherents of the mainstream Liberal or Conservative 
Party in a period when Colombian politics was still controlled by a two-party 
system. anuc itself was a heterogeneous organization. As I have suggested 
already, there was sometimes a great distance between the political aims and 
knowledge base of its leadership and that of the rank and file. As former anuc 
activists impressed on me, the Fundación was closer to some of its leaders than 
others.3 To complicate the situation even further, the Maoist pcml was active 
in the region, as were the epl guerrillas [Popular Liberation Army], each with 
its own peasant following.

The complexities of rural Costeño society confound a naive analysis of 
how the Fundación del Caribe approached its audience. We cannot paint a 
one-dimensional portrait of a united and homogeneous multitude of campesi-
nos confronting a government oppressor. Yet, there is scant information 
available on how the Fundación navigated the heterogeneity of the Costeño 
landscape in the preparation and dissemination of its educational materials. 
Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui—a Bolivian scholar activist who spent a period in 
exile at cinep studying the history of anuc—argues that the Fundación’s 
embrace of Marxist theory led its members to espouse a homogeneous image 
of the peasantry and to believe that the organizational objectives of anuc 
were indistinguishable from those of the peasant base (Rivera Cusicanqui 
2004: 21–22).

These caveats hold significant implications for how to interpret the Fun-
dación’s educational activities. To some extent, embedded in its materials is an 
artificial and romantic notion of who were peasants, what they aspired to, and 
what motivated them. These preconceptions determined to a degree how the 
Fundación expected to engage its audience, including the types of activities 
it employed to ensure their participation in the collective interpretation of 
history. However, for lack of information, I can only gauge campesino recep-
tion to a limited extent and am forced to concentrate on what the Fundación 
expected from its audience, as opposed to what it actually experienced.
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Cursillos

In 1972, the Centro Popular de Estudios, one of the partner organizations of 
the Fundación del Caribe, published a manual to guide the coordination of 
cursillos at the local level. Fals Borda’s archives contain the preliminary notes 
for this publication in the form of a list of subject headings (cdrbr/m, 1922), 
as well as a typescript draft to be sent for critical commentary to the munici-
pal chapter of anuc in Montería (cdrbr/m, 2177); the published manual is 
available in the archives of the Fundación del Sinú (afs/m) and is cited in 
the bibliography. The manual’s preface, authored by the departmental leader-
ship of anuc in Córdoba, describes the cursillo as a vehicle for “fulfilling the 
purpose of liberating the peasant according to the dispositions in the Man-
dato Campesino, the Plataforma Ideológica, and the second National Peas-
ant Congress of Sincelejo” (Centro Popular de Estudios 1972: 7), the three key-
stone documents of the Sincelejo Line of anuc. The “Plataforma Ideológica” 
[“Ideological Platform”], adopted at a national junta meeting in 1971, demar-
cated anuc as an organization dedicated to transforming unequal relations 
of land ownership through redistribution, expropriation of large landholdings 
without indemnification, and support of land seizures by peasants. The 1971 
“Mandato Campesino” [“Peasant Mandate”] laid out a concrete program for 
achieving these goals under the slogan “land without masters” [“tierra sin pa-
tronos”] (Zamosc 1986b: 72–73). The second National Congress, which took 
place in 1972 in Sincelejo, marked the formal split of anuc into two lines, the 
government loyalists of the Armenia Line and the radical Sincelejo Line; the 
latter, which was the majority of the Association, was the line to which anuc-
Córdoba adhered (Zamosc 1986b: 101). Cursillos thus fulfilled a distinctly 
ideological function, inculcating in anuc activists the basic precepts of the 
organization.

The cursillo manual was designed to assist local cadres in organizing their 
own training events, without the need for external facilitators. It includes in-
structions for even the most minimal of logistical details, assuming no prior 
experience on the part of local activists: the type of paper to use as a visual aid, 
where to place the Colombian flag in the classroom, how to organize a pro
cession at the end of the seminar. It also lays out a model cursillo agenda, com-
mencing with a diagnosis of local problems, touching on land tenure, health, 
education, and the state of the peasant movement (Centro Popular de Estudios 
1972: 20–21). The agenda encourages the study of anuc’s central documents 
followed by a summary of recent news of peasant organizing and governmen-
tal repression (1972: 21–22). Each cursillo should include a critical analysis of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



136

C
HA


P

TER



 5

the history of the peasant strugg le using Fundación del Caribe pamphlets as 
supports. The final agenda item is a summary account of agrarian legislation 
(1972: 22–23). Sessions are to be structured by plenary sessions, punctuated by 
small-group meetings in which the main points of the plenary are explained 
and debated (1972: 26). As the manual recommends, the final session of the 
cursillo ends with a summary of the proceedings and an evaluation of how its 
conclusions contribute to an awareness of the class strugg le, followed by a pro
cession and a closing ceremony (1972: 30–33).

These rank-and-file training workshops functioned parallel to other 
events organized for the anuc leadership, which were called the Escuela de 
Cuadros [Cadre School] (cdrbr/m, 0639, fol. 3568). There is substantially 
more evidence in the archive for the Escuela de Cuadros, since the Fun-
dación was intimately involved in its planning. The Escuela was organized to 
deepen leaders’ knowledge base: “We see a cadre enriched by knowledge, en-
lightened anew, leading to knowledge mediated by research conducted with 
their direct support” (cdrbr/m, 0642, fol. 3375). The personnel organizing 
these events was recruited by the Fundación del Caribe from the Costeño 
intelligentsia, including folklorists, sociologists, and lawyers (cdrbr/m, 
0643; see fig.  1.2). Some cursillos were dedicated to teaching specific tech-
niques and procedures, such as production of legal documents to legitimize 
land occupations, organization of collective labor in occupied lands, or pup-
petry (cdrbr/m, 0687; see fig. 3.8). The Fundación’s 1973 work plan called 
for monthly cursillos in addition to their other activities, which included 
research, writing, and the production of educational materials (cdrbr/m, 
0648). The significance of this training program cannot be overstated: the 
municipal leadership of anuc-Montería emerged out of the Fundación’s 
cursillos (Rudqvist 1986: 105).

Moisés Banquett, one of anuc-Montería’s municipal leaders, reminisces 
in his memoirs about various cursillos he attended. He remembers that they 
varied in size, ranging between five and fifty participants (cdrbr/m, 1058, 
fols. 6244–6246), following similar agendas to the model cursillo offered by 
the Fundación’s manual (cdrbr/m, 1058, fols. 6243–6244). He argues that cur-
sillos produced political results: they expanded anuc’s membership and pro-
vided basic knowledge necessary for planning land occupations (cdrbr/m, fol. 
6244). Cursillos were already being held before the appearance on the scene 
of Orlando Fals Borda, but as the Fundación del Caribe/anuc partnership 
took root, these events became more frequent, taking place in more locations. 
Banquett writes that not only campesinos but also teachers and students at-
tended cursillos. In 1973, he was invited to a regional cursillo in Cartagena. His 
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memories of this experience underscore the rigorous ideological training that 
he received there:

It was here that I began to learn that Colombia was facing a class strugg le 
between the exploited and the exploiters, but that there were two types of 
politics, which were bourgeois and proletarian, that there were two ideolo-
gies, bourgeois and proletarian. That in Colombia there were two leftist 
groups that for many years have striven to promote socialism in Colom-
bia, but that they all had flawed methods of promoting the revolution. . . . 
Each one of them proposed to promote the revolution in its own way and 
for that reason these groups were wasting their time, while the enemy 
took advantage of all of the critical moments [coyunturas] created by these 
groups to destroy them. (cdrbr/m, 1958, fol. 6364)

Fals’s notes for cursillo presentations look like lecture notes by any educa-
tor (cdrbr/m, 2186, 2190, 2197). Víctor Negrete remembers them as following a 
traditional lecture format, something that, in hindsight, he confesses inhibited 
the active and creative participation of campesinos (2008a: 87–88). Nonethe-
less, if my experience with cric workshops is at all relevant to 1970s Córdoba, 
rural audiences demonstrate a tremendous capacity for withstanding long, 
drawn-out lectures, certainly more than my own students would tolerate. 
When I have spied the notes they take as they listen to invited speakers, they 
record only scant details from the lectures. I suspect that many of the peasant 
listeners only partially understood what the Fundación facilitators were tell-
ing them, requiring repetition of the same materials on various occasions. A 
1974 set of Fundación minutes records Juana Julia Guzmán’s complaint that 
she could not understand the explanation given of the concept of “mode of 
production,” suggesting that the lectures were not always immediately com-
prehensible to their heterogeneous audience.4 Despite the fact that many cur-
sillos were closely orchestrated by the Fundación, they were always subject to 
critique by the collective. At a March 1973 meeting in Cañoviejo, for example, 
the facilitators were requested to use clearer and simpler language, and it was 
suggested that since the students were campesinos, their instructors should 
hail from the “exploited classes”; the attendees also urged that more women 
be encouraged to attend (cdrbr/m, 2183).5 Notwithstanding their shortcom-
ings, the effectiveness of cursillos as tools for consciousness-raising is evident 
in Banquett’s memoirs, particularly notable being the extent to which they 
contributed to his awareness of the class strugg le gleaned from the writings 
of Marx, Lenin, and other authors whose work was explained at these events 
(cdrbr/m, 1058, fols. 6243–6244, 6263–6265).
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Fals Borda’s photographic collection affords a closer look at what tran
spired at cursillos. Figure  5.1 was taken at a 1973 event held in Montería 
(cdrbr/m, cf, 1391). It depicts a man making an oral presentation: he is Ani-
ceto Pereira, a campesino leader from the outskirts of Montería. At his side, 
another man consults a notebook. Papers are strewn over the desktop, indi-
cating that cursillos demanded a modicum of reading, at least on the part of 
its campesino facilitators. A third participant takes notes on a blackboard, 
where we spy a combination of verbal and visual elements, awkwardly mir-
roring Ulianov Chalarka’s comics. In the drawing, a face in profile points to a 
discussion topic titled “Critique and self-critique of the peasant movement,” 
presumably part of the evaluation of the event. Below appears a slogan, parts of 
which are obscured by the presenter: “Workers-peasants-students, united we 
will defeat . . . ​the enemies of. . . .” Pereira may have been summarizing plenary 
conclusions while simultaneously raising audience fervor. Other photos indi-
cate that participants were guided in their readings of movement publications. 
Figure 4.4 captures a communal reading in 1973 of the prose version of Tina-
jones (cdrbr/m, cf, 1399). One of Fals’s photos of a 1972 cursillo in Cañoviejo 
shows campesinos reading an early pamphlet prepared by the municipal chap-
ter of anuc, Así luchamos por recuperar la tierra! [How We Struggle to Recuperate 
the Land!] (amucm 1972; cdrbr/m, cf, 0402), which employed photographs 
instead of drawings.6

Making sense of the written word posed challenges, even for the most po
litically committed cadres, as Moisés Banquett’s autobiography reveals. He 
reminisces about the difficulty of the texts he was introduced to at the 1973 
workshop he attended in Cartagena, although despite his limited schooling, 
he devoured Marxist writings and developed his own conclusions regarding 
how they would guide his politics:

At that meeting in Cartagena some compañeros cited Marxism-Leninism, 
all those great teachers who have left us their revolutionary theses in writ-
ing. At that meeting I got a copy of the Communist Manifesto and other 
books that we each purchased. Since then I began to put things in their 
places and to analyze all of the arguments of groups on the left. I began 
to study the manifesto. That was how I oriented myself, because I was a 
dissenter [inconforme]. I saw that compañero Marx’s thesis was being devel-
oped in practice. . . . That was when I began to study politics and prepare 
myself in political ideology and locate all of the political groups on the 
left, and what the great teachers proposed. I could not find any group that 
promoted things as they should have, according to the great teachers. For 
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that reason, up to 1978 I declare myself independent within revolution-
ary ideologies. I could not affiliate myself with any of the leftist political 
groups because there never appeared a true, unified socialist party that 
would be the one that would break all of the chains that have humiliated 
us nowadays. (cdrbr/m, 1058, fols. 6255–6256)

Like his Fundación colleagues, Banquett advocated an approach to politics 
that was independent of the major leftist political parties. But while he strug
gled with ideas, other campesinos were challenged by the written medium 
they were asked to confront. The Fundación’s response was to seek out alter-
native modes of exposition for unschooled attendees of their workshops. Two 
of Fals’s photographs illustrate how cursillos were friendly to nonreaders: a 
puppet show in a 1973 Escuela de Cuadros in Montería (fig. 3.8), which appears 
to be narrated by the facilitator, Cartagena sociologist Raúl Paniagua, and a 
group of participants at the same event engaged in what looks like a socio-
drama, a dramatization exercise used as a vehicle for social analysis (fig. 5.2). 
The photos convey how campesinos were motivated to engage in analysis by 
means of performative vehicles in which they embodied the scenarios con-
jured from the memories of elderly narrators and fashioned into comics panels 
by Ulianov Chalarka.

Figure 5.1  Cursillo in Montería, 1973 (cdrbr/m, cf, 1391. Photo reprinted with permission of 
the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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The Narrators

The stories of Lomagrande, Tinajones, El Boche, and Felicita Campos are an-
chored by narrators who accompanied anuc and whose headshots appear at 
crucial moments in the graphic narratives as a reminder that these stories of 
the past are very much relevant to the present (fig. 5.3). Lomagrande’s story is 
told by Wilberto Rivero, a young anuc leader from Martinica (fig. 5.4), who 
was active in the occupation of various haciendas in the early 1970s. The nar-
rator of Tinajones, Víctor Licona, was one of the 1960s activists interviewed 
by Fals and his associates on their visit to San Bernardo del Viento (cdrbr/m, 
1912); he was a member of the Licona clan that led many of the early peas-
ant strugg les in the region (cdrbr/m, cg, c/ofb/gm 33). Juana Julia Guzmán 
(fig. 4.1), whose name has come up repeatedly in this book, narrates El Boche. 
The story of Afrocolombian activism in Sucre, Felicita Campos, is told by Ig-
nacio (“El Mello”) Silgado (fig. 3.3), the esteemed elder from the municipality 
of San Onofre who was interviewed by Sincelejo-based Fundación researcher 
Néstor Herrera and local anuc leader Florentino Montero (cdrbr/m, 1770).

These four individuals were chosen to embody the vital connection be-
tween the strugg les of the past and those of the present, to imbue history 
with familiar faces. Only three of them—Guzmán, Licona, and Silgado—were 

Figure 5.2  Sociodrama at a cursillo in Montería, 1973 (cdrbr/m, cf, 1395. Photo reprinted 
with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco de la 
República, Montería)
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eyewitnesses to the historical events they narrate; Rivero was chosen because 
of his reputation as a young leader of anuc. All are real people, but the sto-
ries told by their comics personas combine information culled from inter-
views with numerous storytellers who are listed at the beginning of each of 
the graphic histories. In other words, the narrators are composite characters 
crafted out of the voices of many storytellers, the fictional doubles of people 
who were well-known to the campesino readership.

Composite characters are a central feature of testimonial literature, gen-
eralizing personal experience so that it seems to arise from the collectivity as 

Figure 5.3  The narrators of the graphic histories (comic reprinted with permission of the 
Fundación del Sinú)
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opposed to any single individual (Gómez Buendía 2007: chap. 3; Randall 1992). 
Alfredo Molano explains the purpose of this literary (and political) move as 
“placing in brackets the singularity of the accounts in order to capture the 
generalities of the story they were telling . . . ​, while maintaining an absolute 
respect for the people’s language” (Molano 1998b: 104). He concedes that he is 
in the business of producing fictions—inventos is the word he uses in Spanish—
but he also argues that his imaginings have an objective basis: “not the mere 
subjective whim or egotism, but a re-elaboration of people’s stories with ana-
lytical elements” (1998b: 105).

Many graphic novels feature fictional narrators, who generally perform 
the same role as do narrators in literary fiction. They inhabit the boundaries of 
the simulated world of the comic and, as such, are understood by readers to be 
as fictional as the other characters (Thon 2013). Some recent graphic memoirs 
feature their authors as narrators (Bechdel 2006; Spiegelman 1973, 1986). The 
narrators of the Fundación’s comics also evoke real people who appear to be 
in control of the story they are narrating, just as they would be when recount-
ing their experiences orally to a peasant assembly. The difference between 
Guzmán, Licona, Rivero, and Silgado and the narrators of today’s graphic 
memoirs is that the campesino narrators enjoyed close relationships with their 
readers and participated in events at which the comics circulated.

Figure 5.4  Wilberto Rivero and Orlando Fals Borda at a 1973 cursillo in Montería (cdrbr/m, 
cf, 2275. Photo reprinted with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando 
Fals Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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These fictional-real narrators function as vehicles for the process of ab-
straction through critical recovery, which I analyzed in the previous chapter. 
They implicate the events of the graphic histories in the readers’ present. 
They stand in for the process of critical analysis that is directed more at pres
ent concerns than at the past, as Fals and Libreros explain in their unpub-
lished research manual: “The uses of history should be accommodated to the 
needs and the urgencies of the present, without limiting it to a simple and 
curious anecdote about the past. The ‘narrator’ can thus take on the role of 
critic of society or share appropriate political demands during the narrative 
or at the end of the pamphlet” (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fols. 259–259v). 
Figures like Juana Julia Guzmán thus bridge past and present; they are rep-
resented as active participants in anuc who have something to say, not only 
about their experiences but about the politics of the peasant movement in 
the 1970s.

The intentionality of the Fundación’s narrators differs, therefore, from 
that of other graphic memoirs, or even testimonios, which are intended for 
general distribution, not as organizing tools in the communities of origin of 
the narrators (Robles Lomeli 2019; Yúdice 1992). This was a conscious choice, 
one the Fundación shared with other affiliates of La Rosca. Carlos Duplat, a 
filmmaker and theater director who collaborated with La Rosca on the Pa-
cific Coast, made the following argument in a series of talks organized by the 
research collective for educators in Barranquilla in 1971, the year before Fals 
Borda began his work in Córdoba:

A performance by an actor who lives entirely in its context is thus more 
effective. At this moment, theatrical performance integrally and truly ful-
fills its function: “. . . ​The son of Mr. So-and-So is not really the exploitative 
rich man nor the big-bellied bishop, he is playing that character.” After the 
performance he will continue to be the son of Mr.  So-and-So who gave 
them a critical picture of reality. And if this reality is their own reality, the 
result will be doubly positive and dynamic. If the paintings shown to them 
or the songs sung to them speak to them of their concrete reality, that is 
to say, of their neighborhood, of their houses, of their streets, of their fac-
tory, they will see reality there, but presented in another form. Behind this 
performance the public will begin to critically perceive its position within 
the relations of production. Subsequent work, in more depth, will permit 
them to become interested in understanding the mechanisms that govern 
our society, mechanisms that they can show and begin to transform. 
(Bonilla et al. 1971: 95–96)7
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The superimposition of the real world with a fictional world made the narra-
tors of Chalarka’s comics more convincing, while persuading readers to rethink 
the relationships governing the world they inhabited and to imagine their own 
agency in transforming it. The narrators’ role in the graphic histories—and in 
the activities surrounding them—was to guide peasant readers through the 
various steps of consciousness-raising, which I will explore in the following 
pages through an examination of some of the tools used to elicit reflection and 
further testimony from campesino readers.

Reading El Boche

My first task is to think through how peasant audiences were expected to read 
and process Chalarka’s comics. I will use El Boche, one of the later graphic nar-
ratives, as the ground on which to base my speculations. Published in 1973, 
it depicts the beginnings of the peasant strugg le against debt-peonage at the 
dawn of the twentieth century. Unlike Lomagrande (1972) and Tinajones (1973), 
the panels of El Boche are carefully crafted and visually complex, containing 
fewer errors than Chalarka’s earlier work. This is not surprising. Prior experi-
ence led the Fundación team to refine and deepen its appropriation of the 
language of comics. For example, unlike the earlier publications, whose panels 
present cameos of historical events identified by dated captions that move in 
chronological order, El Boche experiments with sequentiality. Its readers piece 
together a narrative by navigating panels separated by spaces or lines com-
monly called “gutters” (as I already mentioned, the same word is used in En
glish and in Latin American Spanish). We are meant to fill the gutters with 
action conjured in our imagination linking one panel to the next, in an act 
that comics writers call “closure,” the creation in the mind of the reader of 
a whole from a discontinuous series of images (McCloud 1993: 63, 67). The 
discontinuity of comics panels requires the reader to become an active par-
ticipant in making sense of the text (Groensteen 2013: 36). While the gutters 
of Chalarka’s comics did serve as spaces in which campesinos’ imaginations 
were given play, I think they fulfilled a different role than do the gutters in 
conventional comics. They not only connected the actions of one panel to an-
other but opened new narrative spaces into which the personal reminiscences 
of their campesino readers were given voice.

I have consistently referred to Ulianov Chalarka’s comics as “graphic 
histories” in an effort to underscore the fact that they are not fictional ac-
counts but historical interpretations based on empirical evidence, narrated in 
a comics format. Of course, they are fictional in the sense that they are crafted 
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in an iconic visual language and their stories are mediated by semi-fictional 
narrators who stand in for multiple eyewitnesses and documentary sources. 
Nonetheless, the contents of their narratives are verifiable: the events of Loma-
grande, Tinajones, and Felicita Campos really happened and Fals Borda’s archive 
contains documentation of the veracity of these narratives. They are similar 
in this sense to today’s graphic journalism, which condenses complex news 
stories into evocative, empirically based images (Sacco 2002, 2012) or historical 
analyses condensed into comics formats (D’Salete 2019 [2017]; Getz and Clarke 
2016; Laurent, Egea, and Vega 2013; Schecter and Clarke 2014).

El Boche differs, however, from other Fundación comics. It reimagines and 
reconfigures a legend that had been circulating in Córdoba since the early 
twentieth century and transforms it into a vehicle for conveying information 
about the abuses of the matrícula, the debt-peonage system. Given that the 
story line of El Boche is the stuff of myth and not of history, we might think of 
it as a kind of graphic novel.8 Its story functions as a literary vehicle for trans-
mitting a historical lesson about the matrícula, and the documentary and oral 
research conducted by the Fundación was meant to substantiate this historical 
detail, not the plot itself.

“El Boche” is the nickname of the comic’s campesino protagonist, Manuel 
Hernández, a negro sabanero, a term used to refer to certain rural populations 
of the savannas of Sucre. Fals describes this segment of the population as “not 
of African features but mixed-race people [quinterones] with olive skin, straight 
noses and wavy hair, the result of the mixture of Indians and mestizos” (Fals 
Borda 1986: 74). Hernández reputedly emigrated to Córdoba to work as a peon 
on the hacienda Misiguay, some 18 kms south of Montería along the Sinú River. 
Misiguay and several of the surrounding farms belonged to the Lacharmes, a 
family of French origin that settled the Sinú in the nineteenth century (Polo 
Acuña 2018). Hernández is by legend said to have become jealous of his wife’s 
trysts with other men, especially with Alejandro Lacharme and his overseers, 
and to have gone on a frenzied and bloody rampage at Misiguay, slaughter-
ing numerous bystanders and finally murdering Lacharme, before being killed 
himself.

The original account of the event, which reputedly took place on 5 Oc-
tober  1908, came out a week later in an extravagantly narrated article pub-
lished in a Cereté newspaper (Berrocal Mendoza 2017). Over the years, several 
members of Montería’s lettered elite, some of them relatives by marriage of 
the Lacharmes, embellished the original story. Their texts enumerate a series 
of lurid details about the rampage and make a series of wild allegations. They 
recount, for instance, that the bullet that ultimately killed Hernández had 
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been bitten into the form of a cross. They report that he was buried with his 
arm raised, as if he were still wielding his lethal machete (Díaz 1935: 62–66; 
Exbrayat Boncompain 1939: 109–126; 1994 [1971]: 194–196; Velasco Puche 1963: 
74–98). In short, they conjure a legendary demon, whom they call a boche, seiz-
ing on a French slur against Germans, which came to be used in Córdoba to 
identify a violent person (not a surprising appropriation, given that the La
charmes were of French extraction). It is not by accident that El Boche was also 
identified as a negro sabanero. While the appellation does not exactly signify 
an African descendant—the racial typologies on the Atlantic coast are com-
plex, taking note of multiple degrees of mixing—elite authors used El Boche’s 
race to “other” him, effectively equating black masculinity and campesino 
poverty with savagery and danger. Velasco Puche’s rendition of the story is the 
most racially charged of the lot, featuring a woodcut of a heavily muscular, 
shirtless, and very black man brandishing a machete (74).

In 1962 the Barranquilla-based journalist and Montería native Jorge Va-
lencia produced a sixty-episode radio-play [a radionovela], La pesadilla del Boche 
[The Nightmare of El Boche], which was immensely popular; some of the peas-
ants who later joined anuc might have tuned in to it. Valencia calls his script 
a “work of protest” (Valencia Molina 1987: 16) and in his conversation with me 
expressed his sympathies for Hernández as a “good man,” a hard worker driven 
by jealousy who did not deserve to die as he did.9 Notwithstanding Valencia’s 
protestations, the Fundación del Caribe excoriated him, along with Jaime Ex-
brayat and Carlos Velasco Puche, on the first page of El Boche, asserting that 
they “made it their aim to deform the character of el boche and his strug
gle, broadcasting all the old-wives’ tales invented by the large landholders to 
discredit his memory and block anyone from following his example” (Chalarka 
1985: 47).

The Fundación del Caribe turns the story of El Boche upside down, re-
casting Hernández as an early hero of peasant resistance to the matrícula, a 
campesino bursting with revolutionary fervor who killed his hacendado only 
after being provoked by him. Lomagrande was also a retelling of a time-worn 
legend forged by the Montería elite (Exbrayat Boncompain 1939: 137–146; 1994 
[1971]: 197–199; Velasco Puche 1963: 63–73), but the Fundación’s revisionist 
history of the Baluarte Rojo was based on the oral testimonies of Juana Julia 
Guzmán and other campesinos, as well as on documentary evidence. In con-
trast, I found nothing about the legend of El Boche in Fals Borda’s archives, 
and there is no evidence that its story line was the subject of his interviews with 
peasants. That the Fundación had been toying with the prospect of tackling the 
story of Manuel Hernández for at least a year before the comic’s publication 
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is evident from the naming of one of the baluartes created after the 1972 oc-
cupation of La Antioqueña for El Boche. A panel of Lomagrande that depicts 
Vicente Adamo delivering a public address includes the following remark by 
a member of his campesino audience: “I’ve been a matriculado [bound to a 
matrícula] of the Lacharmes for 15  years. With an organization, they won’t 
fuck us over like they did to El Boche” (Chalarka 1985: 13).

In El Boche, Ulianov Chalarka experiments with sequential narratives to a 
greater degree than he did in his previous comics. A two-page sequence in El 
Boche depicts Manuel Hernández as he kills the hacendado (Chalarka 1985: 59–60). 
In the top two panels of the first page (fig. 5.5), Lacharme hurriedly grabs his 
rifle, which is propped up against the wall of his office; he then moves onto the 
porch, where he aims the rifle at a distant figure. We discover who this figure 
is in the bottom panel, when Manuel Hernández arrives at the house, just as 
Lacharme’s gun blocks and the hacendado tries to unload the bullets. On the 
following page, the two men wrestle in the first panel and the hacendado is 
felled by Hernández’s machete in the second, provoking anger and mayhem 
among Lacharme’s men, depicted at the bottom of the page (fig. 5.6).

This two-page sequence may appear obvious to us, but I’m uncertain 
whether Costeño peasants in the 1970s read it as we would. Because many 
campesinos were illiterate, someone else would have had to read the verbal 
text to them, creating a collective reading event quite distinct from what we 
generally experience as solitary consumers of comics. What probably tran
spired was a communal analysis of single panels, transforming the reading of 
the comic into a conversation between readers. If this was the case, then the se-
quential progression of panels establishing a plotline would not have been the 
primary vehicle lending meaning to the comic. Meaning derived, more likely, 
from readers’ personal experiences elicited during the act of reading. Navigat-
ing the gutters of the comic would thereby take on a different purpose than it 
does for most comics readers. It would lead peasants to look for historical facts 
in their own lives, supported by factual details in the comics panels—not fac-
tual details concerning the life of Manuel Hernández, but those surrounding 
the institution of the matrícula.

The Fundación recast Hernández as a hero capable of identifying the ex-
ploitative nature of debt-peonage and enlisting his fellow peons in a campaign 
to end it. Its comic refocused the story of El Boche, transforming the villain 
into a hero. A caption depicting the dead Lacharme reads, “And in the name 
of the matriculados justice was done” (Chalarka 1985: 60). Manuel Hernández 
is reimagined here as a savior. Juana Julia Guzmán, in her guise as the comic’s 
narrator, explains why anuc appropriated a popular villain, transforming him 
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Figures 5.5 and 5.6  The death of El Boche (Chalarka 1985: 59, 60. Comics reprinted with permis-
sion of the Fundación del Sinú)
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into a hero: “You must have understood, compañero, that we have our own 
heroes. Compañero Hernández showed in practice that the large landowners 
can be defeated” (1985: 64). The comic gives the lie to the exaggerated sensa-
tionalism of previous accounts in one of its final panels (fig. 5.7). As Hernán-
dez’s cadaver is dragged through the streets of Montería, all of the falsehoods 
uttered by previous authors are depicted as a swirl of rumors: “They say he 
made the musiu into chopped meat” [monsieur, used to refer to foreign hacen-
dados, like the Lacharmes]. “They say he killed out of jealousy.” “They say he 
burned down the hacienda.” “They say he killed 10!” “We’ll bury him outside of 
the cemetery!” “They say they killed him with a bullet in the form of a cross.” 
“They say he drank rum with gunpowder.” These falsities are juxtaposed to 
the truth broadcast by the comic: “I knew him: he fought for the exploited!” 
(1985: 60).

The Fundación’s rendering of El Boche was a call to arms against the Mon-
tería elite, but instead of being based on historical narrative it confronts head-
on the stories that hacienda owners used to justify their superior position in 
society. As Joe Sacco argues, “the cartoonist draws with the essential truth in 
mind, not the literal truth” (2012: xii). The depiction of Manuel Hernández 
as a hero of an incipient agrarian strugg le is more of an essential truth than 
a literal one, given that El Boche was always a fictional character. The factual 
dimension of the graphic novel is, rather, woven into the supporting details of 

Figure 5.7  Correcting the myth of El Boche (Chalarka 1985: 61. Comic reprinted with permis-
sion of the Fundación del Sinú)
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the panels, which recount what it meant to live under the matrícula; this in-
formation is documented in Fals’s archive and drawn from oral and published 
sources. In other words, the core lesson of El Boche is all about the matrícula, 
which is the principal antagonist of this story, not Lacharme. The fictionalized 
story of Manuel Hernández touched a nerve, both among campesinos and in 
urban areas, in a region in which everyone was familiar with earlier versions 
of the story, but not everyone was cognizant of the institution underlying it. 
The story of El Boche was the hook; the facts about the matrícula provided 
the lesson. Manuel Hernández’s story still provokes strong emotions. When I 
sponsored a public reading of El Boche at the Banco de la República in 2019, I 
discovered that the Fundación version was still under vigorous debate by local 
historians, over four decades after its publication, although no one disputed 
the realities of debt-peonage. One might even venture to say that the Fun-
dación’s objective of critical recovery met its greatest success in El Boche.

Navigating the Gutters of El Boche with Peasants

How were peasant readers to assimilate El Boche? Did they focus on the story 
line or did they concentrate on their experiences of the matrícula? The answer 
to that question hinges on the methodology the Fundación used to study the 
graphic novel with peasants. Víctor Negrete told me that the Fundación fre-
quently projected panels onto a screen, one by one, and discussed them with 
workshop participants.10 In effect, those campesinos who read the graphic 
novel at public events did not always have the opportunity to follow it panel 
by panel, filling in the gaps in the narrative with their imaginations to flesh out 
the story of El Boche. In this case, the gutters had a different purpose. They 
were not so much vehicles for developing a story line as they were moments 
at which an oral reading of the verbal text was paused, so that rural audiences 
could own the story by sharing their own reminiscences of the matrícula and 
reflect on their actual experiences as landless sharecroppers or day workers. In 
other words, it was not only Juana Julia’s visage—the face of a living woman 
who embodied agrarian strugg le against debt-peonage—that connected read-
ers of El Boche in the 1970s to Manuel Hernández; it was also how they re-
lated his experiences to their own sufferings. I wonder, therefore, whether the 
discussions following readings of El Boche concentrated on the comic’s pro-
tagonist or if, instead, they steered peasants into an extended series of remi-
niscences about the role of activists like Juana Julia in ending debt-peonage 
and the campesinos’ own responsibility to confront the modern system of land 
tenure that sustained their extreme poverty and marginalization. It is revealing 
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that the Fundación distributed copies of El Boche on the occasion of the found-
ing of a baluarte in Martinica, which is located near Misiguay, suggesting that 
they intended to reinforce support for the occupation by introducing a famil-
iar story (Fals Borda 1986: 183A).

El Boche certainly provided peasant readers with such an opportunity. An 
early page of the text (Chalarka 1985: 53) explains the matrícula, introduced by 
a dated caption: “1898 Manuel Hernández arrived in Montería” (fig. 5.8). His 
belongings slung in a sack over his shoulder, Hernández chats with the admin-
istrator of Misiguay, who remarks, “You look strong. Talk to the white ‘Musiu’ 
Lacharme. We’re needing matriculados,” to which Hernández responds by 
thinking: “Matriculados? And what might that be?” (Elite hacienda owners 
were often called “whites,” even if they were mulattos like José Santos Cabrera 
or Syrio-Lebanese like Malluk, the owner of Lomagrande.) In the background, 
men are caring for livestock and in a caption at the bottom, readers are in-
formed that the matrícula was a continuation of slavery, codified in law in the 
department of Bolívar in 1892—one of the authors’ citations of their historical 
sources.11 Below, we become bystanders to Hernández’s meeting at the notarial 
office with the hacendado, Alejandro Lacharme, just after his matrícula con-
tract was issued. In this encounter, Hernández demonstrates subservience to 
his social superior, his sombrero vueltiao clutched to his chest out of respect. 
Lacharme informs him that a contract has been signed for him, implying that 
Hernández does not know how to affix his name to the document. The hacen-
dado also lets him know that he owes ten days of work for the fifty-centavo 
cost of the notarization. A police officer stands at attention behind Lacharme, 
reinforcing his authority.

The bottom panel describes the matrícula in a language that is both acces-
sible and tinged by condemnation:

With the matrícula the rich and large landowners could:
•	 Hold us as slaves for our whole lives.
•	 Lend us [to others], sell us, or rent us out as though we were just a 

thing.
•	 Use [our women] and our daughters freely.
•	 Punish us, torture us, even kill us, on the slightest pretext.
•	 Enslave our children or relatives if you escaped, died, or didn’t pay back 

the debt. (Chalarka 1985: 53)

I translate “matrícula” as “debt-peonage” because although matrícula con-
tracts were signed for a determined period of time, their completion was de-
layed, sometimes interminably, by the debts that matriculados accrued at the 
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company store and for multiple other reasons cited by the hacienda manage-
ment, such as the cost of the notarization of the contract, as the panel nar-
rates. “Matrícula” is used in the graphic histories as an umbrella term that 
also covered other labor arrangements through which funds were advanced to 
peons in exchange for labor (Fals Borda 1986: 119B–127B; Ocampo 2007: 232–
247). Gloria Isabel Ocampo argues that such contracts exemplified a hybrid 
system in which large landholdings coexisted alongside smallholders’ plots 
(2007: 248).

The Fundación conducted a series of interviews to gather facts about the 
matrícula (virtually none of the eyewitness conversations cited on the first 
page of El Boche are recorded in Fals’s field notes). They also consulted a 1912 
police code that lays out the procedures for contracting rural laborers (Dávila 
Flórez 1912: 95–100), which is, presumably, the legal code cited in Chalarka’s 
panel (fig. 5.8). El Boche brims with information about the matrícula: the use of 
stocks to punish laborers, the forced recruitment of peons during the Guerra 
de los Mil Días (the War of the Thousand Days, the civil war that devastated 
Colombia at the turn of the twentieth century), the cooperation of religious 
authorities in maintaining the debt-peonage system. Lacharme’s tryst with 
Manuel Hernández’s wife is undoubtedly a reference to the derecho de per-
nada that I mention in chapter 4, whereby hacendados forced peasant women 
under their control to grant them sexual favors. The Sociedad de Obreras Re-
dención de la Mujer, led by Juana Julia Guzmán, was at the vanguard of the 
fight to end the matrícula, so it is no surprise that she is El Boche’s narrator.

Ernesto Parra and a group of sociologists (including Darío Fajardo, Gil-
berto Aristizábal, Anders Rudqvist, Alfredo Molano, William Ramírez, and 
Alejandro Reyes) were enlisted in 1976 to evaluate the work of La Rosca in 
Córdoba and Sucre (Parra Escobar 1983: 9–10). The evaluation committee 
convoked informal meetings in rural communities to collect histories of land 
ownership, to comprehend the nature of the relationships latifundistas estab-
lished with peons, to reinforce campesino knowledge of the strugg les of the 
past, including how they were steadily impoverished over the decades, and to 
evaluate whether anuc was succeeding in reversing historical trends. They 
read the Fundación comics with people in the localities, provoking intense po
litical discussion and remembrances of how movement leaders facilitated local 
training sessions. According to Parra, the comics were not so much a focus of 
discussion in these events as a point of departure for recollecting campesinos’ 
own experiences.12

Similar oral exchanges probably transpired at the anuc workshops at 
which El Boche was read or viewed. No transcripts of these encounters survive 
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in Fals’s archive. The only documentation I have discovered is a 14 May 1972 
cursillo in Buenos Aires, Córdoba. The event was organized for various local 
anuc chapters and took place before Lomagrande came out in print, so the 
transcript is not so much a confirmation as it is a hint of what might have 
occurred as campesinos gazed at panels from El Boche. The four points to be 
covered in the seminar were peasant history, rules of conduct and responsi-
bilities of anuc members, finances, and cooperativism (cdrbr/m, 0246, fol. 
1079). Discussion of the first two items was facilitated by Víctor Negrete. He 
delivered a summary of the history of capitalist expansion in Córdoba, empha-
sizing many of the points that would later be taken up in the graphic histories, 
including the nineteenth-century entrance of French and North American 
companies into the Sinú Valley to exploit wood, mine for gold, and grow to-
bacco and cacao on large landholdings; the introduction of the matrícula as 
a form of institutionalized slavery; the history of the elite landholding fami-
lies of Córdoba and how they acquired their wealth; and the story of Vicente 
Adamo and the Sociedad de Obreros y Artesanos de Montería (cdrbr/m, 
0246, fols. 1081–1090).

Bárbaro Ramírez, an elderly campesino from Buenos Aires, Córdoba, in-
terceded repeatedly to share his memories of the matrícula, which other par-
ticipants embellished. He recounted how peasants were charged money for 
breaking tools and what transpired when matriculados tried to escape their 
bondage. Of special interest to the assembly was the series of punishments 
meted out to the matriculados, including the stocks. While we cannot see the 
unnamed narrator of the following quotation, we can sense his movements as 
he speaks: “It was an apparatus made of wood with holes in the center, the two 
flaps opened more or less in this way, with a hinge here, and so, they put the 
workers in by their feet and closed it up with a lock here” (cdrbr/m, 0246, fol. 
1083). Another speaker offered further corroboration, observing that women 
were put in the pillory (cdrbr/m, 0246, 1084). The stocks and pillories would 
later be captured by Ulianov Chalarka in a panel of El Boche (Chalarka 1985: 55), 
undoubtedly a talking point for group discussion.

Bárbaro Ramírez also recalled how the matriculados fell further and fur-
ther into debt. They carried around sticks into which notches were carved to 
keep a record of what they owed the company store, which Ramírez equates 
with account books: “They would go adjust their accounts any day they 
wanted to pay their accounts, and they would say, ‘Ok,’ they would say, ‘Let’s 
do the accounts. You owe me in sugar: so much, in refined sugar: so much.’ 
They would note it down 3 times in that folder, understood? . . . ​And in that 
system they were never owed anything, but instead they were always in debt, 
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and that’s how things were done” (cdrbr/m, 0246, fol. 1084). Ramírez remem-
bered how one day, two bounty hunters arrived at his hut with a pair of ma-
triculados they had taken prisoner and demanded that his mother feed them. 
Ramírez was astounded: Why were they prisoners when they were just like us? 
He delivered meals to them for two or three weeks. He concluded his story by 
stating that that was the moment at which he joined the Liberal Party in order 
to give purpose to the intense emotions that the experience provoked in him 
(cdrbr/m, 0246, fol. 1085).

Víctor Negrete interceded in the discussion with what he called the “true 
story of Lomagrande,” a history he said would supersede those written from 
the perspective of the victors (Exbrayat Boncompain 1939: 137–146; 1994 [1971]: 
197; Velasco Puche 1963: 61–73). Negrete’s argument hinges on the assertion 
that history has to be rewritten because “the people who don’t know their true 
history . . . ​won’t organize as they organized, nor would they strugg le as they 
had, nor would they understand who their true enemies were. So this is one of 
the objectives of the people: to write their own history, because history is made 
by the people” (cdrbr/m, 0246, 1093). This is how anuc members filled the 
gutters of the graphic histories: by taking the first steps toward writing that 
history. Although the comics vividly retold inspiring stories, their function 
was undoubtedly more of a stimulus for peasants’ introspection, reminiscence, 
and, ultimately, organizing than for their making sense of the story line. The 
graphic histories served as exemplary vehicles for moving from archive to rep-
ertoire, from collecting historical evidence and fashioning it into a narrative 
to creating contexts in which peasants could begin to analyze their circum-
stances as a prelude to action. The resignification of the gutters of the graphic 
histories afforded one of the necessary tools for motivating such a process.

Archivos de Baúl

In their unpublished research manual, Orlando Fals Borda and Augusto Libre-
ros encourage public acts of witnessing by elderly narrators in order to prompt 
young people to “re-encounter” their history (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3). 
While oral narrative was certainly a crucial facet of popular consciousness-
raising, the Fundación employed various innovative techniques to generate 
such reminiscences. Perhaps the most ingenious example is its use of what they 
called “archivos de baúl” [kitchen archives]. Fals describes archivos de baúl 
as “the documentary treasure that, by chance, can be found in the hands of 
families in towns, whose members had the foresight to save historical mementos, 
deeds, letters, pamphlets, broadsides, old books, artistic and mechanical objects, 
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drawings, and old photographs that can illustrate a historical era through its 
concrete regional expression” (Fals Borda 1979b: 42B). He termed these keep-
sakes “indispensable elements” for seizing hold of the past. Kitchen archives 
furnish crucial evidence that can be transformed subsequently through a pro
cess of “inference” [ilación] into tangible, emotionally laden, and inspiring 
stories (Fals Borda 1981: 57B; 1984: 45B, 47B; 1986: 69B). I take “inference” to be 
a cognate of “imputation” in Fals’s writing; both “inference” and “imputation” 
require the use of the creative faculties of a group to produce new narratives 
that are based not only on empirical information but also on popular common 
sense. The objects contained in an archivo de baúl helped to ground such nar-
ratives in lived experience.

The Fundación del Caribe’s insistence on archivos de baúl represents an 
effort to resignify existing research methods as a means of achieving novel ob-
jectives. Objects that elicit narrated memories have always been part of oral 
historians’ tool kit. This is especially true for photographs, whose condition 
(faded, torn, annotated) and style (rigid figures and unsmiling faces) are as sig-
nificant as tangible links to the past as is the historical information they con-
tain. Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer (2006) call them “testimonial objects.” 
In an effort to distinguish their innate power, they engage Roland Barthes’s 
notion of the “punctum,” which the French semiotician defined as the de-
tails, frequently unintended, that captivate the imagination of the viewer of a 
photograph (Barthes 1981 [1980]). Hirsch and Spitzer appropriate the concept 
to draw attention to the point in space and time that “puncture[s] through 
layers of oblivion, interpellating those who seek to know about the past” (2006: 
358). They continue on the same page:

A point is also small, a detail, and thus it can convey the fragmentariness 
of the vestiges of the past that come down to us in the present—partial 
recipes on scraps of paper. In addition, such remnants are useful for pur-
poses of remembrance—in order to help generate remembrance—another 
meaning of the term “point.” And points of memory are also arguments 
about memory—objects or images that have remained from the past, con-
taining “points” about the work of memory and transmission.

Archivos de baúl effectively “punctured through layers of oblivion.” Juana 
Julia’s medical records, an insignificant receipt somehow stored with more 
important papers, and, above all, the photos she and her associates saved over 
the decades still have the power to evoke powerful emotions in viewers, as I ob-
served when I introduced participants in a Montería workshop to parts of her 
archivo de baúl. Kitchen archives and the objects associated with them also 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



158

C
HA


P

TER



 5

have the ability to reconfigure historical narrative so that it conforms more 
closely to the shape of local memory: this is why objects like the stocks are so 
prominent in Bárbaro Ramírez’s recollections of the matrícula.

Archivos de baúl not only guided the creation of historical accounts fol-
lowing campesino narrative conventions but also generated sentiments of be-
longing to a group. La Rosca saw appeals to sentiment as fundamental to their 
task of coalescing grassroots political sensibilities, as was asserted by its found
ers at a workshop in the early 1980s:

In a strict sense, there are no disarticulated objects of knowledge, as aca-
demic thought recommends, but, instead, multilateral reflection in the 
service of action. Multilateral, because it is active thought; it is active 
thought because its points of departure are a people’s most vital expres-
sions. It takes in being but also feeling, their desires, the depth of their 
sentiments. For this reason, this type of thought is not cold. When it is ex-
pounded, it bursts out from the actions themselves, gathering up, as in a cry, 
all of the repressed rebelliousness and because of this it is invested with his-
tory and the symbols of the masses. (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 109)

Framed in the militant language of the times, the author of this passage recog-
nizes that politics, research, and sentiment go hand in hand. Fals Borda would 
later articulate the centrality of sentiment to radical politics in his notion of 
the sentipensante, the “thinking-feeling” actor who was a protagonist of history 
(Fals Borda 2009).

It took some navigation through Fals Borda’s archive for me to discover 
the location of some of the archivos de baúl he had accessed, because it wasn’t 
always clear where he had saved them—or even if he archived them, given 
many of them were undoubtedly returned to the wooden trunks [baules] tucked 
under villagers’ beds, from which they had emerged in the first place. If they 
were photographs, the Fundación sometimes made copies. However, many of 
the photos were reclassified at some point before the archive was bequeathed 
to the Banco de la República and are now stored in the photographic collection 
instead of in the archival categories—which were also action items—in which 
they initially appeared. Since so many of the photos are identified by only min-
imalist captions (written by an employee of the Centro de Documentación), it 
is not always possible to ascertain their origins.

For example, the collection contains a photo of Vicente Adamo, a sepia 
print of a young, bearded man saluting the photographer (cdrbr/m, cf, 1421). 
Its edges are torn, Adamo’s visage is blurred and stained, as though the original 
had been touched by many hands. It is a remnant encoding a tactile memory 
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as much as a visual one, a reminder not only of Adamo himself but also of the 
individual who repeatedly looked at the portrait. It was presumably copied 
from a kitchen archive, perhaps Juana Julia Guzmán’s. But Fals seems to have 
left only bits and pieces of documentation collected from Juana Julia’s archivo 
de baúl in the dossier titled “Juana Julia Guzmán” (cdrbr/m, 0854–0856), 
mainly receipts and identification cards dating to her later years, documents 
not directly germane to the story of peasant resistance in the 1920s. He men-
tions other more relevant items in Historia doble, such as an armband (Fals 
Borda 1985: 60–61), but I never found it. Víctor Negrete told me that Juana 
Julia showed them a letter from Vicente Adamo that was written after he went 
into exile—Negrete remembers it had been posted from Jamaica—asking her 
to sell his rights to his plot in Lomagrande, but I never uncovered it. Many of 
the most significant objects in Juana Julia’s archivo de baúl were, undoubtedly, 
photos, but how many of the historical photographs of the Sociedad de Obre-
ros y Artesanos de Montería and of the Sociedad de Obreras Redención de la 
Mujer that are stored in Fals’s photographic collection come from Juana Julia’s 
kitchen archive, and not from other archivos de baúl, is not clear to me. For ex-
ample, the family of Agustina Medrano, another leader of the Sociedad de Ob-
reras, also supplied the Fundación with some photos of these organizations.13

What interests me most about the Fundación’s kitchen archives is how 
they were employed as components of a participatory methodology, fostering 
the collective interpretation of history, engaging popular sentiment and his-
torical knowledge, and mobilizing bodies to occupy haciendas and to march 
in the streets. If the contents of archivos de baúl functioned as a kind of a 
punctum through which campesinos could access and control the past, it is 
useful to examine how these exercises in collective memory were organized. 
Unfortunately, Fals saved very little evidence among his personal papers of 
the Fundación’s uses of the technique, undoubtedly because work with archi-
vos de baúl was more an activist performance than a collection of things. In 
and of themselves, these objects were inconsequential; their significance was 
in how they were deployed in the work of memory. Consequently, Costeño 
kitchen archives are most appropriately situated in the repertoire and not in 
the archive. A letter, a photo, or an armband was converted into a punctum 
through its display at a communal setting. Ulianov Chalarka’s comics supply 
a venue for extrapolating the process by which kitchen archives might have 
been read. The contents of various archivos de baúl were purposely inserted 
into the graphic narrative, transforming the pamphlets into portable kitchen 
archives. This is most obvious in Chalarka’s collages, where photos are juxta-
posed to texts and drawings.
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Portable Archivos de Baúl

In the years since the publication of the Fundación comics, authors of graphic 
novels have increasingly incorporated photographs into the comics medium, 
particularly in works of nonfiction (e.g., memoirs). In some instances, such 
as Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (Bechdel 2006) or Art Spiegelman’s Maus (Spie-
gelman 1973, 1986), the actual photo is not placed in the panel, but instead, 
readers confront an image of the photo drawn into the comic, its heightened 
realism frequently contrasting with the iconicity of the rest of the panel (Wat-
son 2008). Occasionally, cartoonists insert photos directly into their panels, so 
that they can function as evidentiary fragments (El Refaie 2012: chap. 4; Ernst 
2015; Hirsch 1992–1993; cf. Sontag 1973). The presence of actual photos or draw-
ings of them in a comics panel draws readers’ attention because they usually 
contrast visually with the rest of the panel. They are a kind of an archive inside 
a comic. Indeed, as Hilary Chute has observed, the comics form itself is a kind 
of an archive insofar as it “literalizes the work of archiving: selecting, sorting, 
and containing in boxes” (2012). However, there are also examples of quite the 
opposite: when the drawn comics illustration is needed to explain an ambigu-
ous photo. This occurs in The Photographer (Guilbert, Lefèvre, and Lemercier 
2009), which narrates the experience of Didier Lefèvre, a photographer who 
accompanied a Doctors Without Borders expedition to Afghanistan. Drawn 
after his death, the graphic novel incorporates Lefèvre’s photographs into a 
pictorial narrative by Emmanuel Guilbert. Here, the comics panels clarify and 
complement the photos (Pedri 2011).

Latin American authors were already incorporating photos into comics 
in the 1970s, building on a long tradition of fotonovelas, sequential narratives 
illustrated by photos instead of iconic drawings, which were frequently used 
in popular education programs (Flora 1984). La increible y triste historia de 
la reforma agraria y su incora desalmado [The Incredible and Sad History of the 
Agrarian Reform and Its Heartless incora] (anuc n.d.), a sophisticated graphic 
pamphlet produced for anuc, narrates a revisionist agrarian history and ac-
cuses incora, the agrarian reform agency, of complicity in the continuing 
unequal distribution of land. It includes a number of inserted photos of heroes 
of the Colombian left.14 The merging of comics and photographs was not thus 
entirely new to the Fundación del Caribe. In fact, before Chalarka embarked 
on his project, anuc-Córdoba produced materials whose visual components 
were largely photos. The municipal chapter of anuc in Montería published 
an informational pamphlet, Así luchamos por recuperar la tierra! [This Is How We 
Fight to Reclaim Our Land!], using photographs instead of drawings (amucm 
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1972). Two years later, an anuc-sponsored primer, Nuestra cartilla [Our Primer], 
featured photos of a young boy as its narrator (Centro Popular de Estudios 
1974); the only drawn illustrations are the cover—a group of ragged, barefoot 
children playing music, shouting in a megaphone, and carrying signs bearing 
anuc slogans and the Colombian tricolor flag—and two portraits of the nar-
rator wearing a sombrero vueltiao (1974: 8, 28), all by Ulianov Chalarka, who is 
identified in the introduction to the primer by his pseudonym, Iván Tejada.15

The incorporation of photos and objects into historical comics, a graphic 
technique with which external researchers and anuc leaders were already fa-
miliar, created a portable archivo de baúl. Collective readings of kitchen ar-
chives required not only the saved objects themselves but also the presence 
of their owners, Fundación researchers, and a listening public. Given the ad-
vanced age and infirmity of many of the narrators, the perusal of their personal 
archives could only be indulged in occasionally, perhaps even only once. The 
incorporation of archivos de baúl into the Fundación’s graphic histories, in 
which the narrators are pictorially present, permitted the technique to be more 
widely disseminated. Fragments of kitchen archives are scattered throughout 
the four comics: a profile portrait of Tinajones leader Alberto Licona that ap-
pears to be a newspaper caricature (Chalarka 1985: 36), the retouched photo of 
Felicita Campos (1985: 71). However, the most interesting examples come from 
Lomagrande, which is not surprising given that Juana Julia’s kitchen archive 
was most frequently mentioned by my interlocutors and in Fals’s writings.

First, an anecdotal example: a lovely story about one of Chalarka’s inser-
tions of an imaginary archivo de baúl into Lomagrande. When the Lomagrande 
leadership was imprisoned in Cartagena, a flurry of protest letters from all over 
Colombia, as well as from Latin America and Europe, was sent to the Colom-
bian government. Matilde Eljach told me in our 15 July 2009 conversation in 
Popayán that in one baúl they discovered a copy of a letter about Lenin by 
Juana Julia Guzmán. Eljach didn’t specify that it was a protest letter written by 
Lenin, but it appears in this form in a Lomagrande panel depicting the impris-
oned socialists, who are conversing behind a large barred portal, with an armed 
guard standing outside the heavily fortified prison. The image is framed on the 
left by a cascade of envelopes representing protest letters, with the names or 
locations of their senders (the “R/” is an abbreviation of remitente, or “sender,” 
including R/Santo Domingo—from Santo Domingo—R/Mexico, R/Argen-
tina), and one of them reads “Lenin R/Russia” (Chalarka 1985: 20).

Most illustrative, however, are the photos associated with Juana Julia’s 
kitchen archive, which interact in particularly interesting ways with the sur-
rounding comics panels, furnishing clues as to how they might have been 
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used as props in an oral narrative. I will focus here on two sets of photographs. 
First, a photo of the headquarters of the Sociedad de Obreros y Artesanos de 
Montería (fig. 5.9), inset at the top right into a panel containing a drawing of 
the same building (Chalarka 1985: 16). The photo is very small, blurred, and 
difficult to decipher. It depicts a side of the building and the street corner; 
the front of the building is marked by a series of large doors and two win
dows, all of them closed. A woman stands at the corner, barely visible because 
her white dress merges with the white background. There are similar photos 
in Fals Borda’s collection showing Juana Julia Guzmán at this very location, 
dressed in similar clothing (cdrbr/m, cf, 1428). In sensu stricto, the photo was 
probably not extracted from an archivo de baúl but was taken by Fals or one 
of his associates. But I would argue that the photo is turned into an archivo on 
the comics page. This tiny image acts as a punctum, a link to the past, a kind 
of a talisman connecting readers to a fuzzy memory that can only be fully re-
trieved by looking at Chalarka’s drawing, located directly below it.

The iconic depiction of the Sociedad headquarters is three times larger 
than the photographic image, considerably more detailed, and full of human 
activity. Above the doors of the building, Chalarka identifies two of the func-
tions of the organization, which housed a Worker’s School [Escuela Obrera] 
and a Socialist Hospital [Hospital Socialista]. Two horses stand near the door 
of the hospital; even in the 1970s, there were many horses on the streets of 
Montería. Directly below the photograph, Chalarka identifies the building’s 
location—Calle 28 and Carrera 7, Montería—so that any reader could visit the 
edifice, which had different tenants by the 1970s but has since been demol-
ished. As in The Photographer, Chalarka’s comics panel renders the photograph 
legible. Cursillo facilitators probably drew readers’ attention to the two im-
ages. What would they have talked about? Perhaps they would be reminded 
of the functions of the Sociedad de Obreros and how they could be replicated 
by the peasant organization in the 1970s. Some of the older participants might 
have shared stories about visiting the building in its heyday. They would have 
noticed Juana Julia, leading them back into the narrative of the Baluarte Rojo 
and the baluartes established in La Antioqueña.

Two facing pages immediately before the page bearing the snapshot of the 
Sociedad headquarters (Chalarka 1985: 14–15) display a more complex scenario 
(fig. 5.10). In chapter 4 I worked through the right-hand page to illustrate the 
difficulties of representing the institution of the baluarte as an abstraction. 
Now, I want to contemplate how the two facing pages prompt readers to fol-
low a particular itinerary to construct a narrative out of the juxtaposition of 
archivos de baúl and drawings. First, note that there is a kind of a “solidarity” 
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Figure 5.9  Headquarters of the Sociedad de Obreros as depicted in Lomagrande (Chalarka 1985: 
10. Comic reprinted with permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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between these two pages (Groensteen 2007: 34–37), which mirror each other. 
The top-left and bottom-right panels depict almost identical groups of men 
walking away from the reader, thereby forcing the viewer to take in the two 
pages as a single composition. The two-page spread is both chronological and 
simultaneous. It moves us through a series of events associated with the work-
ers’ organizations of the early twentieth century at the same time that it juxta-
poses the past with the present through the use of photographic images from 
far-flung time periods, namely, the group photo from 1918 and the portrait of 
Juana Julia in the 1970s. It holds time and space in a kind of “electric tension” 
(Sousanis 2015: 63).

My intention here is to use the organization of the comic’s pictorial space 
to uncover hints of how peasants might have read Lomagrande and talked about 
it. It is important to remember that many of them could not read its verbal 
contents. Readers of graphic novels sometimes assume that comics are easier 
to decipher than verbal narrative texts, but the pages of Lomagrande were prob
ably not consumed as hurriedly by campesinos. It would have taken more time 
to read them aloud than silently, and in those minutes nonreaders had the 
opportunity to examine the illustrations more closely. Their gaze would have 

Figure 5.10  How Ulianov Chalarka guided the memory of his readers in Lomagrande (Chalarka 
1985: 8–9. Comic reprinted with permission of the Fundación del Sinú)
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been guided by the rhythm that the artist established for the two facing pages, 
their eyes directed back and forth between pairs of images. For example, they 
might have fixed their gaze on the two photos, or perhaps on the juxtaposition 
of the photo of Juana Julia placed next to her younger self, or they might have 
noticed the almost identical depictions of the departing workers positioned 
on a diagonal over the two pages. They might have slowed down to dwell on a 
single panoramic image; one is located in the top panel of the left-hand page, 
and two are on the facing page.

I don’t think the pages were arranged this way by accident. Ulianov Cha-
larka ensured there was a certain directed cadence to their reading (Groen-
steen 2013: 134–154). I am not aware of whether the entire Fundación team was 
conscious of how the layout controlled the readers’ eyes, or if Chalarka alone 
was responsible for establishing the visual tension between photos and draw-
ings. I assume the latter; the team probably selected the historical referents 
and the photos and suggested what should appear in the panels, but I suspect 
that only Chalarka knew how to arrange them so that they interacted success-
fully on the page. Once he got it right, it would have clicked unconsciously 
with the rest of the team.

The reader’s eye tacks back and forth between the 1918 photo of the So-
ciedad de Obreros y Artesanos on the first page and the photo of Juana Julia 
in her senior years. The two photographs catch the reader’s attention because 
they are darker than the surrounding drawings. Then, look at the drawn image 
next to Juana Julia’s portrait, of the women activists in 1919, with Juana Julia 
at its center, gesticulating to her comrades. Tangible evidence of the past is 
reimagined in the present: the photo of the Sociedad de Obreras is blurry, its 
characters indecipherable, but Juana Julia’s portrait is easier to make out. In 
the drawing that accompanies her photo, the officers of the Sociedad de Obre
ras are identified by name; they become individuals. Moreover, two of these 
historical agents—Pacha Feria and Juana Julia Guzmán—erupted into the tem-
poral context in which the readers were located: they were historical actors 
whom the readers of the 1970s knew and trusted.

But the punctum here is neither the historical photo nor the drawing. The 
lead actor is Juana Julia and it is the photographic image of anuc’s elderly 
mentor whose presence powerfully unites past with present. Her portrait pulls 
the eye away from the portrait on the facing page of narrator Wilberto Rivero, 
the young leader from Martinica; the reduced size of his visage does not cap-
ture the eye quite as effectively as does Juana Julia’s photo. She is positioned 
near the center of the two pages, her face is the largest, and the darkness of 
its background attracts readers’ attention. The aged Juana Julia steers the 1918 
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photo and Chalarka’s iconic sketch of the Sociedad de Obreras into a constel-
lation of images of which she is the center. Her significance carries readers into 
the bottom-right panel, where we see members of the Baluarte Rojo, which she 
founded. As I observed in the previous chapter, the verbal and visual texts of 
this panel conceptually superimpose the Baluarte Rojo of the 1920s with the 
baluartes established in occupied lands in the 1970s, a political decision that 
she inspired. The organization of the pages transports readers from the past 
into the present.

The spread lends significant hints to how archivos de baúl might have 
been read. Their purpose was not so much to reveal the past as it was to engage 
the past in generating a new future, with narrators like Juana Julia forming the 
axis that connected past and present with what lay ahead. Her portrait stands 
in for the well-known person. Potawatomi philosopher Kyle Whyte conjec-
tures that Native Americans think through strategies for surviving climate 
change by reflecting on how their ancestors might have analyzed their current 
predicament, since, as he argues, climate change is not a new phenomenon 
for colonized people but a cyclical occurrence. Just as planning for future gen-
erations involves “going back to the future,” so does learning from the elders 
(Whyte 2017). One might say that this is, precisely, what the workshops fea-
turing archivos de baúl achieved, with the distinction being that the elders 
of the past who were being consulted by the peasants of Córdoba and Sucre 
were present at the meetings or stood in as pictured narrators, supplying direct 
conduits to the past.

Systematic Devolution

Were these tools for fostering campesino participation as successful as they 
appear in retrospect? More precisely, did they effectively promote a deeper 
knowledge of local history and a critical framework for analyzing the present? 
Did they inspire peasants to become more active in anuc? It is difficult to 
respond to these questions with certainty, as neither the archives nor my in-
terlocutors provided me with sufficient evidence. Instead of dwelling on what 
I can never find out, over the past three chapters I have accessed the Fun-
dación del Caribe’s graphic histories as a space in which I can give flesh to 
the narrative of their methodology, which is only skeletal in what has been 
written about them. Chapter 3 reconstructs the process of writing the comics 
to reveal the social dynamics of participation between the Fundación, anuc, 
and its rank and file. I compare the research process to a chain of conversa-
tions between differently positioned actors whose participation takes place at 
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different moments. In chapter  4, I turn to the comics panels themselves to 
tease out the meaning of “critical recovery,” through which political concepts 
were abstracted out of the vast array of available narratives and cast in a picto-
rial language that would be politically meaningful to its campesino audience. 
In this chapter, I have fleshed out what La Rosca called “systematic devolu-
tion,” examining in particular how campesinos who participated in cursillos 
were led by the Fundación’s materials to assume in their own right the role of 
social analysts.

The unpublished research manual written by Fals Borda and Libreros ar-
gues that the devolution of research results occurs throughout the research 
process, beginning with the audiences at community assemblies who listen to 
the narrators who walk among them. Nonetheless, this freewheeling notion of 
devolution becomes more pointed when the research results are subject to what 
the authors call a process of “systematizing” or “logical ordering” (achunc/b, 
caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 257v). La Rosca and the Fundación del Caribe identified 
four distinct levels of systematic devolution: simple pictorial materials for the 
illiterate grass roots; comics combining easy-to-read verbal contents with im-
ages, meant for local activists; more complex and abstract written materials—
still accessible to peasant leaders—like the Tinajones pamphlet in narrative 
prose I described in chapter  4; and theoretically sophisticated writings like 
the synthetic agrarian history texts presented at the Escuela de Cadres (Fals 
Borda 1975, 1976), which I will introduce in the following chapter, or like His-
toria doble de la Costa, meant for consumption by intellectuals (achunc/b, caja 
49, carpeta 3, fols. 259–260; Low and Herrera 1988: 46). In other words, they 
conceived devolution as a systematic process that combined scientific rigor 
with political purpose and was directed at particular audiences, always keep-
ing in mind the public’s level of ideological sophistication and command of the 
written word. In addition, they believed that the very process of systematic 
devolution would ultimately leave them with scientific results on the basis of 
which they could further develop their methodology; this was another facet of 
the method’s “systematicity.”

Fals and his associates never imagined that the products of systematic de-
volution, such as Chalarka’s graphic histories, would be entirely transparent 
to their audiences. They were meant to be studied at communal gatherings in 
which their arguments could be questioned, analyzed, and evaluated in light 
of the needs of the present and the personal experiences of the participants. 
The use of living narrators to connect past with present; the transformation 
of the gutters into spaces for recounting personal experiences; and the archi-
vos de baúl that guided the audience to draw specific conclusions about the his-
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tory they had seen, read, or heard were tools that ensured that materials like 
the graphic histories would be transformed into vivencias—lived experiences. 
Ultimately, as campesinos occupied haciendas, they would embody what they 
had read or heard. Whether, in actuality, they achieved that goal is something 
I don’t think we will ever know entirely. I will return to this quandary in the 
final chapter of this book.
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Orlando Fals Borda’s conceptualization of action re-
search combined investigation and activism with mo-
ments of reflection, when the researchers would step 
back to evaluate their research, their insertion in po
litical activities, and their future goals (Fals Borda 1978: 
35). Ultimately, his experience with anuc and the Fun-
dación del Caribe stimulated him to write more com-
plex pieces aimed at broader audiences. Based on his 
notes from cursillo presentations and the discussions 
that ensued at them, Fals penned a series of histories 
of the expansion of the hacienda system, aimed at a na-
tional readership—including not only leftists but also a 
campesino and proletarian audience who could digest 
relatively uncomplicated prose texts. He first tried them 
out as biweekly columns in 1974 in Alternativa and from 
late 1974 through 1975  in Alternativa del Pueblo, the two 
leftist magazines he edited (the columns are listed in the 
bibliography). After the Fundación closed its doors, La 
Rosca—which, itself, was soon to fold—published Fals’s 
magazine columns in book form as Historia de la cuestión 
agraria en Colombia [History of the Agrarian Question in Co-
lombia] (Fals Borda 1975). A year later, Fals adapted the 
topics of his national history to the regional setting of 
the Atlantic coast in Capitalismo, hacienda y poblamiento 
[Capitalism, Hacienda, and Settlement] (Fals Borda 1976). 
As I will show in this chapter, Historia doble de la Costa, 
Fals Borda’s four-volume history of the Atlantic coast, 
marks the final step in this process of activism punctu-
ated by reflection.

6

ENGAGEMENT AND REFLECTION
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Fals retreated in 1975 to the department of Bolívar, where he continued to 
conduct research with campesinos but was not as closely associated with the 
peasant movement as he had been from 1972 to 1974. Over the next decade, he 
wrote the four volumes of Historia doble. Fals considered this lengthy period of 
reflection to be an integral component of his methodology. Action research 
didn’t require continuous commitment to an organization but could, instead, 
“contribute to the global process of social change, seeking out convergences” 
with social movements (achunc/b, caja 49, carpeta 3, fol. 194). On the one 
hand, he anticipated that Historia doble would have an impact on processes 
of social change, insofar as it elucidated what was still a new activist research 
methodology. On the other hand, Fals found in Bolívar a space in which he 
could begin to think about his next project, which proposed an administra-
tive restructuring of the Colombian state (something I’ll return to presently). 
Historia doble thus represents more than the written culmination of his work 
on the Caribbean coast or the end of an academic research project. Instead, he 
conceived of the book as a step in a continuing progression of action research.

For this reason, I have dedicated a chapter to exploring how Fals’s mas-
terwork reproduces his research process. Historia doble is a historical narrative 
that channels peasant voices through an exposition—or perhaps better stated, 
a reenactment—of his innovative methodology. As such, its writing cannot 
be entirely separated from Fals’s activist period in Córdoba between 1972 and 
1974, because it is during this period of reflection that he evaluated what he 
and his colleagues in Montería had accomplished. Consequently, this chapter 
is not so much an addendum to as it is a continuation of my examination of 
the emergence of action research in the first half of the 1970s.

I approach Historia doble as a process of “sedimentation,” the progressive 
consolidation of the Fundación del Caribe’s activities into written materials 
that were subsequently recycled into action. In turn, political activity led to 
the production of further writings that quote from, paraphrase, and build 
upon earlier works and are aimed at ever-wider audiences. To clarify this point, 
I draw on the work of Italian archivists, who explain archival sedimentation 
as a conscious process of layering, ordering, and sometimes even disposal of 
documents in an archive over time (Bologna, Foscarini, and Sonnewald 2017; 
Mata Caravaca 2017). In this chapter, however, I am less concerned with how 
Fals’s archive was readied for its permanent home in the Banco de la República 
in Montería and more with how it was sedimented into educational, political, 
and scholarly materials in a continuous process of systematic devolution. In 
essence, the writing of Historia doble is part of the same dialectical process that 
I examine in previous chapters. The sediments that Fals continuously recycled 
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in later writings are not always obvious; they have undergone radical textual 
transformations that to some degree occlude their collective authorship—just 
as occurs in the Fundación’s graphic histories. But if we read Historia doble 
as the successive depositing of a series of activist research products, their 
collective nature is revealed and Fals’s magnum opus is comprehensible as a 
participatory-action field narrative embedded in a history text.

It is useful to consult Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s four moments in the 
production of history (Trouillot 1995: 26) as a framework for thinking about 
the process of sedimentation that characterizes Fals Borda’s work. The Fun-
dación del Caribe created what Trouillot calls “facts” when they identified 
and recorded historical sources, like Juana Julia Guzmán’s life narrative or the 
written documentation they collected for the history of the Baluarte Rojo. 
Subsequently, they assembled these sources into an “archive”: written and pho-
tographic evidence was classified according to the needs of the organization 
and stored in filing cabinets; archivos de baúl were used as props at interviews 
and were sometimes archived, either as originals or copies. The Fundación’s 
repository furnished source material for cursillo presentations and for crafting 
written and visual narratives, the third of Trouillot’s moments. Both peasants 
and external researchers analyzed these stories at workshops, in the proposals 
they wrote for pamphlets promoting the baluartes, and in all sorts of political 
activities, in the process lending the narratives retrospective significance that 
transformed them into what Trouillot calls “history.” Unlike conventional his-
torical writing, which bestows retrospective significance through the produc-
tion of scholarly narratives, the Fundación and its allies in the anuc leader-
ship accomplished this goal by embedding their historical interpretations in 
anuc’s political repertoire.

Trouillot asserts that all four moments—fact production, creation of ar-
chives, making of narratives, attribution of retrospective significance—unfold 
simultaneously, not always in succession. We see this occurring, once and 
again, in the relationship between the Fundación’s archive (a set of tangible 
and permanent records) and their political repertoire (embodied in their activ-
ism). Their goals of critical recovery and systematic devolution stimulated a 
cross-fertilization between the archive and the repertoire that yielded an ever-
expanding constellation of historical texts. The process culminates with Histo-
ria doble, where Fals combines the contents of his archive with the Fundación’s 
repertoire of actions in ever-wider geographic spheres that range across the 
entire Caribbean coastal plain and move from the pre-Columbian period to 
the 1970s, resuscitating the voices of not only peasants and proletarians but 
also urban and rural elites from various historical periods. Both archive and 
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repertoire were visited and revisited over the fifteen-odd years of Fals’s experi-
ence on the Atlantic coast. Each time the activists read or reread a document, 
or when they created a new one that drew on the existing corpus, they left 
“fingerprints” that altered the meanings of the existing documents (Ketelaar 
2001: 137–138) so that we can trace the life cycles of these archival traces. Thus, 
the process of sedimentation exhibited in Historia doble in some ways replicates 
the model of his working archive.

An Introduction to Historia doble de la Costa

The four volumes of Historia doble proceed in a loose chronological order: 
Mompox y Loba (henceforth, Mompox or, in parenthetical references, hdc I), 
published in 1979 and based on extensive archival investigation, is concerned 
with the creation of a colonial agrarian order on the Caribbean coast from 
the sixteenth to the eighteenth century; Mompox and Loba are two localities, 
the former the epicenter of the regional elite and the latter the rural village 
whose storytellers are positioned in Fals’s text as a narrative counterpoint to 
the hacienda founders. El Presidente Nieto, which appeared in 1981, recounts the 
civil wars by means of which the nineteenth-century Colombian elite strug
gled to consolidate its rule in the postindependence period and the impact of 
these wars on the peasantry; the volume juxtaposes campesino oral narrative 
to the writings of President Juan José Nieto, the eponymous protagonist of 
the volume. Resistencia en el San Jorge [Resistance in the San Jorge], published in 
1984, examines the introduction of agrarian capitalism and extractive indus-
tries to the Atlantic coast, highlighting the beginnings of resistance to haci-
enda expansion; at the same time, it paints a vivid ethnographic portrait of 
riverine life. Retorno a la tierra [Return to the Land] (henceforth, Retorno or, in 
parenthetical references, hdc IV), the 1986 volume that most closely hews to 
Fals’s experiences with anuc in Córdoba, narrates the peasant strugg les of the 
twentieth century and evaluates the contributions made by action research 
to the peasant movement. Notwithstanding Fals’s nod to historical chronol-
ogy, even those chapters dedicated to the colonial period and the nineteenth 
century are permeated by the voices of twentieth-century Costeño storytell-
ers, who, like the narrators in Ulianov Chalarka’s comics, revitalize the lessons 
of the past in the present.

Historia doble is the culmination of a unique research project that was nei-
ther individual nor strictly scholarly. Correspondingly, Fals’s history of the 
coast is profoundly shaped by his collaboration with anuc in the early 1970s; 
the four volumes are explicitly framed by action research. He opens Mompox 
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with the story of how he established a study group in Loba, near Mompox. 
He closes Retorno with an evaluation of his methodology and brief allusions 
to its continuing use in Córdoba and Sucre. Historia doble reenacts Fals’s re-
search strategy by staging conversations between researchers and peasants 
and by highlighting the critical recovery of key moments in Costeño peasant 
history. Fals consciously draws on many of the documents he and his Fun-
dación associates generated during their collaboration with anuc as source 
material, sedimenting the historical interpretations of multiple social actors. 
He registers eyewitness narratives and layers on top of them the Fundación 
del Caribe’s graphic histories. The serialized history Fals penned for Alterna-
tiva (henceforth in citations, Alt) and Alternativa del Pueblo (henceforth in cita-
tions, ap) in the second half of 1974 and in 1975, Historia de la cuestión agraria 
(Fals Borda 1975), and Capitalismo, hacienda y poblamiento (Fals Borda 1976) are 
all reutilized in Historia doble, where images, motifs, historical accounts, and 
peasant voices are recycled and refashioned so that they interact in synergy 
with his narrative.

The four volumes of Historia doble carry little resemblance to conventional 
histories of the time or even to today’s historical monographs. Channel A, on 
the left-hand pages, narrates the process by which the evolution of the Costeño 
landholding system divested small cultivators of their lands to establish large 
landholdings and the ways in which campesinos resisted this encroachment. 
Channel B, on the right-hand pages, provides a historiographic, methodologi-
cal, and theoretical context for Channel A, but its thematic content is depen-
dent on the plotting of events and historical voices in the left-hand channel 
(Robles Lomeli 2019). Channel A appears to be directed at a broad audience, 
while Channel B might be read as a text destined for an intellectual readership 
(Bergquist 1990: 160). Although the contents of Channel B do not stand on 
their own, Channel A can be read in isolation as a continuous narrative. This is 
but a handy gloss of the book’s format; it would be a gross simplification to dis-
tinguish the two channels by their readerships, given how they interpenetrate, 
reflect, and comment on each other.

The language of the two channels differs noticeably. Channel A is collo-
quial in tone. It juxtaposes Fals’s rendering of history from below, an often 
graceful narrative based on bibliographic, oral, and documentary sources, to 
oral accounts that he rewrote to be more appealing to readers, as is common 
in literary nonfiction. It contains vivid descriptions of places and reconstructs 
imaginary dialogues between protagonists, employing the technique that Fals 
calls “imputation,” through which he fleshes out the bare bones of the his-
torical record by exercising his empirically anchored imagination. There are 
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indented paragraphs on many of the pages of Channel A, signposting alterna-
tive story lines and protagonists who are not always identified by name. The 
indentations usually evince orality, although if we compare them to the inter-
views collected in Fals’s archive we discover that his rewrites are sometimes 
composites of the testimonies of multiple storytellers (Robles Lomeli 2015), 
just as occurs in the graphic histories. At times, Fals situates his narrators in 
historical periods that are entirely different from the temporal locus of the 
main narrative. For example, El Presidente Nieto takes place in the nineteenth 
century, but twentieth-century narrators appear in the indented paragraphs 
of Channel A in an attempt to contrast the experience of political-military 
leaders [caudillos] in the civil wars with the challenges faced by peasants. There 
are no footnotes in Channel A, no sense of the sources on which the narrative 
is based. The reader is faced with unattributed conversations that sometimes 
coincide with and at other times contradict each other, covering vast expanses 
of space and time. Of course, this polyphony is deliberately fashioned; it is not 
haphazard. Notwithstanding, it is sometimes difficult to decipher.

In contrast, Channel B is written in a more recognizable academic format. 
It contains bibliographic and archival references, as well as sections dedicated 
to historiography, theoretical discussion, and methodological observations. 
Occasionally, Channel B seems to repeat Channel A in academic prose, but in 
reality it expands on Channel A by intellectually or historically contextualiz-
ing its narrative. Channel B contains fewer words than Channel A; it is where 
Fals placed the numerous photos that grace the four volumes. Sometimes, the 
photographs mirror the text with portraits of the narrators or photos of the 
landscapes from which the narrators are speaking; the right-hand pages also 
contain charts and maps that clarify the arguments of Channel B.

The reader is asked to alternate between channels, reading a chapter of 
Channel A and then moving to its counterpart, Channel B. The epilogue of 
El Presidente Nieto and various chapters of Retorno break with this convention 
by presenting the argument in a single channel that reads like a conventional 
book (I will identify my citations of these chapters with asterisks). The two 
channels are meant to interact in a dynamic exchange of theory (Channel B) 
and practice (Channel A), evoking the process of critical recovery, inasmuch 
as the narratives of the left-hand channel contain ideas embedded in stories 
that are subsequently conceptualized and historicized in the right-hand chan-
nel, thereby forcing theory to take note of—or even defer to—local epistemolo-
gies (Robles Lomeli 2019). Just as Fals’s archive is an intentionally organized 
repository of traces of activism that culminate in educational materials, his 
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book narrates, reenacts, and expands on the activities compiled in the archive, 
although in chronological instead of alphabetical order.

The two channels are connected by a series of “personifications,” meta
phors that condense features that Fals identifies as central to Costeño culture 
and that serve as conceptual tools organizing the historical narrative. I will 
concentrate here on only one of them. Mompox revolves around the concept 
of “amphibious culture,” which Fals argues embodies peasants’ relationship 
to a landscape punctuated by wetlands and savanna. At the time of the writ-
ing of the first volume of Historia doble, local Montería intellectuals had just 
founded a literary collective, El Túnel, to support folkloric research into what 
they called “sinuanology” [sinuanología] (Valencia Hernández and Márquez 
Meza 2012: 23; cf. Grupo El Túnel n.d.). I infer that Fals’s use of metaphors like 
“amphibious culture” probably did not occur in a vacuum but originated in 
conversation with Montería’s poets and essayists; in fact he quotes the most 
well-known of them, “Compae Goyo” (Guillermo Valencia Salgado), various 
times in Retorno.

Personifications bridge past and present, grounding the historical narra-
tive in the daily lives of peasants and connecting the two channels. Channel A 
of Mompox contains a lyrical description of the “alligator-man” [hombre-caimán], 
recalling a moment at which Fals spied an alligator on his first river trip to 
Loba. He asks: “Or is it the wandering alligator-man, who would prefer the 
shade of the uvero vines and ceibas [cantagallos] of the tranquil swamps behind 
the town, to the wild currents of the great river that is crisscrossed today by 
boats and canoes?” (hdc I: 16A). In this quotation, the hombre-caimán is situ-
ated in the distant past, like the colonial haciendas described in association 
with the legend, but Fals also uses the motif to characterize the present in 
which he is writing, even though the Sinú River had by then become an artery 
for industrial transportation. Fals first heard the story in Mompox, when he 
was told of a man transformed by a witch into an alligator so that he could sur-
reptitiously gaze at his lover while she bathed in the river. The woman eventu-
ally left for Barranquilla, as did the alligator (cdrbr/m, 1108), as is recorded in 
“Se va el caimán,” a famous porro (a Costeño musical genre similar to cumbia) 
known by most Colombians. Channel B analyzes the metaphor through an 
exploration of the concept of region, which in the case of the Caribbean coast, 
Fals argues, embodies a culture specifically suited to a wetland environment.

Historia doble’s personifications are thus not isolated from their political 
context. Undeniably, they constitute an exercise in critical recovery of the key 
tropes of Costeño culture. In his movement from Channel A to Channel B, 
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Fals grasps hold of a story and transforms it into a politically useful concept. 
Indeed, one of the purposes of the study group he established in Loba was to 
lay the historical basis for proposing the creation of a department comprising 
the riverine territory at the intersection of Bolívar, Córdoba, and Sucre, which 
he hoped would replace the existing administrative structure of the current 
departments of the southern portion of the Caribbean coast (hdc I: part 1). 
Fals contends that it is well worth looking at the coast as a coherent regional 
formation, because “it holds important implications for political practice, 
ideological alliances, and economic and social planning” (hdc I: 16B), a set 
of concepts he would eventually promote as a delegate to the Constituent As-
sembly that rewrote Colombia’s constitution, which includes important ar-
ticles on territorial restructuring (Fals Borda 2010a [1993]).

Historia doble and Action Research

Fals explains in a 1988 interview that the two channels of Historia doble cor-
respond to four levels of action research: the first two levels, comprised of 
those who are illiterate and those able to read simple texts that mix verbal 
and visual elements, which stand in contrast to the second two levels made up 
of activists, who can read texts composed in a language accessible to nonspe-
cialists, and intellectuals, who are equipped to read theory (Low and Herrera 
1988: 46). There were campesinos in all four readerships, although only a small 
number at the fourth level. Charles Bergquist interprets the organization of 
the volumes literally, as materials directed at distinct groups of readers, and 
criticizes Fals’s tendency to “dichotomiz[e] abstract and concrete modes of 
thought and discourse,” which, in the end, he argues, are equally abstract 
because they are both crafted products of interpretation (1990: 172). I wonder, 
however, whether Fals really aimed at two distinct readerships for the chan-
nels of Historia doble, and I infer that his reference to the two more demanding 
levels of participatory action research are better understood as metaphors he 
employs to illustrate how his book evokes his research methodology by plac-
ing people’s knowledge in dialogue with academic science. Indeed, the two 
channels are not meant to be read separately. In fact, Channel B is incompre-
hensible without Channel A, and for those of us not from the Atlantic Coast, 
Channel B places Channel A in more familiar contexts. Rather than viewing 
them as discrete communicative channels, I prefer Jafte Robles’s interpreta-
tion of the parallel narratives as operating in a counterpoint, variations on a 
common theme (Robles Lomeli 2019). Together, they fuse theory and practice 
into a single composition. Moreover, both of the channels contain paraphrases 
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of the Fundación’s graphic texts produced for campesino audiences, so that 
in the end, there is no single channel that embodies theory and another that 
represents practice, just as action research only functions when theory and 
practice are engaged in chorus.

Thus, Historia doble is a reenactment of a deep, wide-ranging, and intensely 
political conversation between equals. In framing his historical narrative 
within the precepts of action research, Fals strains the limits of historiogra-
phy, which traditionally channels the voice of a single author according to an 
agreed-upon metanarrative (Chakrabarty 2000); it was greeted by intense crit-
icisms of its structure, its lack of footnotes, its neglect of the historiographic 
literature, and its resort to imputation (Bergquist 1990; Martínez Garnica 
2008–2009). But it would be a mistake to concentrate solely on the ways Fals 
defied historiographic conventions, because he also turns ethnography on its 
head. Anthropologists generally insert native voices into a hierarchical con-
ceptual structure in which local knowledge is framed by ethnographic inter-
pretation, thereby making it legible to its readers (Dilley 2002: 452). Collabora-
tive researchers, in contrast, are forced to seek out alternative frameworks if 
they expect the groups they collaborate with to make sense of their writing. 
The divergences between our frameworks and those of our respondents are 
eloquent examples of why our work is not uniformly celebrated by the very 
communities with whom we purport to be collaborating. If we are to make col-
laboration possible, we must recognize these differences and work with them, 
not against them (Briones 2013).

Fals Borda attempts to reframe local knowledge but does not entirely suc-
ceed, perhaps because of the fragmentary nature of his text and the difficulties 
it presents to readers. The intellectual framework he uses as a general scaf-
folding for the four volumes has much in common with the Latin American 
historiography of the period, but it also corresponds to the ways in which 
Latin American activists conceptualized history. Fals embeds the knowledge 
he acquired over his three years of collaboration with anuc in a Marxist inter-
pretation of history that employs a discourse of peasant resistance. However, 
he teases his narrative out of the voices of his narrators and the educational 
materials with which campesinos were familiar, so that the historiography of 
Channel B is to some degree determined by the narrative of Channel A. His 
framework also determines who is permitted to speak in Channel A, privileg-
ing those individuals who have been promoted as local heroes, thereby repli-
cating the language and contents of the Fundación’s graphic histories. This is 
why, in an effort to reflect the preoccupations of political allies and recognize 
the intellectual contexts in which collaboration took place, Historia doble 
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sediments writings originally destined for nonliterates. Thus, although the 
two channels of Historia doble are written in different registers, they originate 
from a common source that determines how the various voices they contain 
are to be represented. But they are not, in a strict sense, distinct voices, since 
both registers were crafted by the author and do not reproduce verbatim a 
“pure” campesino voice free of intervention. The narrators of Channel A sound 
like they are Fals’s peasant interlocutors, but there has already been a political 
intervention that converts their voices at once into politically usable utterances 
and into intellectually malleable propositions, as well as a literary intervention 
making them more readable, just as occurs in the Fundación’s graphic histories. 
This is particularly evident in Retorno a la tierra, which is my primary focus in this 
chapter. It narrates the twentieth-century history of peasant movements on the 
coast with Juana Julia Guzmán as its central character.

Fals Borda’s Muse

Without Juana Julia Guzmán as its guide, Retorno a la tierra would have been 
a different book. Unlike most Colombian historical monographs published in 
the 1980s, the last volume of Historia doble includes an index of persons and 
places. Juana Julia is the individual with the largest number of entries, although 
her role as a protagonist in the history of peasant resistance is limited to a few 
years in the early 1920s. In order to comprehend the ubiquitous presence of 
Juana Julia Guzmán in Retorno, we need to return to El Boche (Chalarka 1985: 
46–64), the graphic history for which she serves as the narrator, in which her 
visage appears four times. After the obligatory list of oral and written sources 
that opens all of the Fundación’s graphic histories, Chalarka inserts a map of 
Colombia bearing the names of indigenous, Afrocolombian, peasant, and pro-
letarian heroes from various historical periods. The map is accompanied by a 
slogan: “The people also have their own heroes!” (1985: 48). Before the reader 
is immersed in the graphic rendition of the story of El Boche, we meet Juana 
Julia (fig.  6.1), who introduces the volume by cautioning that although the 
popular classes have their own heroes, they don’t know them because the rul-
ing classes have concealed their stories (1985: 49). History has been censored, 
denying the masses the examples set by Benkos Bioho, founder of the maroon 
community of San Basilio; José A. Galán, the leader of the late eighteenth-
century insurrectionist movement of the Comuneros that was a prelude to 
the independence wars; twentieth-century indigenous leader Manuel Quintín 
Lame (whose writings were published by La Rosca); and socialist María Cano, 
whose ideas inspired Juana Julia and Vicente Adamo. Juana Julia narrates what 
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she calls the “true story” of Manuel Hernández, “El Boche,” revealing him to 
be an unrecognized champion of the peasants of Córdoba and Sucre.

Readers of El Boche are reminded that Juana Julia will be accompanying 
them on this historical journey, because her portrait is inserted again on the 
following page (the same portrait is repeated throughout the pamphlet, as is 
Chalarka’s practice in all his comics). Here, Juana Julia narrates the history of 
the migration of landless campesinos to the Sinú Valley in the mid-nineteenth 
century (1985: 50). She doesn’t crop up again for some six pages, in the course 
of which the text depicts how peasants tamed the jungles only to lose their 
lands to latifundistas, the same landlords who later imposed the matrícula. 
Manuel Hernández, the protagonist of the graphic history, is featured in these 
intervening pages. Juana Julia briefly interrupts his story at the bottom of a 
page that depicts how peasants were forced by landowners to serve as cannon 
fodder in the War of the Thousand Days at the turn of the twentieth century 
(1985: 56). After the campesino conscripts limp back from the battlefields, they 
are subjected once again to the debt-peonage system. Juana Julia firmly warns 
her readers to take note of the terratenientes’ subterfuges. She recounts how 
the landowners evaded burgeoning peasant protest by distracting them with 
corralejas, or bullfighting festivals (cf. ap 26: 30). It was at one of the first cor-
ralejas held in Córdoba that Hernández reputedly learned of his wife’s infi-
delities, leading ultimately to his skirmish with hacendado Lacharme. The 
graphic history ends with a panel depicting a 1921 demonstration of the So-
ciedad de Obreros and the Sociedad de Obreras celebrating the abolition of 
the matrícula, followed by a list of the places where peasants successfully or
ganized over the mid-twentieth century. Juana Julia bids her readers farewell 
on the last page of the comic with another page-long discourse cautioning 
them not to give up hope in the face of the death of El Boche. She warns that 
the strugg le will take decades and that some heroes, like Manuel Hernández, 
will fall, but the organized peasantry must persist, united against its oppres-
sors (1985: 64).

Juana Julia’s role in El Boche is twofold. Unmistakably, she binds a hidden 
history to the present of anuc in her opening and closing discourses, but she 
also functions as a vehicle for moving between the plot and a broader inter-
pretation of historical process. This is most clear when she intervenes in the 
panels themselves as someone who can insert Manuel Hernández’s experience 
into the history of peasant migration, the dispossession of their lands at the 
hands of the hacendados, and their subjugation under the matrícula. This is 
an example of critical recovery, whereby peasants are ushered into an abstract 
and wide-ranging analysis of their circumstances to contextualize their 
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political participation in the present. (It is also what Fals does in Channel B of 
Historia doble.)

Juana Julia’s positioning in Retorno is very similar to her role in El Boche. 
Fals dedicates an early chapter to discerning the ability of a late seventeenth-
century Spanish noblewoman, doña Francisca Baptista de Bohórquez, to 
amass extensive landholdings and harness Native labor to work them (hdc 
IV: chap. 4A). It is not by accident that Fals backtracks to the colonial period 
in the last volume of his history, which ostensibly focuses on the twentieth 
century. Doña Francisca presents a point of departure for a diverse series of 
vignettes depicting women as major protagonists of Costeño popular history 
over the centuries. The Spanish noblewoman is juxtaposed to Gilma Gómez, a 
twentieth-century campesina leader from Chuchurubí, near Cereté (hdc IV: 
31A–32A), and to Bernabela Reondo, the cacica (female leader) of the Zenú com-
munity of San Andrés de Sotavento (hdc IV: 25A–26A), whose photo appears 
in Channel B (hdc IV: 25B). The three female protagonists come together in 
Juana Julia’s first monologue in Retorno, where she reacts to a question regard-
ing the prominence of women in the history of Córdoba and Sucre:

“It had to be a woman,” explained another champion of the people, the 
half-mulatta from Corozal Juana Julia Guzmán. . . . “In this machista para-
dise that is the Coast, we women are stronger than you might think. Look 
at Gilma and the other compañeras who fight for the land, shoulder-to-
shoulder with their husbands. Although the so-called men won’t admit it, 
without us they’ll never make the revolution!” (hdc IV: 32A)

In later pages, Fals brings to life socialist firebrand María Cano (hdc IV: 144A, 
147A) and reminds readers of Felicita Campos, the protagonist of Chalarka’s 
comic about San Onofre (hdc IV: 158A–161A). He reminisces about María 
Barilla (hdc IV: 131A–139A), a dancer whose likeness graces the cover of the 
first edition of Retorno, reproducing a portrait originally commissioned by Fals 
from the Sincelejo painter Wilfredo Ortega (cdrbr/m, cf, 2237); the portrait 
was later rendered as a statue that stands on the Montería waterfront. Fals 
identifies Barilla as a socialist activist, although others have repeatedly told 
me that she wasn’t; this was a case in which Fals took imputation a step too 
far, mistakenly interpreting popular culture as inherently antiestablishment 
(Archila 1986: 109). He then proceeds to supplement the story of Tinajones 
with a female protagonist, Petrona Barroso, whom he met in Lorica in the late 
1970s, well after the Fundación published the two versions of Tinajones. Bar-
roso’s voice is incorporated into Fals’s narrative, where he lauds her not only as 
a Catholic mystic but also as a political leader (hdc IV: 152A–154A).
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The juxtaposition of all these female actors underscores a trope that runs 
through the pages of Retorno, in which women are among the book’s major 
protagonists and some of Fals’s most often quoted interlocutors. He asserts 
that women display particular forms of independence throughout Costeño 
history and that it is the female ethos that has historically fostered resistance, 
from the pre-Columbian period to the present. One could say that Fals takes 
Juana Julia’s “It had to be a woman” and, following her lead, transforms it into 
a conceptualization of the historical process, with Juana Julia at its center. 
After Fals introduces her in his chapter on the colonial conquistadora, she 
crops up again and again, punctuating his narrative and directing him toward 
his narrative goals. When he describes how displaced indigenous and mestizo 
peasants colonized the Sinú Valley in the nineteenth century, she is held up 
as representative of this emerging rural class (hdc IV: 108*), filling the same 
function as she does in her role as narrator in El Boche by taking a local experi-
ence and reconceptualizing it as part of a regional historical process. A lengthy 
description of the establishment of socialist organizations in early twentieth-
century Montería revolves around Juana Julia and her partner-in-struggle 
Vicente Adamo (hdc IV: 140A–153A).

Juana Julia’s voice is an essential facet of Retorno’s rendition of the mid-
twentieth-century experience of La Violencia in Córdoba. Fals highlights the 
violent attacks on Lomagrande as emblematic of this horrific period in Co-
lombian history, when large landowners took advantage of interparty strife 
to divest peasants of their lands (hdc IV: 164–165*). The concluding chapter 
of Retorno, “Rebuilding the Ant-Hills,” appropriates Juana Julia’s metaphor of 
anuc as an army of ants that surges, relentlessly, across the countryside (hdc 
IV: chap. 9*). Readers are reminded of her contributions to the peasant strug
gle in the conclusion to the volume (hdc IV: 205*), emphasizing yet again the 
central role of women in the history of the coast (hdc IV: 207*). Ultimately, 
Fals confesses that he only comprehended how to frame campesino history as 
a political tool with the help of Juana Julia (hdc IV: 180A).

It is almost as though Juana Julia Guzmán were the driving force behind 
Retorno a la tierra, she is so key to the unfolding of its narrative. She is Fals’s 
muse, a living memory whose voice guides the narrative in the same way 
that her visage permeates El Boche. Ernesto Parra concludes that the anuc–
Fundación del Caribe agrarian history project only became a reality once 
Juana Julia agreed to be interviewed and introduced Fals to multiple storytell-
ers, who took turns sharing their reminiscences with him (Parra Escobar 1983: 
138–139). Fals reflects with hindsight on her significance in an article published 
in the late 1980s:
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Juana Julia held the key to the critical, untapped historical knowledge of 
those years. She had not wanted to share it with local conservative or lib-
eral politicians who constantly urged her to tell her story. She only relented 
when she saw that her own class had re-emerged in the peasant movement 
which had inspired her in her youth and took part herself in the new strug
gle, attending meetings and assemblies along with the others. Juana Julia’s 
presence in the peasant meetings was like seeing history in the flesh. In 
these special circumstances her word carried the additional magic of real 
experience and the weight of the exciting experiment which had defeated 
the land-owners of the coast for the first time. In the same way, it can be 
said that the rediscovery of Juana Julia (and other contemporary figures) 
was one of the ideological factors which most stimulated the strugg le for 
land between 1970 and 1976 in Córdoba. (Fals Borda 1987a: 340–341)

It is not only Juana Julia’s narrative voice that drives Retorno a la tierra. 
She fiercely spurred her fellow campesinos to action. She was an active mem-
ber of the Centro Popular de Estudios, the anuc-sponsored organization that 
collaborated with the Fundación del Caribe to produce the graphic histories 
(ap 30: 31). She was not Fals’s “principal informant” in the standard anthro-
pological sense of a key community member who mentors the researcher and 
shares crucial information with him, oftentimes playing a prominent role in 
the ethnographic monograph (Casagrande 1960). Juana Julia’s memories were 
certainly decisive in the Fundación’s research, but even more significant was 
her political impact: how she incarnated the past in the present by virtue of 
her mere presence at meetings and her political and intellectual interventions, 
which influenced anuc’s political choices, particularly in La Antioqueña.

There is a sedimentation going on here of the political discussions in which 
Juana Julia participated and the process of critical recovery whereby her nar-
rative was fashioned into a political argument. She shared important lessons 
with her comrades through her public speeches, culminating in the creation 
of the baluartes she championed on the occupied lands of La Antioqueña. Her 
ideas would be condensed into Alternativa columns and history texts intended 
for peasant leaders. Subsequently, these writings made their way into Historia 
doble. This is not so much an example of an individual scholar, Fals Borda, pay-
ing heed to the words of his main informant as it is an example of a process of 
co-analysis whose conclusions are recorded and encoded in various media in 
tandem with their implementation as political tools, a merging of theory and 
practice.
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Comics Panels and Historical Vignettes

Bergquist surmises that the Fundación’s graphic histories should be consid-
ered a missing third channel of Historia doble (1990: 160), but the comics are 
very much present in Retorno a la tierra, their visual contents sometimes re-
produced verbatim and sometimes recast in literary form. Chalarka’s panels 
provide a space in which the process of critical recovery is transformed into 
a pedagogical tool. It is no surprise, then, that his portraits of some of the 
main protagonists of the graphic histories—Manuel Hernández, “El Boche” 
(hdc IV: 120B), Alberto Licona of Tinajones (hdc IV: 154B), and Felicita 
Campos (hdc IV: 159B)—are reproduced in Channel B. They are not mere 
illustrations occupying unused space but represent carefully thought-out ab-
stractions of campesino history in a text whose narrative channel is crafted 
out of a series of vignettes, akin to the panels of the graphic histories. So 
much for the criticism that Fals filled Channel B with images for lack of 
enough to write!

All four of the graphic histories appear in Channel A as verbal sketches, 
some more lengthy than others. Fals’s literary rendition of their story lines 
follows the comics panels so closely that these segments of Channel A might 
be interpreted as ekphrastic versions of Ulianov Chalarka’s drawings, verbal 
narrative descriptions of visual images. For example, Manuel Hernández’s 
arrival at Misiguay (hdc IV: 120A) is described just as the comic portrays 
him meeting with the overseer (Chalarka 1985: 53). Fals visualizes the work 
of Hernández cutting lumber and his wife’s labor as a washerwoman (hdc 
IV: 120A) much like Chalarka renders his two panels depicting the toils of 
hacienda peons (Chalarka 1985: 54). Both Fals and Chalarka insert images of 
the stocks into their narratives (hdc IV: 120A; Chalarka 1985: 55) and depict 
the corraleja at which Hernández discovers that one of the obligations of a 
matriculado is to allow his social superiors access to his wife’s sexual favors 
(hdc IV: 120A; Chalarka 1985: 57). Likewise, both narrate how Hernández 
organized the Misiguay workers against debt-peonage (hdc IV: 120A; Cha-
larka 1985: 58) and the moment at which El Boche flees into the nearby wet-
lands, to be felled by a bullet whose tip is bitten into the shape of a cross 
(hdc IV: 121A; Chalarka 1985: 61). Fals cites the comic as one of his histori-
cal sources in Channel B (hdc IV: 123B), but El Boche is much more than 
mere source material: it furnishes a frame-by-frame template for his literary 
rendition of early peasant resistance to the matrícula. The same occurs in 
Historia doble’s recounting of the founding of Lomagrande, which, like the 
comic, homes in on the 1921 storming of the Baluarte Rojo by the police, 
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the imprisonment of the peasant activists, and the deportation of Vicente 
Adamo (hdc IV: 147A; Chalarka 1985: 17–21). Likewise, Retorno reproduces 
Tinajones in prose (hdc IV: 152A–154A; Chalarka 1985: 33–36). Felicita Cam-
pos as a historical actor occupies only a sound bite (hdc IV: 159A), a sentence 
or two of Fals’s text, but the three narrative moments recounting her im-
prisonment, her voyages to Bogotá, and the death of the evil terrateniente 
from a strange and disfiguring illness faithfully reproduce Chalarka’s com-
ics panels (1985: 72, 74). It is as though Fals were consciously rewriting Cha-
larka’s graphic histories in prose.

But we can go deeper than that. The comics function as more than 
sources, or even outlines, for Retorno. They also drive the narrative of several 
chapters of Channel A that touch on historical events Fals learned about 
after he left Córdoba. The stories he collected during his subsequent re-
search in Bolívar fall into patterns determined by the comics. This is most 
evident in Fals’s use of Lomagrande and Tinajones to frame his description 
of activism in Loba. Much of the material of the first three volumes was 
researched in Bolívar after 1974, and a great deal of the action of Historia 
doble takes place in, or is narrated by storytellers from, the Mompox Depres-
sion. But when Fals arrives at the last volume of Historia doble, whose central 
theme is peasant activism in the twentieth century, the materials and inter-
views he collected in Loba no longer occupy a prime position. Instead, they 
are rearranged so that they accommodate to what he already knew about 
Córdoba and Sucre, information that had already been encoded into the 
graphic histories.

For instance, Fals’s description of the founding of socialist agrarian socie
ties in Callejas and Canalete and the Baluarte Rojo of Lomagrande all use 
Lomagrande as their major source. His chronicle of their appearance on the 
political stage opens the door to a recounting of the organization of peasant 
leagues, defense groups, and other local organizations in the Mompox Depres-
sion, highlighting the contributions of campesino leader Francisco J. Serpa, a 
prominent activist into the 1960s (hdc IV: 149A–152A). Fals collected a series 
of penetrating interviews about Serpa (cdrbr/m, 0873, 0874, 0875); he had 
enough material so that his narrative of campesino resistance in Bolívar could 
have stood on its own. Nonetheless, Lomagrande stands as the entry point to 
Serpa’s story, the latter conforming to the plotting established by the events 
that took place at the Baluarte Rojo. Serpa’s organizing efforts are presented 
as yet another example of the tenacity of Costeño peasants, their strong com-
munitarian and antiestablishment leanings, first expressed in the 1920s at 
Lomagrande.
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Cursillos and Cartillas

Even before he began to write Historia doble, Fals recognized the fruitfulness 
of his strategy of sedimenting activist documents and accomplishments in a 
rewritten format. He began layering his writings in the mid-1970s as he medi-
tated on where he would take activist research after leaving anuc. In the pro-
logue to his 1975 Historia de la cuestión agraria en Colombia (henceforth, Cuestión 
agraria) he informs readers that his synthetic history was collectively authored 
at cursillos:

This book is not simply the result of library research, nor is it the exclu-
sive creation of a writer who enjoyed the privilege of knowing everything 
and having a monopoly of access to the available sources. It represents an 
effort that was sustained and coordinated by groups in various regions of 
the country, made up of peasants and intellectuals who participated with 
the undersigned in the design of the study, they discussed the manuscript 
with him at various stages and occasions, they contributed concrete facts 
to correct and enrich the text, and they oriented political or group action, 
when necessary, following the resulting analysis. For this reason, this book 
can in good measure be considered a collective product to which those of 
us interested in better knowing Colombian reality have contributed, [and] 
are driven by the urgency of acting upon this reality to advance the revo-
lutionary process in our society. (Fals Borda 1975: vi)

The basic contours of Cuestión agraria emerged, more specifically, out of a 1973 
cursillo held in a rural hamlet in Sucre, at which campesino participants ana-
lyzed anuc’s land strugg le in light of regional agrarian history (1975: vii). Be-
fore the manuscript was published as a book, excerpts appeared in Alternativa 
and Alternativa del Pueblo, two magazines that were intended to serve as organs 
for disseminating the voice of social movements and which were sometimes 
read at cursillos (fig. 6.2).

The sedimentation of the magazine columns in Cuestión agraria reflects 
Fals’s long-term research strategy of complementing activism with reflection 
in an alternating cycle. I have identified five columns in Alternativa that re-
semble parts of Cuestión agraria (and may be first attempts at organizing his 
historical narrative) and fourteen columns in Alternativa del Pueblo that rep-
licate the book’s chapters.1 The following year, Fals wrote Capitalismo, ha
cienda y poblamiento (henceforth, Capitalismo; Fals Borda 1976), a volume that 
is structured similarly to Cuestión agraria but concentrates specifically on the 
Caribbean coast. Ultimately, the structure of the argument Fals articulated in 
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these publications would determine the historical metanarrative in Historia 
doble, now recast in an experimental format that foregrounds the process of 
co-analysis that preceded it.

The two relatively short volumes—Cuestión agraria is 160 pages in length 
and Capitalismo has only seventy pages—were written for peasant and working-
class reading publics. Fals explains his choice of audience in the preface to 
Cuestión agraria: “The objective was—and continues to be—to provide global 
and methodical information about the national agrarian problem, directed 
principally at the training of cadres from the popular classes” (1975: vii). Books 
like these helped to initiate campesino intellectuals into a culture of reading. 
For example, an endnote informs readers how to navigate the bibliographic 
references contained in the volume, since it was not taken for granted that 
the audience was cognizant of academic conventions (1975: vii). Marginal en-
tries highlight the themes of paragraphs or groups of paragraphs, directing 
readers’ attention to key concepts (use value, superstructure, exchange, and 
so on), as do some school textbooks. Selected paragraphs are emphasized in 
italics to foreground the arguments detailed in the chapters, guiding readers 
in the process of analyzing historical events and then distancing readers from 
the specificities of historical experience to consider the broader historical pro
cesses at play. These publications might be thought of as intermediate steps in 

Figure 6.2  Montería cursillo, with man holding an issue of Alternativa (cdrbr/m, cf, 1400. 
Photo reprinted with permission of the Centro de Documentación Regional “Orlando Fals 
Borda,” Banco de la República, Montería)
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a process that began with cursillos and ended over a decade later with Retorno. 
A comparative look at the entire progression indicates that Fals intended that 
the contents of Historia doble reiterate and expand on these previous activities 
and publications.

The contents of both of the history textbooks (which I will call by their 
Spanish name, cartillas) were first presented at cursillos sponsored by the 
Fundación del Caribe in Sucre (Fals Borda 1975: vii; 1976: 5–6). I haven’t been 
able to identify Fals’s notes for these particular cursillos, but I discovered 
an undated outline of a workshop that more or less reproduces the general 
organization of the texts (cdrbr/m, 2190). The notes bear the title “peasant 
strugg les.” The categories around which Fals’s lecture is organized move from 
a structural analysis of indigenous populations in the pre-Columbian era to 
resistance to Spanish rule by Native peoples and African slaves. The lecture 
notes narrate the process of capitalist expansion by highlighting hegemonic 
actors, such as the generals commanding troops during nineteenth-century 
civil wars or the owners of haciendas, and the forces of resistance from below, 
including mid-nineteenth-century artisans and guerrillas, twentieth-century 
socialist peasant leaders, and the organizations advocating agrarian reform in 
the years leading up to the formation of anuc. The cartillas embed these top-
ics in a narrative organized by modes of production; the lecture notes nod to 
the same template with their repeated references to class strugg le.

The magazine columns and Capitalismo build upon the Fundación’s ten-
dency to privilege visual media for a semiliterate campesino audience. The 
history of the 14,000-hectare Mundo Nuevo hacienda—which was an object 
of anuc land occupations in 1972 and merits its own dossier in Fals Borda’s 
archives (cdrbr/m, 0271–0272)—was published in the second issue of Alterna-
tiva (Alt 2: 30–31). Here, Fals focuses on the introduction of cattle raising in the 
mid-nineteenth century, but he frames his account with a striking image of 
the 22 November 1973 assassination of anuc leader Ismael Vertel (sometimes 
spelled Bertel), who died next to the barbed-wire fence enclosing the latifun-
dio. Fals reminds us that barbed wire was a technology that opened the way 
for cattle to replace peons in the savannas of Córdoba and Sucre. The layer-
ing of previous texts and narrative techniques is evident here. Vertel’s story is 
crafted into a testimonial piece by David Sánchez Juliao, a Lorica native and 
Fundación researcher who first circulated his chronicles as cassette recordings 
that he called a “radio program” for campesino communities (Sánchez Juliao 
1975: 35–71). The Alternativa column is illustrated with portraits of the peas-
ant leaders whose histories were resuscitated in Ulianov Chalarka’s comics: 
El Boche, Vicente Adamo, Juana Julia Guzmán, and Alberto Licona. Past and 
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present are juxtaposed through the presence of these campesino heroes, just as 
they are in the graphic histories.

From Cartillas to Historia doble

The structure and themes of Cuestión agraria and Capitalismo are comparable 
to Channel B of Historia doble insofar as they take a step back from the per-
sonal narratives Fals collected over his decade on the coast to cast a wider 
geographic net and to synthesize and conceptualize historical process. Historia 
doble amplifies the thematic structure of the cartillas with further archival and 
bibliographic research. It is a much more scholarly work than the cartillas, 
which are largely based on published sources and on Fundación publications. 
Historia doble relies much more heavily on Fals’s explorations in archives and 
private collections, as well as focusing more pointedly on the oral narratives 
of local knowledge bearers. Fals dedicates more space here than he does in the 
cartillas to vignettes about particular places and historical actors. Unlike the 
cartillas, which are highly synthetic, Channel B of Retorno purposefully en-
ters into dialogue with the personal experiences of narrators in Channel A. A 
detailed comparison of the cartillas with Channel B and a subsequent tracing 
out of the myriad dialogues that interweave the two channels of Historia doble 
would be somewhat cumbersome and long-winded. Instead, I will focus on a 
single chapter of Retorno to demonstrate how the earlier publications of the 
Fundación and La Rosca made their way into Fals’s final text.

Chapter  5 of Retorno centers on the destruction provoked by late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century agrarian capitalism. Fals explains the 
nature of the enclave economies established by foreign investment in the Sinú 
in Channel  B. The introduction of foreign investment in lumber, bananas, 
mining, and a host of other industries led to the proletarianization of the 
workforce and the introduction of the matrícula, as campesino settlers aban-
doned their properties to make way for the establishment of latifundia that 
originally were in the hands of foreign companies and a small number of local 
elites and subsequently sold to wealthy investors from the neighboring depart-
ment of Antioquia (hdc IV: 112B–119B). Centers of economic influence like the 
riverine port of Lorica lost their sway as commerce moved to Montería (hdc IV 
119B–127B). Fals draws here on chapters 6 and 7 of Cuestión agraria, as well as on 
chapter 4 of Capitalismo, but he declines to confine his analysis to Channel B. 
Instead, Channel B enters into conversation with Channel A, which contains 
vivid accounts of the exploits of individual investors who came to control re-
gional politics, men he calls the “regional wizards” (hdc IV: 117A–118A).
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Fals dedicates considerable space in Channel B of this chapter to the 
changing modes of control of the rural workforce, which included not only 
the matrícula but also other arrangements (hdc IV: 121B–125B). Basing himself 
on chapter 7 of Cuestión agraria, he illustrates how previous labor arrangements 
were redefined to sustain capitalist development, so that formerly cooperative 
types of wage labor gave way to more exploitative ones. Fals’s systematic de-
scription is placed in dialogue with the story of El Boche in Channel A (hdc 
IV: 120A–122A), his major source being Ulianov Chalarka’s comic. The story of 
Manuel Hernández as it is presented in the graphic history diverges, of course, 
from the accounts of other authors. In Retorno the reworked narrative is pre-
sented as historical fact and serves as the gateway into Fals’s exposition of sub-
sequent socialist organizing in the region.

It would be too simplistic, however, to conclude that Channel A sediments 
Costeño narratives while Channel B layers the contents of the cartillas. Cer-
tainly, that is partially the case, since Fals expands on and refocuses the the-
matic content with his synthetic analysis in Channel B. But materials from 
Cuestión agraria and Capitalismo are also relocated into Channel A, such as the 
founding of certain well-known haciendas. I would venture to guess that Fals’s 
strategy of situating some of his vignettes in Channel A and his global inter-
pretation in Channel B is meant to evoke the conversations at cursillos, which 
drew on local experience to construct a regional history. These exchanges were 
erased from the cartillas, which take a step back from the everyday lives and 
memories of the campesinos who participated in the workshops, so in them 
we only observe one half of the dialogue. Fals reincorporates the other side 
of the conversation into Retorno by plotting the process of critical recovery 
that took place in these workshops and in study groups in Bolívar, sometimes 
bringing inimitable local voices to the fore and sometimes submerging them 
into a more abstract discourse.

Fals Borda’s Diary

After reading the four volumes of Historia doble, which weave together 
campesino narratives with Fals’s historical synthesis, I was confused when I ar-
rived at chapter 8A of Retorno a la tierra. Fals Borda’s personal archives contain 
myriad interviews with campesinos and texts authored by anuc cadres, but 
they are all reduced to background material in the only chapter he dedicates 
to anuc. Here, the narrative is explicitly dominated by the sociologist. In-
stead of reproducing his extensive conversations with leaders like Moisés Ban-
quett, Clovis Flórez, or Alfonso Salgado, the rise of anuc is narrated through 
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Fals’s field diary, making him, and not the anuc leaders he accompanied, 
the narrator (Pernett 2015). His portrayal of external researchers as major 
protagonists carries over into chapter  8B. After analyzing the implementa-
tion of government agrarian policy in 1970s Córdoba and Sucre, Fals turns 
to an evaluation of the work of La Rosca. In effect, the two voices that are 
juxtaposed in this chapter are both Fals’s, first as a participant and then as an 
external observer.

I puzzled for a long time over why, given his unprecedented access to 
campesino interlocutors, Fals would privilege his own voice in a chapter that 
crowns the four volumes with a distinctly utopian climax. If anuc is heir to 
the heroes he anoints in its pages, why is he the most important character in its 
final act? I recalled my conversations with Alfredo Molano, who repeatedly as-
serted that the problem with Historia doble is that Fals did not compose it in the 
first person, that he was unable to “inhabit” his narrators; thus, we don’t feel 
what his narrators experience but instead gain access to their insights on an in-
tellectual level through the reproduction of his conversations with them. But 
now, unlike all the other chapters of Historia doble, in which he avoids using 
the first person, the very last chapter assumes the perspective of the author: 
not peasant reminiscences but Fals’s autobiographical voice is seized upon as 
eyewitness to the apogee of anuc.

This was not by accident. Historia doble is not only a campesino-inspired 
history of the Caribbean coast. It also invites readers to look over Fals’s shoul-
der as he engages in action research; thus it is a variation on the field nar-
rative. Until the final chapter of Retorno he is a supporting actor, although 
he is unmistakably present throughout the four volumes as the instigator of 
conversations in Channel A and as the academic lecturer, albeit ever attentive 
to his campesino interlocutors, in Channel B. As I have already described in 
this chapter, Mompox y Loba, the first volume of Historia doble, opens with an 
account of how Fals and a group of activists from San Martín de Loba, Bolívar, 
founded a study group to advocate for the establishment of a new Colombian 
administrative department, the Departamento del Río (hdc I: part 1, chap. 
1A); in Channel B he explores the general characteristics of the regional cul-
ture (hdc I: 21B) and the notion of region itself (hdc I: 16B–26B). Fals closes 
the final volume, Retorno a la tierra, with a two-channeled assessment of the 
work of La Rosca (hdc IV: chaps. 8A and 8B). Consequently, the four volumes 
of Historia doble, whose experimental format embodies a dialogue between 
campesino knowledge and social science, are bookended by Fals’s methodolog-
ical project, in which he is the main protagonist. He thereby turns a regional 
history into a space for documenting his innovative methodology. For this 
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reason, at the end of Retorno a la tierra, he goes it alone instead of reconstruct-
ing his conversations with his campesino allies.

The first paragraph of chapter 8A, “El destello de la anuc” [“The Spark 
Ignited by anuc”], explains why Fals appropriated the literary genre of the 
field diary to document anuc’s intense organizing drive:

From my field notes and archive, with some necessary explanations, I take 
extracts of events that occurred between 1972 and 1974 and information 
on subsequent events. In this way we will have a picture, based on the very 
grassroots work of that intense process of organizing, conflict, and dis-
integration of the strugg le for land that characterized the emergence of 
the National Association of Peasant Users (anuc) in Colombian history 
and society, constituting the largest mass movement of this century in the 
country. It also gives an idea of the role that some engaged intellectuals 
played, especially in the departments of Córdoba, Sucre and Bolívar, where 
the peasant movement presented a resolute vanguard. (hdc IV: 170A)

A close comparison of chapter 8A with Fals’s personal archive confirms that 
this portion of Retorno is a re-elaboration of his field notes, not a series of ex-
tracts from those diaries. The rewritten diary reproduces some quotations 
from the archival source (cdrbr/m, 0396, fol. 2237), but they have been radi-
cally rearranged. Fals’s field notebook compiles a great deal of organizational 
information, mostly undated and organized topically. He also used his notes 
as a space to record discussions and debates taking place among the anuc-
Córdoba leadership. His diary is rounded out by facts and figures detailing who 
participated in the occupations of La Antioqueña and Mundo Nuevo and how 
they were organized, descriptions of the atmosphere among the occupiers, 
lists of supporting organizations, and some of the tactics used by large land-
owners to diffuse campesino dissent. The diary, as it appears in chapter 8A, 
transforms the notebook into a narrative. It tells a story that flows from one 
event to the next, and in each episode Fals observes the activities of the occu-
piers and participates in planning meetings, documenting along the way the 
founding of the Fundación del Caribe, the production of the graphic histories, 
and the proceedings of cursillos.

Fals’s rendering of his field notes in Retorno is noticeably more didactic 
than the original diary. Take, for example, his description of a 20 October cur-
sillo in Arroyón:

20 October. First cursillo for campesino cadres in Arroyón, with the par-
ticipation of teachers from the pcml, who expressed their agreement 
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with the program we are carrying out. It was organized by the new 
leadership of Arroyón, Alberto Guerra and Ismael Bertel. We began by 
singing “El Turbión.”2 We break with the official definition of “usuario” 
[“user”] (of State services), upon which the movement was founded, 
to suggest something else [that is] more ours: usuario is he who works 
with the rank and file and “gives use” to vital elements (his house, his 
money, his burro, his machete, his profession). We also redefined the 
rich as subversives, because they want to maintain an exploited class. 
We discussed concrete problems of the organization and the leadership, 
with the expectation of rationalizing and resolving them. We justified 
the land occupations as the right to work, to live our lives, and against 
hunger. We suggested that wives and women be mentored, so that they 
join in the strugg le alongside their husbands (there were no women at 
this cursillo). At the end of the working day a dance was organized with 
a sound-system at the house of the town sheriff, which we all went to. 
Afterwards, repose in our hammocks. United in strugg le, we will tri-
umph! (hdc IV: 181A)

This is an indisputably literary adaptation of Fals’s undated notes from a cur-
sillo held at Arroyón. The workshop notes are organized into agenda points 
that lack further explanations of their contents (cdrbr/m, 1922) and closely 
follow the Fundación’s cursillo manual (Centro Popular de Estudios 1972), in 
contrast to the vivid descriptions in the book passage. What leads me to cor-
relate these cursillo notes with the Historia doble passage is an entry on the 
second page of the field notes that lists particular problems voiced by local 
participants, especially how to engage women in the strugg le (cdrbr/m, 1922, 
fol. 10248, p. 2r).

Fals demonstrably supplemented the agenda stored in his personal archive 
with his memory—his “head notes”—and creative imagination to construct a 
teachable moment that opens a unique window into how cursillos connected 
external collaborators and anuc leaders with the campesino rank and file. 
The passage from Retorno cogently illustrates how complex ideologies encoded 
in movement documents were made explicit and accessible to empower and 
inspire a neophyte audience that had only just begun to participate in the land 
strugg le. Fals’s reminiscence seizes on the name of the organization—the Na-
tional Association of Peasant Users—which was bequeathed when anuc was 
founded as a government-sponsored association, and imbues it with a new 
purpose. No longer would “users” be clients, which is the usual meaning of the 
term, but would, instead, collectively appropriate the use value of their tools, 
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their bodies, and the land to drive off the landlords who had suffocated them 
for decades. Channel A of Fals’s description of the rise of anuc imparts an 
inspirational and educational story, meant to be emulated, a worthy capstone 
for the four volumes.

Chapter 8B initiates readers into the historical context needed to make 
sense of the field diary. In particular, Fals reminds his audience that the Co-
lombian government used Sucre as a showcase for the government-sponsored 
peasant organization and for the launching of the agrarian reform on the 
Caribbean coast. He traces how campesinos subsequently became disen-
chanted with an official project that never seemed to achieve its lofty goals, 
leading to the founding of anuc-Línea Sincelejo, which advocated radical 
revolutionary change instead of mere reform (hdc IV: 170B–186B). Cuestión 
agraria recounts the same developments (Fals Borda 1976: 126–130), although 
the Retorno version concentrates on their impact in Bolívar, Córdoba, and 
especially Sucre, allowing Fals to draw a parallel between the direct action of 
Channel A and the historical interpretations of Channel B. His pairing of a 
semi-fictional field diary with a history of the Línea Sincelejo accomplishes 
objectives similar to those he reaches in other chapters: he draws on personal 
experience—this time, his own experience—and reframes it as historical pro
cess. The second half of the chapter enters into a methodological dialogue 
with Channel A through a self-critical reflection on the work of La Rosca 
in Córdoba (hdc IV: 188B–193B). Just as the narrative of anuc is presented 
as an inspiring model for future social movements, so is the story of action 
research.

Action research, as La Rosca conceived it, was a “science of and in the 
service of the people.” The asymmetrical relationships traditionally estab-
lished by researchers would be broken down through participation, politi
cal commitment, and empathy. At the end of Historia doble Fals ponders 
whether the researchers caught up by the events recounted in Channel A 
“tended to adjust their sociological writings, such as the graphic histories . . . ​
to the perceptions that the people had of their own situation, and thus pro-
duce immediate [not sufficiently analytical] work” (hdc IV: 192B). In other 
words, he confesses that the team lost sight of the possible consequences 
of its actions and those of its subjects, thus limiting its success and imped-
ing the evolution of its nascent methodology. Fals concludes by reminding 
his readers that “transcending existing ideology when defining the research 
problem and disputing it when presenting the results is, therefore, the fate 
of the engaged researcher” (hdc IV: 192B). The bridges he aspired to build 
between scientific practice and other forms of knowledge would necessarily 
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have to transcend usual scientific knowledge if they were to be effective, but 
in order to achieve this, researchers would also have to move beyond the 
immediate needs of the grass roots. Thus, Historia doble closes with a call for 
others to take up the task where La Rosca and the Fundación del Caribe left 
off. He needs to close the four volumes not with the story of anuc but with 
the story of action research, because by the mid-1980s the peasant move-
ment had lost its momentum, but action research had caught the attention 
of researchers worldwide. This is another reason Fals is the main protagonist 
of the end of the book.

Conclusion

A close reading of Historia doble requires much more than the single chapter 
I dedicate to the topic in this book. I leave the task to other researchers of 
moving beyond a narrow focus on Fals’s work in Córdoba and Sucre to in-
quire into the decade of research in Bolívar that encompasses the bulk of the 
first three volumes, engaging a close comparison between the book and Fals’s 
personal archive (Arrieta 2015; McRae 2015; Robles Lomeli 2015, 2019). My 
purpose here has been more specific, dwelling in particular on how Fals nar-
rates his research process in the early 1970s. Retorno a la tierra is a retrospec-
tive staging of one of the first large-scale applications of participatory action 
research. In it, Fals uses his empirically informed imagination to hold actors 
and events in a creative tension, juxtaposing their voices to a theoretical and 
historiographic assessment of Costeño history. Historia doble is an attempt at 
“performing” action research. The reader, forced to be an active participant, 
enters into an empathetic engagement with the methodology and with the 
history it narrates.

I have spent the great part of this book dwelling on particular features 
of Fals and the Fundación del Caribe’s research practice during the first 
three years of his sojourn on the coast, concentrating especially on their 
graphic histories as an ethnographic window into the techniques they used 
and their general philosophy. From there, I cautiously branched out to look 
at other venues of participation, namely, the cursillos and the cartillas. An 
appreciation of the Fundación’s craft has afforded me tools for reading His-
toria doble as a unique rendition of the research process. Nonetheless, the 
experience Fals records is not entirely replicable in the twenty-first century, 
given that his historical context is so different from today’s. The full-time 
commitment of participatory-action researchers is not as feasible for lack of 
funding and the exigencies of the institutions in which they work; in addition, 
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with the advent of the paramilitary at the turn of this century, the situation 
became considerably more dangerous for politically committed research-
ers and for grassroots activists. Moreover, in the ensuing forty years since 
the Fundación’s work with anuc, collaborative and participatory research 
methods have matured, as have social movements, whose schooled lead-
ers are just as likely to engage in research themselves as to relegate it to 
outsiders. In my concluding chapter I meditate on what today’s participa-
tory researchers can glean from Fals Borda’s and the Fundación del Caribe’s 
experiences.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Orlando Fals Borda would engage in many evaluative di-
alogues in the years following the shuttering of La Rosca. 
Especially notable was the 1977 World Symposium on 
Action-Research and Scientific Analysis, at which par-
ticipatory researchers from five continents came to-
gether in Cartagena to evaluate the evolution of what 
they would come to call “participatory action research,” 
or par (Simposio Mundial de Cartagena 1978). Fals and 
his Bangladeshi coauthor, Muhammad Anisur Rahman, 
reflect in retrospect on what was achieved in Cartagena: 
“We started to understand par not merely as a method-
ology of research with the subject/subject relationship 
evolving in symmetrical, horizontal or non-exploitative 
patterns in social, economic and political life. We saw it 
also as a part of social activism with an ideological and 
spiritual commitment to promote people’s (collective) 
praxis” (Rahman and Fals Borda 1991: 25). The success of 
action research would be measured not only by its ability 
to reconfigure the research relationship, they argued, but 
by the contribution it makes to activist projects. Activ-
ism is, of course, a component of theory building, since 
par entwines theory and political practice in a produc-
tive dialogue.

My final chapter takes the results of my research to 
a series of Colombian grassroots organizations practicing 
par, with whom I met in 2018  in a series of workshops 
in which we evaluated the extent to which Fals’s experi-
ences in Córdoba in the 1970s are still relevant for today’s 
activist researchers. Following the recommendation by 

7

FALS BORDA’S LEGACY
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par advocates that academics share our research with the wider community 
(Osorio Sánchez 2017), I hoped to discover what these researcher activists, who 
also have at their disposal an array of approaches developed since the time of 
La Rosca by collaborative ethnographers and radical pedagogues, see as Fals’s 
continuing contribution to their mission as activists and their craft as re-
searchers. Certainly, one of my intentions behind organizing these workshops 
was to foreground the notion of critical recovery in our conversations. In fact, 
although I cannot claim to have consistently used par methodologies in the 
course of my project—I was not allied with an organization or social move-
ment, and with the exception of the workshops, I worked alone—I explicitly 
organized our discussions around the idea of the critical recovery of La Rosca’s 
organizing principles. This was a political choice, made in consultation with 
numerous colleagues engaged in participatory and collaborative projects in 
different parts of Colombia. The issues that emerged out of the workshops 
revealed to me that the notion of critical recovery has dropped out of the intel-
lectual tool kits of many of the activists I spoke with and, with some notable 
exceptions, in many instances par has been defined by its practitioners as a 
collection of techniques rather than as a set of principles. Thus, I hope that the 
process of and the issues discussed in the workshops may serve as a wake-up 
call, contributing to the evolution of participatory and collaborative research 
methodologies by engaging the principle of critical recovery.

Before considering the insights I gleaned from my conversations with con
temporary par activists, I will trace out the broader contexts in which they 
are working. After a brief look at how, after the 1970s, action research entered 
ever-widening spheres of application (while disappearing from the tool kit of 
anuc in Córdoba) and at how it has been used in Colombia in particular, I 
introduce a series of other participatory approaches that interact in the con
temporary scene with par. This overview sets the stage for the conversations 
that transpired in the workshops.

The Promise of Participatory Research in the New Millennium

In the four decades since Fals Borda’s experiments with action research on 
the Colombian Atlantic Coast, participatory methodologies have become a 
mainstay of Latin American social movements and of minority organizing in 
the global North, with a small but significant academic following in Canada 
and the United States, particularly in education departments. I will concen-
trate here on par in Colombia in particular, providing only a bird’s-eye view 
of its counterpart in the global North. The more radical currents of par in 
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the United States—which Michelle Fine (2017) calls “Critical Participatory 
Action Research”—have especially flowered in communities of color, among 
immigrant youth, in schools and in prisons, and in Appalachia, also counting 
among their proponents community organizers, environmental activists, and 
health care advocates; they are deeply conscious of questions of race and class, 
particularly as they compute into educational advantage, gentrification, and 
the prison-industrial complex; and they immerse communities in powerful 
research exercises. They trace their methodological genealogies back to Jane 
Addams, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Myles Horton, among others, and are highly 
attuned to the methodology’s activist potential (Fine 2017: chap. 5; Gaventa 
1988; Park et al. 1993). Also included in this group are those participatory re-
searchers based in the global North with considerable experience in Third 
World settings, some of whom, like Canadian Budd Hall (2005), were close 
associates of Fals Borda’s and participated in the two Cartagena congresses he 
organized in 1977 and 1997.

Other action researchers based in Europe and to a lesser extent in North 
America, while politically progressive, have been less closely affiliated with 
social movements and more concerned with the operation of complex organ
izations, such as industrial cooperatives, local governments, and universities 
(Greenwood 1999, 2008; Greenwood and Levin 2007: part 1). This group of 
researchers was invited to the 1997 congress but, as Greenwood told me in 
a 2 September 2018 email, Fals was polite but somewhat distant with them, 
both because he felt they were “insensitive to power and political economy” 
and because he was largely concerned with the promotion of theory emerging 
from the global South. Nonetheless, the various applications of par in North 
America and Europe all exist on a common continuum and share core values.

Just as the topography of participatory research is complex in the global 
North, it is difficult to delimit par activities in Latin America. They run 
the gamut, including groups that expressly identify themselves as participa-
tory practitioners, research collectives that include par as one of many ap-
proaches in their methodological tool kit, advocates of popular adult educa-
tion, organizations and consultants who selectively employ participatory 
techniques within more conventional research frameworks, and collaborative 
ethnographers—all of whom will come up in the course of this chapter. Cor-
respondingly, it is difficult to define who engages participatory methodologies 
in Latin America, because par is not a set of procedures but a principled stance 
favoring popular participation in research projects, a revaluing of what Fals 
called “people’s knowledge” to admit the epistemologies of indigenous peoples 
and African descendants (an approach I will call “alternative epistemologies”), 
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and a commitment to more equal control of the research process. On the 
whole, par has a broader following in Latin America than it has in the global 
North and is undeniably more closely associated with politically progressive 
and grassroots movements.

Colombian advocates of participatory research are involved in historical 
memory work with victims of violence (Osorio Sánchez 2017; Riaño-Alcalá 
2006, 2009, 2013), harnessing research to campaigns for environmental jus-
tice and land rights (J. Gutiérrez 2016; Negrete Barrera 2008a, 2008b, 2018; 
Vélez Torres et al. 2012), developing community-generated intercultural curri-
cula (Bolaños et al. 2004), and confronting inequality in urban areas (Naranjo 
Botero 2018). The Jesuit research institute cinep, whose use of participatory 
research techniques in marginal urban communities dates back to the early 
1970s (Archila 2013), promotes par among youth in urban and rural settings on 
the Caribbean coast (cinep 2018) and has collaborated in unearthing local his-
tories of coastal indigenous communities embroiled in environmental disputes 
with mining companies (Archila Neira 2015). The neoliberal system of priva-
tization of public resources has become an arena for participatory research, 
as César Abadía and Héctor Ruiz recount in their collaboration with hospital 
workers in an inventory of the Instituto Materno Infantil, a publicly funded 
hospital in Bogotá, which, at the time of the research, was slated for closing 
(Abadía Barrero and Ruiz Sánchez 2018).

The contributions of Orlando Fals Borda and of Paulo Freire are recog-
nized by all of these groups as laying the conceptual, methodological, and po
litical basis for their combination of research with activism. Human rights, 
environmental, and ethnic activists have drawn on Fals in their appropriation 
of his notion of participation and the establishment of horizontal or equal 
relationships between external researchers and community members. Educa-
tional activists have seized in particular on Freire’s pedagogical methods of 
raising consciousness by collectively analyzing those concepts that embody 
their social, political, and economic predicaments, as well as retooling endog-
enous ideas and practices that could help them to change their circumstances 
through collective action. The methodologies developed by Fals and Freire 
complement and enter into dialogue with each other, and in those instances 
in which activists are not familiar with their writings, the two figures function 
as icons positioned at the root of the genealogy of radical research methods 
(Santos 2018: 253–257).

Within the Colombian popular adult education community, which draws 
its inspiration from Freire, a participatory practice called “systematization” 
emerged in the late 1980s as an outgrowth of par (Cendales  G., Mariño S., 
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and Peresson T. 2016). Like par, systematization is an incompletely defined 
set of collaborative procedures for the collection of information and historical 
analysis aimed at documenting popular education projects. As with par, sys-
tematization is a collective tool for the critical interpretation of experience, its 
central objective being stimulating further action (Torres Carrillo 2010: 214). 
Most commonly, it takes into account the relationships that develop among 
researchers in the course of the project, in effect privileging process over con-
tents, just as par does. In fact, proponents of systematization with whom I 
have come in contact in the Colombian indigenous movement see it as an ap-
proach that can be used in conjunction with par. Nonetheless, I have always 
found it difficult to get a handle on what groups do when they “systematize”—
even after having myself participated in a systematization process (Bolaños 
et al. 2004; Rappaport 2005)—because the procedures vary by context, just as 
they do in par.

Some participatory researchers have also begun to include collaborative 
ethnography in their methodological tool kit.1 Collaborative anthropologists, 
like their par counterparts, engage community researchers in a horizontal 
relationship, in addition to using participatory techniques. Unlike par prac
titioners, many contemporary Latin American collaborative ethnographers 
tend to limit their interventions to the research sphere, and their work is 
frequently more explicitly academic. This stands in contrast to Fals and his 
team, who favored the direct participation of researchers in political activism. 
Notwithstanding, some Latin American collaborative researchers explicitly 
see their work as one of political intervention, in which they share academic 
knowledge with their nonacademic counterparts—Argentine collaborative 
anthropologist Laura Kropff calls this “critical activism,” as opposed to “activ-
ist research,” emphasizing the activist rather than the research dimension of 
her practice (2014: 55). Nonindigenous collaborators with indigenous organ
izations tend in this direction, as well (Rappaport 2005: chap. 2).

Latin American collaborative ethnographers’ distancing from activism is 
a response to the reality that many of the social movements with which they 
work are sufficiently mature to make their own political decisions and prefer 
to call on social scientists to fill specific gaps with their expertise, as opposed 
to serving as general advisors. Moreover, the expansion of opportunities in 
higher education to popular sectors in Latin America (Mato 2012) has led to 
a significant layer of indigenous, African descendant, and working-class re-
searchers with academic credentials (Cojtí Cuxil 1997; Comunidad de Historia 
Mapuche 2012, 2015; Rivera Cusicanqui 2004). These emerging circles of schol-
ars are more likely to engage in epistemological experiments in which local 
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knowledge—especially indigenous knowledge—becomes a space for the gen-
eration of theory (Rappaport 2005; Rivera Cusicanqui 2010; Vasco Uribe 2002, 
2011; cf. Alonso Bejarano et al. 2019), for confronting the state and corporations 
(Hale and Millaman Reinao 2018), and for enabling the sort of intercultural 
academic dialogue that could not have been imagined by the researchers of La 
Rosca in the 1970s (Casa de Pensamiento n.d.; Leyva Solano 2011; Leyva Solano 
and Speed 2015; raccach 2010). They are informed by explicitly culturalist 
theories that engage alternative epistemologies to a much greater degree than 
was the Fundación del Caribe (Guerrero Arias 2010; Santos 2014, 2018; Walsh 
2009).

Some collaborative researchers have begun to define what they do by using 
the term co-labor instead of colaborar [collaborate], the former roughly translat-
ing as “to work in community” (Archila 2015: chap. 4; Leyva Solano and Speed 
2015). This usage gives the sensation that external researchers are not “assist-
ing” communities by means of a paternalistic relationship, but are sharing a 
common intellectual plane in which external and internal researchers work 
together to build relationships of equality. This is not unusual, as proponents 
of par have emphasized the process of conducting participatory research as 
being more significant than the results of that research (Reason and Bradbury 
2008: 4). Such an attitude toward research makes possible cross-fertilizations 
across cultures and methodologies.

PAR, Conflict, and Post-Conflict

Participatory and collaborative approaches have become crucial tools for 
human rights activists in Colombia. According to Human Rights Watch, 
more than 7.7 million Colombians have been displaced by conflict since 1985 
(Human Rights Watch 2018; see also Grupo de Memoria Histórica 2013). The 
Unit for Victims’ Assistance and Restitution counts over 8.5 million victims 
over the five years of the conflict, including victims of massacres, threats, sex-
ual offenses, enforced disappearances, antipersonnel mines, as well as forced 
displacement (Amnesty International 2018). The Grupo de Memoria Histórica 
calculates that the conflict has resulted in 177,307 civilian fatalities and 40,787 
fatalities among armed actors, bringing the total dead to over 220,000 between 
1985 and 2013 (2013: 32); this figure more or less resembles the number of fatali-
ties in La Violencia of the late 1940s and the 1950s, the period that is commonly 
identified as the beginning of the Colombian conflict. They also tally 25,007 
disappeared; 1,754 victims of sexual violence; 6,421 children recruited by armed 
groups; 27,023 kidnappings; and 10,189 victims of land mines in this period, and 
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they point to the paramilitary as overwhelmingly responsible as perpetrators 
of massacres (2013: 32–39). The National Center of Historical Memory (cnmh) 
collected testimonies and published numerous reports on specific instances 
of such violations, the most relevant for the Caribbean coast being reports by 
Becerra Becerra and Rincón García (2017a, 2017b) and Machado and Meertens 
(2010).2

cnmh researchers have frequently employed participatory methodolo-
gies, following guidelines established in a handbook authored by anthropolo-
gist Pilar Riaño-Alcalá (2009), which offers a series of techniques that she used 
in her earlier memory work with urban youth in Medellín (Riaño-Alcalá 2006). 
Riaño’s manual is especially directed at members of local communities who as-
pire to assemble their own reports of human rights violations, suggesting that 
the sorts of interventions made by external scholars like Fals Borda have in 
some instances ceded space to entirely local initiatives. Among the tools Riaño 
includes in her methodological survey is the mapping of human rights viola-
tions, instances of resistance to armed conflict, major events in community 
history, and local chronologies of land tenure and of displacement; she recom-
mends that the maps be drawn collectively at meetings and during visits to 
sites of local significance (2009: 82–89). Riaño also highlights the technique of 
compiling time lines of significant events, a kind of a “visual biography” of the 
community (2009: 90–92); the Fundación also elaborated time lines, but they 
appear to have been prepared in their Montería office on the basis of the in-
formation they collected, as opposed to the participatory exercise encouraged 
by Riaño. Enlisting more conventional research techniques, Riaño explains in 
the manual how grassroots researchers might conduct interviews, collect life 
histories (2009: 99–104), and work with archivos de baúl (2009: 105–108).

None of these techniques is meant to stand on its own. They are intended 
to be combined into a collective framework in which community members 
share, listen to, and reflect on accounts of personal experience (2009: 110–112), 
thus emphasizing process over product; the objective is as much—if not more—
that of healing as it is of collecting information. The manual provides a point-
by-point agenda so that local leaders can structure their workshops in ways 
that promote democratic decision-making and dialogue (2009: 113–118). The 
success of Riaño’s manual spurred the Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 
to publish an English-language version of the text (Riaño-Alcalá 2013). To be 
sure, the use of such techniques does not automatically make a project into 
par. The government Unit for Victims’ Assistance and Restitution requires 
that its investigative staff prepare time lines and engage in social cartography 
with peasants with an eye to compiling legal evidence for the restitution of 
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land rights (Carmen Ortega, personal communication, 23 June 2018), although 
the unit is not engaged in par and has only appropriated some of its tech-
niques. Many researchers who have adopted Riaño’s recommendations assume 
that by emulating the techniques she describes they are involved in partici-
patory action research. In effect, they confuse technique with method. Tools 
like time lines or social cartography are techniques, while organizing a proj
ect democratically around political or social objectives linked to a grassroots 
organization is the method. As I am sure Riaño would agree, par is more than 
a set of techniques to be applied by rote but, instead, calls for a rethinking of 
what research is and how it is carried out. That is the intent of her manual.

Recent Colombian experiences in participatory research resemble the 
work of the Fundación del Caribe in some respects and diverge from it in 
others. They are the product of a different historical moment. As Alfredo Mo-
lano affirmed two decades ago, political conditions and the nature of research 
practice have changed radically since the 1970s:

In Colombia, we have passed from the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie to 
the strugg le for full respect for human rights, or in other words, we have 
stopped fighting against the State, and are now fighting for it. Before we 
were concerned with militancy; now, our eyes are on participation. It is as 
if Action Research had made us more modest. Today we are prepared to 
accept equality; we are undergoing a far-reaching redefinition of our own 
relevance. The idea that the people need to be led has fortunately been 
replaced by the excitement of being among the people and the wonder of 
its creative ability. Subjectivity has gained ground, and allowed the heart 
to win some points against the head. (Molano 1998a: 8)

Molano’s observations reflect the changing nature of social protest across the 
globe, with the advent of neoliberal policies that bound popular movements to 
nongovernmental organizations, and, in the wake of the 1991 constitution, fos-
tered electoral participation in new political parties as an alternative to direct 
action and dreams of overthrowing the current social order. Correspondingly, 
today’s participatory projects are frequently smaller-scale and more localized 
than was the Fundación del Caribe’s. The limitations of external funding cause 
their practice to be more episodic than continuous, in contrast to the three 
years during which the Fundación gave its full-time attention to anuc. The 
Latin American academics who engage in participatory research labor in a 
public university system that denies them many of the basic research tools en-
joyed by their North American and European counterparts (Hylton et al. 2018; 
Kropff 2014: 73–83; see also Greenwood 2008: 333–334), or, if they are affiliated 
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with nongovernmental organizations, they are subject to funding cycles that 
strictly delimit their participation in communities.

In many respects, as Molano states, today’s participatory researchers work 
within the system—the political system, public education and the univer-
sity, nongovernmental organizations—in an attempt to reform it, as opposed 
to overturning it. They are forced to operate in a neoliberal environment in 
which collaboration is encouraged by the university system, so long as it co-
incides with institutional goals (Macfarlane 2017). Nongovernmental organ
izations, compelled to fill in the gaps in services abandoned by the state, must 
also conform to the dictates of their funders (Ismail and Kamat 2018); partici-
patory research is, in turn, delimited by the sponsoring organization. In these 
spaces the hegemony of the capitalist system can only be timidly contested. 
Changing the system from within, as many educational and nongovernmental 
projects promise, presents substantial pitfalls. Charles Hale and Rosamel Mi
llaman problematize this reformist turn by examining the position of the indio 
permitido [authorized Indian] in the neoliberal landscape. The indio permit-
ido is a category of indigenous actors who operate as Native representatives 
within the bounds of a system that recognizes and promotes multiculturalism 
but limits indigenous agency (Hale and Millaman Reinao 2006). As a conse-
quence of their insertion into institutions of power, today’s par practitioners 
face different challenges and limitations than did the Fundación del Caribe, 
whose ultimate objective was to overturn the capitalist system.

Finally, at least in Colombia, participatory researchers frequently take 
greater risks than did the Fundación del Caribe. Especially during the presi-
dency of Álvaro Uribe Vélez (2002–2010), but again under the current Iván 
Duque Márquez government, popular protest has met a continuous wall of 
violent reprisals from both official and informal armed agents. Víctor Negrete 
once told me that external collaborators frequently had to hide during cur
sillos because of police raids. If they were apprehended, they might spend a day 
or so in jail. Nowadays, he opined, they would pay for workshop participation 
with their lives.3

The changing topography of participatory research is also evident in its 
adoption by institutions that have no intention of replicating its emancipatory 
ethos. Multilateral lending organizations like the World Bank and similar na-
tionally based institutions like the United States Agency for International De-
velopment, as well as administrators in the business world, have appropriated 
par as a means of lending legitimacy to projects aimed at maintaining the sta-
tus quo (Fals Borda 2001: 31; Jordan 2003). I think, however, that the antipathy 
toward par that grows out of its application by powerful institutions is probably 
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more widespread in the global North than in Colombia, where it has experi-
enced a growing acceptance by grassroots organizations, in universities, and in 
the human rights community. Moreover, many Latin American par practition
ers fully comprehend that to take up Fals Borda’s legacy in this new landscape 
is to recognize their obligation to reinvent his methodology. Fals Borda’s ideas 
cannot be applied literally, but must be reinscribed within a new reality.

The Political Legacy of Action Research

While par and its methodological outgrowths steadily gained currency over 
the four decades since the Fundación del Caribe’s collaboration with anuc, 
the peasant organization that was the focus of early explorations into action 
research did not enjoy the same trajectory. Perhaps Fals overstated his influ-
ence, or was too harsh on himself, when he and Rahman asserted that par’s 
success should be gauged by the success of the social movements in which it is 
applied (Fals Borda and Rahman 1991). The organizations with which La Rosca 
collaborated experienced different trajectories of rise and decline, irrespective 
of the advocacy and participation of external researchers. par’s contribution 
was only a small part of the story of organizations like anuc.

Following anuc’s heyday in the first half of the 1970s, political infighting, 
a growing organizational bureaucracy, and a distancing of the leadership from 
the rank and file weakened the peasant movement. As I explained in chapter 1, 
anuc’s capacity for mobilization was also sapped by clashes with leftist politi
cal parties and their peasant supporters, as well as by government repression 
(Rivera Cusicanqui 1982: 154–182; Zamosc 1986b: chap. 9). Fals and his associ-
ates certainly attempted to ameliorate these problems, but the issues confront-
ing anuc were not confined to the Atlantic Coast. Consequently, the success 
or failure of the peasant movement cannot be attributed to a small group of 
action researchers working in the department of Córdoba. anuc slowly began 
to revive in the 1980s (Celis 2013: chap. 3) but has not approached the zenith 
it enjoyed in the 1970s. Moreover, campesinos who participated in the land 
occupations of the 1970s that fueled the remarkable rise of anuc found their 
communities irrevocably transformed in the 1990s by paramilitary violence, 
forced displacement, the expansion of industrial agriculture, environmental 
degradation, and urban migration. Thus, it would not be fair to gauge Fals’s 
work on the Caribbean coast entirely by its political results, even if this was 
his original intention.

Nonetheless, the Fundación was relatively successful in the short term 
at political organizing. Its activists played a significant role in mobilizing the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



207

F
a

l
s

 B
o

r
d

a
’s

 L
e

g
a

c
y

rank and file of the municipality of Montería during anuc’s heyday (Parra Es-
cobar 1983; Rudqvist 1983, 1986). They were enormously successful in harness-
ing research to political recruitment, particularly thanks to their facilitation 
of cursillos. We don’t know whether the educational materials they produced 
achieved the influence they hoped they would have, though. When anuc-
Córdoba began to fracture in 1974, the textbooks and graphic histories result-
ing from action research fell out of circulation; at the height of the factional 
disputes of 1974, copies of Chalarka’s comics held in storage were destroyed 
by the departmental leadership of anuc.4 Notwithstanding, the Fundación 
left a significant political legacy, with members like Víctor Negrete relentlessly 
practicing par over the following forty years and mentoring a wide range of 
young activists in Córdoba, Sucre, and Bolívar (Negrete Barrera 2008a, 2008b).

If we move from action research’s political impact to its legacy as an ac-
tivist methodology, the scope for appreciating the work of Fals Borda broad-
ens notably. It may be more productive to evaluate action research through 
an examination of its relative success in generating a new memoryscape in 
the regions where it operated in the 1970s. La Rosca’s methods were highly 
effective in the indigenous southwest, where researchers nurtured cric, the 
Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca and other indigenous organizations 
(Archila and González 2010; Findji 1992; Rappaport 2005: 86–87). Histori-
cal investigations conducted by La Rosca members Víctor Daniel Bonilla 
(1977, 1982) and Gonzalo Castillo Cárdenas (1987) resulted in several highly 
influential products: a pamphlet-sized biography of the eighteenth-century 
Nasa hereditary lord don Juan Tama (Bonilla 1977), picture-maps of indig-
enous history (Bonilla 1982; Barragán León 2016), and the writings of early 
twentieth-century leader Manuel Quintín Lame (Lame 1971 [1939]). Re-
search into indigenous political strategies of the past shaped cric’s histori-
cal imaginary so profoundly that these figures have become emblematic to 
the indigenous historical memory, even in regions where they had minimal 
influence during their lifetimes. It would be a mistake to assume that this 
success owed to the exceptional talents of Bonilla and Castillo, in compari-
son to Fals Borda. The three were using broadly similar approaches. There 
are structural reasons why La Rosca was able to instill a new historical con-
sciousness in indigenous communities but were not as successful with the 
Costeño peasantry. Native people in Colombia have always paid attention 
to history because they have depended on colonial documentation to defend 
their landholdings. As a result, the process of critical recovery was success-
ful in indigenous communities, building on centuries-long institutions and 
practices of preserving historical memory.
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Peasant organizing on the Caribbean coast was considerably more spo-
radic over the twentieth century, never achieving the historical depth or the 
continuity of indigenous activism in the southwestern highlands. In addition, 
the process of hacienda expansion in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
was predicated on the continuous migration of campesinos from public lands 
in one region to new settlements in another, forcing them to establish and 
reestablish communities in new locations as they ceded their lands to larger 
agricultural enterprises (LeGrand 1986). In the process, they were denied 
the crucial ties to place that are so central to the construction of indigenous 
memory (although sometimes, they developed attachments through a distinc-
tive sense of landscape, which was effectively captured by Ulianov Chalarka 
in Tinajones). Finally, the continuous experience of violent conflict by the 
peasants of Córdoba has led some authors to surmise that memories of recent 
massacres inhibit the retention of narratives of past conflicts (Machado and 
Meertens 2010).

The persistence of memory in a population that has not traditionally co-
alesced around reminiscences of popular strugg le presented a major challenge 
for the Fundación del Caribe. It is only in the long run that we can discern 
the Fundación’s influence, as much in the work of today’s par practitioners 
as in the recent adoption by activists of the campesino heroes that Fals and 
his associates celebrated. In the course of giving public presentations about my 
research, I encountered intense interest in the Fundación’s story on the part 
of young researcher activists from popular sectors of Montería and Cereté, as 
well as from anuc members. Memories of figures like Juana Julia Guzmán and 
Felicita Campos have been nourished in recent years by the ubiquitous repro-
ductions of Ulianov Chalarka’s drawings, which one encounters in a plethora of 
local and national publications, usually unaccompanied by explanations. Gus-
tavo Petro, the progressive candidate for president in 2018—who is from Cié-
naga de Oro, Córdoba, not far from Montería—revived their memory during 
his political campaign in a tweet accompanied by a panoramic view of massive 
attendance at one of his speeches in Montería. It reads, in the clipped language 
of Twitter, “The Sinú River and its people. The Montería of Juana Julia Guzmán 
and of ‘El Boche’ lives again, of Vicente Adamo. Terror could not overcome 
culture. We are for a humane Colombia.”5 This is not the first time that Petro 
reminded Costeños of their past. In a 2005 interview, he recalled the stories of 
El Boche and of the Baluarte Rojo—which he compressed into a single episode 
in which El Boche is described as a protégé of Vicente Adamo (Bonilla 2005: 67). 
In the long run, the contributions of Fals and the Fundación have been resusci-
tated in the strugg les of the present, each time taking a new form.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



209

F
a

l
s

 B
o

r
d

a
’s

 L
e

g
a

c
y

Even the Fundación’s failures are a significant facet of its legacy. Their some-
times paternalistic attitude toward the peasant rank and file holds significant 
lessons for researchers seeking to collaborate with today’s communities, who 
have wider access to information and ideas. The disappointing attempt to re-
introduce baluartes into anuc-occupied haciendas pushes the envelope on the 
possibilities of, and constraints to, the process of critical recovery. The Fun-
dación’s lack of comprehension of the political landscape in which they were 
operating, particularly with regard to their strained relationship with the Maoist 
left, points to the need for participatory and collaborative researchers to look be-
yond the communities with whom they are working and take into account their 
insertion into the wider political and ideological panorama. It should also move 
them to evaluate the conflicting and overlapping discourses and organizational 
practices that are unfolding around them (Martínez 2008). That is to say, em-
bracing the Fundación’s legacy requires simultaneous processes of critique and 
reappropriation. However ragged, limited, unfinished, and conflict-ridden the 
Fundación’s project may have been, its work is “good to think,” an inspiration 
to both scholars and participatory researchers today. I sensed an urgency to this 
history as I shared my research with Colombian activists.

A Participatory Evaluation

Once the central arguments of my research began to gel, I began to present my 
findings to academics and activists in Colombia. On one occasion, a member of 
an indigenous audience asked me to end this book with a chapter reflecting on 
what today’s participatory researchers could learn from the experience of La 
Rosca and the Fundación del Caribe. It would have been less time-consuming 
to rely on my own thinking on this matter, but I decided instead to open a 
dialogue with Colombian organizations involved in participatory research. In 
June and July 2018, I facilitated eight workshops with community groups, so-
cial movements, and academic researchers working in rural and urban areas 
of the Caribbean coast, the southwest highlands, Bogotá, and Medellín.6 
Among the sponsoring organizations were three institutions with extensive 
experience in participatory research: cinep, the Jesuit research institute that 
pioneered action research in the 1970s; acin, the Association of Indigenous 
Councils of Northern Cauca, an organization with which I have collaborated 
over the past decade; and the Corporación Con-Vivamos, a community organ
ization in the periphery of the city of Medellín.

The cinep team was led by researchers who had first been inspired in 
the 1970s by the Fundación del Caribe’s methodology and, particularly, their 
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graphic histories, to engage in similar projects with highland peasants 
(coprorco n.d.). These veterans were joined by younger researchers in the 
production of community histories from the Caribbean coast (cinep 2018) 
and collaborated with indigenous communities confronting extractive in-
dustries (Archila 2015). acin’s Education Program [Tejido de Educación] or
ganized a workshop that brought together experienced Nasa educational 
activists with external collaborators whose long-standing affiliation with the 
organization has transformed them into organic intellectuals in an intercul-
tural movement. acin is a zonal organization affiliated with cric, the Re-
gional Indigenous Council of Cauca, one of the social movements in which 
La Rosca’s researchers inserted themselves in the early 1970s. I also met with 
a heterogeneous group of neighborhood activists and politically committed 
academics at the Corporación Con-Vivamos, one of the groups in which Pilar 
Riaño participated during her study of youth and popular memory in Medellín 
(Riaño-Alcalá 2006). The Comuna 1, where Con-Vivamos is located, was origi-
nally a barrio de invasión where poor city dwellers and rural migrants occupied 
the slopes overlooking the city and built precarious structures that, over time, 
have solidified into an urban neighborhood. Con-Vivamos has played a major 
role in promoting dialogue within the barrio, as well as with other social sec-
tors, pursuing agendas in popular education and community development, in 
addition to engaging in par as a means of compiling local history.

I organized other workshops, some with audiences that were more cohe-
sive than others. Several of the workshops brought together researchers and 
activists who had not worked together before: a collection of Medellín aca-
demics at a meeting held at the Universidad Nacional, a group of university 
students and anuc leaders at the Banco de la República in Montería, health 
workers of the RedSaludPaz. I worked with a group of high school students in 
San Pablo (María la Baja), an Afrocolombian village near Cartagena. I was in-
vited to present to the Escuela Nacional Orlando Fals Borda, a space in which 
young leftist activists meet twice a year for intensive training sessions that 
highlight research methodology and where they receive mentoring in order 
to develop their own action-research projects. Students came to the Bogotá 
meeting from local chapters, like iapes, which hosted the workshop I facili-
tated in Popayán, cosponsored by the Autonomous Indigenous Intercultural 
University (uaiin), cric’s indigenous university. iapes and the Escuela Na-
cional Orlando Fals Borda are affiliated with a national network of popular 
organizations called the Congreso de los Pueblos.

In other words, I tapped a diverse set of organizations, some of whose 
members I was familiar with and others I hadn’t met before, a few of them 
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seasoned par researchers and many others new to activist methodologies, of 
different ages and living in various parts of the country. In order to help read-
ers keep them straight, I’ve included descriptions of the workshop groups in 
the Cast of Characters at the beginning of this book.

Workshops lasted from two to four hours, attracting between fifteen and 
fifty participants, including university students and academic researchers, 
community activists, members of indigenous and peasant associations, and rep-
resentatives of nongovernmental organizations. After I presented the results of 
my research, emphasizing how Fals and the Fundación del Caribe carried into 
practice their notions of participation, critical recovery, and systematic devolu-
tion, I requested that participants forgo the usual question-and-answer session 
to instead consider a series of open-ended questions evaluating the Fundación 
del Caribe’s project in the context of their own activities. I hoped to gauge par-
ticipants’ sense of the similarities and differences between their own par prac-
tice and action research in the 1970s, paying particular attention to changing 
research techniques, the relevance of the concept of critical recovery, and the 
appropriation of multiple activist research methodologies. Most of the work-
shops resulted in lively dialogue; my interventions were limited to my presen
tation, responses to some questions and, when requested, a final summation. 
I did not tape the proceedings but took copious notes, as did many of the par-
ticipants. The workshop format permitted them to tailor the dialogue to their 
own organizational objectives, which they understood as overlapping with my 
goal of incorporating my findings into this book. Workshops are very common 
components of these organizations’ activities, providing a crucial space for col-
lective reflection. Therefore, participants were used to the framework and con-
scious of the fact that all of us would use the results to our own ends.

I ask myself why these eight organizations or institutions agreed to host 
these workshops, which deprived their members of an afternoon or an entire 
day of work, in order to satisfy the needs of a foreign scholar. Granted, I had 
worked with some of the organizations or was close to colleagues who placed 
me in contact with them. Most of the groups were aware of the fact that I 
had conducted collaborative research myself (Bolaños et al. 2004; Rappaport 
2005), which may have spurred their interest. But I think that their willingness 
has much more to do with Fals Borda’s legacy than with my own status as a 
scholar with collaborative inclinations. A reflection on how Fals’s methodol-
ogy worked on the ground would help them to fill in some of the gaps in their 
own activist genealogies; they intuited that it would enrich their own practice.

This doesn’t mean that they hoped to replicate Fals Borda’s work. Most 
of the participating groups do not enjoy the time nor the resources of 
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the Fundación del Caribe, the only exception to this rule being the Tejido 
de Educación of acin, whose activists are engaged full-time in educational 
planning and, to a greater extent than other organizations, are empowered to 
adapt their methods to the needs of the moment, independent of the entities 
that fund them, because the major decision-making body to which they look 
for guidance is acin itself. Even the cinep team, whose fundamental activ-
ity is research, complained that their work was limited by the whims of their 
funders and by the requirement of strict observance of the calendars imposed 
by their sponsors.7

Consequently, the participatory research that most of the workshop par-
ticipants had conducted was of a more limited scope than that of the Fun-
dación. Its thematic content ranged from community history to human rights, 
environmental degradation and extractive industries, and the evaluation of 
bilingual education projects. Not all of the attendees were experienced re-
searchers. Some of them—particularly those at the Escuela Nacional Orlando 
Fals Borda (which I will refer to as the Bogotá training seminar), iapes, and 
the graduate students who attended the workshop in Montería—had never 
conducted any prolonged research and were only beginning their careers as 
activists. They did not all enjoy close relationships with popular movements, 
a sine qua non for early action researchers (Vío Grossi 1981: 47). Their sparse 
experience contrasted with the workshops in cinep, acin, and Con-Vivamos, 
which claimed decades-long experience in activist research and a close associa-
tion with grassroots organizations.8 Each of my audiences absorbed my nar-
rative of the Fundación’s work in its own way, adjusting it to its particular 
circumstances.

The seminars took place against a fraught political backdrop. Presidential 
elections held on 17 June 2018 brought to power Iván Duque Márquez, a con-
servative politician in the mold (some would say, in the thrall) of former presi-
dent Álvaro Uribe Vélez. The latter’s presidency, which extended from 2002 
to 2010, was accompanied by massive human rights violations by the military 
and its paramilitary allies. Workshop participants expressed concerns that the 
peace process with the farc guerrillas, negotiated by President Juan Manuel 
Santos and signed in 2016, would be truncated with Duque’s coming to power. 
Convivencia—the peaceful coexistence of different parties to the conflict—was 
already straining at the seams due to unbridled attacks by armed right-wing 
actors against leaders of social movements. (As I make the final touches to my 
manuscript in March 2020, their fears are being realized, with growing attacks 
on popular leaders and the cutting of funding for peace initiatives.) In the face 
of these challenges, workshop participants repeatedly reiterated that Duque’s 
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opponent, Gustavo Petro, had earned eight million votes, an unprecedented 
following for a leftist candidate. They saw this as delivering an opening for 
progressive forces to press for a continuation of the peace process. par could 
contribute a time-tested methodology to meet such a challenge. As a sociolo-
gist from the School of Veterinary Medicine at the Universidad Nacional in 
Bogotá, who participated in the RedSaludPaz workshop, commented:

par is an accumulation of diverse experiences that have the potential to 
generate a new concept of society. The peace accord implies constructing 
a new narrative, not just fulfilling the different points of the accord. The 
idea is to revive emancipatory and transformational categories, which will 
impact what science is. We have been subject to an epistemological colo-
nization that we must transcend with the help of these new narratives.

The topic of the workshops was, therefore, timely and significant for partici-
pants, helping them to carve out an intellectual space in which to begin to 
construct these “new narratives.”

Indeed, all of the workshop attendees (except for the high schoolers) 
were already aware of par and knew they could use it for community build-
ing and for crafting personal narratives of human rights violations, although 
they were not all fully cognizant of what the methodology involved. One of 
the participants at the workshop hosted by the Universidad Nacional in Me-
dellín told listeners that when communities seek out university-trained ex-
perts, they frequently request that they use par methods, which suggests that 
among the grass roots, participatory action research is appreciated as a vital 
organizing tool, which academic consultants are expected to adopt. While 
they were all somewhat familiar with par, what was novel for my audiences 
was the level of ethnographic detail I presented, especially the nature of the 
Fundación’s team dynamics and how political objectives were embedded in 
the research process.

All of the workshop groups found themselves struggling, in one way or 
another, with how the Fundación’s history might inform their own practice, 
given the differences in the political and social environments of the early 1970s 
and 2018. As one of the Medellín participants so cogently expressed: “What do 
we do today, when the revolution is no longer around the corner? There is no 
unified program for social transformation that might resonate in the academic 
world, nor among intellectuals in social movements.” How does the history 
of a research methodology steeped in universalist revolutionary ideologies in-
spire today’s activists? Workshop participants’ responses to this question allow 
me to conclude this book with an examination of how relevant the central 
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concepts and practices that distinguished the Fundación del Caribe’s method-
ology are today, thereby bringing Orlando Fals Borda’s legacy into the present.

What Is PAR?

The first point of business at the workshops was to establish how the differ
ent groups envisaged the methodologies they draw on to conduct research. 
Some participants defined par as an amalgamation of research methodology, 
pedagogy, and politics, something that one of them called a “methodological-
political horizon.” Seeing it as more than a set of research techniques, the 
young leftist activists I met with at the Bogotá training workshop called it a 
“socio-critical strategy” and an “emancipatory political exercise.” One partici-
pant—an education professor who served as a mentor for the Escuela Nacional 
Orlando Fals Borda—said it was “a philosophy of life, an emancipatory stand 
to confront the world,” and a collectively constructed ethic. This echoes Fals 
Borda’s equating of par, in one of his last writings, with a “philosophy of life” 
(Fals Borda 2007: 20; 2008a: 162).

Channeling Fals Borda’s notion of the sentipensante or “thinking-feeling 
person,” a member of the cinep team observed that par is a process of com-
ing to know something, although its meaning is different for each researcher. 
She reflected, in particular, on her experience with the indigenous Wayuu 
community of Provincial in the northeastern department of the Guajira, with 
which cinep collaborated to stem the expansion of a massive coal mine, El 
Cerrejón: “The meaning of par isn’t in a product, but a process. It’s a healing 
process.” She echoes Pilar Riaño’s observation that local participatory memory 
workshops are intended to be healing experiences for the victims of conflict, 
more so than the spaces from which information is extracted. The healing, 
in the case of Provincial, is from the noise and pollution that inhibit its in-
habitants from dreaming, which for the Wayuu is an essential part of their 
being; collaborative research was undertaken to organize a series of actions 
that would block further mining activity and allow the people of Provincial 
to dream again.

No one offered the suggestion that par was merely a set of research tech-
niques, at least not explicitly. To the contrary, one of the young trainees of the 
Escuela Nacional Orlando Fals Borda said that in order for the methodology 
to function properly, groups that employ it must set their political objectives, 
because if they do not, par is merely a set of procedures that could be used 
by any institution conducting research. Their observations fall in line with 
participatory-action theorists, who place their greatest emphasis on par as an 
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emancipatory process of discovery that strives toward practical outcomes, a 
verb rather than a noun, “a work of art emerging in the doing of it” (Reason 
and Bradbury 2008: 4).

Early proponents of participatory research were always somewhat unclear 
as to how their methodology was to be applied. They envisioned par as an 
epistemological stance that fostered horizontal relationships through a pro
cess of collective investigation and critical reflection, rather than as a set of 
procedures—a conclusion that was seconded in the workshops I facilitated. 
Fals lists four avenues that such research should follow: it should be collective, 
the group playing a central role in collecting and analyzing information; it 
should engage in the critical recovery of history; it should value and apply folk 
culture to mobilize the masses; and it should produce new knowledge through 
materials oriented to diverse publics (Fals Borda 1991: 8–9), all part of a core 
program that is still relevant in today’s environment. There is no recipe for 
par, as Budd Hall reminds us:

The literature on participatory research has always been vague on the 
question of methods. This is so because for participatory research, the 
most important factors are the origins of the issues, the roles that those 
concerned with the issue play in the process, the emersion of the process 
in the context of the moment, the potential for mobilizing and collective 
learning, the links to action, the understanding of how power relation-
ships work and the potential for communications with others experienc-
ing similar discrimination, oppression or violence. In addition participa-
tory research is based on the epistemological assumption that knowledge 
is constructed socially and therefore that research approaches which allow 
for social, group or collective analysis of life experiences of power and 
knowledge are most appropriate. (1992: 20)

Not only is epistemology, rather than technique, the fundamental attribute of 
participatory research, but all epistemologies are necessarily local, emerging 
from the grass roots who participate in the research process.

In keeping with Hall’s open-ended characterization of par, many of the 
workshop attendees had incorporated into their participatory practice a con-
stellation of ideas and approaches that Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2014, 2018) 
calls “epistemologies of the South,” which in the past few decades has gained 
purchase in Latin America thanks to the incorporation of indigenous and Af-
rodescendant forms of knowledge into the activist researcher’s tool kit. Espe-
cially at the workshops sponsored by acin, cinep, and iapes—the workshops 
held with organizations collaborating with indigenous communities—these new 
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epistemologies were foregrounded as models to be emulated or as knowledge 
bases with which participatory researchers felt the need to enter into dialogue. 
From 2009 to 2016, acin sponsored its own research institute, the Casa de 
Pensamiento [House of Thought], with the objective of providing a space in 
which to construct knowledge that indigenous leaders could translate into po
litical action (Casa de Pensamiento n.d.). Casa reconceptualized the research 
process by situating it within a core group of values in Nasa culture, thereby 
coining new research strategies, at the same time that they advocated inter-
cultural dialogue with nonindigenous ethnic groups and with collaborators 
from the dominant Colombian society. The Nasa researcher activists sought 
to ground knowledge production in techniques that not only engaged the five 
senses but also paid heed to shamanic practices, such as the interpretation of 
dreams and the reading of signs on the body. Furthermore, the spaces in which 
Casa members conducted research were determined by Nasa practices, leading 
them to privilege communal activities, such as collective work parties [mingas], 
rituals, and family conversations around the hearth, symbolically reproducing 
these venues at their meetings by, for example, placing three stones [tulpas] in 
the center of the room and lighting a fire there (Casa de Pensamiento n.d.: 14–18). 
A similar hearth fire burned at the center of the kiosk in which our acin work-
shop was held. Participants in most of the workshops were generally familiar 
with similar research strategies developed by indigenous organizations and, 
to a lesser extent, Afrocolombians. Given their knowledge of such alternative 
research practices, it was difficult for them to imagine par as anything other 
than open-ended, fluid, and contextual.

Accordingly, they were very much aware that their own definitions of par 
built upon, but were not identical to, Fals Borda’s action research methodol-
ogy. Some of the more experienced activists eschewed any discussion of par
ticular techniques coined by Fals or, more recently, by the Centro de Memoria 
Histórica, in favor of a more inclusive and contextual approach to the genera-
tion of participatory research practices. par involves creativity, commented a 
participant at the acin workshop; it is not the rote application of techniques. 
One of the attendees cited the metaphor of the spiral, which is ubiquitous in 
Nasa political discourse (Rappaport 2005: chap. 5), to evoke the creative di-
mension of par: “The spiral involves a coming and going, it’s never the same: 
we have to advance and retreat. We’re not going to homogenize [research] for-
mulas, but instead must use multiple referents to construct an interlacing of 
knowledge and wisdom . . . ​in all contexts of life.”

Many of my interlocutors’ investigative techniques grew out of the very 
activities in which they were immersed. For example, cinep found it diffi-
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cult to engage Wayuu youth in historical research and began to use clan ge-
nealogies as a participatory method for uncovering the indigenous past in an 
idiom familiar to community members (Archila 2015), much like when Pilar 
Riaño evoked the memories of violence-battered Medellín youth by creating 
“soundscapes” out of popular songs that her respondents associated with pain-
ful events (Riaño-Alcalá 2006). The workshop I facilitated at the Corporación 
Con-Vivamos was preceded by a visit to what they called a “gallery” of murals 
painted by local artists with the collaboration of barrio youth. A painting fac-
ing the barrio’s funicular station (fig. 7.1) depicts three mules making their way 
up the hills, one of them carrying high-rise buildings in saddlebags on its back. 
The image is framed on the top by the cable railway that connects the settle-
ment to the Metro station below, representing the comuna’s relationship to 

Figure 7.1  Mural gallery in Comuna 1, Medellín, 2018 (photo by author)
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the city. The mural builds on oral histories that young community research-
ers collected recounting how building materials were hauled up the mountain 
on the backs of beasts, brick by brick.9 Action researchers attentive to local 
forms of memory were able to harness them to knowledge creation, just as the 
Fundación sought to do in its depiction of the centrality of the Sinú River in 
Tinajones.

Notwithstanding these innovative approaches and workshop participants’ 
desire to envisage par as an open-ended epistemological stance, more often 
than not I discovered that in practice, less-experienced aspiring researchers 
still engaged par as though it were a recipe book containing such procedures 
as time lines and social cartography. At the Escuela Nacional Orlando Fals 
Borda workshop, teams of budding par practitioners presented lists of the re-
search rutas [paths] through which they aspired to intervene in marginal urban 
environments. Some of these—particularly the time lines—seemed to me to 
not always have much relevance to their projects. They were included almost 
by rote, without any sustained reflection on how they fit into a participatory 
research model, and there was scant discussion about whether they could be 
articulated with the political objectives that the students had in mind (nor 
was it always clear that these goals had been generated in dialogue with the 
community). Minutes before, the same respondents had shared their lofty gen-
eralizations about par, but they remained at a loss as to how to connect these 
values with their practice in the field. In other words, in some cases par is 
more an ideal than a working concept.

The same might be said of some of the understandings of systematiza-
tion I encountered. This methodology was chosen by iapes as a tool for writ-
ing a history of its development as a popular educational institution. They 
explained to the audience that they would proceed according to the following 
steps (which I copied from their slide presentation): “(1) delimiting the experi-
ence, (2) contextualizing the experience, (3) creating an inventory of evidence 
of the experience, (4) specifying the intentions of the systematization pro
cess, (5) arriving at a work plan.” In other words, they had created a general 
recipe for systematization out of which it was impossible for the audience 
to decipher their specific political objectives and their connection to the re-
search problem at hand. While it is true that this insistence on par as a set 
of techniques was most evident at the workshops involving young activists 
whose political and research experience was still nascent, it also cropped up in 
some of the conversations with academics at the meeting held at the Univer-
sidad Nacional in Medellín, who zeroed in on social cartography as a stand-in 
for par.
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I did not always get the sense that all of the workshop participants under-
stood research as something that unfolds in a dialogic relationship to politi
cal action, which, as I have explained, was one of the foundations of action 
research as it was practiced by the Fundación del Caribe. When I mentioned 
this to one of the women mentoring the young people gathered at the Escuela 
Nacional Orlando Fals Borda, she responded that they were only just begin-
ning to make the connection. I remember a Montería symposium several years 
ago at which various student groups mentored by Víctor Negrete also seemed 
to be involved in something that appealed to, but didn’t quite achieve, a par-
ticipatory methodology. Negrete’s answer was similar to the Bogotá mentor’s: 
That’s okay, we want to light a fire under them and don’t expect them to rein-
vent par on their first try.

PAR as an Activist Methodology

How clearly workshop participants comprehended the dialogical relationship 
between research and political action depended on their space of enunciation. 
Among some of the more idealistic university students, who had only just be-
come aware of the power of coupling research with activism, the relationship 
between the two was one of proximity or coexistence rather than of synergy. 
But in other instances, especially in acin, the fact that research nourished the 
strugg le and, in turn, political action influenced research was already baked 
into their worldview. This is not surprising, given that the Caucan indigenous 
movement emerged out of a program of direct action involving the occupation 
of haciendas, which unfolded at the same time as it did in Córdoba (Archila 
Neira and González 2010; Rappaport 2005) and was encouraged and supported 
by La Rosca. cric, acin’s parent organization, was in its early years affiliated 
with anuc and shared some of the same strategies and political objectives, 
although they diverged in the early 1970s over whether alternative politics 
was to be generated by the leadership or the rank and file. cric ultimately 
separated from anuc to become an autonomous organization (Tattay 2012: 
69–71). Like anuc in Córdoba, cric was nourished by a complex of cursillos, 
providing the grass roots with training in the possibilities of political mobili-
zation, the relationship between indigenous strugg les and class strugg le, and 
the history of Native peoples in relation to the Colombian nation-state (2012: 
62–63). These training workshops were frequently grounded in practical ac-
tivities, such as organizing cooperatives (2012: 65). Such events promoted a cul-
ture of reading that was new to many indigenous activists, fostering the study 
of Marxist texts, an organizational newspaper called Unidad Indígena (García 
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and Caballero Fula 2012), pamphlets produced by collaborating researchers 
(Bonilla 1977), and in some communities, mapas parlantes of Nasa history 
(Bonilla 1982), the latter two growing out of the association of La Rosca with 
cric in its early years.

In the past few years, the Nasa of northern Cauca have revived a strategy 
of civil disobedience that first brought their organization into prominence in 
the 1970s. Now rechristened as the “liberation of Mother Earth,” local activists 
occupy commercially owned cane fields in the Cauca Valley, frequently pro-
voking violent repression on the part of the military police (Dest 2019: 35–40). 
Participants in the acin workshop described their efforts as a way of regener-
ating their organizational memory through political practice. They said that 
by liberating Mother Earth they could teach today’s activists that they are not 
“invaders” but recuperadores—political actors taking back what is theirs. Note 
that their concept of “research” is not that of collecting and systematizing in-
formation but of dredging up memories in the course of direct action. In this 
sense, the way in which they connect research to activism draws on something 
similar to the reconceptualization of research by the Fundación del Caribe; 
this is not by accident, given their common origins.

That does not imply, however, that my Nasa interlocutors rejected the 
contributions of conventional researchers—in contrast, they welcomed my 
collaboration over the years with the Casa de Pensamiento—but when I asked 
acin members which research projects they thought were most urgent, they 
responded by selecting issues that were inextricably connected to their po
litical agendas and not to the academic agendas that ground the research of 
most scholars, even those who collaborate with the movement. One workshop 
participant advocated deciphering the multiple meanings that inhere in the 
various political structures that are currently replacing traditional resguardo 
(reservation) councils with more autochthonous organs derived from their 
study of Nasa cultural history. Another respondent hoped to use ethnography 
to develop strategies for incorporating youth into the indigenous movement 
so that they don’t become actors in the armed conflict. One of the administra-
tors of the education program said she was most concerned with constructing 
criteria for evaluating intercultural education projects. Yet another advocated 
reevaluating the long-term life plans [planes de vida] that indigenous communi-
ties developed in the 1990s in lieu of standard development plans (Gow 2008: 
chap. 3).

My cinep interlocutors—who expressly defined themselves as researchers 
rather than as activists—seized the opportunity presented by the workshop to 
think through the possibilities of systematic devolution, the vehicle by means 
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of which La Rosca harnessed research results to inspire popular mobilization, 
a term that wasn’t brought up in discussion at other workshops. One of the 
cinep participants confessed to the group that in their work with youth on 
the Caribbean coast they had neglected to pay sufficient attention to the pro
cess of devolution. In particular, they felt they needed to reflect more deeply 
on the pedagogical nature of the materials they produce and how to dissemi-
nate them to key audiences; they also recognized that it would be necessary to 
motivate people to read them.

The voicing of such concerns was driven by the participation of 
cinep’s communications team in the workshop. Our conversation touched 
on how the dissemination of research takes in more than the distribution 
of results to a passive readership. Instead, systematic devolution fosters 
a continuing dialogue spurring further reflection and political action, as 
took place in the work of the Fundación del Caribe. cinep members re-
minded each other that devolution takes place at multiple points in the 
research process, not only in the diffusion of the final results but also in 
the work of communal analysis. par’s participatory character is achieved 
by spurring the confrontation and combination of information collected 
by external researchers with local knowledge. This diálogo de saberes [dia-
logue of knowledges], which is what my cinep interlocutors called this 
process, is generated out of the collective work of the imagination, paying 
meticulous attention to the formats in which this knowledge is encoded. 
For this reason, the communications staff was so fascinated by my analysis 
of Ulianov Chalarka’s comics because I was able to trace the relationship 
between the collaborative procedures that governed the research and the 
writing of the graphic histories.

The diálogo de saberes is a practical, political dialogue. This was mani-
fest in cinep’s evaluation of their collaboration with the Wayuu community 
of Provincial. Their research into Provincial’s history and the environmental 
impact of coal mining was coupled with the staging of a consulta autónoma 
[autonomous consultation], whereby the indigenous population registered 
its approval or rejection of the mining company’s plans to reroute a water-
way that was a vital community resource (Archila 2015). Most ethnic com-
munities confronting major public works or extractive industries undergo a 
consulta previa [previous consultation], which generally obliges communities 
to partially accede to the presence of external forces. Provincial opted to 
reject them entirely. Sharing historical and environmentalist knowledge cre-
ated a vital space for mobilizing people to follow through with the consulta 
autónoma.
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Critical Recovery in the Post-Conflict Era

One of the central precepts of action research as it was practiced by La Rosca 
was the concept of critical recovery, the uncovering of the history of institu-
tions and values from the past that could be useful to promote the strugg les of 
the present. Except for some of the older cinep researchers, the Nasa activists, 
and the director of the community organization in Medellín, critical recovery 
was new to workshop attendees. A young member of the Escuela Nacional Or-
lando Fals Borda—the idealistic activist trainees in Bogotá—exclaimed, upon 
learning of critical recovery, that our workshop itself was a good example of 
critical recovery, insofar as the methodologies developed by Fals Borda became 
the object of reflection by young people.

How could critical recovery contribute to promoting the Colombian 
peace process? This was one of the central questions on the table at many 
of the workshops. The high schoolers of San Pablo, with whom I analyzed 
selected pages of Felicita Campos in lieu of presenting a detailed rendition of 
my research, found Chalarka’s history of land loss in San Onofre to be com-
pelling. Our communal reading of his panels led them to share their own ex-
perience of dispossession, of which Montes de María, the region in which San 
Pablo is located, has had more than its fair share. The drive from Cartagena 
to San Pablo imprinted on my memory the miles and miles of palm planta-
tions that blanket the landscape and have gobbled up what were once sub-
sistence plots owned by Afrocolombians, ceded during the past twenty years 
to commercial interests in the wake of paramilitary occupations (the story 
recounted in Caminos condenados). The high schoolers reflected on their own 
experience as they gazed at the comics pages, expressing their desire to study 
the environmental history of their community. They could imagine a pro
cess of critical recovery, but the lack of an organization in their village and 
the grinding poverty of their everyday lives would undoubtedly slow its pro
gress. Other, more experienced respondents explicitly connected the concept 
of critical recovery to the challenges of the peace process. A leader from the 
Medellín comuna noted that an insistence on peace as an objective has led to 
a homogenization of political discourse, placing unusual emphasis on juridi-
cal language. He recommended that research into community history might 
revive local ways of thinking and acting that could expand the community’s 
notion of what constitutes politics.

Participants from cric and acin, where La Rosca’s project of critical 
recovery was successful, were, to my surprise, more hesitant to embrace the 
concept. While they did not deny that history could nourish activism in 
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the present, they questioned who should engage in such research and how 
it should be conducted, with whom, and on what topics. Their questioning 
of the place of research draws on epistemological choices made by the indig-
enous movement. The research-based recovery of shamanic knowledge called 
cosmovisión, which has dominated the discourse and political practice of Na-
tive organizations during the past three decades (Rappaport 2005: chap. 6), has 
spurred internal debates over whether ancestral knowledge—the indigenous 
variant of Fals’s “people’s knowledge”—belongs only to shamans or can also be 
revealed in distinct registers, for example, those of young people and women. 
They wondered if it was possible to convert ancestral knowledge into action 
without running the risk of converting it into a kind of folklore that precludes 
meaningful routes for harnessing knowledge to action.

Who Is an External Researcher?

My Nasa interlocutors disparaged the dependency of community activists on 
external researchers. The acin members also questioned Fals Borda’s pater-
nalism, asking who generates the terms of research; they underscored the chal-
lenge of confronting power relations inside the research team itself, something 
that the indigenous movement has contended with over the years as they have 
negotiated the relationship between Native activists and collaborators (Rap-
paport 2005: chap. 2). They emphasized the importance of remembering that 
outside researchers would not stay with them forever, highlighting the fact 
that the most significant takeaway from par was not its final product but the 
assimilation of a research process that could potentially endure without the 
presence of external collaborators.

The pronouncements made by Nasa activists contrast with what I heard 
in other workshops, where university-educated community organizers inter-
rogated the meaningfulness of pointing to a divide between local and academic 
researchers. Fals Borda hoped to bridge such a gap when he ventured to claim 
that committed outsiders could potentially acquire the status of an organic 
intellectual (Fals Borda 2010b: 189–190; Fals Borda and Brandão 1986: 26), an 
issue that is still under debate in many circles. In Medellín, both collaborators 
from the city center and educated comuna dwellers probed the problem of 
who, exactly, qualifies as an outsider. In an increasingly urbanized country, 
young people from working-class barrios fill the classrooms of public universi-
ties and obtain scholarships to private ones. Under such circumstances, work-
shop participants argued, the notion that a university-educated researcher is 
external to the community has become somewhat shopworn.
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The question today is not whether those with a university education are 
outsiders but, instead, how researchers who are not affiliated with universi-
ties but have access to academic methods and ideas can contribute to the 
construction of new research methodologies. At first, I was surprised that 
community-university relations were so central to the two workshops in Me-
dellín, in which academics emphatically displayed their community connec-
tions. Only after looking at the Con-Vivamos website did I discover that the 
issue has been debated at previous events, so it was very much on participants’ 
minds (Con-Vivamos 2015). In fact, in all of the workshops I facilitated there 
were participants of humble origins who had completed, or were in the pro
cess of obtaining, university degrees. Fals Borda called attention to the gap 
between academics and the grass roots, my interlocutors told me, but today’s 
par researchers must reconsider the meaning of the “great divide.” At the 
Montería workshop Víctor Negrete reiterated Fals Borda’s contention that it 
is necessary for all researchers to inhabit the research site and then distance 
themselves from it to create a space for reflection. But when researchers are at 
once academically trained and community members, what meanings inhere 
to the paired actions of drawing near to and withdrawing from the research 
context?

This could not have been imagined by Fals Borda in the 1970s, since the 
peasantry of Córdoba was largely unschooled and geographically isolated. 
He regarded his young collaborators—Víctor Negrete, Franklin Sibaja, and 
Ulianov Chalarka—as external researchers because of their urban residence 
and their education, but Negrete has repeatedly reminded me that he and 
his colleagues were only a generation away from being peasants themselves. 
Perhaps those of us reading Fals’s field notes overlook the fact that the lines 
in the 1970s between people’s knowledge and academic inquiry were already 
being blurred by the very members of the Fundación, various of whom were 
“amphibious researchers,” who moved between and received sustenance from 
both the working class or the peasantry and educated sectors. As is the case 
today, they were not alone. They inhabited a local world in which there were 
many equally amphibious interlocutors or, at the least, many who aspired to be 
so: leftist militants, writers and poets, theater groups, university students. In 
overwhelming proportions, the young researchers in the comunas of Medellín 
and the offices of cinep, the Bogotá-bred collaborators with acin, and even 
its indigenous activists all belong to what are called in Colombia the “popular 
classes” and are academically trained. They move across a network of non-
governmental organizations and research institutes where they find many 
more who share their social profile. So they are “amphibious,” just as were 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



225

F
a

l
s

 B
o

r
d

a
’s

 L
e

g
a

c
y

the members of the Fundación del Caribe. I was continually reminded of this 
in the workshop discussions.

Undeniably, the quandary facing external researchers—Who is external 
and who is popular?—depends on the locus of enunciation, on who is troubled 
by the role of outsiders in a participatory research project, and on who rejects 
the label of “outsider.” The director of Con-Vivamos pointed out that individ-
ual positionalities are not the only spaces of enunciation that are relevant to 
participatory research. He compellingly argued that dialogue takes place not 
only between individuals but between institutions. Drawing on Fals Borda’s 
experience, he pointed out that there was a difference between a campesino’s 
relationship to anuc and La Rosca’s relationship with the peasant organ
ization. In other words, intervention and dialogue occur simultaneously on 
multiple scales, where power differentials operate in distinct manners. Con-
Vivamos and a research institute affiliated with the Universidad Nacional are 
equal players, while perhaps a university researcher and an older resident of 
the comuna find the establishment of a horizontal relationship more challeng-
ing, as a workshop participant without university training admonished us. She 
confessed that she felt used by academics, who accumulated information and 
then exerted control over it. The university, she asserted, should not speak for 
her, but should open a pathway for her to speak.

My respondents at cinep expressed the concern that par researchers un-
wittingly create hierarchies in the very act of “returning” research results to 
communities, citing that

systematic devolution . . . ​rings of messianism, paternalism. The attempt 
to create levels [of reception] through systematic devolution is something 
that collaborative research resists [by establishing] a more horizontal, 
more constant, relationship during the course of a project, with less dif-
ferentiation between researcher and researched.

In other words, systematic devolution is the moment at which differences 
between internal and external researchers become more apparent. It marks 
those occasions at which certain actors end up controlling access to research 
results. The cinep researchers therefore preferred to complement the Fun-
dación del Caribe’s model with collaborative ethnography as a modus for 
sharing the knowledge generated during the research process. This observa-
tion is not new: Carlos Rodrigues Brandão, one of Fals’s early interlocutors, also 
points to the relevance of ethnography to the collaborative endeavor (Fals Borda 
and Brandão 1986). Of course, my friends at cinep assume that collaborative 
anthropologists are more likely than par researchers to engage in collective 
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authorship, which in reality occurs more smoothly when the external and 
internal researchers are evenly matched in terms of the academic skills they 
bring to the process but also depends on the extent to which community re-
searchers are willing or able to demand control of it (that wasn’t the case in 
the Córdoba of the 1970s). Xochitl Leyva Solano and Shannon Speed’s analysis 
of their collaboration with indigenous academics from Chile, Ecuador, Nica-
ragua, Guatemala, and Mexico lays bare some of the contradictions that can 
ensue, even for those with advanced degrees. In the course of their research, 
participants on their team voiced tensions, not only over ethnic differences 
but also over gender, status, level of education, and political positions, making 
explicit some of the fault lines in their expectations of what the project would 
yield: how “useful” it would be, and for whom (cf. Briones et al. 2007). The dif-
ferences that arise between academics and indigenous activists go to the heart 
of the collaborative academic project, questioning the extent to which we are 
free to produce critical analyses and whom we seek to serve when we engage 
in scholarly interpretation (Leyva Solano and Speed 2015: 468). In effect, we 
are still facing the same challenges that Fals and his associates experienced in 
Córdoba.

The Legacy of Orlando Fals Borda

A little over a year before his death Fals delivered the Martin Diskin Memorial 
lecture at the 2007 Congress of the Latin American Studies Association (Fals 
Borda 2007). As in many of his earlier papers and articles, he identifies the 
three “strategic tensions” that continue into the neoliberal era to character-
ize his approach: the relationship of theory to practice, of subject to object, 
and between different forms of knowledge. He sums up his methodological ap-
proach as one of “scientific humility and local realism” (2007: 20). It is difficult 
for me to ascribe humility to a scholar who openly rejected the major sociolog
ical currents of his time and resigned his post at a major university in favor of 
the audacious and risky alternative of collaboration with anuc. I believe that 
Fals’s use of the term “humility” is best construed as defining the terms of his 
relationship with popular sectors, rather than with his academic colleagues. 
His use of “local realism” is more thought-provoking to me. “Local realism” 
is broader than the shopworn concept of “local knowledge,” which betrays an 
ethnographic scaffolding that precludes the political potential of other forms 
of knowledge. It is also more versatile than “people’s knowledge,” the concept 
Fals used in the 1970s as the counterpart to academic science. “Local realism” 
brings to mind a constellation of ideas that inhere in the philosophies of La 
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Rosca and the Fundación del Caribe, laying emphasis on lived experience 
[vivencia] and its analytical promise as an antidote to universal sociological 
models, thereby also redeeming empirical research. It emphasizes the possi-
bilities of theorizing from multiple subject positions. It underscores the fact 
that all knowledge is local. “Local” implies paying attention to the depth and 
texture of experience—it requires empirical observation. But it redefines what 
is meant by “empirical” by reinterpreting what constitutes a “fact”: it stipu-
lates that truths emerge out of particular points of view that must be carefully 
identified by the researcher. These points of view are not, however, relative, as 
they would be in a caricature of postmodernism. Instead, they are profoundly 
real. Grassroots intellectuals are sentipensantes—thinking-feeling persons—
who combine reason with sentiment and experience and who wield the truth, 
as Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano exclaims in his riff on Fals Borda in 
Libro de los abrazos: “Such wise doctors of Ethics and Morals are the fisherfolk 
of the Colombian coast, who invented the word sentipensante to define the 
language that tells the truth” (1989: 89). Finally, “local realism” recognizes that 
such points of view, especially those generated from below, not only are facts 
to be analyzed but form the basis for both action and further reflection.

Local realism at once reflects what action research in Córdoba hoped to 
achieve and expands on it. In the Spanish version of Fals’s 2007 talk, he re-
places his earlier concept of ciencia popular with cosmovisión (2007: 19). In the 
English translation of his lecture, “world view” is the unfortunate gloss used 
for cosmovisión (2008a: 161)—unfortunate because the ethnographic connota-
tions of “world view” for English speakers do not reflect the political meanings 
that have come to adhere to cosmovisión in Latin America. The latter has be-
come a buzzword for alternative epistemologies, especially but not exclusively 
associated with Native cultures. To some degree, I think cosmovisión erects a 
wall of radical otherness around the indigenous political project, which must 
necessarily act both within the Native sphere and confront the broader social 
system, which implies managing multiple discourses, practices, and epistemol-
ogies. But at the same time, cosmovisión supplies activists with an alternative 
notion of democracy built on historical introspection and interethnic dialogue 
(Santos 1998) and has allowed scholars to articulate with social movements 
through an appeal to epistemology (Hale and Millaman Reinao 2018). Cosmo-
visión clearly underlies the conversations that we had in the acin workshop. 
It is, I would argue, more potent at the current moment than “people’s knowl-
edge” because its scope is simultaneously broader and more precise.

The moderator of the workshop I facilitated for academics at the Universi-
dad Nacional in Medellín summed up her appreciation of the contributions of 
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Fals and the Fundación del Caribe with the following three concepts: creativity, 
critical recovery, and activism. Fals Borda’s appeal to “local realism” in his lasa 
address fuses these three ideas into a dynamic whole in which the lessons of 
the past are creatively resignified to contribute to social transformation. A re-
searcher who is sentipensante combines different types of knowledge by means 
of the collective exercise of a series of investigative techniques, framed by a re-
search paradigm that lends support to popular strugg les and cedes at least par-
tial control of the research process to them. The combination of academic and 
grassroots notions of research into a single process entails the bridging of sub-
stantial methodological, conceptual, and epistemological disparities, involving a 
dialogue between distinct knowledge bases in a conversation that encompasses 
not only their contents but also their form. As a result, the attitudes of external 
researchers and grassroots participants are transformed. By reconceptualizing 
ciencia popular as local realism, Fals implicitly recognizes the new waves of par-
ticipatory and collaborative research that his work in Córdoba inspired.

For collaborative or participatory researchers to arrive at a common idiom 
involves not so much a process of reconciliation or compromise but a taking 
advantage of the confrontation between not entirely compatible worldviews 
that, in clashing, bear the potential to produce knowledge. Making sense of 
how much can be said and how it will be said requires the work of the imagina-
tion, just as much as it presupposes a recognition of the existence of diverse 
definitions of observable fact, dissimilar understandings of what constitutes 
rigor, and different philosophical or theoretical bases. Early par was typified 
by methodologies that engaged both external researchers and internal activists 
in a dynamic process of imagining.

What can today’s par researchers learn from the experiences of the Fun-
dación del Caribe? The Medellín moderator made it clear that Fals’s concept 
of imputation—the collective work of the imagination—was the bridge that 
connected rigorous research to activism. It was not sufficient for Fals and his 
colleagues to be capable researchers or adhere to the politics of anuc and steer 
their research toward political ends. The connection between the two could 
only be made by the exercise of imagination: entreating peasants to imagine 
their forebears—how they looked, how they suffered, what they built, how 
they fought—and cajoling external researchers and artists into placing them-
selves in the shoes of the actors in the scenarios that emerged from the mouths 
of the narrators, in order to resuscitate and refurbish the political tools of the 
past that the narrators revealed in their testimonies.

Appropriating Fals’s notion of imputation, one of the participants in the 
cinep workshop asked, “How can we impute to ourselves the researcher’s 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



229

F
a

l
s

 B
o

r
d

a
’s

 L
e

g
a

c
y

craft?” [¿Cómo imputarnos el oficio de investigar?]. In the course of this book, I 
have demonstrated that imputation involves more than Fals Borda’s experi-
mental format in Historia doble de la Costa. It transcends the innovative for-
mats in which Ulianov Chalarka and David Sánchez Juliao crafted their texts. 
Creativity was the primary foundation of the three-year dialogue between the 
Fundación and anuc. Interviewers had to impute to peasant storytellers the 
capacity to transform the historical narrative, because at the time campesi-
nos were not recognized as trustworthy witnesses. Narrators had to impute to 
Ulianov Chalarka the trust to reimagine their experience in pictures, because 
the comics they were crafting were new and unusual: not action heroes, but 
campesino heroes and heroines. Chalarka had to impute to the Fundación col-
lective the authority to assemble the graphic histories, following some of his 
suggestions and rejecting others. The Fundación had to impute to the par-
ticipants in anuc cursillos the capacity to take hold of the past to inform 
their present. As one of the cinep workshop participants underscored, the 
objectives of the Fundación were not only understanding or knowledge but 
also action, and the combination of knowledge and action is at the heart of 
imputation as a legal construct, which attaches to an individual the responsi-
bility for an act.

Imputing the researcher’s craft to unlikely actors was, precisely, what the 
Fundación del Caribe was all about. Remember that of the entire Fundación 
team, only Fals was trained as a researcher. Moreover, the stances Fals assumed 
in Córdoba—as an academic receptive to peasant historical narrative, as an ex-
ternal researcher willing to support anuc’s agenda, as a social scientist trained 
as a positivist in the global North who ultimately eschewed his schooling in 
favor of a Latin America–based theoretical corpus and who employed creative 
and collective analytical approaches—went against his own upbringing, as he 
reminisced in his 2008 Malinowski Award Lecture in acceptance of the honor 
bestowed by the Society for Applied Anthropology (Fals Borda 2008b: 359). His 
colleagues in the Fundación were forced to meet a different challenge, imput-
ing to themselves the role of a radical researcher, balancing what little they 
knew about conventional research with their highly unconventional interven-
tion in the politics of anuc. The Fundación researchers were not strictly par-
ticipant observers who took part in activities in order to learn about the local 
culture. Their participation was a great deal more practical than that. Their 
objective as researchers was not only to understand but to transform and build. 
The act they were imputing to themselves was not just to conduct research but 
to overturn the conditions they were observing. Fals’s notion of imputation 
implies a particular brand of empathy that transcends standard ethnographic 
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mimesis. This is what Fals meant by the word sentipensante: someone who not 
only analyzes and empathizes but takes action.

But the researchers of the Fundación del Caribe constituted only half of 
the equation. Empathy also ran in the other direction. Campesinos were en-
couraged to move into the cultural arena of the researcher, collaborating in 
the production of educational materials, facilitating cursillo sessions, guiding 
the selection of historical referents for critical recovery. In effect, it was not 
only Fals imputing the values of the campesinos to himself as an investigator 
but also the peasants imputing to themselves the tasks of the researcher. This 
cross-empathy was only made possible by redefining the researcher—whether 
internal or external—as someone who not only observes but takes political 
action, whose investigation is nourished by activism and whose activism is 
fueled by research. This is what distinguishes Fals Borda’s project from the 
conventional exercise of the ethnographic or historical imagination.

The Fundación del Caribe project established a two-way street on which 
both external researchers and grassroots investigators encountered one an-
other, but in the long run, Fals hoped that local researchers would be able to 
go it alone. In a sense, the workshops I facilitated demonstrated that this hope 
is being increasingly realized, although perhaps in ways that Fals had not en-
visioned when he and Augusto Libreros wrote their research manual. Today’s 
par practitioners move between social movements and universities via routes 
that were not imaginable in the 1970s, when there were few peasants, shanty-
town dwellers, indigenous people, or people of color enrolled at Colombian 
institutions of higher education who had acquired the research skills neces-
sary to nourish new imaginings. The cross-fertilization of the intervening four 
decades brings forth new questions.

The workshop participant who asked how she could impute to herself the 
researcher’s craft was not concerned with how researchers like Fals Borda, or 
even the lower-middle-class Fundación del Caribe members, might have pon-
dered their calling. As an Afrocolombian who can simultaneously claim mem-
bership in a community and as an academic, the speaker—one of my graduate 
students, who was invited to participate in the cinep workshop—was think-
ing aloud in front of the other attendees about what her role might be in a 
participatory research project. Like Nasa researchers from cric, her frontier 
position affords her movement between the grass roots and the academy but, 
simultaneously, subjects her to the standards of both academics and nonaca-
demics (Rappaport 2005: chap. 1). While she has grounded herself in diasporic 
theory and can draw on her own life experiences, if she is to take Fals Borda 
seriously, the only way that she can impute to herself the role of a scholar is 
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to embrace his creative impulses and to harness her research in some way to 
broader activist projects.

This is the legacy of La Rosca. As Juan Mario Díaz Arévalo, a young histo-
rian working with Fals’s archive, observed at a symposium commemorating the 
decade since his death, you cannot replicate Fals Borda’s work; instead, it must 
inspire you to create something new (2018b). For this reason, I think that the 
par researchers with whom I came into contact in the workshops could not 
appropriate in any simplistic way what they learned from my presentation of 
Fals Borda’s experience. What they needed to do was evaluate their own prac-
tices, using what new insights they could glean from Fals’s legacy, and con-
tinue to impute to themselves the researcher’s and activist’s craft.
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1	 anuc was established as a government-sponsored initiative in the 1960s. As I will 
detail in the next chapter, peasants became increasingly aware of the failures of the 
agrarian reform, and in 1972, a significant portion of the anuc membership split 
off to form a parallel organization that advocated direct action to reclaim large 
landholdings. Fals and his associates collaborated with this radical wing of the 
peasant movement.

2	 When Fals Borda writes about Juana Julia, he refers to her by using her first and 
middle names (Fals Borda 1986). I have decided to adopt this more intimate usage 
as a way of underscoring her centrality to the Fundación’s project. Following 
Spanish usage, individuals are sometimes identified by a combination of their 
patronymic (Fals) and matronymic (Borda), and at other times only by their pat-
ronymic; I employ the combined form in citations and in the bibliography. Thus, 
Orlando Fals Borda will sometimes be called “Fals Borda” and sometimes “Fals.” 
The main protagonists of my narrative are listed in the Cast of Characters that 
opens this book.

3	 Historia doble is a two-channeled book: the left-hand pages narrate the history of 
the coast, while the right-hand pages contextualize the narrative. My references 
to parts, chapters, or pages indicate whether they are located in channel A or 
channel B.

4	 All achunc/b documents cited are from the La Rosca series of the Fals Borda col-
lection, identified by their box, folder, and folio numbers.

5	 I return to this point in more detail in chapter 7, where I point out some of the 
fundamental differences between collaborative research in Latin America and in 
North America and Europe.

6	 Freire was forced to leave Brazil by the military dictatorship and spent his exile at 
Harvard. While in the United States, he came into close contact with Myles Hor-
ton, the founder of the Highlander Center, a famous laboratory of activist research 
in Appalachia (Horton and Freire 1990).

7	 Fals requested US $386,740 over three years from the National Committee on 
the Self-Development of People of the Worldwide Ministries of the Presbyterian 
Church, receiving approximately $75,000 a year from 1971 to 1973. This was an 
enormous amount of money at that time. See Presbyterian Historical Society, 
Philadelphia (henceforth, phs/p), Worldwide Ministries, Self-Development of 
People, Correspondence, Reports on International Projects, 1970–88, box 2: “A 
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Self-Development Program for Colombian Destitute Groups” submitted by the 
Rosca de Investigación y Acción Social with the sponsorship of Church and So-
ciety in Latin America (isal), Colombia, 1970. They also received US $90,000 in 
1975 (Gittings 1993: 69). Díaz Arévalo (2017), Moreno Moreno (2017b), and Pereira 
Fernández (2005) have examined Fals’s ties to the Presbyterian Church.

8	 Of course, things have changed since those days. As I will elaborate in chapter 7, 
many of today’s “insiders” also have advanced training and are able to combine 
introspection with the systematic collection of information.

9	 The index of Fals’s papers at the Centro de Documentación Regional Orlando 
Fals Borda in Montería (henceforth, cdrbr/m) identifies documents by their item 
number—the box and folder numbers can be traced through the catalogue—and 
folio, although when a bound set of materials (such as a notebook) is numbered 
as a single folio, I also identify page numbers. cdrbr/m, cf is the abbreviation I 
employ for Fals’s photographic collection in Montería, whose items are numbered, 
and cdrbr/m, cg for his digitized reel-to-reel tapes, also numbered.

10	 As Fals observed in a dialogue with Colombian anthropologists, his use of imputa-
tion in his writings was profoundly personal, something that could not be repli-
cated verbatim by other writers or researchers (achunc/b, caja 50, carpeta 3).

Chapter 1. The Fundación del Caribe in Córdoba

1	 Interviews with Negrete, 10 July 2016, Montería, and Sánchez Juliao, 4 Au-
gust 2009, Bogotá. Composer and musician Máximo Jiménez worked closely with 
Sánchez Juliao on “protest vallenatos,” using the popular Costeño ballad genre, 
which he performed to motivate peasants during land occupations (interview with 
Jiménez, 10 July 2019, Montería). The lyrics of the title song of Jiménez’s recording 
“El indio del Sinú” (Jiménez 1975) were written by Sánchez Juliao. See also Zabaleta 
Bolaños (2017).

2	 Members of the Fundación, their campesino contacts, and other intellectuals who 
worked with them are listed in the Cast of Characters at the beginning of this 
book. Beyond the innermost circle, other collaborators included José Galeano, 
a high schooler in Cereté who went on to become a leader of the student move-
ment before he began to work with Víctor Negrete in the late seventies (interview 
with Galeano, 15 July 2016, Montería). Leopoldo Berdella, a founder of the Grupo 
“El Túnel” that in the mid-seventies brought together Córdoba’s creative writ-
ers and artists, was also from Cereté; he later became a university professor in 
the southwestern city of Cali and an author of children’s books. Matilde Eljach, 
who would become a faculty member at the Universidad del Cauca in Popayán, 
worked with the Fundación while she was a university student in Barranquilla. 
Prominent Costeño intellectuals frequently collaborated as facilitators of training 
workshops for anuc leaders (cdrbr/m, 1922, 2177, 2180, 2183, 2185–2187, 2190, 2195, 
2197). Among the most notable of the workshop facilitators were Cartagena-based 
folklorist Benjamín Puche, sociologist María Josefina Yance (who went on to direct 
the regional planning office and manage the Banco de la República), Roberto Yance 
(the regional procurador agrario, or agrarian prosecutor), and sociologist Raúl Pa
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niagua of the University of Cartagena. Some of these individuals, particularly 
those who were government functionaries, worked clandestinely with the Fun-
dación, although they crop up in Fals Borda’s photographic collection. Afroco-
lombian novelist Manuel Zapata Olivella, a native of Lorica, was another of Fals 
Borda’s important interlocutors. Fals also drew on former students and colleagues 
in Bogotá and Cali to support and evaluate his work, including sociologists Gil-
berto Aristizábal, Darío Fajardo, Alfredo Molano, William Ramírez, and Alejandro 
Reyes Posada, as well as economist Ernesto Parra Escobar and Swedish develop-
ment scholar Anders Rudqvist (interviews with Aristizábal, 17 July 2009, Cali; 
Fajardo, 12 August 2008, Bogotá; Molano, 19 July 2016, Bogotá; and Parra Escobar, 
14 June 2016, Bogotá). Rudqvist drew on the evaluation for his doctoral dissertation 
(1986), while Parra Escobar published his study in book form (1983). Molano also 
penned a critical discussion piece on the work of La Rosca (achunc/b, caja 49, 
carpeta 3, fols. 158–176).

3	 The document goes on to emphasize that researchers should not arrive at the field 
site with long hair, should wear simple clothing, and that they should not carry 
the sort of tape recorder that could potentially lead local people to equate them 
with previous researchers. They should carry only “a pocket notebook, a pencil, 
and a small camera, their modesty leading people to assume that they are not ‘dan-
gerous elements’ ” (cdrbr/m, 0642, fol. 3578). The code of conduct was obviously 
composed for neophytes.

4	 For those too young to remember, Instamatics were very simple cameras produced 
by Kodak, which were loaded with film cartridges instead of rolls of film.

5	 Interview with Aristizábal.
6	 The Fundación del Caribe reopened in 1979 and continued to function until 1981, 

when its core members established the Fundación del Sinú, which is still active 
promoting participatory action research in Córdoba (Negrete Barrera 1983, 2008a).

Chapter 2. Archives and Repertoires

1	 Fals’s donation to the Centro de Documentación Regional contains 180 manila 
folders and approximately twelve thousand numbered folios, although it assigns 
some notebooks and publications a single numeral, so the number of pages is in ac-
tuality greater. In addition to his field archive, he bequeathed three hundred books 
about the Atlantic Coast (substantially augmenting the Centro’s library holdings), 
more than two thousand photographs, three sets of notes from historical archives, 
several paintings, and a number of complete collections of regional periodicals. 
Fals’s ceding of his papers to a small repository located in a provincial city on 
the Caribbean coast is an indication of how he intended to frame his legacy. In 
part, he was responding to critics who had faulted Historia doble for its supposed 
lack of rigorous attention to empirical sources (Bergquist 1990; see also Martínez 
Garnica 2008–2009; Meisel Roca 2002), laying bare his use of a wide range of 
historical documentation. He also intended to place the wealth of material he had 
collected into circulation in the coast itself, so that future researchers could work 
on neglected regions like Córdoba, Sucre, and southern Bolívar and examine the 
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real-life experiences of peasants as opposed to limiting their analyses to local elites 
(Alex Pereira, personal communication). Fals was highly conscious of the fact that 
his corpus of field notes should be made available to future generations (Behrens-
meyer 2011: 93).

2	 I have not identified who assisted Fals in organizing the papers he donated to the 
Centro de Documentación in Montería, although I suspect that Víctor Jiménez, 
who has identified himself publicly as Fals’s assistant, had a hand in the project. 
The other major fond I consulted, in the archives of the National University of 
Colombia in Bogotá, was assembled with the assistance of Gabriel Escalante, who 
continues as the custodian of the Fals papers (Escalante 2018).

3	 Here, I am only concerned with comparing two sets of documentation. Readers 
interested in what Fals was doing during the intervening decades should consult 
the introduction.

4	 Interview with Negrete, 23 June 2018, Montería.
5	 Fals did not include the pamphlet in his papers; I consulted it in the Archivo de la 

Fundación del Sinú (afs/m) in Montería but cite it as a bibliographic item because 
the archive is neither public nor catalogued.

Chapter 3. Participation

1	 Iván was the nickname by which he was known in his neighborhood, but when 
combined with Tejada, it became a nom de plume; Fals sometimes called him 
“Iván Chalarka.” Ulianov died in Montería in 1977, after a jeep ran him over in the 
wee hours and he died of complications from anesthesia weeks later; there is some 
dispute between the Chalarca family and Ulianov’s colleagues and allies over the 
circumstances of the accident and his medical treatment. The personal remi-
niscences in this section come from conversations with Orlando Chalarca on 18 
July 2016, 2–3 and 6 June 2017, and 11 July 2019 in Montería; sister Marta Chalarca 
on 5 July 2019 in Montería; and Utamaro Chalarca, Ulianov’s nephew, on 12 and 16 
June 2017 in Cartagena. (The Chalarca family commonly spells its surname with 
a c, but at the time of his collaboration with the Fundación, Ulianov Chalarka 
spelled his name with a k.) Utamaro created a Facebook page for Ulianov Chalarka, 
which reproduces family photos and a good selection of his drawings and paint-
ings: https://www​.facebook​.com​/UlianovChalarka/ (accessed 25 February 2020).

2	 Leonardo Chalarca, Ulianov’s father, was a journalist and a caricaturist. Although 
the drawing I describe is attributed to Ulianov, family members found it difficult 
to distinguish between Ulianov’s caricatures and those drawn by his father, both of 
them bearing the same signature.

3	 The 1985 edition in which these pamphlets appeared was published in commemo-
ration of Chalarka by the Fundación del Sinú; a boutique edition by Bogotá-based 
Piedra, Tijera, Papel came out in 2019. The anthology of the four graphic histories 
is posted on the internet: http://babel.banrepcultural.org/cdm/ref/collection​
/p1705coll2/id/71 (accessed 26 May 2020). Lomagrande (1972) was originally published 
in the name of the Municipal Association of Peasant Users of Montería (anucm); 
El Boche came out in 1973, under the authorship of the Association of Peasant Users 
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of Córdoba and the Centro Popular de Estudios, the legal entity under whose 
auspices the pamphlets were researched and composed. Authorship of Tinajones 
(1973) was ascribed to the Sindicato de Agricultores de Palermo, one of several 
local campesino organizations that had originally been affiliated with fanal, the 
National Agrarian Federation [Federación Agraria Nacional]; fanal was a rural 
labor organization originally set up by the Catholic Church to offset communist 
influence (Zamosc 1986b: 37–38), but in Tinajones it had a greater capacity for mo-
bilization than anuc. Felicita Campos (1974) was credited to the Felicita Campos 
Study Group, under the supervision of Florentino Montero, a peasant leader, and 
Néstor Herrera, a young Fundación researcher from Sincelejo. Chalarka sketched 
some fliers for anuc events containing biting critiques of incora, the Colombian 
Institute for Agrarian Reform (cdrbr/m, 2145), on the occasion of the Día del 
Campesino [Day of the Campesino]. He depicts a police agent beating a peasant 
whose hands are in chains; a tiny turtle at the policeman’s feet carries the label “in-
cora” and out of its head emerges a thought balloon containing a question mark. 
Of course, Chalarka also drew the images for ¡Escucha cristiano!—the pamphlet 
aimed at recruiting Protestant youth to the land strugg le introduced in chapter 2.

4	 This was an inversion of the process used to produce ¡Escucha cristiano! The verbal 
script for the illustrated pamphlet written for Cereté Protestants came before the 
drawings.

5	 Interview with Herrera, 13 July 2016, Sincelejo.
6	 Interview with Eljach, 15 July 2009, Popayán.
7	 Personal communication, Víctor Negrete, 3 October 2014. Fals Borda’s experience 

with graphic materials began with his work in the 1950s with Andean peasants 
in Saucío, Cundinamarca (achunc/b, Acción Comunal Saucío, Introducciones, 
Cocina Chula; Fals Borda 2010c: 73). I have found no further evidence of his famil-
iarity with the alternative comics scene in Colombia or Latin America, although 
the national peasant movement produced a highly sophisticated comics pamphlet, 
which he undoubtedly read (anuc n.d.).

8	 Interview with Negrete, 4 June 2017, Montería.
9	 Interview with Eljach.
10	 Interview with Eljach. I located a very brief storyboard mapping out the last 

two pages of Felicita Campos (cdrbr/m, 1787), in which images are only noted 
by topic while the verbal contents of speech balloons and captions are written 
in detail, suggesting that the script was prepared after Chalarka had completed 
his images. Néstor Herrera, the researcher who organized the interviews in San 
Onofre, did not participate in the writing process (interview with Herrera, 13 
July 2016, Sincelejo). Negrete told me that, likewise, he was not involved (inter-
view with Negrete, 10 July 2016, Montería). Perhaps the layout of this graphic 
history—which originated in Sucre, where Fals’s relationship with anuc was 
not as intimate as it was in Córdoba—was outsourced. The comic is different 
from the other three graphic histories; it is so text heavy that at times the pan-
els are oddly shaped to accommodate the combination of the verbal and visual 
materials.
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11	 I interviewed Negrete via Skype on 8 February 2015 and he immediately published 
the interview, with a few minor editorial changes, which I cite here as my source 
material (Rappaport and Negrete 2015).

12	 Negrete describes the procedure for composing Tinajones and Felicita Campos; the 
interviews for Lomagrande had already been recorded before Chalarka joined the 
Fundación, so he listened to the tapes to conjure in his imagination the scenes he 
would depict (conversation with Negrete, 13 June 2017, Montería). El Boche is more 
fictional in nature than the other graphic histories; my speculations regarding its 
production can be found in chapter 5.

13	 Interview with Negrete, 22 July 2009, Montería.
14	 Interview with Negrete, 4 June 2017.
15	 In her commentary on an earlier publication in which I analyze the Fundación’s 

research process (Rappaport 2018), Claudia Briones (2018) underscores the sig-
nificance of disagreement and negotiation in the collaborative research process, 
although I can only speculate on how it unfolded in the making of the graphic 
histories.

16	 Interview with Herrera, 13 July 2016, Sincelejo.
17	 Note that the local anuc president quoted here was aligned with the Armenia 

Line of anuc, although anuc in Córdoba and Sucre was overwhelmingly affili-
ated with the more radical Sincelejo Line. Tinajones was prepared in collaboration 
with a peasant organization independent of anuc, the Sindicato de Agricultores 
de Palermo. Fals identified the anuc president in the early 1970s as a politiquero, or 
“machine politician” (cdrbr/m, 1921, fol. 19247, fol. 8r). Pablo García, director of 
the regional office of incora in Córdoba in the late 1970s, told Leon Zamosc that 
local peasant organizations grew out of the anti-Communist fanal, the National 
Agrarian Federation (cinep/b, doc. 9), which was the rural arm of the Union of 
Colombian Workers (utc), a union federation supported by the Catholic Church 
and, at its inception, strongly anti-Communist; some of these local syndicates pro-
moted their own demands, as occurred in San Bernardo del Viento (Zamosc 1986b: 
37–38, 45–46).

18	 I only note in passing that Cabrera was a mulatto. Peasants in the region called all 
the landowners blancos [whites], reflecting class position in addition to—sometimes 
in spite of—race. Manuel Zapata Olivella’s Tierra mojada, which was one of the 
primary sources for Tinajones, underscores the racial tensions underlying the 
relationship between landlords and peasants in the region (Zapata Olivella 1964 
[1947]: 161; see also Tillis 2005: 18–19). Fals’s photographs of the campesinos of 
San Bernardo del Viento display a population that is largely Afrodescendant; in a 
July 2019 visit I discovered they consciously identify as Afrocolombians, and I was 
particularly struck when I met the grandson of the comic’s narrator, who told me 
that his grandfather—whom he resembles—was black, notwithstanding the fact 
that he looks mestizo in the graphic history. In the comics, however, the peasants 
are depicted as mestizos, perhaps reflecting Fals’s adherence to a discourse that 
erroneously celebrated the Caribbean coast as a site of a democratizing process of 
racial mixing (Figueroa 2009) or maybe in an effort to distinguish the peasants vi-
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sually from Cabrera; when I elicited the opinion of the descendants of the activists 
depicted in the comic, however, they were unperturbed by Chalarka’s depiction of 
them and instead observed that there had been no political discourse of blackness 
at the time the comic was produced. Nonetheless, Zapata Olivella, a Costeño and 
an Afrocolombian, would not have agreed with the Fundación on this count.

19	 Interview with Eljach.
20	 In July 2019 I held readings of the comics at several rural locations, at which the 

same dynamics occurred: Felicita Campos in San José de Uré, Córdoba, 6 July 2019, 
and Tinajones in San Bernardo del Viento, 5 November 2019.

21	 Interview with Negrete, 25 June 2018, Montería.

Chapter 4. Critical Recovery

1	 Interview with Eljach, 15 July 2009, Popayán.
2	 Interview with Molano, 19 July 2016, Bogotá.
3	 Molano doesn’t do justice to Fals Borda’s use of personal testimony. Fals also care-

fully crafted on the basis of multiple interviews the campesino voices he inserted 
into Historia doble de la Costa (McRae 2015; Robles Lomeli 2015, 2019). What is 
different is that he places these voices in dialogue with his own historical recon-
structions, as I will explain further in chapter 5. Nonetheless, Molano’s point about 
the importance of the first person is useful for comprehending the nature of the 
witnessing that occurs in the Fundación’s graphic histories.

4	 Interview with Orlando Chalarca, 11 July 2019, Montería.
5	 Urbano de Castro was a young activist from Barranquilla who was killed during 

the massacre in Lomagrande in 1921. Another baluarte was named for Manuel 
Hernández, aka “El Boche,” the protagonist of another of Chalarka’s graphic histo-
ries that I examine in more detail in the following chapter.

6	 Interview with Herrera, 13 July 2016, Sincelejo.
7	 The large landowner with whom the peasants clashed, “El Turco” Malluk, was 

one of numerous Syrio-Lebanese immigrants who arrived on the Caribbean coast 
after the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire. The new arrivals started out as 
small merchants and eventually acquired landholdings (Fals Borda 1986: 116A; see 
also Jattin Torralvo 2019; Posada Carbó 1998: 323–328; Viloria de la Hoz 2003), later 
joining a cosmopolitan class of hacendados and investors from Europe and North 
America (Fals Borda 1986: chap. 5A). Not so much of a backwater, the coast has 
always been a very cosmopolitan place.

8	 Conversation with Jesús Pérez, 23–26 July 2013, Montería. See also Fals Borda (1984: 
21B).

9	 The manuscript can be found in cdrbr/m, 1918; the published version is stored in 
cdrbr/m, 1923, fol. 10247. All citations will be from the published version of the 
text, which varies only very slightly from the manuscript.

10	 The derecho de pernada [droit du seigneur], as this custom was called, is registered 
in both versions of Tinajones. In one of Chalarka’s panels, Cabrera stands on the 
riverbanks of his Río Ciego hacienda, his arms crossed, observing workers unload-
ing from El Caimán scores of burlap bags filled with rice, and demands: “Go to 
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Sicará and bring me a good fifteen-year-old for tonight” (Chalarka 1985: 33). A less 
vivid description can be found in the prose narrative (cdrbr/m, 1923, fol. 10249, 
pp. 16–17).

11	 I was surprised to discover during my July 2019 visit to San Bernardo that the 
Sinú had been diverted a kilometer or so outside the town, so there is no longer a 
riverfront.

12	 The main channel has been considerably reduced in size and the cañitos are in 
danger of disappearing due to the construction of buildings along the channels.

13	 Interview with Eljach.

Chapter 5. Systematic Devolution

1	 Interview with Negrete, 4 June 2017, Montería.
2	 Interview with Negrete, 23 June 2018, Montería.
3	 Interview with Santana Luna et al., 26 June 2018, Montería.
4	 This document from the Fals archives in Montería has been miscatalogued. Its 

page number (fol. 1068v) does not correspond to an appropriate item number in 
the catalogue; I estimate it should probably be cdrbr/m, 0242 or 0243, located in 
caja 3, carpeta 4, which contains documentation of meetings of the Fundación del 
Caribe.

5	 Participation of women in anuc was limited in Córdoba and Sucre, where they 
served as negotiators for imprisoned male activists and as a front line to demand 
more respect from the police. They began organizing as women by the mid-1970s. 
anuc’s capacity for mobilization diminished in the 1980s, due to factionalism and 
government repression. It was thanks to the persistence of women in sustaining 
local-level activities that the movement survived. The murders of many male lead-
ers during the paramilitary incursions of the 2000s left women’s organizations at 
the forefront of peasant activism (Machado and Meertens 2010: chap. 5).

6	 I consulted the pamphlet in the holdings of the Archivo de la Fundación del Sinú 
in Montería (afs/m) but, since the archive is not catalogued, have listed it as an 
item in the bibliography.

7	 Duplat made four documentary shorts in Guapi and Buenaventura using 
participatory-action methodologies (Fundación Patrimonio Fílmico Colombiano 
n.d.: 64; Higuita and López Diez 2011: 103–104, 182). He subsequently served as 
artistic director of Alternativa, belonging to what could be called the “Falsista” fac-
tion of the magazine’s editorial staff (Agudelo 2007: 77–78, 80). It was through Du-
plat that the M-19 guerrilla group influenced Alternativa, and he, along with Fals’s 
wife, María Cristina Salazar, was detained in 1979 after the security forces found a 
large cache of stolen arms buried in Salazar’s garden (Agudelo 2007: 241–242).

8	 Of course, graphic novels were not yet an established genre in the 1970s (Chute 
and DeKoven 2006: 770), which is why I call El Boche a “kind of ” graphic novel.

9	 Interview with Valencia, 15 July 2016, Montería.
10	 Interview with Negrete, 4 June 2017, Montería.
11	 Córdoba only became an independent administrative department of Colombia in 

1952. Before that, it belonged to Bolívar, with its capital in Cartagena.
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12	 Interview with Parra Escobar, 14 June 2016, Bogotá.
13	 Interview with Negrete, 4 June 2017, Montería.
14	 The title is a riff on the short story “La increíble y triste historia de la cándida 

Eréndira y de su abuela desalmada” by Gabriel García Márquez (1979 [1972]).
15	 I consulted this primer in the archives of the Fundación del Sinú (afs/m) and cite 

it in the bibliography.

Chapter 6. Engagement and Reflection

1	 It would be ponderous to parallel-track the magazine columns and Historia de la 
cuestión agraria (Fals Borda 1975). It suffices to draw interested readers’ attention 
to my listings of Alternativa and Alternativa del Pueblo columns in the bibliography 
titled “La historia prohibida,” “Historia de la cuestión agraria,” and “La cuestión 
agraria.” These columns become chapters of the cartilla, with only minimal 
changes. Capitalismo, hacienda y poblamiento (Fals Borda 1976) also makes use of 
those magazine columns that specifically refer to the Atlantic coast (Alt 1: 30–31; 
ap 26: 30; ap 30: 30–31).

2	 A song that dates to the era of La Violencia in the 1950s. The lyrics were changed 
to reflect the revolutionary fervor of the 1970s: “The storm that makes my people 
tremble / oppressed and ravished by the law, / I grab the rifle in my hand / and I 
am filled by a new faith” (hdc IV: 178A).

Chapter 7. Fals Borda’s Legacy

1	 I confine my observations here to collaborative anthropology in Latin America. Its 
North American counterpart (Lassiter 2005; Lassiter et al. 2004) is more academi-
cally oriented and, while politically progressive, less activist than in Latin Amer
ica, although collaborative anthropologists in the United States and Canada have a 
long tradition of working with tribal historians and other indigenous intellectuals 
(see, for example, Field 2008; Ridington and Hastings 1997), as well as with Native 
communities in Latin America (Hale and Stephen 2014). Following the lead of 
Hale (2006), some U.S. scholars have advocated for an “activist anthropology” that 
is more closely engaged with social movements than the traditional collaborative 
model (Checker 2005; Stuesse 2016) and that uses ethnography as an activist tool 
rather than a scholarly objective (Alonso Bejarano et al. 2019).

2	 The future of the cnmh is uncertain under the Duque government, elected in 
2018. Its current director refuses to recognize the armed conflict as political and has 
disparaged the center’s insistence on collecting testimony from grassroots victims.

3	 Since the 2016 signing of the peace accord with farc, 486 defenders of human 
rights have been assassinated in Colombia, according to El País (27 July 2019).

4	 Víctor Negrete shared this heart-rending reminiscence at a panel discussion at 
the Congress of the Action Research Network of the Americas, Cartagena, 13–15 
June 2017.

5	 6 April 2018. https://twitter​.com​/petrogustavo​/status​/982422319804141568​?lang​=en 
(accessed 6 September 2018).
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6	 The workshops are listed in the bibliography. With the exception of the San Pablo 
workshop, made up largely of high school students, the participants were adults 
engaged in some form or other of research combined with activism. No external 
funds were solicited for these workshops; the only expenditures were for the 
lunches served at some of the meetings, using the resources of the organizations 
themselves.

7	 I didn’t attempt this agenda with the high schoolers of San Pablo, who spent the 
workshop reading pages of Chalarka’s graphic histories and thinking about the 
topics they would cover if they could write a comic book about the problems of 
their community.

8	 The same could be said of uaiin, but only a handful of its members were able to 
attend the workshop, due to conflicting obligations, and the workshop was facili-
tated by the younger and less experienced iapes activists.

9	 acin is engaged in a similar muralistic project (Segunda Minga Muralista del 
Pueblo Nasa 2016).
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See also Jesuits; priests as allies of 
peasants

cattle raising, 29, 68, 73, 152, 188; hacen-
dados and, 1, 113; in Sinú River Valley, 5, 
112, 116

Cauca department, xii, xvi, 15; indigenous 
movements in, xi, xv, 10, 131, 220; La 
Rosca affiliate in, 124, 126; peasant fer-
ment in, 34–35

cdrbr/m (Centro de Documentación 
Regional “Orlando Fals Borda,” Banco 
de la República, Montería; Orlando Fals 
Borda Center for Regional Documen-
tation), 10, 40, 46; Fals Borda’s papers 
in, 49–50, 61, 236n2 (1st). See also Fals 
Borda, Orlando, archives of

Cendales, Lola, 14. See also systematization
Center of Research and Popular Education. 

See cinep
Centro de Investigación y Educación Popu

lar. See cinep
Centro Popular de Estudios, xiii, 36, 183, 

237n3
Cereté (Córdoba), 145, 181; activists in, xiii, 

61; Protestants in, 57–59
Chalarca, Leonardo, 236n2 (2nd)
Chalarca, Marta, 243
Chalarca, Orlando, 68, 69, 99, 243
Chalarca, Utamaro, 243
Chalarka, Ulianov, 224; collaborates with 

Fundación, xiii, 5, 35; collages and draw-
ings of, 95, 159, 161, 184; comic strips and, 
77, 78; death of, 236n1 (2nd); identified, 
xii; imagination of, 123, 127; influences 
on, 85; life and art of, 67, 68, 71, 128, 
236n2 (2nd); as mediator, 8, 129; photo

graphs of, 68, 72, 73; on self-portraits, 
98–99. See also Chalarka, Ulianov, 
graphic histories drawn by; Tejada, Iván

Chalarka, Ulianov, graphic histories drawn 
by, xxxi, 1, 2, 17, 22, 24, 28, 60, 61, 82, 
127; close textual analysis of, 71–76, 131; 
creative process of, 80–81, 83, 85–86, 87, 
88–90, 91, 98–99; critical recovery and, 
94; ecological dimension in, 109–110; 
empathy in, 116; imaginative visual nar-
ratives of, 97, 127; imputation and, 229; 
visual notes for, 85, 89, 100, 102. See also 
Fundación del Caribe (Caribbean Foun-
dation), graphic histories of; and titles of 
individual graphic histories

Channels A and B: in Historia doble, 173–178, 
184, 189–190, 191, 233n3; in Retorno a la 
tierra, 189–190, 194

Chile, 12, 226
Chimá (Córdoba), 68
Chuchurubí (Córdoba), 181
Chute, Hilary, 160
Ciénaga de Oro (Córdoba), 208
cinema, 13, 15
cinep (Centro de Investigación y Edu-

cación Popular; Center of Research and 
Popular Education), 14, 200, 212; collab-
orative ethnography and, 225–226; par 
evaluative workshops of, xvi, 209–210, 
212, 214, 228–229, 230; Wayuu people and, 
214, 216–217, 221

Circle of Research and Social Action. See 
La Rosca de Investigación y Acción 
Social

Cispatá (Córdoba), 124
cities, 1, 14, 200
civil disobedience, 42, 220
class consciousness, 9, 38, 95; raising of, 39, 

43, 60, 75, 137, 143–144, 200
class strugg le, 16, 53, 60, 137
cnmh (Centro Nacional de Memoria 

Histórica; National Center of Historical 
Memory), 203, 216, 241n2 (2nd)

co-labor (to work in community), 202
collaboration and collaborative research, 

11, 13, 14, 19, 132, 198, 201, 228, 238n15; 
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Fals Borda and, 10; in Felicita Campos, 
75–76, 76; Fundación and, 49, 61, 71–72; 
shortcomings of, 23, 43. See also action 
research

collaborative anthropology, 201, 225–226, 
241n1 (2nd)

collaborative ethnography, 199, 201
collective history and memory, 159, 186
collectives, 1, 16, 99, 105, 215; agrarian, 36, 

129. See also baluartes; socialism
Colombia: civil wars in, 73, 154, 172, 180; 

colonial, 48, 172, 181; constitution of, 
176, 204; inequality in, 29, 32; maps of, 
4, 178; national government and politics 
of, 6, 7, 9, 11, 32, 33, 134, 156, 191, 200–206, 
212–213, 219, 241n2 (2nd); par in, 12, 198, 
200–201, 202–206; Presbyterian synod 
of, 58, 59. See also Caribbean coastal 
plain

Colombian Institute for Agrarian Reform. 
See incora

comics. See comics panels; Fundación del 
Caribe (Caribbean Foundation), graphic 
histories by; graphic histories

comics panels, 85, 89, 117, 132, 184–85; ca-
dence in, 165; captions in, 77, 81, 91, 103, 
104; conventions and elements of, 72, 77; 
designing, 66–67, 84–90, 139; dynamic 
pictorial space of, 164–165; of El Boche, 
145, 147, 148, 149, 150, 152, 153; of Felicita 
Campos, 74, 75; of Lomagrande, 102, 103, 
104, 132; perspective in, 90; speech 
balloons in, 81; of Tinajones, 86–90, 87, 
89; verbal scripts of, 61, 71, 78–79, 81. 
See also Fundación del Caribe (Carib
bean Foundation), graphic histories by; 
graphic histories

common sense, 133, 157
Communism, Communists. See leftists; 

Maoism, Maoists; Marxism; pcml; 
socialism, socialists

Communist Manifesto (Marx and Engels), 138
community: campesinos and, 39, 65, 203; 

memory and, 126, 132, 158; researchers 
and, xviii, 58, 64

composite characters, 141–142

Comuna 1 (Medellín barrio), xvi, 210; mural 
gallery in, 217, 217–218

Conflict in Colombia, 202–206
Congreso de los Pueblos, xvi, 210
conocimiento popular. See people’s knowledge
conscientização (critical consciousness; 

Freire), 13
Consejo Regional Indígena del Cauca. 

See cric
Conservative Party, 6, 7, 32, 33, 134
convivencia (peaceful coexistence), 212
cooperatives, 31–32, 38
Córdoba department, 4, 48, 143, 176, 

180, 234n2, 235n1, 240n11 (2nd); action 
research in, 173, 226; Agrarian Reform 
agency and, 122, 123; anuc in, 131, 238n17; 
baluartes in, 25, 39; description of, 5; El 
Boche legend in, 145; Fals Borda in, xix, 
22, 35, 45, 54, 55, 170, 185; La Rosca in, 45, 
154; pcml in, 57–58; in Retorno a la tierra, 
194; Sinú River and, 110; social landscape 
of, 35, 50, 133–134, 155

Corozal (Sucre), xiv, 31, 181
Corporación Con-Vivamos, xvi, 210, 212, 

225; sponsors par evaluative workshops, 
xvi, 209, 224

Corporación Cultural Estanislao Zuleta, 
xvi

corralejas (bullfighting festivals), 22, 180, 184
cosmovisión (indigenous knowledge), 223, 

226
Costeño (Coastal region), 83, 181; ethos of, 

56–57, 95–96, 109; folklore and storytell-
ers of, 36, 172; music of, 175, 234n1; peas-
ants in, 20, 21, 114; social landscape of, 
99, 134, 136, 173

costume, Chalarka’s attention to, 85, 86, 
104

Courell, Leonard, 53
creativity and imagination, 20, 98, 228, 229
cric (Consejo Regional Indígena del 

Cauca; Regional Indigenous Council of 
Cauca), xi, xv, xvi, xx, 92, 137, 207, 219; La 
Rosca and, 15, 210, 220

critical activism (Kropff ), 201
critical consciousness (conscientização), 13
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Critical Participatory Action Research 
(Fine), 199

critical recovery, 17, 26, 143, 173, 183, 207, 
209; of baluartes, 99–102; Fals Borda 
and, 53, 228; Fundación and, 43, 171; 
Fundación’s graphic histories and, 
25, 128, 129, 151, 180; in Historia doble, 
174, 181; La Rosca and, 16, 23, 49, 94; 
par and, 198, 215; in post-Conflict era, 
222–223; in Retorno a la tierra, 184, 190

crónicas (chronicles), xix, 95, 97–98, 142. 
See also, testimonial literature

Cuban Revolution, 12
“Cuestiones de metodología aplicada a las 

ciencias sociales” (“Questions of Meth-
odology Applied to the Social Sciences”; 
Libreros and Fals Borda, 1974), 18, 40, 156

cursillos (training workshops), 109, 132, 
135–139, 139, 154, 162, 186, 187, 190, 192–193, 
205, 219; agendas for, 135–36; graphic 
histories and, 131; hosted by Fundación, 
36, 44–45, 188; literature for, 108, 115, 193; 
purposes of, 40, 130; in Sucre, 186, 188

debt-peonage system, 1, 36, 155–156.  
See also matrícula

Rosa, Ignacio de la, 89
democracy, 38, 45
Departmento del Río, 56, 191
dependency theory, 14
derecho de pernada (droit du seigneur), 154, 

184, 239–240n10
design of comics panels, 84–90
devolución sistemática (systematic devolu-

tion). See critical recovery; systematic 
devolution

dialectic of action research, xviii, 7, 18; Fals 
Borda on, 7–8; limitations of, 42–43

dialogue, 209; between campesinos and re-
searchers, 99, 173; Fals Borda facilitates, 
100; horizontal research as multivocal, 
83–84; intercultural and interethnic, 
202, 227; between present and past, 
166–167; between research and politics, 
106, 219; between theory and political 
practice, 197

diaries of Fals Borda, 190–195
diasporic theory, 230
Díaz, Antolín, 251
Díaz, Henry, 117, 243; Caminos condendos, 

84–85, 88, 89
Díaz Arévalo, Juan Mario, 231
direct action, 34, 219. See also types of direct 

action (e.g., land occupations)
disappearances, 36, 202
dissemination of Fundación’s message, 130, 

131, 133
documentary histories, 16
Donald Duck (El Pato Donald) comic 

strip, 77
dossiers in Fals Borda’s archive, 57–58, 59, 

60–61
drawings, 96, 127
Duica, Carlos, 112, 115
Duplat, Carlos, 143–144, 240n7
Duque Márquez, Iván, 205, 212
Dyrness, Andrea, 19

economists, xii, 15, 235n2
Ecuador, 226
education, 13, 131; adult, 14, 25, 56, 130, 200–

201; higher, 201, 223, 224, 230; reform 
of, xx, 19. See also cursillos; students; 
universities; workshops

El Boche (Fundación graphic history, 1973), 
xv, 132; comics panels in, 147, 148, 149, 150, 
152, 153; composition of, 238n12; critical 
recovery and, 151; distribution of, 152; 
documentary research for, 154–155; gut-
ters in, 151–152, 154–156; Hernández in, 
180, 184; in Historia Doble, 66; historical 
detail in, 84; Juana Julia Guzmán in, 
xiv, 140, 178, 179, 180–182; narrator of, 
140; oral history research for, 83, 154–155; 
publisher of, 236–237n3; reading of, 
145–151; in Retorno a la tierra, 184; working 
group for, 82

“El Boche,” 145–146, 208; in El Boche, 
150, 150; in Fals Borda’s columns, 188; 
in Retorno a la tierra, 184, 190. See also 
Hernández, Manuel

El Cerrito (Córdoba), 82
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elders, 22, 84, 140, 166
El Eternauta (Argentine graphic narrative), 

76–77
El hombre y la tierra en Boyacá (Fals Borda, 

1957), preface to, 33
Eljach, Matilde, 96, 128, 243; Fals Borda and, 

75; Fundación and, xiii, 79, 234n2; on 
Juana Julia Guzmán, 90–91, 161

“El Mello” (The Twin). See Silgado, Ignacio
El Presidente Nieto (Fals Borda, 1981), 21, 

172, 174
El Retiro de los Indios (Córdoba), 59
El Soldado inlet (Córdoba) atrocities, 89
El Tiempo (Bogotá daily), 112
El Túnel, literary group, 175, 234n2
empathy, 194, 229–230; empathetic imagi-

nation and, 98
English language, 79, 85, 111, 132, 144, 

203, 227
enunciation, space of, 225
environmental justice, 200
environment of Sinú River Valley, 109, 117
epistemology, epistemologies: alternative, 

199, 202; par and, xviii, 215; social move-
ments and, 227

epl (Ejército Popular de Liberación; Popu
lar Liberation Army), 134

equality, relationships of, 202
Escalante, Gabriel, 236n2 (1st)
¡Escucha cristano! (Fundación graphic his-

tory, 1973), 37, 237n3, 237n4; as action 
research experiment, 59–64; Evangeli-
cals and, 57–59

Escuela de Cuadros (Cadre School), 136, 
139, 140, 140, 167

Escuela Nacional Orlando Fals Borda, xvi; 
par evaluative workshops in Bogotá and, 
210, 212, 218; trainees of, 214, 219, 222

Espitia, Felipe, 89
ethnographic mimesis, 98, 229–230
ethnographic research and writing, xii, 

xx–xxi, 10–11, 59, 97
ethnography, ethnographers, xi, xviii, 15, 

47, 71, 241n1 (2nd); collaborative, xx, 26, 
198, 199, 225–226; Fals Borda and, 52, 116

ethos, 116, 181; Costeño, 95–96, 109

Evangelical Church, Evangelicals, 68, 134; 
in Fals Borda’s archives, 57–59, 61

Exbrayat Boncompain, Jaime, 100, 146
external researchers, 190, 200, 228; identi-

fying, 223–226

factionalism, 26, 43–45, 131, 207, 240n5, 
240n7

Fajardo, Darío, xii, 154, 235n2, 243
Fals Borda, Orlando, 99–100; academic 

training and career of, xxi, 6–7, 52, 112; 
Alternativa and, 45, 169, 240n7; Banquett 
and, xiii–xiv; campesinos and, 3, 94, 
105; collaboration by, 5, 9, 19, 172; in 
Córdoba, 14, 45; criticisms of, xx, 44; 
falsistas and, 45; field notes and field 
diary of, 114, 190–195; García Márquez 
and, 21; government work of, 33, 176; 
honors awarded, 226, 228, 229; identified, 
xi–xii; imputation and, 20–22; interviews 
and, 102, 113, 176, 239n3, 243; Juana Julia 
Guzmán and, 1, 30, 99, 102, 178–183, 
233n2; La Rosca and, xi, 15; legacy of, 11, 
26, 43, 211, 226–231; paternalism of, 223; 
photographs taken by, 67, 68, 71, 107, 122, 
123; Presbyterianism and, 15, 16, 58, 233n7; 
presentations by, 12, 137, 199; students of, 
95, 235n2; at symposia and conferences, 
12, 199; wife of, 48

Fals Borda, Orlando, archives of, xii, xiv, 
xv, xix–xx, xxii, 17, 26, 38, 48, 154–155; 
archivos de baúl in, 158–159; description 
and history of, 235–236n1; dossiers in, 
57–58, 59, 60–61; El Boche legend in, 
146; as epistemological experiment, 50; 
evidence of consciousness-raising in, 59; 
Felicita Campos in, 72, 73, 74, 75–76, 76, 
81, 237n10; field notes and field diary in, 
20, 23–24, 46–47, 52, 53–54, 84, 111, 188, 
192, 236n1 (1st); Historia doble compared 
to, 174–175, 195; interviews in, 117, 174; 
as map/gateway to his activism, 46, 49; 
material on cursillos in, 132, 135–139, 139; 
material on graphic histories in, 40, 67, 
68, 71, 144–145; material on Juana Julia 
Guzmán in, 101, 159; material on 
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Fals Borda, Orlando, archives of (continued) 
matrícula in, 151; organization of and 
classification of, 23, 46, 49–50, 51–59, 
234n9, 240n4; as period piece, 47–48; 
photographs in, 138, 139, 139, 140, 140, 142, 
158–159, 159, 235n2, 238n18; processing of, 
170, 236n2 (1st); repertoire and, 48–51; 
research notes in, 10, 50–59; subfonds 
of, 46, 49, 52; Tinajones material in, 87, 
106–107

Fals Borda, Orlando, comments on: 
archivos de baúl, 156–157; Juana Julia 
Guzmán, 182–183; levels of action 
research, 176; local realism, 226, 228; 
par, 214, 215; reflective action, 91–92; 
sentipensante, 158; symbiosis between 
people’s and scientific knowledges, 7; 
systematic devolution, 133

Fals Borda, Orlando, works of, 6–7, 47, 50, 
56, 108, 169; in Alternativa (1974), 169, 186, 
188; in Alternativa del Pueblo (1974–75), 
169, 186, 188; Capitalismo, hacienda y 
poblamiento (1976), 169, 173, 186, 187, 
189–190; “Cuestiones de metodología” 
(action research manual with Libreros, 
1974), 18, 40, 41, 50, 60, 143, 156, 167, 230; 
El hombre y la tierra en Boyacá (1957), 33; El 
Presidente Nieto (1981), 21, 172, 174; Historia 
de la cuestión agraria en Colombia (1975), 
169, 173, 186, 187, 189, 194, 241n1; Historia 
doble de la Costa (4 vols., 1979–84), 5, 
20–21, 25–26, 31, 32, 46–48, 56, 66, 88, 109, 
110, 159, 169–178; Mompox y Loba (1979), 
110, 172–173, 175, 191; Peasant Society in the 
Colombian Andes (1955), 50; Resistencia en el 
San Jorge (1984), 20, 172; Retorno a la tierra 
(1986), 26, 172–175, 178, 181–185, 189–190, 
194; source material for, 9, 46

falsistas (supporters of Fals Borda in anuc, 
Córdoba), 45

fanal (National Agrarian Federation), 
237n3, 238n17

farc (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 
Colombia; Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia), peace accord with, 212, 
241n3

Felicita Campos (Fundación graphic history, 
1974), 36, 96, 145, 181, 222, 237n3, 237n10, 
238n12; Campos in, xv; Herrera and, xii; 
in Historia Doble, 66; making of, 71–76, 
80–82; Montero and, xiv; narrator of, 72, 
74, 140; San Onofre in, 84–85; sources 
for, 55

feminist theory, xviii
Feria, Pacha, 100, 101, 103, 165
field diary of Fals Borda, 190–193
field notes, 52; of ethnographers, 57, 61; 

of Fals Borda, 23–24, 46–48, 50, 52, 
53–54, 57, 236n1 (1st); head notes vs., 47; 
scholarly process and, 59; systematic 
devolution obscured in, 84

Fine, Michelle, 199
Fiordanengo, Federico, 87
flooding on Sinú River, 57, 107, 110, 112–117, 

120, 124, 125, 126
Flórez, Clovis, 35, 36, 39, 190; identified, xiv
folklore, folklorists, 36, 175, 215; Fundación 

and, xiii, 136, 234n2
Foote, Nelson, 53
foreign investment, 189, 239n7
fotonovelas, 160
fracturing of time and space in comics 

panels, 132
Freire, Paulo, 13, 40, 200, 233n6; on praxis, 

xvii–xviii, 99
functionalism, 6, 9, 14, 50
Fundación del Caribe (Caribbean Founda-

tion), xii–xiii, xiv, 16, 23, 235n6; activist 
repertoire of, 11, 131; activists of, xv–xvi; 
anuc and, 8, 9, 23, 45, 72, 229; archives 
and, 47, 97, 157, 171; Banquett and, xiii–xiv; 
campesino base and, 92, 134; Centro Popu
lar de Estudios and, 36, 183; closes, 45, 48, 
169; collaborators with, 234–235n2; criti-
cism of, 44; cursillos and workshops of, 
44, 135–139; factionalism and, 43–45; Fals 
Borda and, 1, 19; in Fals Borda’s archives, 
46, 48, 56; founding of, 1, 35–36; history 
and, 10; identified, xii; as inspiration, 
213–214; legacy of, 26, 43, 206–207, 209; 
officers and staff of, xii–xiii; participatory 
research and, 30, 60, 220; pcml and, 45; 
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pedagogical guidelines of, 131; publications 
of, xiv, 37, 64, 69, 71; researchers of, 95, 188; 
resources of, 211–212; Sincelejo line and, 34; 
time lines and, 203; working groups of, 82

Fundación del Caribe (Caribbean Founda-
tion), graphic histories of, 24–25, 60, 
72, 131, 132, 154, 238n12, xii, xiv–xv; 
cartography in, 124; Centro Popular de 
Estudios and, 36, 183; destruction of, 207; 
dissemination of, 132; Historia doble and, 
173, 176–177, 184; history and fiction in, 
102, 144–145; as inspiration, 77, 130; listed 
and described, 36–37, 71; narrators of, 
140, 141, 141, 142, 142–144; participation 
in creation of, 66–93, 166–167; portable 
kitchen archives and, 159–166; process of 
creation of, 78–84, 98–99; publication 
history of, 236–237n3; repertoire and, 
156; research team for, 107; shared plots 
of, 77–78; success of, 43; vivencias and, 
168. See also Chalarka, Ulianov, graphic 
histories drawn by; El Boche; ¡Escucha cris-
tiano!; Felicita Campos; graphic histories; 
Lomagrande; Tinajones

Fundación del Sinú, 235n6, 236n5
Fun Home (Bechdel, 2006), 160

Galeano, Eduardo, 227
Galeano, José, xiii, 82, 234n2, 243
gamonales (political strongmen), 32
García Márquez, Gabriel, 21, 45. See also 

Alternativa
geography, geographers, 124; graphic novels 

and, 84, 95. See also mapping, maps
geography of time (Horrocks), 126
global North, 6, 12–13, 198, 206
global South, xxi, 12, 13, 199, 215
God, 60, 61, 62, 117
Gómez, Alberto, 44
Gómez, Gilma, 181
González Casanova, Pablo, 40
graduate students, xvi, 9, 10, 212, 230
Gramsci, Antonio, 18, 40, 133
graphic histories: action research and, xix, 

xxi; as form of looking, 96–99; history 
and fiction in, 142, 144–145; in Latin 

America, 76–77; North American, 77; 
reverse engineering of, 94–95; as tool 
for consciousness-raising, 43; as vehicle 
for participation, 78. See also Chalarka, 
Ulianov, graphic histories drawn by; 
Fundación del Caribe (Caribbean Foun-
dation), graphic histories by; and titles of 
individual graphic histories

graphic journalism, 145. See also Sacco, Joe
grass roots, 131, 133, 195, 213, 219; action and 

activism of, xvii, xviii, 13, 158, 196; com-
munities of, xviii, 58; organizations of, 
xix, 11, 212. See also rank and file

Greenwood, Davydd J., 199
Groensteen, Thierry, The System of Comics, 

120
Grupo de Memoria Histórica, 202.  

See also Riaño-Alcalá, Pilar
Grupo “El Túnel,” 175, 234n2
Grupo Ukamao, 14
Guatemala, 226
Guerra, Alberto, 193
Guerra, Pablo, 84, 88, 89, 94–95, 117, 243
guerrillas, 7, 68, 134. See also farc
gutters between comics panels, 132; in El 

Boche, 151–52, 154–56; as narrative space 
for personal reminiscences, 144; resignifi-
cation of, 156, 167

Guzmán, Juana Julia, 7, 23, 30, 97, 137, 
178, 181; archivo de baúl of, 157, 159, 161; 
autobiography of, 1, 2; baluartes and, 
25, 36, 38, 39, 99, 100; as bridge between 
past and present, 143, 165; collabora-
tion by, 5, 16, 35; “Cowards don’t make 
history” declared by, 1, 2, 9; death of, 
36; Fals Borda and, 30, 178–83, 233n2; in 
Fals Borda’s archives, 54; identified, xiv; 
imprisonment of, 32; interviewed by Fals 
Borda, 83, 102, 104; Lomagrande baluarte 
and, 100–102; memories of, 79, 99–100, 
146; narrative of, 90, 107, 171; narrative 
voice of, in Retorno a la tierra, 178, 181–183; 
as narrator of El Boche, 140, 141, 147, 150, 
154, 182; in popular memory, 208; visual 
images of, 101, 103, 104, 179, 180, 188

Guzmán Campos, Germán, 6
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hacendados, 101–102, 113, 150, 150, 152; 
peasants exploited by, 29–30, 112; Santos 
Cabrera as, 85, 88

haciendas, 33, 50, 56, 78, 86, 88, 172; debt-
peonage and, 1, 50; Fals Borda and, 55, 
169; land occupations of, 16, 25, 33, 34, 75, 
140. See also names of haciendas

Hale, Charles, 205
Hall, Budd, 12, 199, 215
Harnecker, Marta, 40
head notes, 47, 48
hegemony, of capitalist system, 205
Hernández, Manuel (“El Boche”), 180, 

239n5; in El Boche, 146–147, 148–149, 150, 
150; identified, xv; murder of, 145–146; in 
Retorno a la tierra, 184, 190

Herrera, Néstor, 35, 100, 237n3, 243; as Fe-
licita Campos research team leader, 72–73, 
75, 76, 140, 237n10; identified, xii

hierarchies created by par researchers, 225
Highlander Folk School/Research and 

Education Center, 12, 233n6
highlands: peasant economies of, xii, 9; 

southwestern, 17, 26
Jiménez, Máximo, 243
Hirsch, Marianne, 157
Historia de la cuestión agraria en Colombia 

(History of the Agrarian Question in 
Colombia; Fals Borda, 1975), 186, 187, 
194; Fals Borda’s columns and, 169, 241n1 
(1st); Historia doble and, 173, 189; in Re-
torno a la tierra, 189; sedimentation in, 186

Historia doble de la Costa (Double History of 
the Coast; 4 vols.; Fals Borda, 1979–84), 
5, 20–21, 25–26, 31, 32, 47, 110, 169, 170, 183, 
191; accessibility of, 167, 173–174; action 
research and, 176–178; campesino voice 
in, 239n3; cartillas and, 189–190; Chan-
nels A and B of, 173–178, 189–190, 191, 229, 
233n3; citations in, 48; close reading of, 
195; critical recovery in, 173, 181; criticisms 
of, 177–178, 235n1; description of, 56, 
172–176; Fals Borda’s archives compared 
to, 174–175; Fals Borda’s columns in, 173, 
183; Fundación’s graphic histories and, 
66, 184; as participatory-action field 

narrative, 171; personifications in, 175; 
photographs in, 174; source material for, 
46; in Trouillot’s production of history 
process, 171–172

historical comics. See graphic histories
historical investigation, 9–10, 14
historical materialism, 9, 40
historical memory, 18–19, 200, 203,  

210, 217
historical process, 171–172, 180, 194
historiography, Historia doble and, 173, 177
history, 13, 17, 82, 181, 186, 187, 222; ac-

cessible, xix, 37; activists and, 36, 177; 
campesinos and, 131, 135, 173; critical 
recovery and, 16, 17, 94; Fals Borda and, 
38, 56; local or communal, 37, 132; Native 
peoples and, 207, 219; present and, 96, 
143; revisionist, 100, 146, 156; Trouillot 
on, 9; vignettes of, 184–185

Holocaust, 79
hombre-caimán (alligator-man), 175
horizontal methodology, xvii, 13, 43, 66, 82, 

200, 215, 225
Horrocks, Dylan, 126
Horton, Myles, 199
human rights, 11, 202; violations of, 203, 

212, 213
Human Rights Watch, 202

iapes (Instituto de Investigación-Acción 
en Procesos Educativos y Sociales), xvi, 
218, 242n8; par evaluative workshops 
and, 210, 212

iconicity in Chalarka’s comics panels, 87
ideology, 42, 60, 92, 109, 138, 194
Ignacio (son of Felicita Campos), 81
imagination. See creativity and imagination
impunity, 6
imputation (Fals Borda), xxi, 21–22, 25, 

234n10; as collective work of imagina-
tion, 228–229; empathy and, 229–230; 
Historia doble and, 173–174, 177, 229

incora (Colombian Institute for Agrar-
ian Reform), 34, 43, 107, 112, 160, 237n3, 
238n17; cooperatives of, 38, 39, 133; land 
redistribution by, 32–33, 113, 115

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/14/2023 2:53 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



277

In
d

e
x

India, xiii, xvii, 12
indigenous groups and movements, xi, 

xviii, 16, 18, 200, 201, 216; in Cauca, 131, 
219; collaboration with, 15, 26; literacy 
and, 219–220; political project of, xx, 227

indigenous people, 14, 75, 178, 181, 202, 207. 
See also names of individual peoples

indio permitido (authorized Indian), 205
industrial workers, xviii, 61, 63
Institución Educativa Técnica Agroindus-

trial de San Pablo (workshop), xvi
intelligentsia, intellectuals, 43, 167, 176, 187, 

192; Costeño, 136, 234n2; organic, 18, 92, 
223, 227

intentionality, of Fundación narrators, 143
interviews, 79, 83, 91; with campesinos, 50, 

71–72, 239n3; ethnographers and, xxi; 
Fals Borda and, 47, 102, 104, 113, 117, 140, 
174, 176; Fundación and, 154, 238n12; 
Tinajones and, 106

inventos (fictions; Molano), 142
Italy, Italians, xiv, 31, 57, 133, 170

Jambaló (Cauca), 126
Jaramillo Jiménez, Jaime Eduardo, 6, 7, 10, 

51, 52, 256
Jaramillo Marín, Jefferson, 7
Jesuits, cinep and, xvi, 14, 200
Jesus Christ, 61, 68
Jiménez, Máximo, xiii, 234n1
Jiménez, Víctor, 236n2 (1st)
just society, xviii, xxii

Kalimán comic strip, 77
knowledge: action and, 229; ancestral, 223; 

bearers of, 75; critical, 133; different types 
of, 228; imputing significance to, 133; 
local, 177, 226–227; par to create new, 
215, 218; political activity and, 18; popu
lar, 64; shamanic, 223

Kropff, Laura, 201

La Antioqueña, 38, 39, 99, 129; Chalarka 
and, 99, 105; Fals Borda and, 35, 54, 55, 
192; Juana Julia Guzmán and, 162, 183; 
occupation of, xiv, 100, 106, 147

Laboratorio de Fuentes Históricas (Labora-
tory of Historical Sources), xvi

Lacharme, Alejandro, 145, 152; in El Boche, 
147, 148–149, 180; identified, xv

La Granja barrio (Montería): Chalarka and, 
xii, 8, 67–68, 99, 116, 128

La increible y triste historia de la reforma 
agraria y su incora desalmado (The Incred-
ible and Sad History of the Agrarian 
Reform and Its Heartless incora; 
anuc, n.d.), 160

Lame, Manuel Quintín, xi, 15, 178, 207
landlords, absentee, 112, 122, 127
land occupations, xiii, 9, 34, 88, 220, 234n1; 

anuc and, 16, 102, xx; critical recovery 
and, 43; in Fals Borda’s archives, 55; in 
Felicita Campos, 81; of La Antioqueña, 
71, 99–100, 106, 183, xiv. See also Baluarte 
Rojo (Red Bastion) of Lomagrande; 
baluartes; haciendas: occupations of; La 
Antioqueña; Mundo Nuevo

landowners, large, 1, 86, 238n18. See also 
hacendados; landlords, absentee

land redistribution, xiii; incora and, 
32–33, 160

language of comics panels, 85
La pesadilla del Boche (The Nightmare of El 

Boche; Valencia, 1962 radionovela), 146
La Rosca de Investigación y Acción Social 

(Circle of Research and Social Action), 
xi–xii, 16, 18, 35, 49, 53, 158, 194; affili-
ates of, 124, 126; cric and, 210, 219, 220; 
critical recovery and, 94, 222; critics 
of, 45, 235n2; disbands, 45, 56, 197, 231; 
Fundación and, 23, 38, 131, 143; identified, 
xi; members of, 33, 34; Presbyterians and, 
58, 59; as publisher, 169, 178; research 
and, 16, 17, 207; in Retorno a la tierra, 191, 
194; study groups of, 41–42; systematic 
devolution and, 133, 167, 221; as umbrella 
organization, 15–18

latifundistas, 126, 154, 180, 189
Latin America: collaboration in, 10, 201, 

241n1 (2nd); fotonovelas in, 160; graphic 
narratives in, 76–77; historiography of, 
177; par in, xviii–xix, 199–200; social 
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Latin America (continued) 
movements in, 198; social science and 
social scientists in, 6, 7, 8, 11–15

Latin American Studies Association, Con-
gress of, 226, 228

La Violencia, 32, 78, 182, 202–203, 241n2 
(1st); Fals Borda’s work on, 6–7, 9

law of the three steps (la ley de los tres pasos; 
Fals Borda), 29, 122

Lefèvre, Didier, 160
leftists, xvi, 39, 45, 53, 139, 160; Alternativa 

and, xi, 26; Protestants vs., 16, 58.  
See also Marxism; socialism, socialists

legacy of Fals Borda, 11, 26, 43, 211, 226–231
Lenin, Vladimir, 40, 137, 161
León, Juana de, 86
Lewin, Kurt, 12, 22
Leyva Solano, Xochitl, 226
Liberal Party, 6, 9, 33, 134, 156
liberation theology, 13, 14, 15, 58, 64
Libreros, Augusto, 15, 40; action research 

manual by Fals Borda and, 18, 40, 41, 50, 
60, 143, 156, 167, 230; identified, xii; as 
Presbyterian, 16, 58

Licona, Alberto, 113, 161, 184, 188
Licona, Víctor: identified, xv; as narrator 

of Tinajones, 117, 124, 128, 140, 141; portrait 
of, 118, 120

literacy: indigenous movement and, 
219–220; of peasants, 71, 108, 115, 131, 
139–140, 140, 147, 176, 188

Little Lulu (La Pequeña Lulú) comic strip, 77
Lleras Restrepo, Carlos, 32–33
Loba (San Martín de Loba; Bolívar), 172, 

173, 175, 176, 185, 191
local realism, 226–227, 228
Lomagrande (baluarte), 90, 152, 159, 161; in 

Fals Borda’s archives, 54, 83; government 
attacks on, 32, 97, 182, 184, 239n5; in 
Historia doble, 184. See also Baluarte Rojo 
(Red Bastion) of Lomagrande

Lomagrande (Fundación graphic history, 
1972), 36, 82, 99, 124, 144, 166, 236n3 
(2nd), 238n12; Baluarte Rojo in, 102–106; 
captions in, 103, 104; close readings of, 
94, 99–106; comics panels of, 102, 103, 

104, 163, 164; errors in, 145; in Historia 
Doble, 66; historical detail in, 84, 145; 
Juana Julia Guzmán in, xiv, 25, 54, 
161–162, 164, 165; narrator of, xv, 140; pho-
tos in, 161–162, 164, 165; Retorno a la tierra 
and, 185; as revisionist history, 146–147; 
Sociedad headquarters in, 162, 163, 164; 
sources of, xv, 83

Lone Ranger, The (El Llanero Solitario) comic 
strip, 77, 85

Lorica (Córdoba), xiii, 86, 112, 116, 181, 189, 
235n2

M-19 guerilla group, 240n7
Machado, Absalón, 203
Magdalena River basin, 56
Malinowski, Bronislaw, 52
Malinowski Award Lecturer, Fals Borda as 

(2008), 229
Malluk, Turko, 101–102, 104, 152, 239n7
Mandato Campesino, as keystone docu-

ment of anuc-Sincelejo line, 135
mangrove swamps, 5, 116; peasants trans-

form, 25, 55, 86, 110–112, 127
mangrove trees: bark of, 111, 114; in Tina-

jones, 115, 121, 123
manuals: for cursillos, 135, 193; distrib-

uted by Fundación, 37; by Fals Borda 
and Libreros, 40, 41, 50, 60, 143, 156, 
167, 230

Maoism, Maoists, 39, 134; Fundación and, 
43–44, 209. See also pcml

Mao Zedong, 40
mapas parlantes (speaking maps), xi, 17, 220
mapping, maps, 203, 207; critical recovery 

of history and, 17; in El Boche, 178; in 
graphic histories, 124, 125; in Tinajones, 
126–127. See also geography, geographers; 
mapas parlantes

maroons, 178
Martin Diskin Memorial lecturer, Fals 

Borda as (2007), 226, 228
Martínez, Alsal, as pseudonym of Alfonso 

Salgado Martínez, xiv
Martinica (Córdoba), xv, 100, 140, 152
Marx, Karl, 40, 137
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Marxism, 16, 60, 64, 134, 219; Fals Borda and, 
9, 44, 53, 177; Latin American intellectuals 
and, 12, 14; -Leninism, 44, 138

matrícula (debt-peonage system), xv, 78, 112, 
122, 180, 189; abolition of, 31, 180; archival 
evidence of, 31, 50, 55; El Boche and, 
145, 147, 150–151, 152, 153, 154; Juana Julia 
Guzmán and, xiv, 9, 23; labor contracts 
in, 29–30, 102; resistance to, xv, 1, 30–32, 
146, 184

Maus (Spiegelman, 1973), 79, 160
McCloud, Scott, 120
McTaggart, Robin, xvii
Medellín, 5, 35, 203; barrios of, 224; Co-

muna 1 and, xvi, 217, 217–218; workshops 
in, xvi, 224

Medrano, Agustina, 103, 159
Meertens, Donny, 203
memory, 7, 139, 159, 200, 208, 217; com-

munal, 126, 132, 158; failures of personal, 
81, 83

memory work, 19, 203
Mendoza, Álvaro, 71
mestizos, 238n18
methodology, methodologies, 51, 53; of ac-

tion/activist research, xxi, 12, 18–19, 64, 
159, 198; in Channel B of Historia doble, 
173; of Fals Borda, 191

Mexico, 11, 31, 77, 86, 161, 226
migration, 128, 180, 208; to cities, 1, 5–6
military, 6, 220; human rights violations by, 

212; in Tinajones, 86, 87, 87, 88
Millaman, Rosamel, 205
Mills, C. Wright, 9
mimesis, 98, 230
mining companies, indigenous groups vs., 

200, 214, 221
Ministry of Agriculture, Fals Borda as 

director general of, 33
Misiguay (hacienda), 152, 184; El Boche and, 

xv, 145
Molano, Alfredo, 154, 235n2, 243; on action 

research, 204; Fals Borda and, xii, 21, 
239n3; on first person narration, 97–98, 
191, 239n3; on testimonial literature, 
95, 142

Mompox (Bolívar), 56, 172, 173
Mompox Depression, 56, 185
Mompox y Loba (Mompox and Loba; Fals 

Borda, 1979; Historia doble, Vol. 1), 110, 
172; amphibious culture in, 175; Loba 
study group and, 172–173, 191

Montería (Córdoba), xiii, xiv, 1, 4, 10, 67, 
100, 146, 152, 170, 175, 181, 189; anuc in, 
xiii, xiv, 90, 91, 130; barrios of, xii, 6, 8; 
cursillos in, 109, 138, 139, 139, 140, 187; 
Escuela de Cuadros in, 139, 140, 140; Fals 
Borda and, xiv, 45, 53; Fundación in, 16, 
35, 89, 91; par in, xii, 210, 212; Sinú River 
and, 116, 128; socialist organizations in, 
162, 182; workshops in, xv–xvi, 210, 212. 
See also cdrbr/m

Montero, Florentino, 35, 81–82, 237n3; as 
Felicita Campos study group member, 75, 
76, 140; identified, xiv

Montes de María (Bolívar and Sucre), 
84–85, 95, 222

Moreno, J. L., 22
Moreno Moreno, Mónica, 6, 10, 52, 234n7, 

259
Morrison, Toni, 22
mulattos, mulattas: Juana Julia Guzmán as, 

181; Nieto as, 21, 56; Santos Cabrera as, 
86–87, 87, 152, 238n18

Mundo Nuevo, hacienda, 55, 188, 192
murders and assassinations, 32, 241n3; of 

Flórez, xiv, 36; of Lacharme, xv, 145; pája-
ros (hired assassins) and, 32; of Vertel, 188

narco-traffickers, 85
narration, first-person, 97, 122
narratives, 110, 132, 144, 171, 213; eyewitness, 

127, 173; Fals Borda’s field diary revised 
as, 192; in Historia doble, 176–177; histori-
cal, 170, 187; new, 213; oral, 82, 162, 172; 
of peasants, 20–21, 107; in Tinajones, 86, 
106–110, 128; of Tinajones resistance, 
107–110

narrators: of El Boche, 178, 179, 180; elderly 
campesinos as, 91, 139, 156; of Felicita 
Campos, 72, 74; in Historia doble, 174; in-
tentionality of, 143; living, 167; peasants 
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narrators (continued) 
as, 82, 107; semi-fictional, 97–98, 142–143, 
145; of stories in graphic histories, 66, 72, 
102, 132; of Tinajones, 117, 124

Nasa people, xi, 126, 207, 210, 216, 220, 223; 
cric and, 15, 230

National Association of Peasant Users. 
See “anuc” entries

National Center of Historical Memory. 
See cnmh

National Front, 33
National University of Colombia (Bogotá), 

xvi; archives of, 10, 236n2 (1st); Sociology 
Faculty of, xi, 6, 7; students at, 7, 15

Negrete, Víctor, 98, 109, 133, 159, 207, 219, 
224, 241n4, 243; on Chalarka’s creation 
process, 79–82, 84; Fals Borda and, 14, 
137, 224; Fundación and, 35, 130, 151, 
234n2; identified, xii–xiii; interviewed, 
71, 90, 123, 124, 205, 238n12; as workshop 
facilitator, 155, 156; writes political his-
tory of Montería, 37, 108

negro sabanero, 145, 146
neoliberalism, 200, 204, 205, 226
ngos (nongovernmental organizations), 

xvi, xvii, 205
Nicaragua, 226
Nieto, Juan José, 21, 56, 172
North America, 239n7, 241n1 (2nd); comics 

industry in, 76–77; par in, 198–199. 
See also Canada; United States

Nuestra cartilla (Our Primer; Centro Popu
lar de Estudios, 1974), 161

Nueva Galia (New Galia) baluarte, 31–32

obrerismo (workerism), 101
Ocampo, Gloria Isabel, 154, 259
Ojeda, Diana, Caminos condendos, 84–85, 

243, 260
onomatopoeia in comics panels, 85
oral history, 16, 57, 87
organic intellectuals (Gramsci), 18, 92, 223, 

227
Orlando Fals Borda Center for Regional 

Documentation. See cdrbr/m
Ortega, Wilfredo, 181

palm oil plantations, 85, 95, 222
Paniagua, Raúl, xiii, 139, 234–235n2
par (participatory action research), 235n6; 

as activist methodology, 219–221; ap-
propriation of, 205; as collection of tech-
niques, 198; in Colombia, 45, 200–201, 
206; defining, 214–219; evaluative work-
shops for, 210, 211, 214–219, 230; evolution 
of, xvii, xviii, 196, 198; Fals Borda’s legacy 
and, 11, 26, 43, 211, 226–231; Fundación’s 
graphic histories and, 43; ideals of, 23, 
228; levels of, 176; methodologies of, 
xxi, 8, 12, 18–19, 64, 159, 198, 215; Negrete 
and, xiii, 130; in neoliberal era, 226; 1977 
world symposium and, 197; participatory 
evaluation of, 197, 209–214; as philosophy 
of life, 214; as recipe book, 218; Retorno a 
la tierra and, 195; social cartography and, 
218; as unprecedented experiment, 7; as 
vital organizing tool, 213; weaknesses of, 
43. See also action research

paramilitary groups, 84–85, 196, 203, 206, 
212

Parra Escobar, Ernesto, 39, 243; Fals Borda 
and, xii, 83; Fundación and, 154, 182, 
235n2

participation, 53, 84, 90, 93, 229; action 
research and, 194; Fals Borda and, 200; 
Fundación and, 11, 66–93; La Rosca and, 
23, 49; of peasants, 40, 64–65

participatory action research. See par
Pastrana Borrero, Misael, 33–34
paternalism, 202, 209, 225; of Fals Borda, 

xx, 223
pcml (Marxist-Leninst Communist Party), 

43–44, 45, 57–58, 134. See also Maoism, 
Maoists

peace process, 11, 213, 222; signing of accord 
in, 26, 212, 241n3

peasant activism, peasant activists, 63, 99, 
177, 185; cursillos and, 36, 40–41; Fals 
Borda and, 48, 54; leadership of, 34, 130, 
183; organizations of, 32, 33, 120, 240n5. 
See also peasant movements

peasant economies, xii, 6, 115
peasant knowledge, xvii, xix
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peasant movements, 23, 143, 237n7; action 
research and, 53, 172; Fals Borda and, 
35, 50, 233n1; Fundación and, 49; leftists 
and, 16, 44; weakening of, 34, 195. See also 
peasant activism, peasant activists

peasantry, peasants: alienation of lands 
of, 182; as amphibious, 5, 6, 20, 25, 57; as 
coresearchers, 22, 52, 64–65, 66; Costeño, 
94, 114; critical recovery and, 99; at 
cursillos, 109; depicted in Fundación’s 
graphic histories, 58, 61, 62, 63, 99, 103, 
104–105; heroes of, 178; as heterogeneous, 
133–134; maps and, 124; as narrators, 82, 
95–96; as readers, 187. See also campesi-
nos; and other “peasant” entries

Peasant Society in the Colombian Andes (Fals 
Borda, 1955), as pioneering work, 50

pedagogy, 131, 132
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire), xvii–xviii, 

13, 14
Pentecostals, 58, 59–60, 134. See also Evan-

gelical Church, Evangelicals; Protestant-
ism, Protestants

people’s knowledge (conocimiento popular), 
43, 129, 199, 223, 227; collaboration and, 
xix, xvii, 76, 95; scientific knowledge 
and, 6, 7–8, 176, 224, 226

people’s science (ciencia popular), 6, 7–8; 
local realism and, 226–227, 228; revaluing 
of, 199–200

Pereia (Risaralda), xii, 35, 67, 116
Pereira, Aniceto, 138
Pérez, Jesús María, 107, 244, 260
performativity of Fals Borda’s archives, 49
personifications in Historia doble, 175
perspective in comics panels, 90
Petro, Gustavo, 208, 213
Phantom, The (El Fantasma), comic  

strip, 85
Photographer, The (Guilbert, Lefèvre, and 

Lemercier, 2009), 160, 162
photographs: by Fals Borda, 107, 108, 

238n18; in Fals Borda’s archives, 138, 
139, 139, 140, 140, 142, 158–159, 235n2; in 
graphic histories, 160; in Historia doble, 
174; in local history pamphlets, 82; in Lo-

magrande, 161–162, 164; peasant memory 
and, 132; as testimonial objects, 157

place as organizational concept, 55
Platforma Ideológica as keystone docu-

ment of anuc-Sincelejo line, 135
plenitude of actuality (Berger), 96
police, 73, 102, 184, 205
political action and activism, 9, 38; re-

search and, 42–43, 201, 219
political science, 13
political strategies and tools: critical recov-

ery as, 105; imputation as, 21, 22; Juana 
Julia Guzmán’s words as, 183

politics: in 2010s Colombia, 212–213; politi-
quería (machine politics), 38, 90, 238n17; 
research and, 8, 106

Popayán (Cauca), xvi, 210, 234n2
popular classes, academically trained mem-

bers of, 224–225
popular culture, 181
popular protest and movements, xix, xviii, 

205, 212
positivism of North American social 

scientists, 14, 53
Post-Conflict Colombia, par in, 202–206
Powell, Nate, 75
practice, theory and, 174, 177, 183, 197
praxis, xvii–xviii, 99
Presbyterian Church, Presbyterians: Fals 

Borda and, 15, 16, 58, 59, 233n7; La Rosca 
and, xi, 16, 58, 59; Libreros and, xii; Protes-
tant liberation theology and, 15

Presbyterian Historical Society, 233n7, 243
priests as allies of peasants, 87, 87–88.  

See also Catholic Church; Jesuits
Prieto, Rafael Enrique, 73
proletariat, 30–31, 178, 189. See also working 

class, workers
Protestantism, Protestants, 134; on Ca

ribbean coast, 59–64; in Cereté, 57–59; 
leftists and, 16, 58; liberation theology 
and, 15; youth groups of, 57, 60, 61, 237n3. 
See also Evangelical Church, Evangeli-
cals; Pentecostals; Presbyterian Church, 
Presbyterians

Provincial (Guajira), 214, 221
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public lands (baldíos), 29, 86; Campos 
defends, 72–73, 75; demands for title 
to, 31–32; worked by peasants, 120, 121. 
See also baluartes

Puche, Benjamín, xiii, 234n2
punctum (Barthes), 157, 159; in Lomagrande, 

162, 165
punishments of matriculados, 152, 154, 155, 

184
puppets at Montería school for cadres, 91, 

139, 140, 140

race, races, 145–146, 152, 199, 238n18; mixing 
of, 238n18; stereotypes of, 87

radicalism, radicals, xviii, 6, 13, 33, 43–44, 
50, 198. See also leftists; Maoism, Maoists; 
Marxism; pcml; socialism, socialists

radionovelas (radio-plays), 146
Rahman, Muhammad Anisur, 197
Ramírez, Bárbaro, 84, 155; in Fals Borda’s 

archives, 54–55; identified, xv
Ramírez, William, xii, 154, 235n2
rank and file, 93, 105, 130–131, 136; of anuc, 

45, 127
recordings, xiii, 83; on cassette tapes, xiii, 

35, 83, 188. See also interviews
recuperadores (political actors taking back 

what is theirs), 220
RedSalud Paz workshop (Veterinary 

Faculty of the Universidad Nacional de 
Colombia), xvi
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