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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the growth of US cultural influence in Andean and
Caribbean Colombia during World War Il and the first half the Cold War (1930s-1960s).
Exploring Colombian-US collaboration in educational and cultural arenas, the study
articulates a mid-century shift in Colombian cultural orientation away from Europe and
toward the US. Analyzing the cultural complexities of Colombian-US relations during
those decades, it demonstrates why this shift began and how it was sustained.

While the study credits US cultural diplomacy with encouraging the shift, it
emphasizes the role of Colombians in building the new cultural infrastructure that
facilitated it. Intent on moving the nation toward capitalist modernity and minimizing the
threat of social and political revolution, the Colombian national government and the
Colombian Catholic Church aggressively enlisted US resources toward educational and
cultural reforms. In doing so, they followed the lead of the nation’s emerging middle

classes, newly expanding professional groups, and modernist segments within the
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national elite as they engaged US cultural models to clear their own paths toward
modernity.

At the intersection of cultural and diplomatic history, this study presents intimate
views of transnational cultures and communities as they developed around schools,
cultural centers and mass media programs. Using the Colombian case, it demonstrates
how new venues for collaboration were redefining Latin American-US cultural relations
during the mid-twentieth century. In contrast to studies that frame inter-American
encounters as manifestations of empire, this dissertation demonstrates the frequently
overlooked yet crucial role of common interests in building cultural relations across

national borders.
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Introduction
The Infrastructure of Influence

This dissertation analyzes the growth of US cultural influence in Andean and
Caribbean Colombia during World War 11 and the first half the Cold War (1930s-1970).
Exploring binational collaboration in educational and cultural arenas, the study articulates
a mid-century shift in Colombian cultural orientation away from Europe and toward the
US. Analyzing the cultural complexities of Colombian-US relations during those
decades, it questions why this shift began and how it was sustained.

Colombian familiarity with US culture was limited before the 1940s. The US was
recognized as the premier military and economic power in the hemisphere, but its cultural
achievements went largely unrecognized. Colombian elites, who historically looked to
Europe for cultural inspiration, dismissed US culture as commercialized, inferior, and
inauthentic. For those in the general Colombian public, US mass media entertainment,
commercial advertising and consumer goods served as their primary cultural reference
points. Such media proffered only narrow representations of US culture. Yet, once a
formal program of US cultural diplomacy was initiated during World War 11, the situation
changed dramatically. This dissertation demonstrates Washington’s mid-century success
in establishing US cultural credentials in Colombia beginning in the 1930s.

The study emphasizes the role of Colombians in facilitating the spread of US
cultural influence in the middle decades of the twentieth century. US cultural diplomacy
appeared in the nation during a period of accelerated cultural change and Colombians
proved enthusiastic about engaging with it. Intent on moving the nation toward capitalist

modernity and minimizing the threat of social or political revolution, the Colombian



national government and the Colombian Catholic Church aggressively enlisted US
education and cultural resources toward their ends. Simultaneously outside of
government and religious hierarchies, Colombians across class were also accessing US
resources to construct their own paths toward modernity. In the field of education, they
molded US resources to develop cultural and educational infrastructure that their national
government and national church had failed to provide for them. Particularly for the
emerging middle and professional classes, US educational and cultural resources became
more broadly accessible.

The chapters that follow historicize the founding and evolution of three US-
sponsored cultural projects in urban centers located on the Colombian Caribbean and in
the Colombian Andes: ”American” schools, binational cultural centers, and US mass
media programs. The narrative details the formulation of these projects, examines their
implementation, and tracks modifications as they evolved locally over the course of three
decades. | argue that these developing projects were central to the spread of US
educational and cultural influence in Colombia at mid-century; these schools, cultural
centers, and mass media programs were the infrastructure of influence. Supported by
such infrastructure, new transnational educational and cultural communities emerged.
Significantly, participants in these communities broke with longstanding Colombian
tradition of looking to Europe for cultural inspiration, resources, and models. Examining
transnational educational and cultural communities and the infrastructure that sustained
them, this study articulates the complexities of Colombian-US cultural relations at mid-

century. Such analysis yields a more complex portrait of foreign/local encounters than is



provided by more traditional political and economic approaches to US foreign policy and
inter-American relations.

Engaging both political narrative and cultural history, | argue that Colombian-US
relations (and by extension Latin American-US relations) have been too narrowly defined
both in scholarship and in popular perception as a function of official foreign policies that
emanate from national capitals. As a result, cultural interaction between Colombian and
US nationals outside of political and business circles is rarely considered as either
contributing to or defining of the binational relationships. Such an approach makes an
artificial distinction between the realm of political economy and culture. To overcome
this separation, I examine educational and cultural programs that are jointly maintained
by citizens of both countries to serve both elite and non-elite communities. | emphasize
the construction of community and culture as local processes while remaining interested
in the ways regional, national and transnational dynamics also construct these cultures.
Local processes, then, are set against a broader political chronology: mid-century
education reforms in both Colombia and the US, inter-American cultural diplomacy
during World War II, Colombia’s bloody civil conflict known as the la Violencia, and the
first half of the Cold War.

Diplomacy Meets Culture

The schools, cultural centers and media projects that are the focus of this study
first began to emerge in Colombia (and throughout Latin America as a whole) in the late
1930s. At that time, foreign policymakers in Washington had grown increasingly
concerned over European influence in Latin America, and, in reaction, established a

cultural relations program within the US Department of State. By the time this program



was created, European-sponsored schools, cultural centers, and libraries had been
institutional fixtures of Latin America’s urban landscapes for decades. Yet prior to this
point, Washington had never perceived these institutions as a competitive threat. Since
World War I, US business interests had a considerable presence in the region’s economy,
but in contrast to major European powers, the US government had taken little interest in
directly sponsoring cultural programs or institutions abroad.

US government disinterest in cultural diplomacy was rooted in pre-New Deal
beliefs about the role of government. Since the late nineteenth century, the US approach
to economic development and governing as a whole had favored private initiative,
investment, and control over government direction, regulation and funding.
Philosophically rooted in classical liberalism, with its deep distrust for the coercive and
corrupting power of the state, this ascendant economic philosophy placed faith in both
individuals and private concerns and allowed only a limited role for government in
national economic affairs. Challenges to this philosophy were frequent in the first third of
the twentieth century, and especially significant was the political activism of the so-called
“progressives.” They demanded stronger regulation of business and the national
economy to alleviate the social tensions that appeared with modern capitalism.
Progressives achieved some success with social legislation, but firm limitations on state
management of the economy remained. Not until the 1930s, when FDR’s New Deal
linked social and economic concerns, did new space begin to open to more activist

governance.’

! Cheryl Greenburg, “Twentieth Century Liberalism: Transformations of an Ideology” in Perspectives on
Modern America: Making Sense of the Twentieth Century, ed. Harvard Sitkoff (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2001), pp. 55-79. See also Steve Fraiser and Gary Gerstle, eds., The Rise and Fall of the
New Deal Order, 1930-1980 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989).



Economic elite concern for keeping the US government out of economic and
business affairs did not extend across the national border. To the contrary, in the interest
of strengthening their enterprises representatives of business and industry strongly
encouraged diplomatic and military activism on foreign soil. In the early twentieth
century, Latin America was the most frequent target of this activism. Diplomats
characteristically employed heavy-handed pressure tactics on behalf of US business
interests. Diplomatic advocacy in support of oil companies, banana exporters, and other
business concerns is well documented.? Washington used both military and diplomatic
resources to aggressively defend the operations and assets of US business interests in the
region. As a result, the history of US-Latin American relations between the late 1800s
and the early 1930s is marked by repeated violations of Latin American national
sovereignties. This was especially the case in Central America and the Caribbean basin,
which endured repeated US military interventions and occupations during the period.

Though an aggressive economic foreign policy was deemed necessary by the US
business community and successive US presidents, regarding cultural diplomacy the
tradition of deferring to private initiative and limiting government activity prevailed.
Many policymakers in Washington believed the diffusion of US culture abroad would
occur automatically with the expansion of American business, and to some extent this
proved a valid expectation. US film and music were popular in the region before the
formal cultural relations program began. Additionally, a number of US philanthropic

foundations and professional organizations had active cultural exchange programs with

2 For the Colombian case see Marcel Bucheli, Bananas and Business: The United Fruit Company in
Colombia, 1899-2000 (New York: New York University Press, 2005); Jorge Arango Villegas, Petréleo,
oligarquia e imperio (Bogota: EI Ancora Editores, 1982); Richard Lael, Arrogant Diplomacy: US Policy
Toward Colombia, 1903-1922 (Wilmington, DE; Scholarly Resources, 1987); Stephen J. Randall,
Colombia and the United States: Hegemony and Interdependence (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
1992).



Latin American universities and intellectual groups. While the Latin American programs
of the Rockefeller Foundation, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the
Guggenheim Foundation, the Institute of International Education, and the American
Council on Education received no funding from the US government, their efforts had
Washington’s encouragement.® But private cultural efforts in Latin American capitals
could not match the influential reach of well organized and well funded European
cultural diplomacy. Thus, even with emerging US dominance of aggregate foreign
business in Latin America, the lack of an official US cultural diplomacy left individual
European nations --Germany, Spain, Italy, England and especially France-- with
significantly stronger cultural presence and influence in the region. Only in the 1930s
under the threat of world war did the US government begin to recognize its weak cultural
influence in the region as a commercial and political disadvantage.

European cultural diplomacy in Latin America included sponsorship of private
bilingual elementary and secondary schools, language teaching institutes, and social
clubs. European countries funded academic exchanges, presentations of national culture,
musical and theatrical performances. Art exhibitions were also common. Notably, most
European cultural presentations focused on high culture and were marketed toward the
local elite in the national capitals and major ports of entry. This ensured European

programming a high profile in the national press. In contrast, US culture remained a

#J. Manuel Espinosa, The Inter-American Beginnings of US Cultural Diplomacy, 1938-1948 (Washington:
US Department of State, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, 1976). Espinosa worked for the
Department of State and wrote the history of the first decade of the cultural relations program as director of
the History Project of the Department’s Bureau of Education and Cultural Affairs (CU). Celebratory
insider’s analysis needs to be approach cautiously, but Espinosa’s detailed account is an indispensable
starting point for understanding the evolution of US cultural diplomacy and its Latin American roots. On
the role of private philanthropic organizations in promoting educational and cultural exchanges with Latin
America — see especially “Chapter II: Private Inter-American Cultural Exchange Activity.”



largely unknown commaodity. Popular perceptions based on stories or features in
newspapers, magazines and film, usually centered upon economic achievements,
technological advances, and the “American” quality of life. As compared with the
celebrated appreciation for European high culture among educated Colombians, the US
was found lacking. As Colombian intellectual Baldomero Sanin Cano explained in the
early 1940s:

The general opinion of Colombians of average culture about the saxoamerican

culture can be summed up in a few phrases: ‘they are great inventors; it’s a

lifestyle of amazing activity; the Singer buildings and the Brooklyn Bridge are

stupendous architectural works; but in general they are very ignorant.

The shift from classic liberalism’s suspicion of government intrusion to New Deal
liberalism’s beliefs in the responsibility of the state created an opportunity for official US
engagement in cultural diplomacy. However, it was not until fascist regimes in Europe
threatened world war that Washington reversed its aversion to cultural diplomacy and
implemented a program in Latin America. Fears that the US was losing influence in its
own backyard to anti-democratic ideologies spurred the development of a variety of
cultural initiatives in the years leading up to the Second World War. Following the lead

of both its European allies and soon-to-be enemies, the US placed education at the center

of its new cultural program for the region. With the onset of war, programming

* “La opinién general entre las personas de cultura media colombianas acerca de la civilizacion
saxoamericana podia concentrarse en unas pocas frases: ‘son grandes inventores; la vida es de una
actividad asombrosa; los edificios de la Singer y el puente de Brooklyn son obras estupendas de
arquitectura. Pero en lo general son muy ignorantes.”” Baldomero Sanin Cano, Un Pueblo en Defensa de un
Mundo: con unos Documentos Historicos de los Estados Unidos (Bogota: Centro Colombo-Americano,
1943), p. 9. Sanin’s assessment of how the US was perceived (before engaging in cultural diplomacy) was
valid. In the first half of the twentieth century, popular perception credited US industriousness and progress
but considered the yanqui devoid of culture. This perception was repeated over and over in the Colombian
press and especially by critics of US influence. When they first appeared in the 1940s, the Colombian-US
cultural centers took on the task of confronting this perception and broadly promoted a more balanced
understanding of US cultural achievements. The publication of Sanin’s speech by the Centro Cultural
Colombo-Americano was part of the campaign to correct this perception. This issue will be explored in
greater detail in the body of the dissertation.



accelerated. By the early 1940s, American-sponsored schools, cultural centers and
libraries were opening in the capitals and major cities of the region. At the same time,
Washington-funded educational film, radio and print-media campaigns reached a wide
Latin American audience. By the time the war concluded and communism was emerging
as the new threat to democracy, many of the temporary cultural programs that had been

enacted in the “other American republics™”

to counter Axis influence became permanent
within the US foreign policy bureaucracy. Significantly, during the Cold War many of
the cultural programs that had been developed for Latin America became the models for
US cultural diplomacy around the globe.®

Transnational Educational and Cultural Communities

Colombia’s American Schools

American-sponsored schools (“American schools” henceforth) in Colombia and
world-wide are private, college-preparatory, pre-K/12 (pre-kindergarten through grade
12) community-owned schools. They offer US-accredited programs in English and award
official US high school diplomas to their graduates. Located in national capitals and
important regional cities, these American schools provide US-style education for children
of the host country, children of US citizens living abroad, and children of third country
nationals. Where local law demands, students in these schools must also meet national
curriculum standards and doing so entails delivering a portion of the total academic

program in the local language; such is the case in Colombia where certain subjects are

® The phrase “other American republics” was the collective term for the nations of Latin America used by
advocates of Pan-American cooperation in the first half of the last century. The term had been used by US
and Latin American diplomats as early as the independence period, but its usage became more prevalent
during the era of World War 1.

® While the US Department of State’s program of cultural relations originated with pre-war efforts in Latin
America, the limited scholarship on cultural diplomacy is largely focused on US-European relations during
the Cold War.



taught in either English or Spanish to satisfy the requirements for the national
bachillerato certificate and the US high school diploma. While American schools are not
official institutions of the US government, many have received financial and professional
resource assistance from the US Department of State, which maintains an Office of
Overseas Schools. From initial grants to a few schools in Latin America in the early
1940s, the US program has grown to now assist approximately 200 schools and 110,000
students worldwide annually.” Levels of assistance to institutions have fluctuated since
the first grants were offered during World War 11, but historically schools receive
periodic support for acquiring property and plant, for supplementing salaries of foreign
staff, and for improving academic programs. Though the criteria for receiving US
government assistance has changed slightly over the decades, recipients of grants have
always been schools with a student body of mixed nationality (rather than a student
population dominated by US nationals), US-accredited programs delivered in English,
and a board of directors that includes significant host-country representation. Schools
founded and operated by US religious organizations or corporations are not eligible for
assistance.

American schools in Colombia serve an upper-class segment of the population. In
name and in practice, these schools are strongly associated with US culture. Yet, as this
dissertation will make clear, they function within elite Colombian realities and have
evolved primarily to meet locally-determined needs. US nationals have usually occupied
the directorships and up to 50% of staff positions at these schools, but these individuals

most often accept such employment only for short-terms. In comparison, as US nationals

uUs Department of State, Office of Overseas Schools, “World Wide Fact Sheet — 2006-2007: American
Sponsored Elementary and Secondary Schools Overseas,” http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/1253.html
[accessed October 1, 2007].
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come and go from the schools, Colombians, who are the majority among juntas
directivas [boards of directors], faculty and staffs, exercise long-term, consistent
leadership and influence over the institutions. Also significant is the fact that over the
course of the twentieth century, the student bodies of Colombia’s nine American schools
have been increasingly Colombianized; indeed, by the end of the twentieth century,
Colombian students accounted for 95% of enrollees at all but one of the schools.® As a
result upwards of 8,000 Colombian students pay for and receive a formal US-style and
US government sanctioned education annually. Most do not have to leave their own
neighborhoods to do so.

Bilingual at a very young age and possessing both Colombian and US education
credentials upon graduation, most American school graduates are well prepared to
negotiate opportunities across political and cultural borders. The importance of the
accreditation awarded to American schools in Colombia and Latin America by the
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS), a US regional educational
association, cannot be overstated: as a formal mechanism, the accreditation process
facilitates smooth access for Latin Americans to the US university system. Often, in the
range of 50% of graduating classes (varying by year and location) opt to attend
universities in the US. Many others students do so later for graduate or professional
training. Because the dual US and Colombian programs of the American schools are

rigorous by US and Colombian standards, the schools are widely regarded as among the

® The absence of US students is much more pronounced in Colombia than it is in typical American schools
elsewhere. The violence and instability that has characterized Colombia since guerilla activity began in the
1960s and the drug cartel violence appeared in the late 1970s limited the number of US families living in
the nation.
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best in the country. Graduates, who choose to study in Colombia, are accepted into and
attend the best national universities.’

American schools in Colombia and around the globe foster the development of
transnational educational and cultural communities. | define these communities as groups
of individuals whose connections to each other result from shared participation in
educational or other cultural projects that function across international borders. Such
communities take both traditional and non-traditional form, and they may manifest by
physical communion of participants in schools, classrooms, and cultural spaces or by less
direct relationships such as those that develop from engagement in programs from afar.
People voluntarily (or involuntarily in the case of young children) affiliate with these
communities through a range of activities that might include enrolling in an American
school, participating in a foreign language learning program in a cultural center, or taking
part in an academic or art exchange program. Affiliation with transnational educational
and cultural communities may run long-term as in the case of a family that is connected
to the American school in Bogota for generations or be as temporary as participation in a
radio English class. These communities are characterized by an active core of participants
whose activities often intersect with other cultural (and especially educational)
communities at home and abroad: schools share resources and compete on sports fields;
students move between schools as their educations progress; educators share curriculum

with colleagues; school staffs meet in professional development programs at universities

° US Department of State, “World Wide Fact Sheet — 2006-2007: American Sponsored Elementary and
Secondary Schools Overseas.” For an overview of American schools in Colombia at the turn of the last
century see Michael Adams, “Leadership and School Climate: A Mixed Methods Study of United States-
Accredited Colombian Schools” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 2006).
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and colleges; and administrators establish extra-institutional links that pool educational
resources.'?

Importantly, participation in transnational educational and cultural communities
allows individuals to gain first-hand knowledge of a foreign culture and to experience
varying degrees of identification with it. In these communities cross-cultural dialogues,
relationships and dependencies develop through which individuals alter and expand their
educational and cultural options. Most significantly, these relationships loosen the
influence of nation-states and geographic boundaries over individual’s paths and
identities. In this dissertation, | argue that transnational educational and cultural
communities create groups of people who challenge the rigid foreign/local dichotomies
that framed analyses of US-Latin American relations under the dominant historical
paradigms of the twentieth century. Examining the cultures that evolve around these
communities underscores that individuals mold and refashion identities using the
resources available to them from local, regional, national, and transnational sources.

Traditional political and economic analyses of Latin American-US relations have
too casually accepted official versions of national identity that are formulated and
promoted by government and cultural elite. Overlooking complex guestions of who and
what constitute Latin American and US cultures, they provide narrow assessments of
Latin American-US encounters. Analyzing transnational educational and cultural
communities as they develop locally, this study argues that regional, local and

transnational identities, and not just homogenized versions of national identity, are

19 Transnational educational communities are by definition also transnational cultural communities. In this
study I use the term “transnational educational and cultural communities” rather than the more general
“transnational cultural communities” to emphasize the role of cross-border educational processes in
constructing Colombian-US encounters.
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crucial to understanding encounters between foreigners and locals. Regional and local
cultures were not subsumed by the official and uniform projections of colombianidad
[Colombian-ness] or estadounidensidad [US American-ness] that officially circulated
around diplomatic projects. Because national identities are grounded in local and regional
realities, multiple and competing versions of colombianidad and estadounidensidad
always converged where these foreign cultures met. Viewing Latin American-US
encounters through various educational and cultural communities evidences how local,
regional, national and transnational cultures are constantly intersecting and evolving.

Binational Centers: The Colombo-Americano Cultural Centers

Like American schools, US-sponsored cultural centers in Latin America also
foster transnational communities. Known as binational centers (BNCs), these cultural
centers are similar to American schools in that they are autonomous, privately founded
institutions. They are run by boards of directors comprised of host-country and US
nationals, who are residents of the local communities. In contrast to the schools, however,
BNCs serve a largely middle-class population. They are less exclusive institutions and
are more accessible to non-elite populations.

The first BNCs were founded without US financing in Argentina and Brazil
between the world wars. These early centers, and the many more that were founded in the
region during and after World War 11, were most commonly organized by Latin
American nationals who had studied in US schools and universities, had business
connections to US corporations, or had special interest in some aspect of US culture. US
nationals residing in the region often supported local cultural efforts and proved

fundamental to founding BNCs. When US cultural diplomacy was established in the late
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1930s as war loomed in Europe, cultural policymakers recognized the utility of these
centers for encouraging inter-American solidarity and hemispheric peace. Thus, they
began to openly encourage and financially support the establishment of new centers
throughout the region. At the close of the twentieth century, there were over 170 US-
affiliated BNCs worldwide, and the largest regional concentration was found in Latin
America.'!

In Bogota in 1942, the first BNC in Colombia appeared as the Centro Cultural
Colombo-Americano [the Colombian-American Cultural Center]. Its mission was to
promote “mutual understanding” between the peoples of Colombia and the United States
through language courses and cultural programs. Over the course of the twentieth
century, eight additional and independently operated Colombo-Americano cultural
centers were founded in cities throughout the country. Similar to the American schools,
each of the centers was run by a US director, who was hired by the individual boards of
directors at the institutions. Notably, Colombians usually formed the majority of the
board members and usually held the presidency. As was the case with American schools,
directors, volunteer board members, and paid teachers from the US typically worked for
the centers for a couple of years while the Colombian staff and board members had
significantly longer terms of service. Thus did Colombians, more than US nationals, offer
consistent and long-term leadership to these institutions. Grants from Washington were
awarded annually to many of the centers into the 1970s to assist with construction and

equipment costs, payment of employee salaries, purchase of teaching materials in the US,

! Louis P. Falino, Jr., “The Binational Center and US Foreign Policy,” Papers 19, The North-South
Agenda, University of Miami (May 1996). See also US Department of State, Bureau of Educational and
Cultural Affairs, “English Language Programs Abroad: I. Binational Centers,”
http://www.state.gov/education/engteaching/eal-elp.html [accessed October 1, 2008].
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and organization and presentation of special cultural programs. By the early 1980s,
however, US government grants to BNC’s worldwide ended. Some centers closed, but
many have continued to function and flourish owing to their local grounding.*?

The US established a formal cultural presence with the opening of the first
Colombo-Americano in Bogota in hopes of balancing the cultural influence of European
nations. Immediately, the new institution became an arena for showcasing US cultural
achievement in the arts. Through lectures, music concerts, and art shows, the Colombo-
Americano proved an effective forum for confronting the Latin American stereotype of
the US as commercially and technologically advanced but void of culture. At the same
time the first cultural center, and each of the sister institutions that followed, embraced a
commitment to exploring and promoting Colombian culture. As this study will make
clear, cultural programs of the Colombo-Americanos were just as likely to be Colombia
as US-focused.

This dissertation argues that the various Centros Culturales Colombo-Americanos
provided new and flexible educational options for the middle class at a time when
Colombia’s national educational system was expanding and diversifying but unable to
keep pace with new demand. The cultural and educational programs of the Colombo-
Americanos facilitated the adjustment of Colombia’s rising middle and professional
classes to urban modernity. English classes were fundamental to this process but so were
business courses, bilingual secretarial programs, library services, and performing art
projects organized by the centers’ boards and staffs. During this period the Catholic

Church and the Colombian upper class were losing their monopoly over national

12 Elimination of funding for BNCs reflected the ascendancy of fiscal conservatism, which re-popularized
the philosophies of limited governance that had guided Washington before the rise of New Deal liberalism.
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education, and with this change so too was lost their traditional power to direct and define
Colombian national culture. As the middle and lower classes gained greater educational
access and mass media became more accessible to them, alternatives to elite Euro-centric
educational and cultural forms reshaped the nation’s social landscape.*® The Colombo-
Americanos’ programs were important alternatives in a nation with scarce educational
options.

BNC'’s are fascinating institutions because they reveal how the construction of
Colombian identities was impacted by new, non-elite educational and cultural systems
that responded to the needs of surging urban populations. Transnational cultures
emerged around these centers resulting in a mid-twentieth century explosion in cross-
border connections between middle-class and elite Colombians and individuals,
institutions and cultural communities in the US. The diversity of these connections
renders traditional views of Colombian-US relations that are built from analysis of
political economies narrow and incomplete. Examining the cultures of the Centros
Colombo-Americanos, shared political and economic philosophies of the US and
Colombian governments --especially staunch anticommunism and faith in capitalism--

are much in evidence. However, equally evident is the centrality of common educational

3 Victoria Peralta calls the period 1930-1946, the “final phase” of the cultural hegemony of the Colombian
elite. With the arrival of mass media communication in the 1920s (radio, photography, and motion pictures)
“the predominance of written culture, which had been so important for representing the elite and
maintaining power, began to crumble.” European cultural forms embraced by the elite met with new
competition from both regional (within the nation) and foreign cultures in battles to define Colombian
culture. See Victoria Peralta, “Distinctions and Exclusions: Looking for Cultural Change in Bogota during
the Liberal Republics, 1930-1946” (PhD diss., New School of Social Research, 2005). The growth in US
cultural influence during the decline of elite and Church hegemony is an important focus of this
dissertation. Safford and Palacios contend that because non-elite Colombians perceived aspects of US
culture as egalitarian, some Colombians engaged with US popular culture as “a healthy counterweight to
the high culture of the traditional dominant classes.” Frank Safford and Marco Palacios, Colombia:
Fragmented Land, Divided Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 343.
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and cultural interests (among the peoples of both nations) in structuring broader
Colombian-US relations.

Mass Media Programs: Film, Radio, and Print

Compared to the Colombo-Americanos and American schools, the third US-
sponsored cultural initiative analyzed in this study was not an institution-based program.
Mass media programming was designed to reach the widest possible cross-section of
Latin American populations. These programs were not class exclusive, and they often
targeted the upper and middle classes. Still, they were specifically seen as the most
practical method of direct US contact with the impoverished masses, who lived mainly in
remote rural areas but were an increasing presence in marginal urban barrios. From the
earliest days of official cultural diplomacy, Washington organized educational radio, film
and print media programming to educate Latin Americans about their “good neighbor” to
the north. Simultaneously, mass media provided a platform for promoting visions of
inter-American unity and alternatives to European models of modernity. Thus, while the
early intent of this programming was educational and cultural, it was always embedded in
hemispheric politics and never far removed from the realm of propaganda. As war then
cold war influenced US cultural policies, the line between educational and propaganda
programming blurred. Mass media resources became more explicitly linked to global
rather than hemispheric politics. Educational and cultural themes did remain central to
programming, but informational and propaganda objectives had a clear impact on
resource production.

While schools and cultural centers in Colombia were run by local boards, mass

media programs were more directly operated by the US foreign policy bureaucracy.
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Diplomats were deeply involved in contracting with private Colombian radio stations to
broadcast US programs that had been developed with Latin America content. Through
their efforts, English lessons, popular and classical music, social and political
commentary, and news programs connected radio listeners to world communities beyond
their own. Establishing and maintaining local networks for US government funded
educational and propaganda film, diplomats directed the distribution of visual material
whose explicit or implicit themes were the benefits of democracy and capitalism over the
horrors of fascism, communism and socialism. Films emphasizing health and hygiene,
promoting the importance of education and literacy, detailing the development of
professions and career paths, presenting models for labor organization, and particularly
celebrating opportunities and choices enjoyed by the US middle class all brought an
official US message to enormous Latin American audiences.

Scholarship on US-Latin American relations during the second half of the last
century shows a pronounced tendency toward defining mass media as a tool of US
imperialism or (neo-imperialism). Commercial mass media was often the focus, but in the
process, official US cultural programs which employed mass media were reduced to
imperialist propaganda. While assessing US mass media programs as a means of cultural
domination is an important consideration, historicizing the uses of mass media resources
in local contexts is a necessary, if largely overlooked, first step. In tracking the evolution
of educational radio and film programs, it becomes clear that mass media programs met
overlapping US and Colombian socio-political objectives --not the least of which were
the related goals of maintaining fervent anti-Communism and extending the reach of

education to areas where it was lacking. This study details a high level of Colombian



19

government collaboration with and repackaging of US radio and film content to meet
national needs. Many outside of the national governments also took advantage of US
mass media resources to supplement their own efforts in educational and cultural
outreach; regional educational bureaucracies, international organizations, schools,
educators, artists, intellectuals, student organizations, businesses, the Catholic Church, as
well as the new media, information and entertainments industries all took advantage of
the availability of US radio and film resources and materials to meet their own needs. In
the process, locals filtered the original intent of the mass media messages produced and
package in the US.

Differentiating between various forms of transnational educational and cultural
communities, this study considers how mass media education programs functioned both
in contrast to and in concert with the institution-based schools and cultural centers.
Analyzing the cultures that developed inside these various communities, yields visions of
Colombian-US encounters that are more complex than a simple foreign/local oppositional
frame allows. Most importantly, historicizing these communities demonstrates the
transnational dynamics that sustained rapid growth of US cultural influence in mid-
century Colombia. This study recognizes American schools, binational centers, mass
media programming as well as the transnational communities they spawned as crucial
infrastructure of US cultural influence.

The Colombian Context: Geography, History, and National Identity

Before and after the foreign/local encounters that were initiated with the arrival of

Cristobal Colon (Christopher Columbus, for whom the nation is named), Colombian

geography conditioned the growth of its isolated regional cultures. The fourth largest of
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the modern South American nations, Colombia is roughly divided into two halves, the
lowland east and the mountainous west. The nation is flanked by the Caribbean Sea to the
north and the Pacific Ocean to the west; separating these waters, the thin isthmus that
connects North and South America creates a short international border with Panama. To
the south, Colombia shares borders with neighboring Ecuador and Peru, while Brazil and
Venezuela are its neighbors to the east.

The eastern half of the nation is both enormous and sparsely populated. In its
northern sector, Los Llanos, lowland plains of grass are crossed by rivers that drain to the
Orinoco River and a border shared with VVenezuela. In the larger southern sector,
grasslands give way to dense jungle whose rivers feed the continents principal river, the
Amazon. Difficult to access, this southern area is home to indigenous populations who
have historically lived with limited contact with the Colombian central-state. On the
nation’s western border, along the Pacific Ocean, is another sparsely populated region of
rainforests, coastal plains, and jungle. On that coast, the city of Buenaventura grew with a
boom in coffee exports in the early twentieth century; it soon became the nation’s
principal port.

Between the lowland east and the coastal west, Colombia in dominated by three
distinct ranges of the Andes. Most of the national population lives in this mountainous
interior. The region has always been difficult to traverse. Two northerly flowing rivers
between the Andean ranges have historically provided connection between the Caribbean
coast and the lowest elevations of the interior. Towns along the Magdalena and Cauca
rivers served as transportation and commercial ports for Andean cities located in the high

valleys of the mountains above. Reaching the interior ports by river from the Caribbean
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coast historically involved a lengthy and uncomfortable trip against the currents. To reach
the principal cities higher up in the Andes required additional time, energy, and climbing
muscles.

As the principal population centers of the interior were always located at high
elevation, communication with and between Andean regions was extremely difficult
before the arrival of automobiles, radio, and air travel. Once these technologies were
available, they played an important role in accelerating national integration. Still, even
with modern transportation and communication, land travel between Colombian regions
remains arduous and time consuming. Distance between Bogota and Medellin, for
example, is not great as the condor flies, but their elevations and locations in different
Andean chains makes for substantial separation between them; a journey from one to the
other involves a winding descent from the Savana de Bogota [the Bogota Plain] at 8,500
feet to the Magdalena River 7,500 feet below --only to then face steep hew mountain
passes on the other side of the river in the climb to Medellin at 5,000 feet. In Colombia,
even travel within one of the three Andean chains involves series of climbs and descents
that make distances between cities and towns much greater than they appear on paper.

For Spanish settlers who arrived after the conquest, Colombia’s Andean interior
offered tremendous agricultural opportunity, but its isolation kept it from developing into
an important imperial center. Home to indigenous agricultural societies when the
Spaniards arrived, the high mountain valleys and plains of the Andes offered volcanic
soil, substantial rainfall, equatorial sunshine, and abundant Indian labor for European
settlers to exploit. And they did. Land privatizations and abolition of communal

governments led to a loss of indigenous communities and identities. Miscegenation
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produced a mestizo or mixed race Indian-Spanish majority in the Colombian interior.
Because the region eventually became home to vast the majority of the national
population, the notion that Colombia is a mestizo nation of mixed Indian-Spanish heritage
prevails.

The Caribbean coast is a region of tremendous geographic and cultural diversity
that is far removed from Andean worlds. Geographically, the coast includes a sizeable
desert peninsula, the highest coastal mountain in the world, an enormous fresh water
estuary, lush coastal plains, grasslands and tropical rainforests. Various Caribbean islands
and remote archipelagos are part of the region as well. On this coast, local cultures
developed far removed from the mountainous center of the nation. As a result, many of
the peoples of the region have shared more in common with the cultures of the Greater
Caribbean than with those of Andean Colombia. Through the first third of the twentieth
century, the non-elite majority in and around the important Caribbean ports of Santa
Marta, Cartagena and Barranquilla had little connection to the central-state of the interior.
Before the arrival of the Spanish, many distinct indigenous groups had occupied the land,
but post-conquest, these groups diminished. That coastal Indians mixed not only with
Europeans but Africans brought to the region as slaves differentiates the coast’s
race/ethnic mixture from that of the Indian-Spanish interior.

In the colonial era, the walled city of Cartagena de Indias [Cartagena of the
Indies] had been a silver and gold storage depot, a transfer point for precious metals and
merchandise that moved between the European metropolis and its enormous American
empire. The city became the continent’s chief port of entry for imported goods, and this

included African slaves who were sold on Cartagena’s plazas and dispersed southward
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throughout the continent. Within Colombia, many of the slaves were transferred to the
Pacific coast to provide labor for gold mining and sugar plantations. Others were kept
closer to Cartagena to work on ranches, farms, and in domestic service. Home by the
mid-twentieth century to one-sixth of the national population, Colombia’s Caribbean
coast is distinguished by the black and mixed (African, Indigenous, and Spanish)
race/ethnic composition of its population. Like the Pacific coastal region and in contrast
to much of the Colombian interior, la costa [the Caribbean region] and Costefios [the
people of that region] have long been identified with blackness.

Colombian History and the Quest for National Unity

During the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century, the Colombian central-
state was defined less by its strength and achievements than by its weakness and failures.
Between brutal civil wars, governance handicapped by extreme partisanship, and regular
and forceful extra-governmental challenges to its authority, the central-state has suffered
what Marco Palacios calls “elusive legitimacy.”** With stable but ineffective democratic
institutions, the central government has historically operated in an elite bubble distanced
from the reality of the impoverished majority. Cultural divides, between classes and
regions, exacerbated such distance. Regionalism and violent rebellion presented further
challenges toward the consolidation of state power."® Not surprisingly, exploration of

Colombia’s claim to nationhood has been an important theme in historical scholarship.*®

4 Marco Palacios, Between Legitimacy and Violence: A History of Colombia, 1875-2002, trans. Richard
Stoller (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006). See Chapter 5, “An Elusive Legitimacy,” pp. 170-213.
1> That regionalism impeded the consolidation of the nation-state is broadly asserted in scholarship. Yet, as
Posada-Carb6 demonstrates, regionalism was also a reaction to exclusion from --rather than inclusion in--
the economic, political and cultural projects of the central-state. Eduardo Posada-Carbd, The Colombian
Caribbean: A Regional History, 1870-1950 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), pp. 249-251.

16 On the notion that nationhood is a claim and a practice of politics, see Derek Sayer, “Everyday Forms of
State Formation: Some Dissident Remarks on Hegemony” in Everyday Forms of State Formation:
Revolution and Negotiation in Modern Mexico, eds. Gilbert M. Joseph and Daniel Nugent (Durham, NC:
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Early post-independence Colombian political history fits a familiar Latin
American pattern. Two parties, Liberals and Conservatives, offered competing economic
and administrative visions for their new republic after independence. Initially, and
mimicking contemporary legislative debates throughout the hemisphere --including those
at the US constitutional convention in Philadelphia-- advocates of a strong a central-state,
Conservatives, clashed with Liberal proponents of greater regional autonomy. Liberals,
who were ascendant in the post-independence decades, selectively sought to eliminate
political, economic, and social structures that they considered vestiges of colonialism. As
elsewhere in Catholic Latin America, the two parties fought ferocious battles over the
role of the Roman Catholic Church in government. Particularly problematic were
attempts by Liberals to expand schooling because education had been controlled by the
Church since the early colonial period. Liberal demands for secularization of instruction
earned the wrath of the Church hierarchy and an anticlerical label. At the same time,
Conservative defense of Church power forged a powerful political alliance that held in
Colombian politics for more than a hundred years. While similar politics defined the
post-independence decades throughout Latin America, Colombia’s partisan, two-party
politics sustained bitter intensity well into the twentieth century.

Brutal civil wars marked Colombia’s nineteenth century as successively elected
Liberals and Conservatives implemented and reversed each other’s legislation and
governing systems. In terms of suffrage and representation, the political system became

more inclusive until late in that century when electoral restrictions were reinstated. The

Duke University Press, 1994), p. 371-373. The titles of major synthetic works on Colombian history
suggest --and the analyses explore-- Colombia’s tenuous claim to nationhood: David Bushnell, The Making
of Modern Colombia: A Nation in Spite of Itself (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Palacios,
Between Legitimacy and Violence; Safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society.
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two national parties garnered electoral and popular support through clientelism, a system
in which political machines sustained broad loyalties through agreements with local and
regional power players to whom they deferred and delivered national resources. An
important theme in Colombian scholarship, clientelism fostered fierce party identification
that cut across class and bridged the urban/rural divide that increasingly characterized the
nation.’” Yet, because partisan loyalty was structured in a local context, it did not fortify
the central-state and left regional states more powerful. Region not nation held greater
relevancy in the lives of most Colombians into the mid-twentieth century.

With electoral victories in the 1880s, Conservatives began decades of control of
the national government. Not until 1930 would a Liberal again hold the presidency of the
republic. Early opposition to this “Conservative Hegemony” sparked new civil wars
which were capped by the War of the Thousand Days in which perhaps 100,000
Colombians lost their lives. Toward the end of the three years of fighting in 1903, the
remote but valuable province of Panama seceded from the nation. Bogota had long
supported the building of a transoceanic canal across the isthmus and, indeed, had
contracted with the renowned French builders of the Suez Canal to do it. When the
French project failed in the 1880s, the national government was too bogged down in civil
warfare and too controlled by partisanship to craft political consensus on a new canal
strategy.

US imperial ambitions played a role in Colombia’s loss of the isthmus, and

revisionist history has emphasized that role. President Theodore Roosevelt’s

17 On clientelism through the twentieth century see John D. Martz, The Politics of Clientelism: Democracy
& the State in Colombia (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1996); Eduardo Posada-Carbo, ed.,
Colombia: The Politics of Reforming the State (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998). Sanders’ study of
nineteenth century Cauca challenges the notion that clientelism defined Colombian politics: Jamie Sanders,
Contentious Republicans, Popular Politics, Race and Class in Nineteenth-Century Colombia (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2004).
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administration quickly recognized Panamanian independence, forcefully impeded
Colombia’s attempt to quell the insurrection, and immediately secured a territorial
concession from the new government for the building of the canal. Yet, revisionist
paradigms that focus on US imperialism have de-emphasized the Colombian
complexities that also propelled Panama’s secession. For the purpose of this dissertation,
these complexities are important to acknowledge. Bogoté’s inability to prevent
Panamanian independence reveals the “weakness and uncertainty of Colombia’s hold”
over territories on the nation’s periphery, coastal Colombia’s marginalization within the
Andean nation, and the debilitating effects of partisan violence on cohesive national
identity."®

From the perspective of Colombian history, the loss of Panama is indicative of the
disconnect that defined relations between the nation’s regions and its central-state
through the mid-twentieth century. Beholden to economic elites from the most developed
and politically influential regions, incapable of enforcing legislative mandates nationally,
inclined to let partisan warfare replace compromise, and ignorant of the cultures and
needs of its rural and peripheral regions, the central-state was ineffective in fostering a
unifying national consciousness. Facilitating rather than moderating historical rivalries
over resources, the national government strengthened the hand of powerful regions at the
expense of weaker ones. In this process, regions on the periphery of the Andean interior
were especially marginalized. As a result, the government continually struggled to
achieve and maintain legitimacy in the eyes of its own people. Thus the secession of

Panama must be placed in proper Colombian perspective; the secession sits on a crowded

'8 palacios, Between Legitimacy and Violence, p. 42. See also Aims McGuinness, Path of Empire: Panama
and the Californian Gold Rush (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008).
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historical continuum of regional rebellion against the elite controlled and ineffective
Andean central-state. Violent rebellion against rule from Bogota began with
independence in the 1820s and continues into the present.

Compared to the urban Andes, many peripheral regions were beyond the interest
of politicians in Bogotéa through the early decades of the twentieth century. Though
Caribbean coastal ports were essential to the nation’s export economy, the non-elite
majority in and around these cities had limited opportunities to interact with agents or
symbols of the central-state. Government-supported schools, economic development
programs, and infrastructural projects could have facilitated greater connections between
the government and its distant coastal populations, but an inclusive national vision was
absent in the allocation of resources. Additionally, official government projections of
national identity or Colombianidad were framed by elite, urban Andean culture. When
such projections reached peripheral and remote rural regions, they held little relevance to
the lives of the populace. For many in those regions and especially the non-elite majority,
the “imagined community” of Colombia was a difficult proposition to sustain.*®

Many aspects of Andean culture were foreign to Colombians who lived in
peripheral regions outside the mountainous interior. Most residents of the Caribbean
coast, for example, would never travel in the interior and were unfamiliar with the
traditions and patterns of Andean life. On that coast, locals lived in closer contact with
the Greater Caribbean and worlds beyond. As compared to coast, the Andes were more

isolated from modern currents and international trends; the cultures of the Colombian

19 As Benedict Anderson explains, modern nationalism only developed when individuals within
consolidating states began to imagine themselves as part of broader national communities. In the fifteenth
century, contemporary mass media technology facilitated this process; imagining a national community
was an easier proposition after the invention of the printing press allowed for a wider reach of the written
word. See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on Origin and Spread of Nationalism
(London: Verso, 2006).
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Caribbean were more cosmopolitan. To many Costefios, Andean culture was parochial,
more focused on the past than the present, and overly formal. Even Andean Spanish,
when heard on the coast, could be difficult to understand —filled as it was with archaic
expression of the language. That definitions of Colombianidad emanating from the
central-state were constructed in an Andean frame marginalized coastal and other
peripheral cultures from the dominant formulation of national identity.

Adding to the cultural divides that challenged a unified Colombian identity was
elite monopoly over the projection of Colombianidad. Colombian elite took the lifestyles
of European upper classes as cultural models. In Bogota as well as regional capitals
throughout the nation, elite culture was laden with the trappings of European high
culture: languages and expressions, education titles and degrees, clothing styles and
accessories, musical trends and art forms, food and beverage tastes, and concepts of
nation and citizenship. With elite projections of Colombianidad heavily infused by
European high culture, the frame had limited the resonance among the non-elite majority.

New communication technologies and expanded educational opportunities would
eventually provide a means for popular and middle-class Colombians to engage with and
influence the discourse of Colombianidad as urbanization, industrialization, and
modernity changed life patterns. However, until the 1930s the construction and projection
of national identity remained monopolized by Andean elites. Since more than three-
quarters of Colombia’s population resided in that mountainous interior, it makes some
sense that national identity would evolve in an Andean context. Though the population
centers of the interior were themselves differentiated by geographic and cultural

diversities, they had stronger economic, political, and cultural connections to the central
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state. Thus, though claims of nationhood, of a Colombian national culture and Colombian
identity were always tenuous, they had greater resonance in the urban Andes than along
the nation’s periphery.?

In Pursuit of Modernity: Colombian-US Relations in the Early Twentieth Century

Colombia had entered the twentieth century desperate to recover from its most
recent civil war and struggling to adapt to a modernizing world. The task was daunting
and would require a degree of political consensus that the central-state had never been
able to achieve: “whether measured in literacy: in the construction of railways, roads, and
bridges; in the improvements of ports; or in urbanization or number of banks, Colombia
remained among the less developed countries of the region.”21 Fortunately, coffee
production provided a key economic stimulus. Though vulnerable to fluctuations in the
global market, coffee became the undisputed engine of national development in the early
twentieth century and helped consolidate the disjointed nation. It provided crucial capital
for the expansion of state bureaucracy and the diversification of the national economy.
By the 1950s, coffee beans accounted for almost three-quarters of total Colombian
exports with the US purchasing the largest share of the crop. Compared with other key
exports (bananas, oil, and precious metals) and the important textile industry based in
Medellin, the coffee business developed as a unique agent of modernization and national

integration. Because the coffee industry was almost exclusively Colombian owned and

2 For a discussion of regional identity that touches upon these themes, see Roldan’s overview of
Antioquefio identity in her introduction. Mary Roldéan, Blood and Fire: La Violencia in Antioquia,
Colombia, 1946-1953 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002). Posada-Carb6’s analysis of Caribbean
society --especially in the city of Barranquilla-- is additionally helpful. See Posada-Carb6, The Colombian
Caribbean. Cultural identity on the Caribbean, the Choco region, and Antioquia are important themes of
Wade’s impressive analyses of Colombia: Peter Wade, Music, Race, & Nation: Musica Tropical in
Colombia (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000) and Blackness and Race Mixture: The Dynamics of
Racial Identity in Colombia (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993).

2! safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society, p. 251
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not dependent on foreign technology, it provided needed stability for regional Andean
economies while limiting national reliance on foreign investment. As coffee consumption
spread from the Andes to the periphery with the growth of bean exports, it also evolved
into a popular symbol of Colombian national culture.?

Driven by coffee exports in the first third of the twentieth century, Conservatives
initiated a restructuring of the Colombian economy that produced some export
diversification, pockets of industrial growth, and higher levels of urbanization. To guide
development, they contracted foreign missions to shape more stable financial institutions,
build an integrated national transportation network, and recommend methods for
expanding educational infrastructure. In the Andean interior, which received most of the
new resources, expanding government bureaucracy extended the reach of the central-state
and facilitated the wider cultivation of Colombian national identity. While partisanship
had not disappeared at the level of governance, consensus over the need to modernize the
nation did emerge and it allowed for a reduction in violence among partisans.
Temporarily, civil war was eliminated as a national political strategy. Owing to coffee,
consistent rule by a single party, and emergent political consensus over the need to
modernize, Colombia was a very different country by the end of the 1920s when the
global depression hit.

Colombian-US relations were strained in the aftermath of Panamanian
independence, and official resolution did not come until Colombia formally accepted an

indemnity payment of $25 million from Washington in the early 1920s. Controversies

22 Michael Jiménez, “The Limits of Export Capitalism: Economic Structure, Class, and Politics in a
Colombian Coffee Municipality, 1900-1930” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 1985); Marco Palacios,
Coffee in Colombia 1850-1970: An Economic, Social, and Political History (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1980); Bennet Eugene Koffman, "The National Federation of Coffee Growers of
Colombia” (PhD diss., University of Virginia, 1969); Charles W. Bergquist, Coffee and Conflict in
Colombia, 1886-1910 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1978).



31

still arose, but from that point forward Colombia’s political leaders consistently embraced
the doctrine of the “North Star”; they pragmatically accepted aspects of US economic and
political hegemony and pursued the benefits of working with, rather than against, its
powerful hemispheric neighbor.?® Shared faith in capitalist modernity, theoretical
commitment to democratic government, and, later, a passion for fighting communism
grounded the binational relationship.

Significantly, economic relations between the two nations had proceeded apace
during the two decades of frozen diplomacy that preceded the settlement, and the onset of
World War | had seriously impacted these economic relations. Unable to export
agricultural and mining products to war-torn European markets, the Colombian economy
turned north to the US. Investment in Colombia by US corporations increased during and
after the war, and US products and financial services gained a presence in the urban
centers of the nation. Settlement of the Panama controversy provided a huge influx to the
national treasury that further energized the economy. While the indemnity payment
funded important national infrastructural projects, it also provided leverage for an
enormous extension of credit to individual Colombian departamentos [departments or
provinces] and municipalities by US banks. In addition, the Colombian government
welcomed the participation of US capital and oil corporations in its nascent petroleum
industry.

When economic depression began to create havoc in international relationships at
the end of the 1920s, the Colombian economy was linked to the US by exports, debt, and
foreign investment. Still, the overall national economy remained largely underdeveloped

and with less international dependence. Colombia certainly suffered in the economic

23 gafford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land, Divided Society, p. 280.
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crisis, but it suffered less than many Latin American nations whose primary national
industries were more dependent on foreign capital. Colombia’s coffee exports declined
after 1929 but because all of its exports then comprised only 25% of gross domestic
product (GDP), Colombia was buffered from what would have been a greater disaster if it
had been more export dependent.?*

Relative to its regional neighbors, Colombia resisted the politics of economic
nationalism in the depression and throughout the twentieth century. Where concern over
foreign control of regional and national industries elicited anti-foreign sentiments in Latin
America, nationalizations of foreign owned or affiliated industries occurred with some
frequency.? In Colombia, however, as David Bushnell explains, national control of the
coffee industry had the effect of depriving “economic nationalism ...of a key target.”26 In
the first half of the twentieth century, periodic appeals to economic nationalism did arise
in Colombia from organized labor in oil fields and on banana plantations where US
corporations were the dominant foreign presence. However, given national control over
the coffee industry, economic nationalism as an “aggressive force” never had broad
appeal and was much more muted in Colombia than elsewhere in Latin America.

In 1930, amidst global economic depression, elections brought Liberals to power
for the first time in the century. At the national level, leaders of both parties together with
representatives of the powerful coffee and industrial lobbies were determined to avoid
violence during the transfer of power. In a departure from tradition, they were successful.

Yet, violence characterized the transfers at lower levels. As Liberals across the country

24 H

Ibid., p. 275.
% paul E. Sigmund, Multinationals in Latin America: The Politics of Nationalization (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1980); Richard Newbold Adams, Nationalization (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1967).
26 Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, p. 174.
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regained control of the local resources they had been denied since the late 1800s, they
took revenge on local and regional Conservatives whose dominance they had endured for
decades. The contrast of a peaceful central-state transfer with bloodshed in Colombian
regions underscored the difficult realties the new government faced: a continuing rift
more than a century after independence between the national government and the
citizenry; the persistent dominance of regional over national identity; the corrupting
influence of patronage (clientelism) on democratic processes; and the fact that violence
was still perceived as a legitimate political strategy by many Colombians.

Around the globe, economic depression bred reactionary governments, which
cultivated support through extreme appeals to nationalism. Fascist and military dictators
who came to power in the 1930s cultivated patriotism and manipulated its sentiments to
gain broad public support for their rule. As Colombia’s new Liberal governments
confronted the economic crisis and the challenge of modernization, they too employed
nationalistic appeals, but moderation rather than radicalism defined their programs. Like
FDR in the 1930s, Liberal administrations in Colombia took an activist role in
restructuring and directing the national economy, modernizing government bureaucracy,
and addressing social problems that were obstacles to their national reforms. To
Conservatives who had held power for so many decades, Liberal reforms appeared
radical. The courting of socialist and communist support, defense of labor activism, and
broad expansion of the electorate alarmed their opponents. Most importantly, as relates to
this study, Liberals’ attempts to restrict Church control over the national education
system reignited secularization debates. Yet, Liberal programs represented an effort to

prevent and not promote revolutionary change as national elites pursued modernity.
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Historiographical Considerations

National Identity and Region in Colombia

Colombia, it has long been observed, is a country of diverse regions. Owing to
geographical extremes and the regional isolation that results, many Colombians see their
country as un pais de paises [a country of many countries]. Historically, poor
communication and transportation between and within Andean, Pacific, Caribbean,
Amazonian, and Orinocan regions contributed to the perpetual weakness of central state.
Regional cultures flourished in relative isolation from the political center, and the notion
of Colombianidad as a unifying force was difficult to sustain.

During the period under consideration (1930s-1960s) Colombian government
efforts to modernize the nation involved expanding educational infrastructure and
promoting unifying national consciousness. The chapters that follow examine the growth
of US cultural influence during a period of accelerated cultural change that was fueled
from inside and outside the Colombian government. US-sponsored educational and
cultural programs are explored in their regional Colombian settings: in the Caribbean
cities of Barranquilla and Cartagena and the Andean cities of Bogota and Medellin. In
focusing on programs in both Andean and Caribbean Colombia, the study engages two
central and overlapping themes of modern Colombian historiography: regionalism and
the construction of national identity. Both are relevant to the analysis of the foreign/local
encounters here examined.

Until the mid-twentieth century, historical scholarship within Colombia was
restricted by a straitjacket of partisan politics. Histories of the nation were written by

party loyalists that privileged the power of the central state and ascribed it undue
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legitimacy and control.?’ In this literature and in the functioning of national politics, the
Andean region and its key centers of power, Bogota and Medellin, defined the nation.
Areas on the periphery of the mountain peaks, plains and valleys of the nation’s interior
were marginalized in official versions of history and official frames of culture. National
history (historia patria) presented Colombia as a politically and culturally cohesive,
Catholic and Andean state, and it gave little attention to the Caribbean coast or other
peripheral areas.

The complexities of region became more central to historical analysis after
production of partisan scholarship decreased. After mid-century as historians sought to
explain Colombia’s inability to prevent violence and rebellion across the centuries,
regionalism received increased analytical attention. Scholars generally agreed that the
development of Colombian regions was grounded by the nation’s geographic complexity,
but this was not an embrace of geographic determinism; scholars in second half of the
twentieth century recognized that geography alone was not constitutive of regionalism.
Given the extremes of physical separation within the Andean interior, on both coasts, and
in the peripheral river basins, distinct local cultures did indeed develop in relative
isolation. During the colonial times, the various regions engaged the resources and
constraints that their natural surroundings imposed, and they developed distinct political,
economic, and social traditions that would later make them identifiable within an

emerging nation.?® Colombian regionalism, however, is not just a legacy of colonialism.

2" Helpful bibliographic overviews are found in Safford and Palacios, Colombia: Fragmented Land,
Divided Society, pp. 371-385; and Palacios, Between Legitimacy and Violence, pp. 269-291.

8 Anthony McFarlane, Colombia before Independence: Economy, Society, and Politics under Bourbon
Rule (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Alfonso Munera, El Fracaso de la Nacion: Region,
clase y raza en el Caribe colombiano, 1717-1810 (Bogoté: Banco de la Republica, 1998); Maria Teresa
Uribe de Hincapié, Raices del poder regional: El caso antioquefio (Medellin: Editorial Universidad de
Antioquia, 1998).
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It is also a modern construction informed by political and social processes. For example,
the post-independence, nation-building projects of the central state have been crucial to
the construction of region. On the one hand, national governments representing a narrow
band of Andean elites sustained their tentative grasp on power by keeping regional power
bases separate. With a monopoly on education and media, these elite were able to project
their characterizations of regions to the broader nation. In this process, the marginalized
regions on the periphery were defined from the center, and they suffered the biases of
elite Andeans.? Yet, regionalism was also a political force that could be employed
against the central-state --in reaction to its efforts to consolidate power, its exclusion of
certain regions from development projects, and in inter-regional disagreements over
resource allocation.*® Scholarship probing the intersection of race and region has added
much nuance to our understanding of the development of Colombian regionalism as a
complex historical process.!

Increased scholarly attention has turned to Colombia’s Caribbean region in the
last quarter century.® In tandem with socio-political movements addressing the region’s
underdevelopment, scholars have begun to consider Caribbean Colombia’s
marginalization within the nation. Studies by social scientists, anthropologists, and

historians have articulated the tremendous geographic, cultural, and economic diversity

% Franciso Avella, “El papel de la geohistoria para construccion de la region Caribe” in El Caribe en la
nacion colombiana: Memorias, ed. Alberto Abello Vives (Bogotd: Museo Nacional de Colombia, 2006),
pp. 106-122.

%% posada-Carhd, The Colombian Caribbean; Roldén, Blood and Fire.

31 Works by Peter Wade and Nancy Appelbaum examine how regions were (and are) constructed by racial
order and racialized discourse: Wade, Blackness and Race Mixture; Nancy Appelbaum, Muddied Waters:
Race, Region, and Local History in Colombia, 1846-1948 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003).

%2 Alberto Abello Vives, ed., El Caribe en la nacién colombiana: Memorias (Bogota: Museo Nacional de
Colombia, 2006); X111 Congreso de Colombianistas, Colombia y el Caribe (Barranquilla: Ediciones
Uninorte, 2005); Ariel Castillo Mier, ed., Respirando el Caribe: Memorias de la Catedra del Caribe
Colombiano (Bogota: Observatorio del Caribe Colombiano, 2001).
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of region. Their work has begun to consider how national culture was homogenized in an
Andean mold, to document the invisibility of Costefios in Colombian narratives, and to
challenge stereotypes of the region’s people and their cultures.** Some Colombian
scholars rejoice that the boom in regional research has begun to free the coast from a
“historiographic prison”[cércel historiographica] to which it had been confined.** This
dissertation takes inspiration from such scholarship that challenges narrow Andean
frames of Colombian history and culture. In analyzing Colombian-US encounters in both
Andean and Caribbean settings, the study seeks to join scholarly efforts to reinsert the
Colombian Caribbean into analyses of the nation.

An important aspect of this historiographical trend has been new attention to
coast’s relationship not just to the Andes but to the Greater Caribbean. With a 1,600 km
Caribbean coastline, half a million square kilometers of territory in that sea, and
populated Colombian islands as far north as the Nicaraguan coast (where the locals speak
creole English), Colombia has long had a presence in the multinational world of el caribe
[the Caribbean]. The minimal attention afforded la costa in narratives of the twentieth
century has left the nation’s connections, and especially its cultural connections, to the
Greater Caribbean inadequately explored.* While Panamanian independence greatly
decreased the interest of the Andean elites in the north coast, the new historiography
recognizes that the region’s ties to the Caribbean basin were not severed at that time.

Post-Panama, Colombia’s Caribbean region remained an important site of foreign/local

#Alberto Abello Vives, “Una catedra para entender el Caribe: superar los estereotipos,” in El Caribe en la
nacion colombiana: Memorias, p. 21-30. See in the same volume: Luis Alarcon Meneses,
“Representaciones sociales y politicas sobre el Caribe colombiano,” pp. 214-236; Cristo Figueroa Sanchez.
“Cultura: Introduccion,” pp. 371-376.

3 José Pole Acufia, “Desde la otra orilla: las fronteras del Caribe en la ‘historia national,”” in El Caribe en
la nacion colombiana: Memorias, ed. Alberto Abello Vives (Bogota: Museo Nacional de Colombia, 2006),
p. 177.

* X111 Congreso de Colombianistas, Colombia y el Caribe, p. 24.



38

encounters, where transnational currents impacted regional development and the
construction of Costefio identities. Scholars now argue that Colombia’s Caribbean coast
and its territories should be explored as a frontier: a dynamic border within a
multinational world. Ignoring regional complexities that are rooted beyond the nation’s
northern shore, traditional Colombian historiography “has not permitted comprehension
236

of the historic processes of the region.

Contact Zones, Imperialism and Dependency

Adapting Mary Louise Pratt’s definition of “contact zones,” I view the
transnational cultural communities that evolve on the Caribbean and in the Andes as sites
where “peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each

37 Like Pratt, I am interested in the “interactive,

other and establish ongoing relations.
improvisational dimensions” of the foreign/local encounter that are “so easily ignored or
suppressed” by analytical predisposition to finding “conquest and domination.”® When
we look too intently for the imperialist, the communist, the foreign invader or their

agents, we miss the diversity and sinuosity of cultural contact. In looking to the “contact

zones,” this study supplements existing macro-political views of the Colombian-US

% <« no ha permitido la comprension de los procesos historicos de esta region.” José Pole Acufia, “Desde

la otra orilla: las fronteras del Caribe en la ‘historia national,”” in El Caribe en la nacion colombiana:
Memorias, ed. Alberto Abello Vives (Bogota: Museo Nacional de Colombia, 2006), pp. 172. The literature
has been growing over the past two decades. On the colonial period see Alfonso David Minera, “Failing to
Construct the Colombian Nation: Race and Class in the Andean-Caribbean Conflict” (PhD diss., University
of Connecticut, 1995). On the spread of Caribbean and Costefio music into the interior during the mid-
twentieth century see Wade, Music, Race, & Nation. See also Posada-Carb6, The Colombian Caribbean.

3" Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 6.
Pratt’s study of the process of transculturation as seen in travel narratives is focused on colonial and post-
colonial cultures and belongs to the fields of cultural studies and literary analysis. She frames “contact
zones” specifically as spaces of “colonial encounters” and then problematizes that very frame. Yet, she
recognizes the utility of “contact zones” for exploring relationships outside the colonized/colonizer
dichotomy, and she suggests that classrooms are “contact zones” conditioned by student/teacher
relationships. See Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone” in Ways of Reading, eds. David Bartholomae and
Anthony Petrosky (New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s Press, 1999), p. 34.

% Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p. 7
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relationship with regional, local, and community cultural perspectives that prove less
useful for marking difference than for revealing “copresence, interaction, interlocking
understandings and practices” even where “radically asymmetrical relations of power”
might be identifiable.*

The contact zones explored in the historiography of Latin America-US relations
during most of the twentieth century were usually economic, political and military sites:
diplomatic bureaucracies and legislative chambers, oil fields and banana plantations of
US corporations, and military occupation zones. Cultural sites were rarely considered.
When more intimate cultural interaction between US and Latin American nationals was
presented in scholarship, it was generally restricted to social descriptions of diplomatic
high society or military engagements.

Diplomacy and economics dominated the historiography of US foreign relations
for much of the twentieth century. Before the 1950s, many historians of US foreign
relations wrote within the consensus or traditional school. Their analyses focused on
diplomatic negotiation and foreign policy strategy, and they viewed US foreign policy as
well-intentioned and largely successful in meeting noble objectives. Relatively few of
them addressed Latin America, but those who did regarded paternalistic US policies in

the region favorably.*® The realist school, which supplanted the consensus approach, was

% |bid. In employing Pratt’s concept, this study follows the lead of scholars who probe the contact zones of
Latin American-US encounters. See Gilbert M. Joseph, Catherine C. LeGrand, and Ricardo Salvatore, eds.,
Close Encounters of Empire: Writing the Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations (Durham:
Duke University Press, 1998).

“% Trends in historiography condition analyses of US-Latin American relations. The traditional or consensus
school (sometimes called the national school) focused on domestic politics and foreign policy strategies.
US activity abroad was usually presented as a reaction to a foreign event, rather than motivated by pressure
from within. US imperialist ventures were generally viewed as temporary mistakes that were soon reversed.
For Latin America analysis in this tradition see Samuel Flagg Bemis, The Latin American Policy of the
United States: An Historical Interpretation, (NY: W.W. Norton, 1967). Bemis argued that US policies in
Latin America were geared toward helping nations succeed as functioning democracies.
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influenced by the increasingly polarized politics of the early Cold War. Though more
critical of US policies than consensus historians, realists took a pragmatic approach to
detailing international power struggles, articulating the options policymakers faced, and
assessing the outcomes of decisions. They emphasized elite power politics, and like the
consensus historians before them and the revisionist school that followed them, their
analyses were almost exclusively based on US archival sources. In approaching Latin
America, many realists (joining with social scientists and politicians) focused on the
challenges of modernization. Their analyses demonstrated faith in a diffusionist model of
development under which Latin America would modernize with guidance and resources
transferred from the US and other developed capitalist economies.*

Appearing in the 1960s, the revisionist school was highly critical of US foreign
policy, which it framed as a tool of US economic interests. Revisionist historians rejected
diffusionist theories and policymakers who argued that development and modernity
would filter down to the “third world” via foreign investment and leadership. They
argued that the principal objective of US foreign policy had long been the global
maintenance of an “open door” for US foreign investment. Narrowly framing foreign
policy as economic policy and highlighting the imperialist past and the neo-imperialist
present of the US, revisionist historians had tremendous influence on the historiography

of Latin American-US relations. Indeed, Latin America was an increasingly important

*! Historians of the realist tradition viewed conflict as a natural element of international relationships
because each nation’s foreign policy is built upon self-interest. Domestic politics were not considered
important determinants of foreign policy and received little attention. Latin America was infrequently
considered in analysis of US foreign relations. See for example John Lewis Gaddis, The United States and
the Origins of the Cold War, 1941-1947 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1972). For examples of
the Latin American case treated in the realist tradition see J. Fred Rippy, Globe and Hemisphere: Latin
America’s Place in Post-War Foreign Relations of the United States (Chicago: H. Regnery, 1958);
Seymour Marin Lipset and Aldo Solari, eds., Elites in Latin America (New York: Oxford University Press,
1967); and Jacques Lambert, Latin America: Social Structure and Political Institutions (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1967).
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theme in revisionist scholarship; the new formulations of empire and neo-imperialism by
William Appleman Williams and other influential revisionists heavily considered the
relationship between economic foreign policy, US territorial expansion and military
intervention in the Central America and the Caribbean Basin.*?

Many politicians, intellectuals, and students in Latin America, from the far left to
the far right of the political spectrum, were receptive to the critical turn in US
scholarship. In so far as the region was perceived as a potential target of international
communism, Washington considered it important. However, Latin American agendas that
addressed issues marginal to the Soviet-US conflict were largely ignored by US
diplomats. As a result, there was a developing sense among Latin Americans that the US
“Cold War fixation entailed neglect and subordination™ and that “it perpetuated ongoing
patterns of the exploitation and underdevelopment.”*® Revisionist-influenced theories of
dependency grew out of this frustration and drew upon the strength of anti-imperialist
politics in the region.

Dependency theory entered the historiography of US-Latin American relations in
the early Cold War and was well established as a dominant trend in the 1970s. Though

waning by the 1990s, its influence has been broad. In its basic formulation, the theory

*2 Revisionist historians focused on capitalism and its role in US expansion. Domestic economic concerns
were seen as prime motivators of US foreign policy. A basic contention of this school was that US foreign
policy was informally imperialist and that economic foreign policy was tied to both traditional and non-
traditional forms of territorial expansion. See Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of
American Expansion, 1860-1898 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1963); William Appleman
Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (New York: Delta, 1962) and The Roots of the Modern
American Empire (New York: Vintage, 1969). World Systems theory later developed in the revisionist
tradition as a response to critiques that revisionism too narrowly placed domestic economics at the root of
foreign policies. While maintaining the primacy of economics in US foreign relations, it introduced a
model with a broader international context and gave greater attention to strategic objectives and military
power. See Thomas J. McCormick, America’s Half Century: United States Foreign Policy in the Cold War
and After (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989).

3 Mark T. Gilderhus, The Second Century: US-Latin American Relations Since 1889 (Wilmington, DE:
Scholarly Resources, 2000), p. 194.
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was a Marxist-influenced argument that assigned blame for the conditions of poverty in
the underdeveloped world to capitalist powers. Latin America, dependency theorists
argued, was maintained in a state of underdevelopment through its dependence on the
capitalist controlled world financial system, which restricted the regions’ role in the
global economy to the exporting of raw materials and primary products.*

Notably, both scholarly dependency theory in the US and anti-dependency
politics in Latin American (with which it was closely tied) departed from the revisionist
tradition in conceding a role for culture in the political economy. Yet, in the Marxist
tradition, culture was only analyzed within the context of a totalizing capitalist system.
Dependency theorists saw culture as an “ideological instrument” employed for the spread
of capitalism.”® With cultural experience always subordinated to economic processes,
dependency theorists were not prepared to see diversity and complexity in Latin
American-US cultural interaction. Though they were better at recognizing cultural
contact zones than scholars of earlier generations, historians employing dependency
frames were constrained by their own rigid oppositional dichotomies
(capitalism/Marxism, imperialism/anti-imperialism, developed/underdeveloped) from
thoughtful exploration of cultural interaction in local rather than global context. Because
they were inclined to see dominance and averse to recognizing collaboration and
reciprocity in foreign/local encounters, dependency theorists often defined cultural
interaction in the vein of imperialism. They charge US culture --manifest as language,

mass media, consumer goods, lifestyle, and especially higher education-- with erasing

* As examples see: André Gunder Frank, Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 1967); Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto, Dependencia y desarrollo en
América Latina (Mexico City: Siglo Ventiuno, 1971); Ronald H. Chilcote and Joel C. Edelstein, eds., Latin
America: The Struggle with Dependency and Beyond (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1974).

** John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism: A Critical Introduction (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1991), pp. 135-6.
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local culture. As the US solidified its status as an economic, military and political
superpower in the post-war world and US commercial and cultural products became more
conspicuous in foreign markets, they expressed increasing fear that foreign cultural
domination would destroy “authentic” local and national cultures.*® Thus, through the
dominance of dependency theory, simplified notions of cultural imperialism gained and
retained currency in scholarly literature and public consciousness.*’

As John Tomlinson suggests, no “coherent thesis” was employed by those who
have charged the US with cultural imperialism. It was engaged differently from all
quarters. In academic and leftist analyses of Latin American-US relations, cultural
imperialism was most often employed in critiques of the expansion of US media. Such
critiques presumed the power of film, radio, television, print publications, and advertising
to change or “colonize” culture.*® Reflecting class prejudices of Latin American
intellectuals toward the lower classes, a pronounced concern for the vulnerability of the

masses to US ideological manipulation via comic strips, animated cartoons, paperback

%% Mass media became a popular focus of scholarly inquiry in the last quarter of the twentieth century.
Media studies emerged as an academic field, but many other disciplines explored the subject as well.
Employing revisionist paradigms, much of the scholarship sounded an alarm that communications media
fostered government and corporate control of the masses; as this scholarship considered the transnational
reach of mass media, both media imperialism and cultural imperialism became common themes. See for
example Herbert I. Schiller, Communication and Cultural Domination (White Plains: International Arts
and Sciences Press, 1976). Within revisionist treatments of US-Latin American relations --both academic
and political-- US mass media outlets were often defined as forces of cultural imperialism: Fred Fejes,
Imperialism, Media, and the Good Neighbor: New Deal Foreign Policy and United States Short-Wave
Broadcasting in Latin America (Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1976); Gaizka S. de Usabel, The High Noon of
American Films in Latin America (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1982); Ariel Dorfman and Armand
Mattelart, How to Read Donald Duck: Imperialist Ideology in the Disney Comic, David Kunzle, trans.
(New York: International General, 1982); Leonardo Acosta, Virginia Erhart, and Pastor Vega, Penetracion
Cultural de Imperialismo en America Latina: Comics y Revistas Femeninas (Bogota: Ediciones Los
Comuneros, 1973); Nguyen Khac Vien, Breve Historia del Neocolonialismo Norteamericano (Medellin:
Editorial La Oveja Negra, 1973).

* See Gilbert M. Joseph, “Close Encounters: Toward a New Cultural History of US-Latin American
Relations,” in Gilbert M. Joseph, Catherine C. LeGrand, and Ricardo Salvatore, eds., Close Encounters of
Empire: Writing the Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations (Durham: Duke University Press,
1998), pp. 3-46.

“® Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism: A Critical Introduction. See Chapter 2: “Cultural Imperialism as
Media Imperialism.”
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books, television soap operas, and women’s magazines was a characteristic theme of the
literature.*® Charges of cultural imperialism were also common in broader critiques of
capitalism and modernity, which sounded the alarm against the increasing visibility of
US consumer goods in local markets. Like the analysts who charged media imperialism,
those who focused on culture as a capitalist commodity imprecisely ascribed power and
meaning to US media and commercial products. Effect from consumer goods, cultural
interaction, and media reach was commonly assumed but infrequently articulated.
Finally, allegations of cultural imperialism also proved popular within discourses of
national identity. Identifying US culture as an invading force, national governments or
others could manipulate identity politics to gain leverage for their own national
projects.*

Significantly, for the purpose of this dissertation, some US educational
institutions and US-sponsored education projects were charged with facilitating US
cultural imperialism around the world. As culture was scrutinized as a capitalist tool, “the
demonology of the imperialist other was extended not only to the North American
corporations, policymakers, and military agents, but also to cultural brokers and
institutions of higher learning.” In the process, “university professors, librarians, and
foundation workers were charged with constituting the new imperialist front.”*

Arguments against US-sponsored education projects in foreign countries have

historically focused on higher education programs. Exchanges that brought foreigners to

* Acosta, Erhart, and Vega, Penetracion Cultural de Imperialismo en America Latina.

*® Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism: A Critical Introduction. On Cultural Imperialism as a critique of
capitalism, as a critique of modernity, and as part of the discourse on national identity, see chapter 4,
chapter 5, and chapter 3, respectively. Tomlinson argues that cultural imperialism is best framed as the
“spread of modernity” because it encompasses critiques of media imperialism and capitalism along with
discourses of national identity.

*! Joseph, “Close Encounters: Toward a New Cultural History of US-Latin American Relations,” p. 13.
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the US for university study were harshly dismissed as indoctrination programs that
stripped individuals of their authentic, national cultures and created surrogates for US-led
capitalism. Illustrative is the explanation by Nguyen Khac Vien of the role of education
in securing local support for the US global agenda; in a Spanish-language paperback that
was translated and published in Medellin in 1973, the Vietnamese Marxist charged that
foreign students and intellectuals were awarded...
scholarships, trips to the United States and important positions in international
organizations. In the United States, they adopt a North American lifestyle and a
North American mindset; they are overwhelmed by the material power of the
yanqui and they are placed in the hands of organizations that guide them
politically, converting them little by little to Washington loyalists. Once they have
returned to their countries, these intellectuals, with the financial and technical
assistance from the United States, organize unions, student organizations and
political parties trying to create a social base and ideological justification for
their social classes, which are in the service of neocolonialism.*
Elite Latin American families had historically sent their sons to Europe for
university educations. They studied in Spain, Italy, England, Belgium, and especially

France. Yet, by the second half of the twentieth century more and more of Latin

America’s sons and daughters were choosing an education in the US. This change, and

*2 «“Muchos estudiantes e intellecualles de paises subdesarrollados estan asi contactados y alistados; se les
ofrecen becas, viajes de studio a Estados Unidos y puestos impotantes en organizaciones internacionales.
En Estados Unidos ellos adoptan el modo de vida norteamericano y el modo norteamericano de pensar; son
deslumbrados por el poder material yanqui y se ponen bajo la tutela de organizaciones que los guian
politicamente, convirtiéndolos poco a poco en hombres fieles a Washington. Una vez que han regresado a
sus paises, estos intelectuales, con la ayuda financiera y la asistencia “técnica” de Estados Unidos,
organizan sindicatos, organizaciones estudiantiles y partidos politicos, tratando de crear una base social y
justificaciones ideoldgicas para las clases sociales que éstan al servicio del neocolonialismo.” Nguyen Khac
Vien, Breve Historia, p. 51. The ease of transnational communication that developed across the 20"
century facilitated the sharing of resources not just among governments and industries but intellectuals,
political activists, and educational communities as well. Critiques of US imperialism, or more commonly
neo-colonialism and neo-imperialism, were produced around the globe. Marxists intellectuals and scholars,
among others, borrowed arguments and shared materials produced in regional campaigns against the US.
Much of the anti-imperialist material in popular circulation in Colombia during the 20" century originated
abroad and was reprinted locally (with an introduction providing local grounding). The remnants of these
materials, which were usually printed at low cost and, thus, on low quality paper, are to be found not in
Colombian libraries but in the used bookstores and street book stalls that are fixtures in the capital and
other major cities.
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the shift in elite Latin American cultural orientation from Europe to North America
provided ammunition for critics across the political spectrum; in Colombia and Latin
America such critics equated formal education, training, or living experience in the US
with the loss of national identity. With growth in the number of Latin Americans awarded
US educational credentials --diplomas, degrees, certificates, and titles-- multiplying in the
years following World War 11, charges of cultural imperialism increased.

Charges of cultural imperialism that centered on US education almost exclusively
focused on higher education. In doing so, they ignored the reality that Latin Americans
experiences with US education systems, bureaucracies, institutions, models, ideologies,
and methodologies were not limited to the university level. By the time theories of
dependency and cultural imperialism had come into academic and political vogue in
Latin America during the 1960s (and in the US shortly thereafter), many Latin Americans
had engaged in US-sponsored or US-influenced education programs at home. Schools
were the most obvious way such engagement unfolded and this was not confined to the
American schools that were sanctioned by the Department of State. US-styled schools at
the primary and secondary level had been introduced in the urban centers of the region by
Protestant missionaries in the mid-nineteenth century. As US businesses established a
stronger Latin American presence after World War 1, they, too, became founders of US-
type schools, which served the children of both their US and local employees; when
formal US cultural diplomacy began in the late 1930s, independent and non-secular
American schools joined this mix. Taken together, these schools introduced US-modeled

education below the university level to a wide range of social and economic classes.
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In addition to the traditional education programs based in primary and secondary
schools, other US-style education programs proliferated in the region. The decision at
mid-century by many Latin American governments to require English language study in
national secondary schools formalized a role for “American English” in the region. The
spread of English language learning centers, like (but not restricted to) the Colombo-
Americanos, in urban areas was a related educational phenomenon. Another major
addition to educational cityscapes of the period were public and private libraries. Many
developed with the professional support of US-trained librarians who introduced US
books, information classification systems, and other elements of library science.
Advances in print technology and growth in the publishing industry also played a role in
the widening US presence in Latin American education. Translation of English-language
educational materials into Spanish was an enormous US undertaking through the early
Cold War. Included among the non-commercial print resources circulated by the US
inside and outside of libraries and schools were cultural magazines, textbooks,
bibliographies, US literary “classics”, and comic books. Finally, with modernization of
national economies a prime objective of local government and business elites, new
vocational, business, and technical training programs also developed with noteworthy US
support.

Cultural History and Questions of Dominance

As an analytical frame, dependency theory was on the declined by the late 1980s,
but attention to the role of culture in US-Latin American relations did not fade. To the
contrary, interest increased substantially. A boom in post-colonial scholarship helped to

fuel this process; placing cultural encounters at the center of inquiry, post-colonialism
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sought to explain how local identities and culture developed in the wake of imperialism.
Social scientists continued to pursue cultural questions as well, and they opened new
paths for research that encouraged interdisciplinary scholarship. Simultaneously, within
the discipline of history, the formerly minor sub-field of cultural history was gaining new
stature. Increasingly, studies of US history, Latin American history and inter-American
relations placed new emphasis on the ways culture constructs and is constructed by
social, political, and economic relationships. Significantly, as the century drew to a close,
culture was no longer dismissed as an adjunct to economics and politics.

This dissertation takes inspiration and direction from research that positions
culture beside, and not behind, politics and economics in analyses of Latin American-US
relations, US foreign policy and US history more generally. Since the 1990s, work in the
fields of cultural history and cultural studies have moved scholarship beyond the
constraints of political economy to reveal social complexities that were formerly masked
in traditional, state-centered political and economic narratives. Historical analysis of race,
ethnicity, gender, and sexuality has been particularly effective toward this end.>® New
analytical approaches to media, religion, education, philanthropy, marriage, arts and
entertainment, sports, community and travel are also redefining narrow views of inter-

American cultural relationships.>

*3 Examining the ways state power is constructed and contested through cultural processes has been a
significant trend in this literature. On race/ethnicity in Latin America and the construction of nation see
Nancy P. Appelbaum, Anne S. Macpherson, and Karin A. Rosenblatt, eds., Race & Nation in Modern Latin
America. (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2003). On gender/sexuality in Latin
America see Elizabeth Dore and Maxine Molyneux, eds., Hidden Histories of Gender and State in Latin
America (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000). | take particular inspiration from studies of US foreign
policy and race that blur divisions between foreign and domestic affairs. See especially: Mary L. Dudziak,
Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2000); Thomas Borstelmann, The Cold War and the Color Line: American Race Relations in the
Global Arena (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001).

** Joseph, LeGrand, Salvatore, eds., Close Encounters of Empire: Writing the Cultural History of US-Latin
American Relation; Amy Kaplan and Donald E. Pease, eds., Cultures of United States Imperialism.
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With the turn toward culture in scholarship, more complex views of foreign/local
encounters emerged and simplified notions of cultural imperialism lost currency.
Questions of imperialism remained at the center of inquiry, but as research shifted away
from metropolitan archives and closer to sites of cultural contact, previously overlooked
dynamics within contact zones complicated analyses of dominance. The oppositional
dichotomy of coercion/consent, which had often been employed in such analysis, was
reconsidered. That coercion alone did not secure the dominance of one group over
another --that it required the intellectual consent of the dominated-- had long been
understood. Yet, charges of cultural imperialism had always rested more heavily on the
coercive side of the equation. Attention to local realities in contact zones, however,
produced more nuanced articulations of how consent was granted.>® At the same time,
research in contact zones also forced reconsideration of the foreign/local oppositional
dichotomy itself. New analysis clouded the categories “foreign” and “local” revealing
that they were not always oppositional, mutually exclusive nor jointly exhaustive of the
range of local realities. Questioning the dichotomy, scholarship began to consider how
complex regional, national, and transnational influences construct local culture.

Studies of post-colonialism, inter-American relations and US history continue to

probe the intersection of culture and imperialism because the US had a formal empire

(Durham: Duke University Press, 1990); Reinhold Wagnleitner and Elaine Tyler May, eds., “Here, There
and Everywhere”: The Foreign Politics of American Popular Culture (Hanover, NH: University Press of
New England, 2000); Gilbert M. Joseph and Daniela Spencer, eds., In From the Cold: Latin America’s New
Encounter with the Cold War (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008). Baseball has received significant
attention: Louis A. Pérez, On Becoming Cuban: Identity, Nationality, and Culture (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1999); Alan M. Klein, Sugarball: The American Game, the Dominican Dream
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991); Rob Ruck, The Tropic of Baseball: Baseball in the Dominican
Republic (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1998); Adrian Burgos, Jr, Playing America's Game:
Baseball, Latinos, and the Color Line (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007).

% In this regard, scholarship was influenced by Gramsci’s theory of hegemony. See Antonio Gramsci,
Selections from the Prison Notebooks, eds., Quintan Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (New York:
International Publishers, 1971).
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during the twentieth century; because it continued to have one at the start of the next
century; and because it has had substantial influence on the world economy and in
international politics. That the US exercised strong influence over Latin America in some
significant areas is clear. In economic affairs, for example, the US share of world markets
and leadership of global financial systems gave Washington a dominant influence over
economic policies and processes of some Latin American nations. Owing to its global
leadership during and after World War 11, its early leadership within the Organization of
American States and the United Nations, and the weight of its polarizing campaign
against global communism, US political influence in the region has been periodically
dominant as well. Yet, we cannot casually assume that strong US influence over specific
economic or political developments afforded it dominance in all other realms. It is crucial
to see that US influence was never total, often temporary, and always challenged. And it
is incumbent upon historians of inter-American relations not to assume US dominance
without articulating precisely the context in which the relationship existed.*®

Toward understanding Latin American-US relations during the twentieth century,
imperialist paradigms are and will continue to be useful to scholars. Yet, we must also
recognize the limits of the frames. To the extent that studies of empire emphasize power
relationships and privilege the oppositional dichotomies (coercion/consent and
foreign/local), they will offer only limited views of relationships that defy the dichotomy.
Not all encounters between foreign and local ideas, resources, and individuals are

reducible to those power relationships that exist in their midst. Furthermore, not all ideas,

*® Derek Sayer, James C. Scott, and Alan Knight, for example, are critical of scholarship that too casually
“infers” hegemony. Derek Sayer, “Everyday Forms of State Formation: Some Dissident Remarks on
Hegemony” in Everyday Forms of State Formation, p. 367-377. See also in the same volume: James C.
Scott, “Forward.” p. xi; Alan Knight, “Weapons and Arches in the Mexican Revolutionary Landscape,” p.
24-66.
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resources and individuals can be so tightly categorized as uniquely foreign or decidedly
local. For the purpose of this study, approaching US-sponsored educational and cultural
projects through the lens of power relationships restricts our ability to see how
transnational collaboration evolves through common interests, intersecting needs, and
shared philosophy rather than through coerced or consensual submission to foreign
authority.

Within educational settings, a multitude of power relationships are certainly
observable, and we might easily frame them using the oppositional dichotomy of
coercion/consent. National governments mandate curriculum, school administrators hire
and fire staff, and classroom teachers discipline students. Other forms of power that
impact learning are identifiable as well: gender, class, and race/ethnic constructs have
historically influenced who goes to school and what they study; training programs are
often built around the stated needs of local businesses; arts programs are dependent on
the cultural tastes of sponsors. This study recognizes that these and other forms of power
relations exist within transnational communities but rejects the notion that these
relationships exclusively condition educational and cultural processes.

In the period covered by this study, it is clear that US educational and cultural
models and philosophies became more influential throughout Latin America. In the
Colombian case, changes in national political leadership together with an emerging
bipartisan consensus for education reform brought an end to constitutionally sanctioned
Church authority over the national education system. This represented a radical departure
from tradition, and it brought the elite monopoly over national educational resources to

an end. But, as politicians, economic interests, and developing middle and professional
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classes turned to education as a vehicle for national modernization, the limited
educational infrastructure of the nation was ill prepared to accommodate rapid change
and increased demand. In this context, foreign educational resources were welcomed and
encouraged by Colombians as never before. As Europe was first fighting and then
recovering from a debilitating war, US educational models proved especially available,
accessible and adaptable for meeting needs in the rapidly diversifying educational
environment.

In Colombia, national and regional educational bureaucracies, private and public
schools, and national business interests strongly encouraged US educational and cultural
influences. Additionally, Colombian intellectuals, artists, students and parents embraced
US cultural resources as the nation pursued basic literacy, cultural reforms, access to
higher education (in-country and abroad), routes toward professionalization and wider
career opportunities. Significantly, flexible US programs and resources stood in stark
contrast to the existing European-modeled and Church-controlled national education
system that offered limited options for Colombians below the upper class. Equating
European and Catholic educational models with elitism of the past and US approaches
with modernity, many Colombians came to appreciate the value US culture placed on
public education, and many sought to emulate it; though inequities within the US system
were acknowledged and criticized (with noteworthy attention to racial discrimination),
Colombians at all levels welcomed US influence as they constructed more modern and
inclusive educational and cultural infrastructure.

It is, however, a mistake to see the increased US influence in Colombia as

constituting cultural imperialism or cultural dominance. This study reveals that
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Colombians established educational contacts with US educational institutions, solicited
US resources to meet local needs, and turned to US models as alternatives to existing
educational and cultural programs. Via such resources, US influences spread among
some educational and cultural communities, over some national education policies, and
among some individuals in Colombia. But this influence was neither static nor
uncontested, and it often dissipated as it evolved over time. In the middle decades of the
twentieth century, Colombians, and not Washington policymakers, reformed their
national education system and reframed national culture using all of the local, regional,
national and transnational resources available to them.

Limited attention to mass media and higher education aside, US-sponsored
education and cultural programs in Latin America and the transnational communities they
spawned have received insignificant attention from scholars outside the field of
education. Historians have acknowledged US-sponsored education programs in Latin
America as an important component of Washington’s program of cultural diplomacy, but
few have studied these programs on the ground. Owing to this lack of attention, charges
that US-sponsored projects facilitated cultural imperialism or cultural domination have
yet to be adequately critiqued. US cultural programming in Latin America and the
transnational educational and cultural communities it fostered are important cultural sites
of inter-American contact. When these and other cultural sites are overlooked in
scholarship, our understanding of Latin American-US relations remains framed by
political economy. We fail to recognize the spread of US cultural influence in the region
as a response to local realities. We fail to recognize the significant Colombian role in

building the infrastructure of US educational and cultural influence.
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Chapter One
Pan American Education

Simén Bolivar, like so many wealthy South Americans of his and subsequent
generations, received an education abroad. Born in Caracas, the future Liberator of
Caribbean and Andean lands studied in Spain as a teenager, traveled through Napoleonic
Europe, and visited the independent United States during its (and his) early and formative
years. He returned to his homeland with definite ideas about governance and
independence, and he eventually led a protracted military campaign that resulted in the
expulsion of Spain from many of its American colonies.

Under Bolivar, the Republic of Colombia was formed in 1819 as a political union
of the newly independent territories in the northwest corner of the South American
continent. Known to history as Gran Colombia, to differentiate it from the smaller and
later emerging nation of Colombia, the short-lived political union included Venezuela,
Nueva Granda (today’s Colombia including Panama) and Ecuador. In an age of changing
but still threatening European imperial ambitions, Bolivar inspired and championed Pan
American unity as a powerful deterrent to external threats from Spain, Europe and
elsewhere. Elected as the republic’s first president, he served two consecutive terms from
1819-1830.

When it came to the practicalities of governing, Pan American inspiration alone
could not sustain union in the wide and diverse territory of Gran Colombia. As Bolivar
continued campaigns of liberation in Peru and Bolivia further to the south in the Andes,
his dreams and the rhetoric of unity crumbled in the young nation to the north. When the

hero of independence returned to actively assume his position in the national capital at
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Bogot4, the challenges were overwhelming. Tensions between the advocates of a strong
and centralized national government and the proponents of regional autonomy through
federalism prevented consensus and coalescence around a unified national project.
Desperate to provide the new country with stability, Bolivar turned to heavy handed and
dictatorial measures that enraged his political opponents and led to assassination
attempts. When Venezuela withdrew from the union in 1830 and Ecuador soon followed,
Bolivar’s Pan American dream met its demise. Conscious of his failings and suffering
poor health, Bolivar resigned his leadership. He left the Andean highlands for the
Caribbean coast to await passage to exile in Europe. A fallen hero, Bolivar died at Santa
Marta on the Colombian coast shortly thereafter. He was financially and politically
ruined.!

Despite his sad and unfortunate demise, time quickly elevated Bolivar to a high
pedestal that few South American heroes have occupied. Statues of Bolivar are common
on central plazas throughout the region; countries, cities, currency, schools and
universities bear his name; and his political failures are hardly considered in romanticized
histories of national and continental liberation. Though his experiment with Pan
American union proved illusory, Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador and Panama have
historically embraced their Bolivarian roots and regularly employ the Liberator’s rhetoric
to minimize regional and cross border controversies that have come with modernity. In
this and other ways, Bolivar’s Pan American dream has proven easily adaptable and

readily available to the modern world.

! Simén Bolivar is legend in Latin America and treatments of the “Liberator” reflect and contribute to the
Bolivarian cult. See for example: John J. Johnson and Doris M. Ladd, Simén Bolivar and Spanish
American Independence, 1783-1830 (Princeton: Van Nostrand, 1968); J.L. Salcedo-Bastardo and Annella
McDermott, A Continent and Its Destiny (Richmond, England: Richmond Publishing Co., 1977); Luis B.
Prieto and James D. Parsons, Simon Bolivar: Educator (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1970).
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This dissertation considers not Bolivar’s Pan American dream of 1830 but a new
version of Pan Americanism that framed inter-American relations a century later. The
new Pan Americanism of the 1930s was a political philosophy that grounded a
hemispheric campaign aimed at preventing the spread of radicalism and warfare from
Europe to the Americas. Borrowing from Bolivar and identifying with his unifying
image, this new political philosophy regarded regional unity as crucial to the long-term
stability of Latin America. Adapting Bolivar’s approach to the modern world, the new
Pan Americanism emphasized not unified nationhood but international cooperation
among existing nation-states. Alarmed by the potential influence in Latin America of the
variant forms of fascism then developing in Spain, Portugal, Germany and Italy,
Washington policymakers championed this approach as the best deterrent to conflict in
the hemisphere. Cautiously encouraged by governments and influential elements
throughout Latin America as well, the new Pan Americanism was fundamental to the
climate of cooperation that characterized Latin American-US relations during the global
economic crisis of the 1930s, in the build up to war in Europe, and for the duration of
World War II.

The transnational educational and cultural projects examined in this study grew
out of this new Pan Americanism, and this first chapter provides crucial historical context
for exploring foreign/local encounters that occurred where Colombian and US education
systems, philosophies and resources converged. It begins with an overview of the new
Pan Americanism as organized from Washington in the 1930s. Focused on fostering
cooperation within the hemisphere, Washington initiated and funded activities aimed at

increasing “mutual understanding” among the peoples of the Americas. The Office of the
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Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, a war-time agency, was charged with developing
the Pan American project, and this section details its organization, leadership and
approach. Because education was the privileged arena for much of the new programming,
the balance of the chapter considers educational realities that conditioned Colombian-US
collaboration. It historicizes the limited scope of the Colombian educational system, the
role of politicians and the Catholic Church in maintaining elite exclusivity in Colombian
classrooms, and reforms of the 1930s that promoted modernization, expansion and
secularization of the system. For comparison, the chapter then considers the remarkable
growth in US schooling during the first half of the twentieth century and the growing
appeal of US educational models for Colombians. While state and local efforts drove
growth in the US system, by the late 1930s the federal government was carving out a role
for itself in defining educational modernity for the nation. While the constitutional
barriers to federal control over domestic education were significant, Washington found
new channels for asserting US educational authority abroad.
The New Pan Americanism of the 1930s

In his first inaugural address in 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) called for
better and more respectful relations between the United States and its hemispheric
neighbors, and he soon asked his staff to propose “some practical means to express the
good-neighbor policy.”? In a series of subsequent hemispheric meetings at Montevideo in
1933, Buenos Aires in 1936 and Lima in 1938, the Roosevelt administration joined with
the nations of the Americas to change the dynamics of inter-American relations.

Sponsoring or seconding a series of cooperative agreements ranging from commercial

2 «\White House Statement on Conference of American States in Montevideo, Uruguay,” 9 Nov. 1933, in
Franklin D. Roosevelt and Douglas Lurton, Roosevelt’s Foreign Policy 1933-1940: Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s Unedited Speeches and Messages (New York: Wilfred Funck, Inc., 1942), p. 28.
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planning to educational exchange to pledges of mutual defense, the US State Department
made hemispheric solidarity the fundamental aim of the Good Neighbor policy. To
achieve this goal, the department initially focused on economic stability. Confronting
continuing economic crisis at home and abroad and concerned about the approaching
European war (as well as conflicts in the Far East, Spain, and Palestine), the department
saw long-term stabilization of the regional economy as essential for social peace and
stable governance. Thus, negotiation of reciprocal trade agreements with the Latin
American republics became the first order of the day. As these negotiations occupied the
department’s time in the years before Europe went to war, they brought new attention to a
region Washington had long taken for granted. Through these negotiations, the Foreign
Service bureaucracy gained a deeper understanding of Latin American economies and
markets. At the same time, they developed broader knowledge of Latin American society
in general and began to engage more comfortably in new forms of diplomacy.

The goal of broad hemispheric solidarity had roots in an earlier Pan American
movement that emerged at the close of the 19" century under US leadership. At that time
a representative body, the Pan American Union (PAU), was established to address
regional issues and promote greater understanding and cooperation among the peoples of
the Americas. Centered in Washington, the PAU’s primary objective was fostering a
sense of Pan American identity to facilitate better hemispheric relations. Importantly, as
the PAU worked to bridge the divided between the Americas, it also attempted to

dismantle barriers to cooperation between Latin American countries themselves.®

® The International Union of American Republics was established in 1890, and US Secretary of State James
G. Blaine was the leading proponent of the organization. It was subsequently renamed the Union of
American Republics. By 1910, it had been renamed the Pan American Union (PAU). After the
establishment of the Organization of American States at Bogota in 1948, the PAU was absorbed into the
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Historically, Latin American nations were suspicious not only of the US but of each
other; even as they celebrated shared Latin American cultural identity, they were
disinclined toward regional political and economic cooperation. Though this internal
Latin American dynamic was a serious obstacle toward PAU objectives, interventionist
US foreign policy presented the greatest challenge to hemispheric understanding and
cooperation.

In the first three decades of the twentieth century, the US established a strong
military presence in the Caribbean and Central America. As it added various Latin
American parcels to its national territory and exercised temporary military and economic
control over others, the US was rightly seen as an imperialist power. The Panama Canal
Zone, a ten-mile wide strip across sovereign Panama, became US national territory.
Puerto Rico became a US possession after the Spanish American War. The US military
occupied Cuba and US politicians inserted the Platt Amendment, which explicitly
sanction the right of the US to intervene in Cuban affairs, into the island’s constitution.
And multiple interventions in Mexico, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and
Honduras were carried out in the name of US economic interests and regional stability.
Because the US was the region’s preeminent military and economic power, its
interventionist activities in the first third of the twentieth century gave its hemispheric

neighbors reason to question the sincerity of the US-led Pan Americanism of the PAU.

new body. Historical analysis of the PAU is surprisingly sparse though the organization is frequently
referenced in scholarship. For basic overview of the organization and its founding see: Clifford B. Casey,
“The Creation and Development of the Pan American Union,” The Hispanic American Historical Review
13, no. 4 (November 1933), pp.437-456; Gilderhus, The Second Century: US-Latin American Relations
Since 1889; Gilderhus, Pan American Visions: Woodrow Wilson in the Western Hemisphere, 1913-1921
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1986); Walter Scott Penfield, “The Legal Status of the Pan
American Union,” The American Journal of International Law 20, no. 2 (April 1926), pp. 257-262. The
publications of the PAU were numerous. The Bulletin of the Pan American Union was published in the
principal languages of the hemisphere and is widely available to scholars. The proceedings of the various
hemispheric conferences sponsored by the PAU are also available.
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Though willing to engage in cooperative programs in the areas of science, education and
culture, the countries of the hemisphere understood that regional power did not rest
within the PAU. Thus, this early twentieth-century Pan Americanism enjoyed only
limited credibility among Latin Americans, and it was barely acknowledged in the US.
Among select scientists, intellectuals, and academics, however, Pan Americanism was
beginning to gain professional currency. Transnational educational and cultural
communities were emerging.

US foreign policy shifts in the 1930s gave the Pan Americanism promoted by the
PAU a new lease on life. While US tariffs reforms, cooperation in the sciences, and
educational exchanges helped to improve Latin American-US relations in some
professional and business communities, FDR’s explicit rejection of military intervention
strategies, more than anything else, contributed to the new climate of cooperation in the
hemisphere. At the PAU conference at Montevideo in 1933, the US signed Article 8 of a
hemispheric “Convention of Rights and Duties” which unequivocally rejected
intervention by one nation against another. The next year after the Cuban government had
unilaterally abrogated the Platt Amendment, Washington did the same.* With the formal
reversal of its long-standing interventionist policy and new diplomatic attention to the
region, the US immediately gained political leverage with its Latin America neighbors.
As World War 11 approached, goodwill generated by FDR’s Good Neighbor initiatives
cleared the path toward greater solidarity in the Americas. While historians debate the

motivations behind and the achievements of the Good Neighbor initiatives, it is clear that

* After Cuba abrogated the Platt Amendment and the US followed suit an unconditional rejection of
intervention in the hemisphere came in a resolution at the Buenos Aires Convention of 1936. Thomas G.
Patterson, Contesting Castro: The United States and the Triumph of the Cuban Revolution (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 5; Espinosa, The Inter-American Beginnings of U.S. Cultural
Diplomacy, 1938-1948, p. 69.
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many Latin American governments recognized and appreciated the shift in US policy
during FDR’s presidency. Though it remained to be seen how long the non-
interventionist politics would sustain, at least temporarily cooperative programs and a
discourse of mutual respect replaced coercion and military force as the tools of US
foreign policy in the region.’

The PAU and its predecessor organization, the International Bureau of American
Republics, had held more than a half dozen regular conferences and various special topic
meetings between its founding in 1889 and the late 1920s. In the quest for modernity that
marked the early twentieth century, science, technology, culture and education were
frequent topics addressed at these gatherings, and exchanges involving scientists and
academics were a common result. Representatives from Washington always attended and
forwarded agendas at these conferences, but private philanthropic and professional
organizations from the US played more important roles. Given the US tradition of
deferring to private initiative and limiting government activity, organizations such as the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the Institute of International Education, and
the American Council on Education played crucial roles in funding, administering and
promoting the transnational cultural contacts established at the conferences. While most

of the developing contacts occurred in the realm of elite academia and never the left the

® During and immediately after the war, traditional or consensus historiography viewed the Good Neighbor
Policy uncritically as a tremendous success. See Bemis, The Latin American Policy of the United States. In
future generations, many who took a more complicated analytical approach still viewed the Good Neighbor
Policy favorably. See Irwin F. Gellman, Good Neighbor Diplomacy: United States Policies in Latin
America, 1933-1945 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979). However, much of the revisionist
historiography that appeared after mid-century was more suspicious of good neighborly intent and more
critical of the policy’s outcomes. Typically, revisionists framed the Good Neighbor Policy as a tool of US
economic interests. They focused on the continuing US expansion into Latin America and the dominance
of hemispheric markets that resulted. For a broad historiographical overview of post-war revisionist
scholarship see Gilderhus, “An Emerging Synthesis? U.S.-Latin American Relations since the Second
World War,” Diplomatic History 16 (Summer 1992), pp. 429-452.



62

institutional level, the work of the PAU and US private organizations laid an important
base for the official US cultural diplomacy that would later emerge.®

In the field of education, PAU activity was wide-ranging. ldentifying language as
a serious barrier to cultural understanding, the PAU consistently used conferences to
encourage the teaching of the Spanish in US schools and the teaching of English in Latin
American schools. This practice would later be taken up as a recommendation in the
formal plans of US cultural diplomacy.” At Havana in 1930, a special inter-American
gathering of “Rectors, Deans, and Educators in General” met to follow up on education
resolutions passed at an earlier PAU conference. As a result of that conference, the Inter-
American Institute of Intellectual Cooperation was created within the PAU and
government-sponsored exchanges of university students and professors ensued.® When
the PAU met at Buenos Aires in 1936, collaborative education activities were further
expanded with the signing of the Convention for the Promotion of Inter-American
Cultural Relations. Additional cultural conventions were approved that covered
exchanges of government and academic publications, inter-American tours of national art
collections, and the circulation of educational films.®

Washington’s renewed interest in Pan Americanism initially resulted from FDR’s
friendlier policies in the hemisphere. Owing to the budget constraints of the era and the

sense that interventions complicated rather than solved problems, the president took a

® Espinosa, The Inter-American Beginnings of U.S. Cultural Diplomacy, 1938-1948, pp. 14-25.

" Pan American Scientific Congress, Proceeding of the Second Pan American Scientific Congress
(Washington: USG Printing Office, 1917), pp. 561-563.

8 Espinosa, The Inter-American Beginnings of U.S. Cultural Diplomacy, 1938-1948, pp. 25, 70. Reflecting
the US government preference for private over public funded activities, the US objected to language in the
official resolutions passed at Montevideo (which supported the recommendations of the earlier conference
at Havana) that required national governments to fund such exchanges. While accepting the obligation to
support and administer such exchanges, the US delegation succeeded in having the language change to
allow private organizations to fund such activities.

° Espinosa, The Inter-American Beginnings of U.S. Cultural Diplomacy, 1938-1948, p. 84.
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friendlier approach which respected the sovereignty of American states. As the 1930s
progressed, however, intensifying US interest in Pan Americanism became a function of
its fears over Latin American vulnerability to anti-democratic forces. Well before the
outbreak of war across the Atlantic, Washington displayed tremendous concern that Latin
American nations were being used as sources of raw materials by aggressive and
potentially hostile European nations. In addition, US leaders continually sounded the
alarm that radical influences from abroad --at this stage fascism was the primary concern-
- were penetrating the region. Justifying the growing expense of its new diplomacy to a
skeptical Congress and asserting a notion of shared inter-American culture in the late
1930s, the State Department framed budget requests against a fear that “foreign countries
are inculcating ideas totally alien to the Americas.”*

A sense that Axis influence in Latin America had increased through sustained and
well-funded German, Italian, and Japanese economic and cultural campaigns spurred
development of more activist and cooperative diplomacy by the United States. While the
activities of the Axis powers were of immediate concern and singularly fueled the
successful drive in Congress toward the funding of similar US programs, it was
simultaneously recognized that many friendly countries had also gained influence in
Latin America through economic and cultural programs. Chief among them were Britain
and France. Schools, clubs, libraries, and cultural centers sponsored by European nations
in Latin America suddenly concerned the State Department. Academic exchanges
between European and Latin American universities along with official European

educational and technical missions to various nations of the region were equally

19| awrence Duggan, testimony, House Subcommittee on Appropriations, Department of State
Appropriation Bill for FY 1939 - HR9544, 75" Cong., 3" sess., 6 December 1937, p. 37.
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disconcerting. In economic areas, the Department of State found that many development
projects in Latin American countries had been dependent on European experts for years.
That European countries, especially Germany, had provided technical experts at no
charge to the requesting Latin American countries provided justification for initiating a
similar US program at no cost.™

Rather suddenly, Washington became determined to offer an alternative to
European cultural influence and present its own models of modernity to its southern
neighbors. Having already committed to establishing formal government cultural
relations with the region at the 1936 Buenos Aires conference, the US began to create
organizational infrastructure to carry it out. Formulating a philosophy to guide cultural
diplomacy, “mutual understanding” among the peoples of the Americas was identified as
the essential ideal to be cultivated. Such understanding, policymakers reasoned, would be
achieved not through propaganda campaigns and one-sided promotion of US culture but
through reciprocal cultural exchange and open dialogue. From these encounters, it was
hoped that Americans throughout the hemisphere would grow more tolerant and
appreciative of their differences and, just as importantly, discover their common interests
and shared culture. To the extent that a broad formulation of Pan American identity could
be cultivated and propagated, Washington believed hemispheric unity would be
strengthened. Justifying the nascent cultural approach to diplomacy and the
administration’s requests for sizeable increases in appropriations for Latin American
cultural programs, Secretary of State Cordell Hull told Congress:

In a political sense, it is wise to have friends close at hand...In a general sense,
we feel that in these troubled times in the world it is a real advantage to have

1 House Subcommittee on Appropriations, Second Deficiency Appropriation Bill for FY 1940 - HR10104,
76" Cong., 3rd sess., 30 June 1940, p.69.
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friends near at home of similar outlook and purpose with whom we can cooperate

and who will cooperate with us in time of need. The work is extending rapidly

because of these new friendships, particularly in fields with which heretofore the

Department has had very little to do.*

To implement the terms of cooperative agreements signed by the United States
and various American republics at Montevideo, Buenos Aires, and Lima, FDR had
established the Interdepartmental Committee on Cooperation with the American
Republics in May 1938. This committee grew out of the Committee of Inter-American
Affairs that had earlier been formed by the president within his cabinet. Reflecting the
expanding scope of US attention to Latin America, the interdepartmental committee
included representatives of thirteen federal departments and agencies who were involved
in formulating and implementing initiatives for the region. Congress approved legislation
authorizing special funds for the committee the following year based on a report
proposing seventy-four interdepartmental projects of hemispheric cooperation. Included
in the document were educational programs proposed by the US Office of Education and
the State Department that aimed to increase “mutual understanding” among the people of
the hemisphere.™

The State Department, which had oversight and organizational responsibilities for
all of the interdepartmental initiatives, followed the lead of the PAU and privileged
education and cultural exchange as key arenas for Latin American programming. That
education had an especially crucial role to play in new programs was signaled from the

top. FDR himself called for an increased role for education in American foreign policy.

Addressing the National Education Association in 1938, the president referred to the

12 Cordell Hull, testimony, HR9544, 6 December 1937, p. 1-2.

13 Inter-Departmental Committee on Cooperation with the American Republics, Report of the Inter-
Departmental Committee on Cooperation with the American Republics, Report #508 (Washington: USG
Printing Office, 1938)
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alarming situation in Europe and framed fascist policies as a war against education and
culture. The US and its allies, he argued, needed to take up the cause:

when the clock of civilization can be turned back by burning libraries, by exiling

scientists, artists, musicians, writers, and teachers, by dispersing universities,

and by censoring news and literature and art, an added burden is placed upon
those countries where the torch of free thought and free learning still burn
bright.*

In 1938, the Department of State formally established a Cultural Relations
Program specifically for Latin America. The new cultural program complemented
existing Good Neighbor programs in the areas of commerce, educational interchange and
social development, and it aimed to foster Pan American unity while building resistance
to antidemocratic and radical forces. Promoting a more positive image of the United
States in Latin America was an important and related goal. With the outbreak of
hostilities in Europe in 1939, US diplomatic programs in Latin American accelerated and
became more explicitly tied to the war. Development of hemispheric unity through
“mutual understanding” remained the goal, but programs were now targeted more
precisely at countering the economic penetration, propaganda campaigns, and expanding

cultural influence of the Axis powers.

The Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs

As war took over Europe, it was common perception in Washington that the Nazi
plan for world domination involved organizing a “fifth column” of supporters in the
Americas. Such a column, it was thought, would facilitate Axis occupation of Latin

America and provide a launching pad for their attacks on the US. German nationals in the

4 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Address to the National Education Association,” 30 June 3 1938, in Roosevelt
and Lurton, Roosevelt’s Foreign Policy 1933-1940: Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Unedited Speeches and
Messages, p. 142.
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hemisphere along with Latin American nationals of German, Italian, and Japanese
descent were expected to make up the core of the column. That such immigrant
communities were plentiful in the region was grounds for much US concern. As war
demanded greater attention and resources of the State Department, coordination of the
government’s increasing Latin American activities became taxing. Responsibility for
programming soon shifted to a new agency, the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs (OIAA). While the State Department resisted the control of the OIAA
over Latin American programs, as a practical matter it needed the assistance of the new
agency to both maintain and increase programs in the hemisphere.*

The Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs was founded in August
1940 and served as a war agency until its closure in May 1946. During its six-year
existence, it employed approximately 1000 employees in addition to the personnel of its
five subsidiary corporations and the twenty volunteer committees of US citizens (called
“Coordination Committees”) in Latin America. Thirty-two year old Nelson A.
Rockefeller was appointed by FDR as the coordinator of the new agency. Though the US
tradition of limited government and deference to private initiative had been replaced by
more activist governance in the 1930s, the administration still hoped business,
philanthropic, and professional organizations would continued to play a leading role in

new US programs in the hemisphere. Well connected to the most powerful actors in US

!> The name of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs was subsequently changed to the
Office of Inter-American Affairs. Historical studies abbreviate the name of the agency in a variety of ways.
This study uses OIAA which is the designation used by the National Archives and Records Administration.
For a discussion of the OIAA-State Department relationship from the perspective of the OIAA, see chapter
15 - “Relations of OTAA with the Department of State” in Donald W. Rowland, History of the Office of the
Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs: Historical Reports on War Administration (Washington: US
Government Printing Office, 1947), pp. 181-194.
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business, cultural and philanthropic communities, young Rockefeller proved a solid
choice to lead the OIAA. He answered directly to the president.

Rockefeller’s family name and his connections to the petroleum industry would
later provide fuel for revisionist historians, who saw only economic and strategic
motivations in the Pan Americanism of the Good Neighbor and World War 11 years. But,
to frame Rockefeller strictly as an economic and government operative is to miss a prime
example of complexities that typify Latin American-US encounters. Rockefeller had
worked in Venezuela, had traveled extensively in Latin America, and was enthusiastic
about the region’s history, culture and languages. He was a humanitarian who believed
not simply in philanthropic donations but in personal philanthropic activism and
empowering individuals. As Darlene Rivas has shown in her analysis of Rockefeller’s
activities in Venezuela, he embodied the tensions of modernity: he preached faith in free
enterprise but had reservations about corporate power; he believed strongly in US
leadership but recognized its potential abuses; he believed in the freedom of the
individual but was equally concerned with community welfare. Based on his experiences
in Latin America, Rockefeller brought to the OIAA a belief in “missionary capitalism.”
He believed that capitalism needed be reformed so as to be more conscientious, respectful
of the individual, and supportive of the common good.*®

Under Rockefeller, OIAA leadership was “drawn from the business world” and
offered a wide-range of expertise.” The OIAA’s programs were varied and changed
throughout the war, but they were generally grouped within one of several organizational

divisions: Commerce/Economics, Transportation, Information (radio, motion pictures,

'8 Darlene Rivas, Missionary Capitalist: Nelson Rockefeller in Latin America (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2002), pp. 209-216.
7 OIAA, History of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, p. 181.
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publications, and press), Health/Sanitation, Food Supply/Nutrition, and Culture. As a war
agency, the OIAA was officially empowered to address matters of an immediate nature.
Yet in practice Rockefeller the “missionary capitalist” was more ambitious. Under his
leadership the OIAA was “as much interested in long-range projects looking toward
improvement in conditions in the hemisphere as they were in those concerned with the
war effort.”®

At its establishment, the OIAA’s most immediate concern was a new economic
crisis in the region. The war cut Latin America off from many of its crucial European
markets. The US government initiated programs by which it purchased large quantities
of raw materials to alleviate the problems of supply. The US benefited from such
purchases and also avoided economic chaos in the region by preventing inroads by Axis
agitators. Additionally, the OIAA immediately took an active role in developing and
implementing new cultural programs to counter Axis influence. OIAA organizational
committees of art, music, literature, publications, education and cultural interchange were
formed. Intensifying exchange programs that had been running since the late 1930s, the
OIAA arranged for year-long interchanges of leaders in education, literature, law,
medicine, music, and arts between the United States and Latin America. It also offered
travel grants for shorter visits to students, teachers, and experts in various fields. OIAA
leaders hoped that all Latin American travel grantees would report positively about the
United States once they returned home. They believed positive public testimonies about
life in the US would soften lingering views of the US as an imperialist power and counter

anti-US propaganda perpetuated by Axis powers and their local supporters.*

'8 Ibid., p. 8.
Y Ibid., p. 2.
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Extending cultural programming into the region, the OIAA developed mass media
campaigns to “educate” Latin Americans about the war and US-led mutual defense
preparations for the hemisphere. But film, radio, and print media campaigns also focused
more broadly on inter-American education, health, and cultural topics that continued to
emphasize Pan American identity. And by the early 1940s, the OIAA also began to fund
libraries, US cultural centers, and existing schools founded by US nationals in the
region.? The OIAA viewed these institutions, grounded in local Latin American
communities, as the most effective means of fostering “mutual understanding” and
building long-term support for the United States and the principles of democracy.

In the spirit of the Good Neighbor policy, the developing program of cultural
relations was reciprocal. Informed by a sense that hemispheric solidarity and
understanding required that United States citizens be educated too, Rockefeller asserted
that the “lack of understanding is the basic problem we have in this field and I think
inability to speak each other’s language has been one of the great contributing factors in
that.”?! Rockefeller’s personal experiences in Latin America informed his explicit belief
that US citizens were wholly ignorant about Latin American culture, and he prioritized a
US-based program of education about Latin America.?* The responsibility for domestic
inter-American programs was shared between the OIAA and the US Office of Education
(which was part of the Federal Security Agency during war). One major program
promoted the teaching of Spanish and Portuguese in US public schools. Others focused

on developing the teaching of Latin American history and culture in US universities and

20 US Department of State, The Program of the Department of State in Cultural Relations, Publication
1702, Inter-American Series 21 (Washington: US Government Printing Office, 1942), p. 1.

2! Nelson Rockefeller, testimony, House Subcommittee on Appropriations, Hearings of Department of
State Appropriation Bill for FY 1943 - HR6599, 77" Cong., 2nd sess., 30 January 1942, p. 449.

22 Rowland, History of the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs: Historical Reports on War
Administration, p. 105.
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schools and circulating teaching materials, traveling exhibits, and books about Latin
America. In addition, informative pamphlets, art exhibits, music, film and radio
programming were targeted at the general population.®®

Overall, governments throughout the region proved very receptive to the efforts of
Rockefeller and the OIAA. While remaining suspicious of US power, in the volatile
global climate of the day many agreed that “mutual understanding” was a necessary first
step toward better relations along the hemisphere’s north-south axis. And they welcomed
the opportunity to reshape the inter-American relationship. However, accompanying
Latin America’s general willingness to engage in new economic, political, and cultural
relationships with the US was a more skeptical reception to the notion of Pan American
identity. Some Latin Americans embraced the inclusive hemispheric identity proffered by
Washington, yet many others resisted the label. Their reasons varied.

First, the cultivation of broad hemispheric identity faced the road blocks of
nationalism and anti-imperialism. Since the late nineteenth century, anti-US imperialism
had proven an important fountain of nationalist sentiment in Latin America. In Colombia,
where resentment of the US role in Panamanian independence always lingered and was
easily stoked, denunciation of US power and influence was a dependable tool for rallying
public opinion around domestic campaigns. Second, those who resisted US-sponsored
Pan Americanism often advocated for building cooperative Latin American identity in its
stead. Political realists, like Colombia’s Eduardo Caballero Calderon, understood that US
influence would likely intensify after the war and saw the strengthening of Latin
American identity as the solution; distinguishing Bolivar’s Pan Americanism from

Washington’s version, he argued that there was no “Pan Americanism possible or

28 John Patterson (Director of the Office of Education), testimony, HR6599, 24 January 1942, pp. 308-312.
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desirable if Latin-Americanism does not exist first.”?* Without Latin Americanism, he
and many others believed Pan Americanism would facilitate US dominance. Third, Pan
American identity collided with Hispanidad, a very potent force in Latin American
identity politics. Hispanidad took many forms but in general it manifest as a celebration
of those Latin American cultural traditions which were rooted in Spain. The essential
elements of Hispanidad were Roman Catholicism and the Spanish language, but all of the
socio-cultural structures with which religion and language overlapped were elements as
well. For many Latin Americans, Hispanidad summarized the cultural essence of their
nations and served as the primary unifying cultural force in the region. In reaction to
Liberal secularism, the embrace of Hispanidad was particularly pronounced among
Conservative intellectuals and politicians in Colombia from the late 1880s forward.
During the Spanish Civil War of the 1930s, the victors had fought under a banner of
Hispanidad and prescribed it as the antidote to the secular evils of modernity. Ardent
supporters of the Spanish movement were prominent in Colombia and throughout Latin
America, and their rhetoric further challenged the US assertions of hemispheric
identity.®

Individually and combined, variant forms of nationalism, anti-imperialism, Latin
Americanism, and Hispanidad grounded individuals’ rejection of Pan Americanism. Yet

to see Pan American identity simply as a fabricated and politically expedient construct

2 Eduardo Caballero Calderon, Latinoamérica: un mundo por hacer (Bogota: Editorial Minerva, 1944), p.
52.

% Bushnell, The Making of Modern Colombia, pp. 191-192; Palacios, Between Legitimacy and Violence,
pp. 102, 148; Bailey W. Diffie, “The Ideology of Hispanidad,” The Hispanic American Historical Review
23, no. 3 (August 1943), pp. 457-482; “Hispanidad v. Pan America,” Time, 26 April 1943, p. 34; Alfonso
Junco, “Carta de un catélico mejicano a un catélico norteamericano,” Revista Javeriana 15, no. 74 (May
1941), pp. 210-211; “Editorial: Los Enemigos de la Buena Vecinidad,” El Pueblo (Medellin), 2 March
1943, p. 4; Gabriel Henao Mejia, “El Debate de la Hispanidad,” Universidad Cat6lica Bolivariana 6, no.
19-20 (February-May 1941), p. 409-411.
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imposed from Washington is to oversimplify complex hemispheric identity politics. As
this study will demonstrate, there were many Latin Americans who embraced Pan
American identity. For them, nationalism, Latin Americanism, and Hispanidad did not
automatically conflict with broad and inclusive hemispheric identity. Differences would
always exist between the Americas, but efforts to understand difference and acknowledge
commonalities provided a strong basis for establishing shared identity.

Speaking to the secondary school students of Barranquilla on Pan American Day
in 1942, for example, industrialist and intellectual Ramon Emiliano Vélez offered pointed
criticism of past US foreign policy. Recounting that the Monroe Doctrine had promised
“solidarity and protection” to Latin America, he reminded the audience that military
imperialism had been the result. Given past abuses, he warned that Colombia and Latin
America needed to remain on guard against future US interventions. Yet, he
simultaneously signaled optimism about new trends in Latin American-US relations.
Vélez was most enthusiastic that educational and cultural exchange was at the center of
the new philosophy. Equating the new Pan Americanism with Bolivar’s ideal, he framed
it as worthy of celebration and encouraged students to participate in its construction.?®

The collaborative Colombian-US education and cultural programs examined in
this study demonstrate that many Colombians willingly engaged in constructing the new
Pan Americanism and did not reject Pan American identity. For some modernists, it was
a pragmatic decision. Pan Americanism presented the option of symbolically linking their
less developed nation with the modern and powerful US. Hopeful that the benefits of
modernity would flow with cooperation and cautiously optimistic about the US

commitment to “mutual understanding,” these modernizers saw concrete benefits to the

26 Ramoén Emiliano Veléz, “El Dia de Las Américas,” Mejoras 7, no. 68 (April1942), pp. 14-16.
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new Pan Americanism. At the same time, the embrace of broad American identity
allowed Colombians to differentiate their nation and national culture from its elite
European roots. As warfare gripped Europe, advocates of Pan Americanism continually
drew a contrast between the new, democratic and peaceful America and the violent,
traditional, and old mother continent.

The National Education System in Colombia

Church Authority, European Influence, and Elite Exclusivity

Until the mid-twentieth century, education in Colombia was largely in the hands
of the Catholic Church and structured around a tiny, elite fraction of the national
population. Battles over secularization were a major political theme through the
nineteenth-century and pitted Liberals against a Conservative-Church alliance. When
Liberals periodically held control of their government in the decades after independence,
their efforts at educational reform were often limited to the opening of philosophically
Liberal secondary schools to provide elite families with a secular educational option for
their sons. More radical secularization efforts were initiated with Liberal reforms in the
1870s when broader Church privileges and power came under heavier assault. At that
time, Liberal rhetoric decried the “ideological and economic” domination of church over
the nation. Yet then as earlier, Liberals didn’t have resources or the manpower at their
disposal to convert a Catholic education system to a secular one. Though they gained
support in their efforts toward secular education from artisans in urban centers and,
overall, increased enrollments slightly, they did not have the resources to push their

ideologies of reform in the rural areas.?’

2" Aline Helg, La educacion en Colombia: 1918-1957, una historia social, econémica y politica, trans.
Jorge Orlando Mel6 and Fernando Gémez (Bogota: Plaza & Janés, 2001), p. 17-33.
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For their efforts to expand and secularize education, Liberals would be branded
anti-clerical and earn the wrath of the Church. Like almost all Colombians, however,
most Liberals were Catholic. Though some anti-clericalism was evident among
individual party leaders and followers, demands for education reform and expansion were
not a Liberal assault on religious faith. Most Liberals accepted a role for the Church in
religious “indoctrination” of children, and few questioned the appropriateness of teaching
Catholic doctrine in the schools. Instead, they opposed Church influence over
pedagogy.?® Liberal support for secularization of education reflected beliefs in the
principles of republican governance rather than an attack on religion. They well
understood that the Church was a “common denominator” in a nation marred by repeated
outbreaks of civil warfare, and contrary to Church and Conservative rhetoric, they were
interested in reining in and not eliminating the nation’s “only institution capable of
bringing cohesion to the disjointed society.”29

During Conservative political rule from the 1880s through 1930, a period called
the Conservative Hegemony, a campaign was initiated to reverse what the Church
perceived as a strong current of secularization in Colombian society. Reversal started at
the top. Under a new constitution, Roman Catholicism was acknowledged as the religion
of the nation and was formerly recognized as an “essential element of the social order.”
To give meaning to constitutional phrases, a separately negotiated concordat between
Bogota and the Vatican was signed in 1887 to clarify the role of the Church in society.
Reacting to secularization in Europe with activist diplomacy, the Vatican secured from

Colombian Conservatives the concession that education in the nation would be

%8 palacios, Between Legitimacy and Violence, pp. 48-92.
% Helg, La educacion en Colombia, p. 27.
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“organized and directed” in accordance with Catholicism. To ensure that teaching would
be in “conformity with” Catholic doctrine, the concordat gave the national Church
hierachy control over textbook choices and right to officially denounce and pursue
expulsion of teachers.* Later, when the Conservative government took steps to increase
the number of schools, Church approval became a legal requirement for new primary and
secodary establishments.®" In effect, with the consent of ruling Conservatives, the Church
exercised constitutionally-sanctioned hegemony over the national education system
through the first third of the twentieth century.

At the turn of the nineteenth century in the midst of a brutal civil war, Colombia’s
illiteracy rate stood at 66%.%? As the war ended, Conservatives working within the
parameters of the concordat took steps to expand and improved educational programming
as a means of modernizing and unifying the nation. They created a Ministry of Public
Instruction to lead the necessary reforms, and by the early 1920s, the ministry was
exerting greater control over secondary education. Schools licensed to grant the
bachillerato certificate, a diploma required for university study, had to conform to a
standardized national curriculum established by the government and approved by the
Church.

Through the 1920s, Conservative campaigns to expand education barely achieved
modest gains. When Liberals assumed control of the government in the early 1930s,

ending nearly fifty years of Conservative rule, only 30% of Colombian children of

%0 «Concordato entre la Santa Sede y la Republica de Colombia, 31 diciembre de 1887, reprinted in
Conferencias Episcoplaes de Colombia, Tomo | (Bogota: Editorial de Catolicismo, 1956).

%! Ministerio de Educacién Nacional, Disposiciones vigentes sobre instruccion puablica de 1927 a 1933
(Bogoté: Imprenta Nacional, 1933), pp. 221-225; Ministerio de Educacion Nacional, Instruccion publica:
disposiciones vigentes (Bogota: Imprenta Nacional, 1927), pp. 133-137.

%2 Rosemary Thorp, Progress, Poverty and Expulsion: An Economic History of Latin America in the 20"
Century (Baltimore: Inter-American Development Bank, 1998), appendix.
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appropriate age were enrolled in a primary school.®® The majority of those enrolled
attended for only for a year or two and never completed the program. Just 12% of those
enrolled in rural primary schools reached the final or third year. In urban schools, which
had a six year program, less than 2% of enrollees reached that final year. Enrollment
figures at the secondary level were even more sobering. Of the total who attended
primary school, less than 7% completed the program and moved onto the secondary
level.>* llliteracy rates in Colombia directly reflected the limited reach of education, and
as new school reform efforts were debated in the 1930s, approximately six in ten
Colombians over ten years of age could still neither read nor write. Even with this high
illiteracy rate Colombia was better off than some of its regional neighbors, yet for elites
who judged national progress against European standards, the limits of literacy were
increasingly seen as an obstacle to modernity.*®

In the first three decades of the twentieth century, responsibility for primary
education rested not with the national government but with the departments. Males and
females, who were educated separately, had approximately equal representation in
primary school populations though female enrollment was higher in rural areas and lower
in urban centers. Secondary-level schools or colegios were the responsibility of the
national government, but only 25% of the colegios in Colombia were government-run
schools and many that carried the official designation were administered privately. In
granting educational authority to the Church, Conservatives had relied upon it to build

and run secondary-level colegios. Unlike primary schools, Colombian colegios served

% Helg, La educacion en Colombia, p. 70.

* Helg, La educacion en Colombia, p. 49.

% «Distribucion de los habitantes, por secciones del pais, segun la instruccion,” Cuadro 51, Censo General
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elite and upper-class families. Levels of enrollment were slightly higher for males than
females, though higher percentages of females were educated in private schools and
males significantly outnumbered females in government or official schools. In colegios,
males received a classical education based on European models and university
preparation was the primary goal. By decree, the government established a standard
national curriculum, but until the 1920s colegios had complete freedom to establish
course priorities. Coursework included: Spanish, Latin, French, and, to a lesser extent,
English; rhetoric, philosophy, and Catholic religion; mathematics and physics; geography
and history.* In contrast, females at the colegio level received a moral and religious
education infused with class and gender-appropriate training for household
responsibilities.*’

In the first third of the twentieth century, colegios could be divided into four
categories. First, Catholic schools, run by the national Church or Catholic religious
orders, represented more than 50% of all colegios. They catered to a slightly higher
percentage of girls than boys, and many were founded and staffed by members of
religious congregations of European, and especially French, origin. Owing to the
dominance of French friars and nuns in these schools, they offered an education that was
“classic and literary” but in many cases culturally French.®® The second most popular
type of colegio was a lay [laico] institution run by Colombians, some of whom had left
religious life. Such schools were Catholic in orientation and were most frequently found

in urban centers where Church colegios could not meet enrollment demands. These lay

% Helg, La educacion en Colombia , pp. 70-74.
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institutions accounted for close to 40% of all colegios. Third, a small group of colegios
were founded by Liberals as an alternative to Catholic education. These schools often
stressed scientific over classical and religious education and were frequent targets of
poltical attacks by the Church hierarchy and their Conservative supporters. Lastly, a
small but growing number of colegios were founded and staffed by foreigners, mostly
German and British nationals, and modeled on their own national curricula. They usually
served local children of resident foreigners but also appealed to upper-class families who
wanted an alternative to the French and Catholic influence within Colombian schools.*

Strong transnational currents have historically circulated within Colombian
education, and colegios founded by foreigners contributed to such currents. However, it
is crucial to recognize that the greatest source of foreign influence on the nation’s
education system came from Europe via the Vatican. The Vatican’s veto power over
educational programming gave international Catholicism and its European cultural
traditions strong influence in the nation’s schools. More significantly, the concordat of
the late nineteenth century between the Vatican and ruling Conservatives effectively
opened Colombia’s classrooms to direct European influence in the form of teachers. The
document allowed European religious congregations, which were then being displaced
from classrooms of the Old World by the forces of secularization, to immigrate freely to
Colombia and establish new schools. Providing the Vatican with a solution for its
displaced congregations and offering Colombia a means to expand educational services,
the concordat facilitated the arrival of over forty religious communities by 1930. The

majority arrived from France, but German, Italian, and Spanish congregations arrived as

* Ibid., pp. 74-75.
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well.** Some of these congregations took up educational work in the national territories
where the central state lacked a presence. They established schools in indigenous
communities and among other marginalized populations on the periphery of the nation.
However, most of the new congregations remained in the urban centers of the Andean
interior, and following Colombian tradition, established colegios that served the upper
class. In Bogotéa in 1891, soon after the new influx of European religious had begun, 40%
of the friars and 20% of nuns in the city were foreigners, and most were members of
French orders. In urban areas outside the capital and particularly in less-cosmopolitan
regional capitals, European friars and nuns had an even more dominant presence in
schools. Through the 1920s, their presence increased.*!

Because so many elite Colombians were educated by foreigners, schools were
important sites of foreign/local encounters. In Colombian classrooms, students came into
close contact with European cultures and languages. With a preponderance of educators
from France, emphasis on the study of the French language, and high numbers of French-
Spanish bilingual schools, it is hardly surprising that so many wealthy Colombians
developed cultural affinity for France. Strong French influence was reflected in elite art,
fashion, and music. The works of French writers and philosophers filled the personal
libraries of upper-class families. Colombian writers printed their books in Paris. And

when they sent their sons to study in the universities of Europe, Colombians showed a

% Anuario de la Iglesia catélica en Colombia (Bogota: Editorial el Catolicismo, 1938), pp. 193-310; Helg,
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preference for France and French-speaking regions. Italian, British, Belgian, and German
educational influences, while less pronounced, also marked European influence on
Colombian culture.*?

Given the limited reach of Colombia’s education system and the strong European
cultural influence in elite colegios, it is clear that “educational institutions deepened the
cultural chasm between the elites and the masses.”* Elite constructions of
Colombianidad reflected shared experiences in national classrooms led by Europeans,
university study in European capitals, and travels to and from the Old Continent. In a
largely illiterate nation, elites held a monopoly on the projections of national identity via
books, newspapers, and magazines. And resulting in part from foreign-influenced
educations, such projections carried many references and symbols whose meanings were
lost on the Colombian majority.

At the level of pedagogy, a secular alternative to Colombia’s Catholic educational
model was offered by German educational theorists who had growing influence among
some Colombian educators. German philosophies framed education scientifically and
proffered systematic approaches to learning and teacher training. German graduate
programs in education and other disciplines were popular with Europeans and North
Americans by the late 1800s. Colombians, too, were interested in German educational

models, and reformers in both parties contracted German pedagogical missions in the
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1870s and in the 1920s. The forging of a unified German state from distinct regions in the
second half of the nineteenth century had impressed Colombian politicians whose own
nation suffered regional fragmentation. For Colombian observers, the German education
system offered a model for facilitating national cohesion among divided peoples.**
Germany offered a model of modernity that appealed to Colombian elites of the
younger generations. Its extensive public school system was directed by the state,
coordinated with national economic planning, and charged with fostering German
identity among the children of the nation. That the unified German state soon purchased a
third of Colombia’s major exports was also instrumental in shifting some elite attention
toward that European nation.*® Predictably, both of the German education missions to
Colombia became bogged down in the divisive partisanship and Church politics that
characterized education policy debates in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Yet German recommendations helped to define educational discourse as the nation
pursued modernity. Particularly important in the 1920s was the German mission’s strong
insistence that parental obligation for the education of children should be established in
the law. Of course, the nation did not have the infrastructure and the national elite then
lacked the will to educate all Colombian children, but this recommendation helped frame
debates over compulsory education that drove Liberal educational reforms in the 1930s.4°

The 1930s: Secularization, Modernization and Cultural Change

The return of the liberals in 1930 brought new energies to educational reform and

initiated the formal decline of Church hegemony over educational and cultural affairs.
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Reflecting growing bipartisan consensus that the existing educational infrastructure
would not support modernity, the elite privileged education as a vehicle for developing
and integrating the national economy, addressing social instability, and legitimizing
central-state authority. In a sharp departure from tradition, elites across party proved
willing to support a broad extension of educational services to historically less-favored
classes. Shared faith in the transformative power of education grounded this building
consensus, but serious disagreement remained over the best methods for achieving
reform.*’

Educational reform had to respond to the dynamics of urbanization. In Colombia,
as across the hemisphere, cities were on the rise and urban agendas were increasingly
driving national development. Over the course of the century, as the nation grew from
four to forty-two million people, urban populations increased from less than a fifth to
almost three quarters of the national total. As urbanization changed a predominantly rural
and agricultural country into a “nation of cities,” the combined impact of industrialization
and tremendous expansion of the urban service sector made Colombia less rural and its
economy less agricultural. Indeed, while agriculture dominated the Colombian economy
for the first half of century, it accounted for less than 20% of GDP at century’s end.*®
Efforts to reform education and expand educational services had to respond to the new
urban reality.

Alfonso Lépez Pumarejo, who was elected to the presidency in 1934, initiated the
Revolution on the March [La Revolucién en Marcha]. Often compared with the New

Deal, Lopez’s revolution radically shifted debates in national politics by emphasizing
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social and labor issues.*® Like the New Deal it was a moderate program that aimed for
economic and social stability and was decidedly not revolutionary. Lopez expanded
government management of the economy, courted the middle class, embraced organized
labor, and initiated a limited program of agrarian reform. Ending literacy requirements
for suffrage, he broadly opened the political process. Historiography concludes that the
immediate achievements of the Revolution on the March were modest at best, yet the
long-term impact of the Lopez reforms was far from marginal. Reflecting building bi-
partisan consensus for addressing obstacles to modernity, La Revolucion en Marcha
made the nation “truly face up for the first time to its social question.”*® In doing so, it
broke with governing traditions and forever altered Colombian politics.

In educational affairs, Lopez sharply turned up the heat in the century-old
secularization debate. When he identified the Church as the primary obstacle to
educational reform and modernization, hope for bipartisanship in education policy hit a
wall. Lopez concentrated on asserting state control over education and launched a direct
assault on the hegemony of the Church. With a constitutional amendment in 1936, he
eliminated the requirement that education be “organized and directed” in line with
Catholic teaching. At the same time, primary education was made free and obligatory
although no provisions were made for funding the expansions required to meet the new

obligation. The Church and most Conservatives adamantly, yet unsuccessfully, fought
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these constitutional changes. Opposing obligatory education, the Church asserted that the
decision to educate a child rested with the head of the family, the father. It also mounted
strong resistance to a ruling that permitted admission of students who were illegitimate
by birth to primary, secondary, and professional schools. Denial of admission based on
other social, racial, or religious distinctions was also prohibited. Beyond the reduction in
Church control and establishment of state supremacy in educational affairs, the Lopez
education reform policies had multiple other objectives: implementing sound economic
policies to allow for proper budgeting for education and social programs; improving
quality of life for the nation’s impoverished, rural majority through literacy and
schooling; establishing adult education programs; nationalizing the system of teacher
training; beginning a nationwide school construction program; funding school cafeterias
to provide meals for poor students; and reforming the National University and building a
centralized campus. Most controversial was the effort to establish and enforce state
inspections of private schools because it brought secular authority into Catholic
classrooms.*

Loss of its constitutional privilege in the 1930s weakened Church authority, but it
remained a powerful force in education. Still educating the majority of Colombian
secondary students, it used the power of the pulpit to denounce Liberal education
reforms. Condemnations of parents who sent their children to secular schools were
frequent and threats of excommunication were not uncommon.>® As “the longstanding

competition between Liberals and the church to train new members of the cultural and
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power elite” continued under new political conditions, new Catholic universities were
opened in urban centers to increase Church influence and counter Liberalism in the
public universities.>® At the same time, the middle class became the new target group of
both Liberals and the Church in their battle to define and direct modernity. This growing
class had much to gain if Liberal reforms could be fully implemented. Historically, post-
primary schooling options had been limited as the Church, Conservatives, and Liberals
themselves privileged the educational demands of the elite. Educational options were also
changing for women as a discourse of gender and modernity developed and informed
reform efforts at the primary and secondary levels. Sex segregation remained virtually
absolute in secondary schools, but opposition to curricula based on traditional gender-
roles grew louder. And the gendered structures of education were radically altered when
Lopez opened Colombian universities to women for the first time in 1935.

For all its grand plans to transform society through education reform, very little
change in levels of schooling occurred during Lopez’s first term. At the end of the 1930s,
only slight increases in enrollments had been achieved and two-thirds of Colombian

children still did not attend school.**

Yet, the supremacy of the central state had been
asserted and the Church had been constitutionally stripped of its official role in education.
Colombia “was beginning to adapt to modern currents,” and while Vatican and Catholic
European influences on the system remained strong, they faced increasing competition
from alternative local, regional, and transnational educational and cultural outlets.*

Importantly, the Lépez administration paired education reforms with a campaign

to promote Colombian culture and national identity. In the eyes of Liberal leaders, it was
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essential to get the Colombian people, who were scattered across geographically
disjointed and culturally distinct regions, to think as a nation. Historically, they were
more likely to identify with region than nation, and the lack of national consciousness
made it difficult to build broad popular support for a reform agenda. Traditionally
Colombianidad had been constructed and projected from within elite Andean and literate
culture, and it was far from representative of the lived experience of most in the nation.
As a building block for national unity, its value was minimal. The weakness of the central
state, bitter partisan politics and the nation’s long history of civil warfare had also worked
against the development of Colombianidad as a unifying force. So, too, had lack of
schools which could have taught national history and geography or introduced national
symbols to young and impressionable generations. Thus, in order to develop national
consciousness, Liberals began to construct and project more inclusive frames of
Colombianidad. Educational expansion facilitated this process, but cultural programming
was not limited to classrooms. On public plazas in rural villages and urban barrios,
government programs presented music, dance and theatrical performances that celebrated
the nation.*®

Implementing its educational and cultural projects, Liberals engaged the new
technologies of communication. Emerging mass media offered the government powerful
new tools for promoting its modernization projects and for legitimizing its authority.
Radio and film were especially important to educational reforms, and both were used
extensively in non-traditional programming to bring services to individuals and

communities outside the reach of formal educational infrastructure. These technologies
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proved especially useful in rural zones. Though urbanization was rapidly changing
rural/urban demographics, 71% of Colombians still lived in rural areas through the
1930s.>” That a sizeable education gap differentiated the countryside from the more
educated cities was evidenced by a 30% differential in literacy rates between zones.”® In
their quest for modernity, Liberals developed rural progams to reach both children and
adults; they prioritized programs to improve literacy rates and foster national culture in
those zones. Lacking the infrastructure and resources to establish schools on a wide scale,
they employed mass media. Radio programming, educational film, and new literacy
materials arrived in rural areas via radio receivers and traveling schools [escolares
ambulantes] operated out of trucks. Government presentations of folkloric dancers,
musical groups, and film celebrating national culture were also important in rural
educational outreach.*

Significantly, while government harnessed new mass media channels for its
modernization projects, the same technology was increasingly available to others for
disseminating alternative cultural, political and commercial ideas and images. Aided by
rising literacy rates, new professional groups, education communities, labor unions and
non-elite political organizations were gaining influence within Colombian society by
using mass media channels to participate in national discourse. In this process, the elites
in and out of government and the national Catholic Church lost their traditional power to
filter and authenticate Colombianidad. Proliferating mass media channels allowed non-

elite voices to project their own cultures and challenge both the traditional elite and the
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newly emerging Liberal frames of Colombianidad. As Marco Palacios explains, within
the Andean core and on the national periphery “new cultural meanings emerged, new
beliefs and even ways of expressing feelings, which broke the prevailing Catholic
rigidity.” Rapidly, the “hegemony of the elitist culture of letters, both religious and
secular, went up in smoke.”® Simultaneously, the national government was forced, like
never before, to respond to the political demands of non-elites in marginalized regions.
Greater competition for national resources ensued as the political process contended with
mobilizations of electorates and interest groups that were facilitated by mass media. In
the commercial sphere, the marketing of goods and services via new media channels also
began to have an impact; changing patterns of consumptions fostered new consumer
cultures and further altered traditions.

Searching for Models and Resources

Viewed from the field of education, Colombia experienced an explosion in
educational programming and infrastructure from mid-century forward. As the national
education system was reformed and expanded by successive administrations from both
parties, participation in primary and secondary schooling increased significantly and
illiteracy rates dropped exponentially. VVocational and business programs provided new
training and employment possibilities for workers. New post-secondary options --more
universities, new academic disciplines within universities, and flexible short-term
professionalization and technical courses-- gave students and their families more career

choices. Many remained outside the practical reach of education and educational reforms,
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but many others were able to take advantage of the new educational offerings. This was
particularly true for the small but growing urban middle and professional classes.

While government reform efforts initiated by Lopez in the 1930s were
fundamental to the subsequent growth in Colombia’s national education system, it is a
mistake to see only official state efforts behind such growth. Rather, both public and
private initiatives drove reform and expansion. Visions of modernity and educational
reform were not the exclusive province of elites and the national government they
controlled. Among others, the rising middle classes, new urban economic sectors, and
emerging professional groups formulated their own visions of modernity. Assessing their
own educational needs and searching for resources to address them, they placed demands
on existing educational infrastructure, on their national and regional governments, and on
the private sector. And following pattern that was well established in Colombia
education, they also looked abroad for the resources and models that could meet their
needs.

As alternatives to elite visions of modernity circulated widely at the start of the
1940s, Colombians across class began to engage with US educational and cultural models
and resources. Such engagement had traditionally been muted by elite preferences for
European culture, but the new focus on modernity had laid bare the deficiencies of
Colombia’s European-Catholic education system. As hemispheric collaboration
accelerated in the build up to world war, education became an important theme in
Colombian-US relations not only because FDR and his administration placed it at the
center of their Pan American initiatives but because reform of education was a priority

for Colombians across class and region.
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The US Education System: Expansion and Change before Mid-Century

In the turn-of-the century US, the national education systems was extensive at the
primary level but had less depth at the secondary level and beyond. Study at the
university level was largely restricted to the upper classes. Driven in part by the social
reforms promoted by the Progressive Movement in the first decades of the century,
secondary and vocational education programming began an expansion that would rapidly
bring post-primary options to communities throughout the country. As secondary
education enrollments increased, university and college programs grew dramatically.
With new departments, programs, and institutions, the US university system began to
attract more US students to graduate study. A decline in the number of US citizens
pursuing graduate studies in Europe (especially Germany) resulted from the greater
availability of programs at home. Latin Americans, too, began to respond to increased
graduate and undergraduate programs in the US. Some of the new movement of students
from Latin America to the US resulted from PAU exchange activities and growing
economic relations between the two Americas.®! Yet, a substantial boom in Latin
American enrollments in US universities did not occur until Washington established
cultural diplomacy in the region.

Significantly, growth in US education in the first half of the twentieth century also
coincided with the emergence of new educational theories promoted by John Dewey.
Dewey led a movement against traditional education and its emphasis on rote learning.
Encouraging a progressive and child-centered approach to education, he argued that
school curriculum and classroom practice should be relevant to the lives of the children.

Education had to respond to the times. It had to recognize the modernity of the present.
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Dewey proposed professionalization of teaching and the adaptation of educational
services to urban and rural realities.®? Importantly, by the second decade of the twentieth
century, Latin American educators and policymakers were increasingly aware of John
Dewey and US educational philosophy and models.

Over the decades covered by this study, US educational philosophy and models
developed as important influences on Colombian education. The US system differed
greatly from its Colombian counterpart, but in the midst of the global economic crisis of
the 1930s reformers in both countries were similarly concerned with engaging the
transformative power of education to modernize and unify their nations, foster social
stability, address the challenges of urbanization and rural life, and promote economic
growth. As both national governments claimed greater roles in the education of their
citizenry, dynamics of regionalism and race were also critical themes. Examining the
transnational educational communities that formed around US-sponsored education
programs in Colombia, this study reveals the complex cultural encounters that unfolded
as Colombian and US educational systems and reform efforts converged in local
communities. To contextualize this convergence, overviews of US education in the first
half of the twentieth century and contemporary educational activism by the federal
government conclude the present chapter.

The High School Movement

While Washington has always taken interest in the schooling of its citizens, the
responsibility for education rests with the states because the US Constitution denies the

federal government a directing role. As such, states have historically maintained
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independent school systems for the benefit of their citizens. Still, even though it was
prohibited from establishing a national educational system, the federal government had
nonetheless always been involved in some areas of education. It played an influential role
in the founding of most state educational systems; as the nation expanded to the West,
territorial governments’ plans for education were important considerations in applications
to Congress for statehood. It also had a historical role in running schools in federal
territories that were outside the jurisdiction of any state. For example, it established,
funded and maintained a school system (based on a Southern US race-segregated model)
in the Panama Canal Zone. And the fact that the schools of the District of Columbia were
under federal control made the US government responsible for a larger school system
than many states. Additionally, by the early twentieth century, the federal government
had begun to assert greater influence over the educational affairs of the nation through
grants tied to specific federal education projects or objectives. Such was the case when
aid to state-based vocational education programs was initiated in 1917.

The US system of free public education had historic roots in New England of the
seventeenth century, but the concept of the free public education (at the elementary or
primary level) was only gradually enshrined as a tenet of US democracy. Strong public
interest in “Americanizing” the millions of immigrants who arrived in the US during the
nineteenth century played an important role. Free public schooling ensured faster cultural
assimilation of immigrant children than would have otherwise been possible and offered
a path to national unity. By the early twentieth century, each state provided elementary

schools for the education of their citizens and required attendance of all children.
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Secondary schooling, by comparison, did not become part of mainstream public
education until later.®*

At the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, just 18% of age-
appropriate students attended secondary schools in the US, and only about half of the
attendees earned a graduation diploma. Low enrollment and participation rates, however,
rapidly increased as the “High School Movement” emerged.® Local advocates of
secondary education reform and expansion throughout the US led this movement which
succeeded in raising aggregate enrollment in public and private high schools to 73% by
1940. Graduation rates increased from 9% to 51% in the same period. As Claudia Golden
explains, this “rate of increase was nothing short of spectacular and the levels attained
were unequaled by any country until much later in the century.”® By comparison, in
Europe, contemporary efforts to expand secondary education and graduation rates were
less successful before mid-century. Increases came at a significantly slower pace than in
the US. While the US adapted high schools to the needs of non-college bound students,

most European secondary systems were slower to do so. They continued to privilege
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university preparation.®” This difference helps to explain the increasing attractiveness of
the US models and philosophies to Latin American educators and reformers.

Reflecting the reality of local control over schooling, the High School Movement
was driven by grassroots efforts in 125,000 autonomous districts around the country. The
movement empowered local communities to craft their own visions of modernity and
negotiate social balances with the forces of urbanization, industrialization, and
technological change. And while many state governments and professional organizations,
like the National Education Association, encouraged this movement, the federal
government had “practically no part in the story of expansion.”68

Before its remarkable growth spurt, the primary function of US secondary schools
was preparation for college. As such, and as was the case in Colombia, secondary
schooling was largely the privilege of the elite. But the High School Movement extended
post-primary educational resources to the working and lower classes and “transformed
secondary schools from preparatory institutions to schools that awarded terminal degrees
to the vast majority.”® Whereas approximately half of all high school graduates went to
college in 1910, by 1933 only 25% of graduates did so. High schools continued to offer
college-preparatory programs for the increasing aggregate numbers of college bound
students, but they also introduced new options for students interested in a terminal
diploma. The classical or the Latin-scientific scientific curriculum had been the standard

college-preparatory program throughout the nation before this change. In addition to

English, math, history, and science, it emphasized the study of classical Latin and Greek
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and modern French and German. As more and more non-college-bound students entered
high schools, the “English curriculum” emerged as the most popular alternative. Study of
Greek language and classics was eliminated and Latin was reduced to an optional
language choice. French became the most studied foreign language, and as German
decreased in popularity during and after World War I, Spanish garnered more interest.”
The introduction of vocational, technical, and business courses as electives or complete
high school programs evidenced the ability of locally-based educational systems to adapt
to community needs.”* Of course, as segregation in schools of the US South
demonstrates, such a decentralized system also allowed community prejudices to be
structured into the system.

High graduation rates fell just before World War Il and continued their decline
during the war. That so many teenage boys went to war and some teenage girls went to
work in war industries explains this decline. After the war, graduation rates recovered
and continued to rise. The Gl Bill, which paid for the college educations of many
returning soldiers and is credited with spurring the mid-century boom in post-secondary
education, also provided returnees with financial assistance for the completion of high
school. From a regional perspective, the Southern states that maintained segregated
schools for whites and blacks were slower to join the expansion of secondary education;
there, graduation rates for both races were far behind the rising national averages.”* With
regard to gender divisions, the trend in US public high schools was toward coeducation,
but private schools, and especially Catholic ones, were more likely to maintain gender-

segregation in their classrooms. Overall, female graduation rates before and during the
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High School Movement were higher than male rates in every region. As a practical
matter, a high school diploma allowed girls to qualify for more modern, respectable, and
comfortable office jobs and by-pass less desirable factory labor.”

Federal Government Activism in Education

The global economic crisis of the 1930s shifted the traditional federal-state
relationship within education. Because education was most often funded locally through
property taxes, the “fortunes of education” began to “rise and fall with the ability and
willingness of real estate owners to pay taxes.”’* As the Depression introduced economic
crisis to communities around the country, the educational growth of the previous three
decades was threatened, and school closures at all levels were common. Defining the
Depression as a national crisis, FDR initiated new educational activism to address the
developing problems. Under New Deal liberalism the federal-state relationship with
regard to education began to shift. As FDR’s Advisory Committee on Education would
later point out, “for the first time, there was implied recognition of a Federal obligation to
maintain at least a low minimum of educational opportunities throughout the Nation, and
thus to relieve the strain of the acute local financial distress.””> Importantly, as the federal
government became more directly engaged with education in the states and asserted new
authority in the field, it would also begin to actively project US educational philosophies
and resources abroad.

Calls for increased federal aid to education were not new in the 1930s. Indeed,

formal advisory committees appointed by Presidents Warren Harding and Herbert
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Hoover made such recommendations in the 1920s, but they were ineffective in making
the case to Congress.”® In 1936, FDR appointed his own advisory committee to
specifically review federally funded vocational programs. A year later, when there were
various education reforms bills before Congress, Roosevelt asked his committee to
expand their scope and consider the broad relationship between federal and state
governments in educational matters.”” The president’s request had the important impact
of slowing a variety of educational finance bills, which were at the time moving through
Congress. Until the findings of FDR’s Advisory Committee on Education were reported,
legislators agreed to extend deference to the president.

Each of the several bills that were then moving through Congress would have
altered the federal-state relationship with regard to education. Testimony at congressional
hearings for the bills, by professional educators and advocates of increased federal aid,
reveals a high level of concern for the preservation of state control over education. Yet
the basic notion that “a citizen of one of the sovereign States is none-the-less a citizen of
the Nation” underscored testimony.’® Overall, hearings emphasized the difficulties
brought on by the Depression, the inequality of education from state to state and,
particularly, the injustice of low quality Negro education.

When the Advisory Committee on Education released its report in 1938 it naively
asserted that “the American people are committed to the principle that all of the children
of this country, regardless of economic status, race, or place of residence, are entitled to

an equitable opportunity to obtain a suitable education, so far as it can be provided in the

"® George F. Zook, testimony, Senate Subcommittee on Education and Labor, Hearings on Senate Bill

$1305, 76™ Cong., 1% sess., 2 March 1939, p. 83.

" Lloyd E. Blauch and William L lverson, Education of Children on Federal Reservations: Staff Study
Numberl7 (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1938), p. iii.

"8 Howard A. Dawson, testimony, Senate Committee on Education and Labor, Hearing on Senate Bill

5419, 75" Cong., 1% sess., 9 February 1937, p. 17.
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public schools.”” In forwarding a program of expansive federal aid and federal
participation in the education of its citizens, the committee recognized the need to
maintain the delicate constitutional balance between the states and the federal
government. Popular fear of “centralized schools” was a concern committee members
openly acknowledged, yet they demanded more active leadership from Washington.®
Calling for excellent schools with provisions for vocational training, strong
teaching staffs, modern and safe facilities, plentiful instructional materials, and part-time
adult education programs, the report made the case for a huge federal expenditure of
$855,500,000 over six years. Funds would be distributed as grants for a variety of
programs; local schools would receive support through grants to their states; funds for
teacher training and school district reorganizations would be made available; vocational
education grants to schools would continue; adult education programs (3.6 million
American adults had not finish elementary school and 3 million more were illiterate)
would be created; a library service for rural communities would be initiated; and
educational research grants would be offered to institutions of higher learning through the
Office of Education.®* Clearly, the program was ambitious. And the enormous expense
concerned one member of the committee, who could not recommend “the expenditure of
a large sum of money for education when the greatest present need of the majority of the
supposed beneficiaries is bread.” He favored a more modest program.82

While the committee found that local, Depression era funding problems had

begun to wane by the second half of the decade, the majority saw no reason to abandon

™ Advisory Committee on Education, The Report of the Committee: February 1938, p. 4.
80 H
Ibid., p. 49.
8 Advisory Committee on Education, The Federal Government and Education (Washington: United States
Government Printing Office, 1938), pp. 18-27.
8 Advisory Committee on Education, The Report of the Committee: February 1938, p. 222.
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the drive for greater federal involvement in education. Indeed, as the economic forecast
for the country improved, the committee encouraged federal leadership to seize the
opportunity to correct the problems of inequality that plagued American education. “In
most cases the worst injuries of the depression have been repaired, and there is general
disposition to build anew a sounder foundation.”®® Of particular concern to the committee
was the education of black Americans:

All the statistics for length of school term, average attendance, educational

qualifications of teachers, type of school buildings, and other factors indicate that

a wasteful neglect is characteristic of the treatment of Negro school children in

most of the areas where they are required to attend separate schools.®*
While conscious that the issue of race had serious potential to sidetrack any legislation
resulting from their report, the committee insisted that distribution of aid to states with
separate Negro schools undergo greater scrutiny than would be required in non-
segregationist states. Grants to segregationist states, they argued, “should be conditioned
upon an equitable distribution of Federal funds between facilities for the two races.”®®
The committee was specifically concerned that states would reduce expenditures on
Negro schools in portion to the amount such schools were funded by the federal
government.

Calls for greater federal involvement in national education programs increased
just as the government was developing Pan American programming around educational
collaboration. With education emerging as an important focus for both domestic and

foreign policy, Washington developed new connections to educational communities at

home and abroad and began to exert greater influence over them. Significantly,

& Ibid., p. 7.
 Ibid., p. 11.
% |bid., p. 43.
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acknowledgement of a federal obligation toward US children living abroad grew out of
the legislative debates initiated by the presidential advisory committee. Of particular
importance was the recognition by the federal government of an obligation to educate US
children living on “federal reservations.” New Deal employment and modernization
projects had moved large numbers of workers and their families onto federal lands across
the country. In 1937, an estimated 20,000 students were living on more than 300
federally controlled “reservations” from dam sites to lighthouses to army posts to national
parks and forests. Local school districts within the states were expected to educate the
workers’ children, but without the benefit of property tax contributions many of these
districts experienced financial emergencies. While FDR authorized provisions for schools
on certain large projects (the Tennessee Valley Authority projects, for example), his
administration grossly overlooked the education of children on most federal lands. As the
National Education Association pointed out: “for some, Congress makes excellent
provisions; for some, the use of Federal funds is authorized; while for others, absolutely
no provision is made by the Federal Government.”®®

The problems of educating US children abroad were, for the first time, officially
detailed and addressed by the 1938 report. As part of the discussion of education on
federal reservations, the committee recommended funding for schools that served US
children at “foreign stations” (diplomatic and consular missions abroad).®” Angry parents

at both foreign stations and federal reservations claimed “that the Federal government

was avoiding an obligation that it should assume,” and recommended that Congress

% Howard A. Dawson, Memorandum on Educational Facilities for Children on Federal Government
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“establish a permanent policy by which all children of Federal employees on Federal
Reservations or at foreign stations will be assured the right to an education.”®

Children living at foreign stations (excluding for those living in the Panama Canal
Zone and at major military posts where school systems had already been established by
Congress) were estimated to make up about 10% of the total number of children living on
federal reservations. And while they were in number less significant than the children
living on fede