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ABSTRACT 

This travail dirigé (TD) is the result of three years (2015-2018) of interdisciplinary 

research on the current construction of the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory 

or lvfuseo de Memoria Histôrica de Colombia (MMH), in Bogotâ, the country's capital. 

This research focuses on the challenges confronted hy the museum professionals 

( curators, museographers, architects) responsihle for implementing the institution' s 

mandate, sanctioned through a national law, into the design of a national memorial and 

human rights museum. Specifically, this TD analyses the complexities involved in the 

conception process of the MMH's general framework, as well as the curation of its first 

official exhibition, Voèes para transformar a Colombia, or Voices for Colombia ·s 

transformation. 

RÉSUMÉ 

Ce travail dirigé est le résultat de trois années de recherche interdisciplinaire (2015-

2018) sur la construction actuelle du Musée colombien de la mémoire historique 

(MMH) ou Afuseo de Afemoria Historica de Colombia à Bogota, capitale du pays. Cette 

recherche porte sur les défis auxquels sont confrontés les professionnels du Musée 

( conservateurs, muséographes, architectes) responsables de traduire le mandat de 

l'institution, sanctionné par une loi nationale, dans la création d'un musée national de 

mémoire et des droits de la personne. Plus précisément, ce travail dirigé analyse les 

complexités qui opèrent dans le processus de conception du cadre général du MMH, 

ainsi que les enjeux des pratiques commissariales lors de la réalisation de sa première 

exposition officielle intitulée Voces para tran~formar a Colombia (Des voix pour la 

transfom1ation de la Colombie) 



INTRODUCTION 

This travail dirigé (TD) is the result of three years (2015-2018) of interdisciplinary 

research on the current construction of the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory 

(MMH), or .A1useo de Afemoria Historica de Colombia in Bogota, the country' s capital. 

This research focuses on the challenges confronted by the museum professionals 

(curators, museographers, architects) responsible for implementing the institution's 

mandate, sanctioned through a national law, into the design of a national memorial and 

human rights museum. Specifically, this TD analyses the complexities involved in the 

conception process of the MMH's general framework, as well as the curation of its first 

official exhibition, Voces para tran._~formar a Co/ombia, or Voices for Colombia 's 

transformation. 

The MMH team had the challenging mandate of working within the reality of 

the Colombian war: a prolonged and ongoing internai armed conflict that started in the 

1960s with the emergence of left-wing guerrillas and was exacerbated by the rise of 

right-wing paramilitary groups during the l 990s. 1 The Colombian conflict is 

undergoing a new stage of resolution. 2 Its main contemporary participants have either 

signed peace accords -such as the F ARC-EP guerrilla-, agreed to demobilize -as 

in the case of the AUC paramilitary groups-, or engaged in negotiation talks -as 

have the ELN guerrilla. Consequently, the Colombian State has implemented measures 

1 According to the Geneva Conventions of 1949. and the International Committee of the Red Cross, an 
"internai armed conflict" is an armed confrontation between a sovereign State and one or more non-
governmental armed groups, occurring in the territory of the concemed State [International Committee 
of the Red Cross, 1949; International Committee ofthe Red Cross (ICRC), 2008]. The te1m "civil war" 
or "civil conflict" is also frequently used to refer to the Colombian situation, however, these imply the 
absence of a Jegitimate and identifiable central power, which is not the case of the Colombian political 
situation, along with the active involvement -support and participation- of the civil population in the 
confrontation, something that remains open to interpretation in the case of Colombia (Pizarro 
Leong6mez, 2015). 
2 During the 1980s, a peace deal was reached between the Govemment and the M-19 ( ;\,/ovimiento 19 
de Abri!). ln 1991, other guerrilla groups such as the EPL (Ejército Popular de Liberaciôn), the 
indigenist group Quintin Lame, and the PRT (Partido Revolucionario de los Trabjadores) agreed to lay 
down their arms. 
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oftransitionaljustice which indicate the beginning ofa social and political path towards 

peacebuilding. Therefore, the MMH museum professionals must design and build a 

national memoriafinstitution in the contentious context of the country's transition into 

peace. 3 

Although the inauguration of the Colombian Museum ofHistorical Memory is 

scheduled for 2020, its curatorial depaitment worked on a first official travelli_ng 

exhibition, displayed off-site at the Feria International del Lihro de Bogotti (Fi/Bo) in 

April 2018. Fi/Bois Bogota's intemational book fair, and one of the most important 

cultural events of the country.4 According to Cristina Lieras, MMH's chief curator, 

fo1lowing Fi/Bo's installation, the exhibition Voces para tran.formar a Colombia will 

be displayed in other Colombian cities (Medellin, Cali, Riohacha, and Bucaramanga, 

among others). Through this project, the MMH seeks to present, before ditlèrent 

audiences and Colombian society in general, the first draft for a permanent exhibition, 

thereby putting the Museum's conceptual approach to the test.5 

MMH' s construction is the responsibility of the Centra Nacional de lvfemoria 

Histôrièa, or Colombia's National Center for Historical Memory (CNMH). According 

to Colombia's National Law no. 1448 of 2011, commonly referred to as the •Victims' 

Law,' Colombia's Museum of Historical Memory has the mandate of "strengthening 

the collective memory' of the political violence that took place during the country's 

long armed conflict. The Law equally considers the Museum to be a measure of 

symbolic reparation for the victims6, and a mechanism for the Colombian State to 

3 See Appendix C which presents a general timeline including contemporary Colombian political 
milestones and events related to the conflict's recent history; events related to Colombia 's historical 
memory institutions: and the NlMH milestones. 
4 The event welcomes approximately 500,000 visitors every year. 
5 Here, the term permanent exhibition refers to a display representative of the MMH's mission, designed 
to occupy the main gal1eries of the Museum for an indeterminate period. 
6 Symbolic reparation is defined by the Law as any service provided in favour of the victims or the 
community in general in order to ensure the preservation of the historical memory, the non-repetition 
and public acceptance of the victimizing events, the request for public forgiveness and the restoration of 
the dignity of the victims. 
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honour its deber de memoria (duty to remember).7 Accordingly, the timeline of this 

research paper extends over the MMH' s process of conception and development, from · 

the Museum's legal c01iception, in 20 l l, to the display of the exhibition Voces para 

transformar a Colombia in Spring 2018. 

The results presented in this paper reflect not only corhprehens_ive documentary 

research but also extensive fieldwork in Colombia. During the spring of 2017, I had 

the privilege of joining the MMff s museology team at its headquarters in Bogota, 

while conducting participant observation of the team' s work. This experience allowed 

me to increase my understanding of the Museum's creation process and gain insight 

into the form, content and curatorial methodologies of this evolving institution. I 

conducted more than 40 l10urs of patticipant observation, attending team meetings of 

the MMH's museology depattment and various Museum events. Furthermore, I ; 

indivïdually interviewed seven of the professionals involved in the project. 8 ln April 

2018, I completed a second period of fieldwork in Bogota, at Fi/Bo 2018, which 

allowed me to experience first hand the installation of Voces para transfor_mar a 

Colomhia, thereby enriching my understandi11g and appreciation of the overall project. 

Through this case study, one of the first academic and museological studies of .. 

the MMH, I seek to participate in the analysis of the· growing institutionalization of 

memorial practices.in Colombia and to contribute to a broader, intercultural dialogue 

on the curation of mass violence and the potential effects of these practices on society. 

In this introductory chapter, I will be presenting the main elements of this case 

study. First, I will briefly introduce the history and evolution of the Colombian conflict, 

in order to d~fine the research problern and introduce the central questions that guided 

my investigation. Second, l will describe the research methodology. Third, I will trace 

the conceptual framework of the project by reviewing scholarship on memorial 

7 Articles 141 and 143 of Colombia' s National Law no. 1448 of 2011. 
8 Martha Nubia Bello, MMH. director (2015-20 I 7); Cristina Lieras, Chief curator; Lorena Luengas, 
curator; Luis Carlos Manjarrés, curator; Sofia Gonzalez, curator; Catalina Orozco, Coordinator of 
Pedagogical Actions, Departmeni of Cultural Programming; Camila Medina, Head of CNMH's 
Directo~ate for the Construction of Historical Memory; and Luis Carlos Sanchez, MMH director (2017). 
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museums, the politics of memory, and the curation of difficult knowledge. Finally, 

drawing on the former elements, I will introduce the structure of this Travail dirigé. 

A brief introduction to the Colombian conflict ( 1960s - ) 

Colombia's internai arn1ed conflict is a long-term confrontation that involves at least 

three main parties -State forces, left-wing guerrillas and right-wing paramilitary, or. 

pro-government militias-, with. the participation of"opportunist paities" like criminal 

bands and drug traffickers (Pécaut, 2016a; Pizarro Leong6mez, 2015). The 

confrontation of these groups reveals significant ideological differences, and their rise 

has occurred owing to geopolitical and economic causes, most of them linked to the 

distribution of land and the control of the multiple resources available in the country. 

As Eduardo Pizarro Leong6mez affirms, Colombians 

have not been and( ... ) are not currently in the presence of a bipolar conflict 
with two cleàrly defined contenders, but !Il the face of a multipolar and highly 
fragmented conflict, whether one take into consideration the organizations 
involved or the affected regions (Pizarro Leong6mez. 201 S. p. 61 ). 

The contlict started in the l 960s with the emergence of various guerrillas, notably the 

F ARC and the ELN, in response to the inequitable distribution of land and the 

exclusion of large segments of society-and their political ideologies- from political 

participation through a hi-partisan pact to alternate power betwcen the Liberals and 

Conservatives, known as Frente Nacional, or National Front (1958-1974).9 Although 

the ideological positions of each of the guerrilla groups are different, these Jeft-wing 

armed organizations claim in their majority to represent and defend the rural and 

9 There are different theories as to when the Colombian conflict began. Some experts affirm that the 
emergence of the guerrillas in the 1960s is the turning point that marks the beginning of the Colombian 
conflict. However, several experts affirm that, in order to fully comprehend Colombian warfare, it is 
essential to refer to the partisan confrontations between Liberals and Conservatives prior to the internai 
armed conflict during the period known as la Viole11cia, or The Vio]ence (1948-1958). 
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impoverished population of the country, by combating the Colombian State and its 

political elites, attacking the wealthy classes, and defending the people from U.S. 

imperialism and right-wing --civil and anned- extremists. Each insurgent group has 

its own evolving modus operandi. 

The confrontation between the State's Armed Forces and the guerrillas in 

Colombia can be divided into two significant periods. The first, up to the l 980s, is 

characterized by a low-intensity dispute. The second, from the 1980s onwards, 

constitutes a period of high-intensity confrontation, which reached its peak during the 

1990s and 2000s with the rise of paramilitary groups and the influx of money from 

drug trafficking. During this period, the guerrillas, mainly the F ARC and ELN, 

operated in several regions of the country, performing attacks against the military and 

tomas, or sieges of townships, as well as battling the paramilitary groups over ten-itorial 

power and economic resources. The guerrillas also targeted the country' s 

infrastructure,.mainly energy towers and pipelines. 

Besides sieging townships and subsequently forcing the displacement of their 

inhabitants, the guerrillas conducted political and economic kidnappings and 

extorsions as well as extorsions within the broader civil population (resulting in at l~ê,St 

26,000 victims), urban te~rorist attacks O 73), massacres (757) and selective 

assassinations (around 28,000 victims). These groups have been criticized for resorting 

to child recruitment, their use of landmines ( claiming at least 6,000 victims ), and for 

keeping soldiers as prisoners under extreme conditions for several years. 10 Although 

the guerrillas have, through time, built strong and even cooperative relations with some 

communities in the most remote regions of the country, Colombian citizens, in gcneral, 

condemn their violent actions. 

As previously stated, the Colombian conflict reached its peak in the late l 990s 

and the first half of the 2000s, when right-wing paramilitary groups, or pro-govemment 

10 Statistics provided by the CNMH's Observatorio de Memoria y Co11fl.icto 
(http://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/observatorio/). 
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militias -who emerged officially in the l 990s in response to the leftist insurgency-

extended their power throughout the Colombian territory (See Appendix B. Map No. 

3). This led to an upsurge of the armed confrontation and the significant increase of 

crimes· against the civil population (Gomez Sanchez, 2011; Pécaut, 2016a). 

Except for a brief period in the early 1990s, paramilitary groups are illega] in 

Colombia. According to Gutiéi·rez Sanfn, their emergence is supported by four types 

of actors: members of the rural e1ites, groups of drug tratlickers, right-wing political 

secto!s, and some factions within the anned forces (2015, p. 473). Colombian 

paramilitary groups are responsib]e for 60% of the massacres and · assassinations 

committed between 1985 and 2018 (numbering 94,579 victims) and 63% of the forced 

disappearances whose perpetrators have been identified by the authorities -which is 

equival~nt to almost 26,284 people. 11 Their tactics and capacity to incite terror and hold 

control over communities and their land have been particularly successful (Centro 

Nacional de Memoria Hist6rica, 2018b ). The Inter-American Court of Human Rights 

has recognized in a series of rulings that the Colombian Am1ed Forces have developed 

. on several occasions de:fàcto alliances with the paramilitary as part of their counter-

insurgent offensive; 12 similar alliances have been established between the AUC 

paramilitary groups and certain groups of public officiais ( Gutiérrez, 2015; Romero, 

2007). The paramilitary forces have played a significant role in human rights violations 

against community leaders, activists, and human rights advocates whose work has been 

stigmatized as insurgent-friendly. 13 

11 Statistics provided by the CNMH's Obsen•atorio de Memoria y C01iflicto 
(http://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/observatorio/). 
12 Case of the Afro-descendant Communities displaced froin the Cacarica River Basin (Operation 
Genesis) versus the Colonlbian State. Judgment of November 20. 2013 
(http:/iwww.corteidh.or.cr/docs/casos/articulos/seriec 270 esp.pdO; Case of the Rochela Massacre v. 
the Colombian State. Judgment of May 11. 2007. Series C No. 163. 
(http://w\-vw.corteidh.or.cr/docs/casos/articulos/seriec I 63 esp.pdO. 
13 It is importantto stress that such a brief definition of the parties involved in Colombia's conflict does 
not provide a fair account of their evolution through the prolonged period of this confrontation. For a 
comprehensive account of the Colombian armed conflict see the General Report jBasta ya! published in 
2013 by the CNMH. Another use fui publication for the understanding of the conflict is the wide-ranging 
compilation oftexts produced by a group of pro minent historians and experts on the Colombian Conflict 
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Following the failure of the negotiations of Andrés Pastrana's Govemment 

(1998-2002) with the F ARC in 2002, the Govemment of Alvaro Uribe (2002-2010), 

which was elected and re-elected under a campaign in favour of a stem military 

offensive against the insurgency, reached an agreement for the demobilization of the 

AUC. This process of demobilization lasted from 2003 to 2008. The agreement led to 

the extradition of the AUC's leaders under charges of drug trafficking and the 

implementation of a transitional justice system under the auspices of the 2005 Law of 

Peace and Justice. 

Uribe's counter-insurgent offensive, heavily financed by the United States, 

succeeded in reducing the power of the country's guerrillas and rallied the public 

opinion in a so-called war against terrorism. The divisive and populist rhetoric of his 

administration exacerbated the conservative majorities of the Andean country, 

stigmatizing large sectors o_f t~e population, such as human rights defenders, left-wing 

politicians, peace advocates, and even victims of the State's crimes (Avilés, 2012; 

Chambers, 2013; Echavarria, 2010). 

In 2011, des pite the lack of supp01t from public opinion, president Juan Manuel 

Santos -former defense minister to Uribe- began peace talks with the FARC. 

Against all odds, Santos' negotiating team successfully achieved a peace agreement 

with this guerrilla group, which was signed in Cartagena in September 2016, with the 

support of the international community.-The agreements addressed not only issues of 

disarmament, demobilization, and transitional justice, but also iricluded the parameters 

for the politiéal participation of fonner F ARC members and opened the path. to 

ambitious refonns related to land distribution, political participation and alternatives to 

solving the problem of drug trafficking. Although acclaimed by experts and extemal 

observers, the Peace Agreement of Cartagena failed to pass by a small margin when . 

as requested by the negotiating teams of the agreement with PARC (Contribuciôn al entendimiento del 
conflicto armada en Colombia"~ or "Contribution to the. understanding of the armed conflict in 
Colombia" (Comisi6n Hist6rica del Conflicto y sus Vfctimas, 2015). 
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submitted to electoral approval in October 2016 ( 49. 78 % voted iri support of the 

agree~ent; 50.21 % did not). 

After including a series of propositions presented by the politica] leaders of the 

'"No'' camp-led by former president Uribe-. the Government and the F ARC reached 

a newagreement signed in Bogota, at Teatro Colon, in November 2017. The new pact 

and a transitional justice regime -. the Sistema Integral de Verdacl, Justicia y No 

Repeticiôn- are currently under implementation via the Colombiari Congress. The 

·conciliatory efforts of President Santos were acknowledged by the Nobel Comtnittee 

who awarded him the 20 I 7 Nobel Peace Prize. 

Colombia is now officially in a period of transition towards peace, with 

members of the AUC and F ARC demobilized, and the ELN in negotiations with the 

Government. Nevertheless, Colombia's transit.ion toward peace remains fragile. 

Dissident factions from the AUC, FARC~ and ELN, along with a substantial number of 

emerging illegal armed groups, continue to operate in the country. Most of these groups 

exercise territorial control linked to the illegal exploitation of resources and drug-

trafficking, and continuously attack regional community and social leaders who contest 

their influence (See Appendix B. Map No. 4). 

Wjthout a doubt, Colombia faces a significant challenge in building a path 

towards reconciliation and peacekeeping. Colombia's public opinion continues to be 

deeply divided regarding the country's post-contlict scenarios. For instance, judging 

by the results of this year's presidential e]ection, in which -the candidate of former 

president Uribe's party, Ivan Duque, obtained the presidency. a significant part of the 

electorate continues to reject the Peace Accord with the FARC. Duque's campaign 

promised to carry out substantial transfonmitions to the transitional justice model 

implemented through the Peace Deal with the F ARC. This in response to the 

widespread disapproval of the participation of former guerrilla combatants · in the 

country's political life without having spent a day in jail for their alleged crimes. 

The damage inflicted on Co]ombian society .by the armed conflict 1s 

considerable. The hostilities have profoundly affected Colombian citizens, mainly in 



rural zones. The Govemment estimates that at least 8 million people are direct victims 

· of the conflict, ofwhich 6 million have been internally displaced, and more than 80,000 

declared missing during the decades-long hostilities. As for casualties, 80% of the more 

than 260,000 deaths related to the contlict are civilians. 14 Colombia's record ofhuman 

rights violations during this thne is a staggering one, not only because of the number 

of victims --one-sixth of its current population- but àlso because of the range of 

modalities of such crimes -torture, massacres, kidnapping, sexual violence, 

disappearance, child recruiting, lan~-mines, forced displacement, collusion of State 

agents with paramilitary groups·, te1rnrist attacks, political genocide, and persecution 

of trade unionists, community activists, human rights advocates, and jouma1ists. 

The challenges of creating the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory (MMH) 

From the perspective of a museum professional, the task of conceptualizing and 

creating a museum in general, as well as producing its first exhibition, is a demanding 

process. In the case of the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory, there are 

multiple layers of complexity that make this endeavour a particularly challenging one. 

I have identified three overlapping sources of this challenge: the characteristics of 

Colombia's internai armed conflict, the MMH's mandate and public nature. and the 

country's present context of transitional justice. 

A first challenge for the conceptualization of the MMH stems from the very 

nature of the Colombian conflict. Contrary to other episodes of political violence in 

South America, Colombia's situation does not involve a dictatorial regime, and the 

number of illegal armed groups is considerably larger -and their methods and 

ideologies wide-ranging- than in other internai contlicts, such as in Peru or El 

Salvador, in Central America. Colombia's conflict is one of particularly complex 

14 Due to the long duration of the conflict, victims' statistics are approximate. One of the most recent 
and complete assessments can be found in the General Report jBasta ya! by the Centro Nacional de 
Memoria llist6rica {CNMH). 
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circumstances. From a military point of view. the Andean country's territory -

specifically its physical geography- is highly propitious for the intricate logic of 

guerrilla warfare. and the lucrative and ever-expanding drug traffic constitutes an 

aggravating element of this situation (See Appendix B. Maps No. 1 and 2). The 

multip1icity of political ideologies and contending actors is further compounded by 

competition over the control of the country's territory and its resources. 15 

The long duration of the contlict -more than. five decades-, the extent of its 

damage and the diversity of its victims, make the task of representing this violent 

phenomenon, and its complicated dynamics, a demanding museological endeavour, 

especially within a national inemorial institution.16 This type of ·social catastrophe/ as 

defined by Elizabeth Jelin (2002, p. 11 ), poses, for instance, profound dilemmas when 

it c~mes to representing victims in their full context within the Museum, which leads 

me to the second source of curatorial challenges. 

A second challenge emanates from the MMH' s very own mandate. As 

previously mentioned, according to Law no. 1448 of 2011, the Colombian Museum of 

Historical Memory (MMH) has the mandate of 'strengthening the collective memory' 

of the political violence that took place during the country' s armed contlict, and thereby 

it represents a mechanism for the Colombian State to honour its deber de memoria. 17 

How can the collective memory of a violent confrontation be reinforced, when the 

conflict has not yet stopped? Creating a museum without a temporal distance from the 

15 When mentioning the actors or parties of the Colombian conflict, I am referring not only to the armed 
groups in dispute and the Govemment, and the victims of their confrontation, but also to other 
"opportunist'~ actors who have taken part and benefit from the war, for example criminal bands and 
narcotraffickers, corrupted civil servants, businesspeople, and even international actors. 
16 The vac;t repertory of human right violations committed during the Colombian conflict results in a 
highly diverse universe of victims and survivors. They are not only from different regions and therefore 
different local contexts, but also from different socio-economic classes and political allegiances. The 
contlict's victims are not only civilians, but also children forcibly recmited by the guerrilla and the 
paramilitary, as well as soldiers harmed by land mines and subjected to long captivity periods. In 
addition, there is an ethnie and cultural component to victimhood in Colombia, since Afro-Colombians 
and indigenous groups have been affected by the conflict in much larger proportions than the rest of the 
population. 
Iï See Footnote 7. · 



l 1 

events it commemorates poses difficulties to the development of a historical 

perspective. With this in mind, it is important to mention that Colombia's political and 

social actors have substantially different understandings and viewpoints about the 

armed conflict, its definition, causes, development, and the path towards its full 

resolution. As Pizairn Leong6mez recalls, this '"war without a name" elicits unsettled 

debates regarding its nature - observers differ on whether to name the confrontation 

an internai anned conflict, civil war, or even an irregular war against a terrorist threat 

(Pizarro Leong6mez, 2015). The strategy for the resolution of the conflict is also the 

subject of profound differences among Colombians. For instance~ some prefer a 

military victory of the army over the insurgency to a solution via a peace agreement. 

The question of how the MMH will curate the multiplicity of memories arising from 

Colomhia's prolonged confrontation is key, as is the question of how the Museum will 

position itself in light of these multiple narratives. 

Including and representing the plurality of the Colombian contlicf s victims 

within the MMH's Voces para transjormar a Colombia is a challenging task. This 

requires that museum professionals develop a consistent and rigorous process of 

selection of cases to be included in the exhibit. Curators must choose and judge the 

contents of the various victims' memorial practices and testimonials in fonction of their 

communicative value. The Museum team must produce a comprehensive narrative that 

is able to effectively communicate a coherent message that will not only contribute to 

the reparation of the victims but also lead to the strengthening of Colombian collective 

memory. 

Additionally, building on the public character of the MMI-1, its professionals 

must also address a ce11ain mistrust towards the capacity of a government-sponsored 

institution to provide an objective interpretation of a conflict in which the State has 

played a significant role (Cai1er & Orange, 2012). 18 Sorne will argue that there is the 

18 The funds for the construction and management of the MMH come from the Colombian State and the 
substantial contribution of international cooperation agencies from countries that might be judged by the 
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possibility that the Museum will use the conflict' s memorialization in order to support 

government interests. After all. national museums are perceived as '"institutions, 

collections and displays claiming, articulating, and representing dominant national 

values, myths and realities'"(Aronsson & Elgenius, 2011, p. 5). As such, they need to 

be analyzed "'as historie and contemporary processes of institutionalized negotiations 

ofthose values that will constitute the basis for national communities and for dynamic 

state formations" (Aronsson & Elgenius, 2011, p. 5). 

, This research does not seek to identify if manipulations of the Museum· s 

content by government officials have occured within the construction of MMH. What 

is important in the present investigation is to identify how the Museum 's mandate and 

mission statements --extendii1g to its philosophical underpinnings- are interpreted in 

the institution's museographical approach and in the design of the exhibition Voces 

para transformar a Colombia. 

The construction of a memorial museum within a research centre such as the 

CNMH imposes, however, additional curatorial challenges regarding the MMH' s 

selection of content and the ways that this content is communicated. The MMH curators 

are relying on the reports, publications and knowledge dissemination projects produced 

by the CNMH during the past 10 years -which are the result of research and fieldwork 

undertaken by a vast group of historians, sociologists, anthropologists, social workers, 

and other social sciences scholars on the many dynamics of the Colombian conflict. 19 

The CNMH's legacy constitutes the primary input for the development of the 

Museum's exhibition. The Mtvlli's curatorial team must reflect the premises of a very 

Colombian public as influential in the country's political and economic agendas. Such is the case of the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID). 
19 Throughout the years, the CNMH has published more than 70 case-based reports on the different 
dynamics and episodes of the Colombian conflict. These publications are usually accompanied by 
knowledge dissemination projects such as documentaries, radio series, graphie navels, exhibitions, and 
short story compilations. In addition to this vast repertory, the CNMH has produced more than a dozen 
pedagogical tools and conceptual guides that support the Center's researchers during their fieldwork and 
also provide citizens, especially victims' organizations, with tools for the development of historical 
memory initiatives. The complete series of publications and tools is available for downloading on the 
CNMH 's website http:/ /www.centrodememoriahistorica.gov .co. 
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extensive research corpus but also build Ùpon it-and transform it- for the purposes 

of a museological construction, whose language and objectives differ widely from 

those of an academic publication. 

The third source of curatorial challenges derives from Colombia's current 

political context and its transitional justice processes. When societies transition from a 

violent conflict to peacebuilding, they must cope with the rules defined by a transitional 

justice framework. · These rules are the product of the negotiations held among 

adversarial groups and are established by proposing a balance between justice and 

social peace (Andrieu, 2012). In the case of Colombia, the current strategies to end the 

confrontation continue to profoundly polarize the country's civil society. 

If an important segment of the· Colombian society, as well as a significant 

number of political parties, have rallied in support of the country' s historie agreement 

with the oldest guerrilla of the continent, and the opportunity this represents for 

reconciliation in Colombia, a remarkable segment of Colombian voters refuse to 

support the peace process with F ARC. Among the arguments presented during the 

Peace Plebiscite of 2016 by the campaigns against the Govemment' s agreements with 

the guerrilla, the rejection of the F ARC' s participation in politics stands out, as well as 

the refusai of several aspects of the transitional justice regime established by the 

agreement, especially the alternative sanctions to the crimes committed included in the 

pact. A significant part of public opinion does not trust the FARC's goodwill. The 

unresponsiveness of the guerrilla, when asked to inform victims' families of the 

whereabouts of hostages whose present location remains unknown, is. an example of 

F ARC actions that contribute to its negative image. 

The polarization of Colombian public opinion towards the peace process with 

the FARC casts doubt and even animosity on govemmental efforts such as the 

construction of a national rnemorial rnuseum. The political struggles around the 

contlict' s memorializatiori were constantly present during the 2018 presidential 

elections, which represented a considerable challenge, ~s well as a source of pressure, 

for the MMH' s curatorial team. The impact of Duque' s presidency ( who at the time of 
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writing this paper was the President-elect and a tierce detractor of the peace process) 

~rings significant uncertainty to the Museum's current and future stability. 

Colombia's transitional context imposes specific parameters to the MMH 

project, related to the institution's role and exhibition content. The MMH must 

determine the best role for a national memorial museum to play in order to contribute 

to the country' s transition towards post~conflict. The curatorial team must select and 

prioritize the information, seeking a balance -between providing the visitors with a 

narrative about the conflict andhonoring and repairing the victims and survivors-that 

is able to promote both understanding and emotional engagement in relation to the 

magnitude of the hann inflicted by the conflict to the Colombian population and 

democracy. 

The work of the MMH has the great potential to contribute to the citizens' 

comprehension of the positive outcomes that the peace accords with the F ARC can 

bring to Colombian society, and to encourage its visitors to constructively participate 

in this period of transition towards peacebuilding. However, as much as there is the 

potential to contribute to peace, there is also the possibility of creating undesired 

effects. For example, publicly displaying the victims' suffering, or imputii;1g 

responsibility onto any actor of the armed conflict might risk exacerbating the existing 

aversion inanifested by a significant part of society towards the peace agre_ements and 

the country' s resulting path towards reconciliation. 

With this in mind, MMH curators facèd the challenge of providing, through the 

museological framework of the institution and its first official exhibition, an 

appropriate balance between responding to the principle of symbolic reparation for 

victims of human rights violations, _and the mission o~reinforcing collective memory. 

Through the exhibitron, and its activities in general, the MMH aimed to fulfill the 

Colombian State's duty to remember, but aJso, the State's obligation to create 

conditions that guarantee that the atrocities from the past will not be repeated -known 

as guarantees of violence non-recurrence (De Greiff, 2006; Mayer-Rieckh. 2017). 

These are both key factors for the success of the country' s transitional endeavor. 
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Museum professionals responsible for the design of national memorial museums find 

themselves operating and mediating between diverse societal demands (Carter & 

Orange, 2012) and the constraints produced by the public nature of the organizations 

for which they work. 

The case of the MMH constitutes a fertile terrain for the study of such dynamics 

since the institution, created as part of the resulting measures of the Victims· Law, has 

the double fonction of providing symbolic reparation, as well as rein forcing Colombian 

collective memory. The duration and complexity of the arm~d conflict, the scale of its 

damage, and the memorial practices developed in consequence, are all important 

features of this unique case study. 

Research questions 

• What was the process- of adapting the legal mandate underpinning the 
Colombian Museum of Historical Memory into an institutional mission and a 
curatorial framework? 

• How has the MMH conceived of and structured an exhibition about the 
Colombian conflict that is capable of addressing its complexity? 

• What messages did the MMH seek to transmit with the exhibition Voces para 
tramformara Colombia? 

• What were the strategies chosen by the Museum's team in order to integrate the 
victims' symbolic reparation measures and the 'reinforcement of collective 
memory' into the Museum's first official exhibition? 

• How does the MMH contribute to broader reflections about thç role of national 
memorial museums when it cornes to the State's attempts to repair past 
atrocities? 

Research methodology for the study of a museum under construction 

The specific methodology of this research was adapted to the analysis of a 

museological institution under construction. The parameters of qualitative and 
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inductive methods applied~ since the aim of the project was to analyze and "'to 

understand phenomena based on discourse, actions, and documents, and how and why 

individuals interpret and ascribe meaning to what they say and do, and to other aspects 

of the world (including other people) they encounter" (Canadian Institutes of Health 

Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social 

Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2014, p. 139). 

In this case, the subject of research comprised the analysis of individuals' 

actions -the members of the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory curatorial 

team-, as well as the study of interactions and proccsses within an institutional 
L • 

framework, the MMH and its umbrella institution, CNMH. Throughout this process, I 

have sought to understand and articulate the development of the Museum' s curatorial 

approach toward the design of its first exhibition. In order to achieve this, I conducted 

extensive documentary research with a transdisciplinary scope on the memorialization 

of mass violence in gcnera], as well as on the subject of Colombia's merilorial practices 

in particular. It is important to mention that the characteristics of my research led me 

_to consult a wide spcctrum of sources. Furthermore. not only was l detcrmined to 

articulate a very rccent process, I was also assuming the task of participating in the 

'translation' of a pai~icular phenomenon of Colombia"s cultural and political life into 

an academic account to be presented as part of a Canadian graduate dcgree's 

requircments. 

Thus, I reviewed sources from several disciplines, including museum studies, 

political science, sociology, law. anthropology, memory studies, and history, which led 

me to study a varied documentary corpus compriscd of monographs, articles, and 

theses. Furthermore, in order to analyze the institutional and societal contexts 

surrounding the emergence of the MMH, I also consu1ted various documents at the 

CNMH and MMH archives, in addition to legislative a~d govemmental documents 

(laws and reports), and press coverage on the subject. 

As mentioned above, I decided to enrich a traditional documentary 

methodology by undertaking fieldwork in Colombia. Owing to the particular nature of 
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the MMH -the absence of a building (ground breaking is scheduled for 2018), the 

lack of academic accounts of the Museum, and the volatility of the sociopolitical 

context- I was required to adopta flexible methodology. This led me to conduct two 

periods of fieldwork in Bogota, the first in spring 2017 and the second in spring 2018. 

From March 22nd to May 19th 2017, I was invited by Martha Nubia Bello, then 

director of the MMH, to accompany the Museum's team under the supervision of 

· Cristina Lieras, chief of the curatorial depaitment, and to join them in the midst of the 

planning process of the Museum's first exhibition. It is important to state how 

privileged I was to be welcomed by the curatorial team of a national museum during 

the Museum' s development, and how exceptional it was of the MMH to be open 

enough to invite an extemal observer in a critical -and even vulnerable- period of 

the Museum's life. 

After completing the process of obtaining research ethics approval for my 

methodological approach, I was able to conduct more than 40 hours of pmticipant 

observation in Colombia, joining various MMH meetings (curatorial, inter-

departmental, with externat advisors). I also attended a number of Museum events such 

as the 2017 International Museum Day celebration, whose theme was "Museums and 

contested histories: Saying the unspeakable in museums." In addition to this, I 

individually interviewed the Museum director, the four members of the institution's 

curatorial team, the MMH head of education and programming, and the CNMH chief 

of research in a series of one hour, semi-directed interviews.20 The objective of these 

exercises was to enhance my documentary analysis with the personal input of the 

professionals involved in the MMH decision-making process and insight about their 

daily work. 

While in Colombia, l also took the oppmtunity to attend numerous academic 

and cultural events related to the country's memorial practices, notably in the cities of 

20 See Appendix A for the questionnaire and the list of participants in the semi-directed interviews, the 
list of meetings observed, and the corresponding analysis grid. 
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Bogota and Medellin. Furthennore, I was able to visit varions memorial institutions -

public and grassroots- as well as to discuss the expectations towards the Museum 

from a variety of publics -victims, social leaders, and scholars. This was a precious 

opportunity to understand the specific dimensions of the social negotiations in 

Colombia's memorial field. 

Once the data was collected, I began its analysis. I made a general overview of 

the main topics, positions and arguments of the interviews and meetings I observed. I 

also proceeded with a critical revision of my project statements and previous 

assumptions, and an assessment of the scope of my findings in relation to my research 

objectives. This data analysis process was complemented by regular communication 

via Skype with Cristina Lieras, as well as by a continuing review of the latest literature 

on the subject. Once I was able to establish the structure of my argumentation, l 

proceeded to cross reference the collected data with the documentary sources at my 

disposai. 

In spring 2018, after having completed the writing of the first three chapters of 

this TD, I returned to Colombia to attend the two-week display of Voces para 

transformar a Colombia in Bogota. From April 17 until May 2. 2018, I toured the 

exhibition more than six times (15 hours total) and participated in different events that 

were part of its programming. During my visit, in addition to documenting the 

experience, I had the opportunity to exchange impressions with the Museum curatorial 

team and observe how various types of audiences interacted with the exhibition 

facilities. This endeavour was undoubtedly critical to achieving a fuller understanding 

of the project and envisioning its potential. 

Undertaking a research project whose object of study is a museum under 

construction requires that the researcher continuously monitor the process and adapt to 

the unpredictability of project deyelopment, in the short term. However, this allowed 

me to fully understand several pragmatic realities and concems related to these 

circumstances. Indeed, one of the overarching aims of my work is to document the 

MMH's conception process, given the country's political instability. The Museum's 
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approach could change radically during IvâJ?. Duque's mandate~ who is at the time of 

writing this TD the country's President-Elect.21 I chose to document the MMH's 

conception process, and thereby to invest significant resources and time on the matter 

because I believe the externat and internai circumstances surrounding its development 

make this curatoria] exercise not only a very rich terrain of analysis, but also a socially 

relevant endeavor whose process must be preserved. 

Conceptual framework 

This section addresses the conceptual tools that provide theoretical support to the study 

of the MMH's development process. A briefliterature review explores scholarship on 

the relationships between museums, collective memory, and curatorial practices, with 

pat1icular attention to the memorialization of mass violence. First, I will discuss the 

notion of the memorial museum. Next, I will focus on the political dimensions of this 

type of institution through concepts developed in relation to the politics of memory and 

the paradigm oftransitionaljustice. Finally~ l will examine some of the recent literature 

regarding the curation of violent pasts. 

Memorial museums and the commemoration of mass violence 

The development of an international human rights regime after the Second World War 

changed social conceptions regarding episodes of mas~ violence (Levy & Sznaider, 

2010). Traditionally, museums and other sites of public memory conveyed nan-atives 

21 As will be further explained in Chapter 2, Ivan Duque is a member of a right-wing alliance of 
conservative pm1ies opposed to the Peace Accord with the FARC. This faction of Colombian politics 
promotes the opposition to the recent peace agreements and nurtures its political platform with a binary 
reading of the Colombian conflict -one that opposes the •·good·' versus the '·bad". According to this 
narrative, the guerrillas are the sole responsible groups for Colombia's violence and gross violations of 
human rights. This type of ··heroic narrative'' denies any responsibility of State actors or policy in the 
coUntry's violence or its causes, and "portrays state security actors as heroes of the nation and the 
defenders of democracy" (C. Milton, 2018, p. 18). 
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that interpreted political events of extreme violence -mostly related to independence 

wars and international conflicts within the consolidation of nation-states- through the 

lens of sacrifice and glory. Their narratives p011rayed individual suffering as an 

honorable price to pay in the name of a patticular nation (Berger, 2015; Van den 

Dungen, 2017; Williams, 2007; Young, 1993). 

In the second half of the 20th century, mass violence inflicted on civilians came 

to be considered an atrocity (Humphrey, 2002), and more precisely, a human rights 

abuse (Levy & Sznaider, 2010). This shift, along with the growing interest of scholars 

in the relationship between history and memory (Halbwachs, 1997; Huyssen. 2003; 

Nora, 1984), was followed by reflections on the mechanisms that societies develop for 

·coming to terms' with their traumatic pasts (Jelin, 2002; Olick, 2007; Todorov, 1995; 

Torpey, 2003). 

Along with memorials and monuments, memorial museums are one of the most 

common st~ategies used in contemporary societies to address painful or difficult events 

of the past ancl to pro vide a "public forum for dealing with memory of trauma'' (Sodaro, 

2011, p. 6). In his work Afemorial ~Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate 

Atrocitïes (2007), Paul Williams studies a wide repertoire of memorial museums in 

relation to their spatial, material, and political dimensions. making specific reference 

to a range of memoriaf museums in order to support his analysis. These include public 

and private museums, from all over the world, concerning different kinds of atrocities. 

In doing so, he broadens the field of study of memorial museums, which are often 

dedicated to memories of the Holocaust. If the unprecedented challenge of having to 

'corne to terms' with the Holocaust, and the Second World Warin general, ied to the 

emergence of many memorial museums, mostly in the l 990s. the process of 

democratization in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and Africa towards the end of the 
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Cold War, turned the need to tackle painful pasts into something unavoidable 

throughout the world. 22 

Memorial museums defined by Williams as institutions "'dedicated to a historie 

event commemorating mass suffering of some kind" (Williams, 2007, p. 8) have 

multiple purposes. As Jennifer Carter and Jennifer Orange argue while quoting 

Williams, this type of museum 

(draws) on an evolving tradition that combines commemoration ·with the 
activities of research, representation, and interpretation, demonstrating 'an 
increasing desire to add both a moral framework to the narration of te1Tible 
historical events and more in-depth contextual explanations to commemorative 
acts' (Carter & Orange, 2012, p. 111). 

From a similar perspective, Amy Sodaro assigns three primary fonctions to memorial 

museums: 

First, they are intended to preserve the past and serve as a record, complete with 
material evidence, ofwhat happened; in this way they are intended as a form of 
historical truth-teUing~ Second, they are meant to be places of healing and -
restoration; they are -after all- memorials, and are_ in _this sense a fonn of 
symbolic reparation for the individuals, communities and nations that were 
injured. Final/y, and most importantly, they are intended to be spaces for the 
moral education of their publics. Not only do memorial museums intellectually 
educate their audiences about history but they also seek to emotionally reach 
their visitors in order to transfonn them morally so that they embrace the ethic 
of never again. (Sodaro, 2011, p. 12) 

Of public or private nature, memorial museums seek to compensate the damage caused 

to a specific segment of the population during violent events by pub li cl y establishing 

human rights violations as irrefutable facts. The recognition of the victims' suffering 

22 Although there are early examples of memorial museums such as the Hiroshima Peace Memorial 
Museum, founded in the 1950s, a widespread emergence of this type of institution can be observed since 
the I 980s (Carter, 2013). 
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is enhanced by the importance assigned to the premise of "never again" as a guiding 

principle in the development of t~ese institutions (Carter & Orange, 2012; Erica T 

Lehrer, Cynthia E Milton, & Monica Patterson, 20 l 1 ).23 

Memorial museums go beyond the mere representation of historical facts sin ce. 

like any other museum -or exhibition-, they are narrative environments. Exhibitions 

not only engage in the transmission of infonnation, but tell staries and stage discourses 

(Macleod, Hourston Hanks. & Hale. 2012). In his analysis regarding the Eno1a Gay 

controversy, Geoffrey White explores the communicative tensions in memorial 

museums' exhibitions between their educational and commemorative approaches. He 

suggests that these displays navigate. within dualities regarding their narratives· 

modality (text-centered / object-centered). voice ( disembodied / embodied) and 

authority ( documentary / experiential) (White, 1997). 

As for the voice duality, memorial · museums present narratives in which the 

testimonials and memories of witnesses -often victims- of atrocities occupy a 

fondamental place. Given the centrality of individuals' memories in these institutions~ 

Silke Arnold-de Simine chooses to focus on the ways ~nemory is narrativized and 

presented, rather than on the nature of the historical events that t~ese museums depict: 

( ... ) [memory] museums relate to the past through the framework of 'memory' 
( ... ) visitors are supposed to gain access to the past through the eyes of 
individuals and their persona! memories, by "stcpping into their shoes', 
empathizing and emotionally investing in their experiences, (re) living a past 
they have not experienced first-hand and thereby acquiring 'vicarious 
memories' (Arnold-de Simine, 2013, pp. 10-11). 

Leaving aside the narrativization and mediation of contents in memorial museums, it 

is necessary to address their connection to broader socio-political processes. The 

23 The premise of"never again" promotes the development of a culture ofrespect for human rights under 
which the repetition of atrocities is not possible. 
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relationship of memorial museums, activist practices and the defense of human rights 

reflects a noticeable feature in museums nowadays: 

With the increased emphasîs on inclusion and diversity that are the hallmarks 
of postmodem museology, museurns are evolving as ideal venues for 
ernpowering comrnunity mernbers to address social issues and human rights 
abuses, not only- as buildings that house and represent rnemories, but more 
proactively as institutions engaged in activist practices (Carter & Orange, 2012, 
p. 111). 

Carter underscores the promotion of human rights as the prevailing feature of a rising 

number of institutions and affirms that "this new genre (human rights museums) is an 

important cultural phenomenon for its potential to introduce fondamental discourses 

on human rights into the public arena in nontraditional ways" (Carter, 2013, p. 325). 

Carter and Orange emphasize the issue-based museums' ··reformist intention of 

incitement to social ·activism" [which] must be distinguished for its explicit intent, not 

only to cl).ange thinking and promote greater citizen responsibility, but also to rnobilize 

communities into taking action" (Carter & Orange, 2012, p. 117). 

The implications and unde1tones of such activist intentions are subjected to the 

type of governance of each institution. To address difficult social issues in memorial 

rnuseums situated in the national and public sphere, and therefore that are built and 

supported by the State, can be patticularly challenging. National memorial museums 

can be the stage ofpolitical struggles around public narratives relating episodes of mass 

violence. In order to focus on these questions, I will now examine the works of social 

science and political science scholars on the subject of the politics of memory. 

Repairing past injustices and the politics of memory 

Different forces intervene and participate in the emergence of memorial museums, such 

as governments desiring to repair past injustices and cornmunities seeking recognition 
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or justice. Memorial museums are privileged spaces for societies in transition to deal 

with diffi_cult issues of their past and to shape how to narrate. traumatic events. This 

section discusses some of the general notions developed within the field of memory 

studies that have contributed to the understanding of the contexts in which memorial 

museums arise, and the character and implications of the functions attributed to them. 

l will explore notions such as the ·political struggles for memory,' and the 'exemplary 

use ofmemory.' Then, I will delve into some ofthe postulates of the transitionaljustice 

paradigm as it is the framework that encompasses such notions in the aftennath of mass 

violence. 

Political strugglesfor mem01J' and 'exempla,Ji' uses ofmàn01y 

The study of the politics of memory seeks .to account for the power struggles emerging 

when political agents aspire to define how a societal group should remember its past. 

This research approach is useful when examining post-conflict contexts -as in, the 

example of social groups in the atlermath of profound socio-political confl1cts or 

episodes of mass violence. 

Argentinian sociologist Elizabeth Jelin '(2002) claims that when social and 

political conflicts corne to an end, those narratives that were marginalized during the 

conflictual period are able to surface in the public sphere: ··The memories of th ose who 

were oppressed and marginalized ( ... ) emerge with a double pretension, that of giving 

a "true" version ofhistory based in their memories, and that of claiming justice" (Je lin, 

2002,- pp. 42-43). As a consequence, the opening of this public space provokes the 

emergence of struggles to determine the various meanings of a controve~·sial past. A 

wide range of actors and agents, with equally diverse demands, participate in these 

'political struggles over memory' (in Spanish, luchas politicas por la memoria). In 
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Colombia, these struggles make evident the discrepancies of the different memory 

camps regarding how to narrativize and explain the nature and causes of conflict.24 

Like Jelin, authors such as Maurice Halbwachs (1997) and Paul Ricœur (2004) 

have argued that the elaboration of memory in the social sphere is a process that, though 

related to the past, emerges as part of our struggles for the future (Courtheyn, 2016, pp. 

269-270). Tzvetan Todorov classifies the public use of painfü~ memories into two 

categories: literai and exemplary. Literai memories refer exclusively to specific 

traumatic events without making further analogies with other violent events. He argues 

that a literai use of difficult memories can lead societies to deepen their grievances, 

ignite des ires for revenge or lead to the exploitation of past sufferings in exchange for 

power benefits for some (Todorov, 1995, p. 28). An exemplary use of memory, in 

contrast, implies drawing lessons from past injustices, in order to fight those occurring 

in the present, transfoiming pain into positive public actions (Todorov, 1995, p. 32). 

The quest for justice in our relation to a difficult past is often related to the 

con~truction of a democratic order in which human rights are assured for everyone. 

Those fighting for the public acknowledgment of atrocities, the recogt1ition and 

honoring of victims, and the attribution of responsib~lities for human rights violations, 

visualize their actions as necessary steps such that the horrors of the past never be 

repeated (Jelin, 2002, pp. 11-12). 

ln this context, memorial museums become venues for memory struggles, given 

their capaèity to promote collective understandings of the past through institutional 

practices of representation and the public perfonnance of historical discourses. They 

can productively address these power struggles by presenting diverse stories related to 

a traumatic event. The introduction of individual testimonials and these testimonials' 

combined multiple perspectives is one of the standard practices through which 

24 The first part ofChapter 2 will describe in detail the characteristics of the three main camps ofmemory 
-institutional, activist and counter-insurgent- intervening in Colombia's political struggles over 
memory. 
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memorial museums provoke empathy toward the pain of others but also give 

representation to previously marginalized actors claiming for justice. 

The emergence of museums dealing with painfu] pasts and mass violence does 

not on]y relate to the development of a global culture of memory or the existence of 

political struggles for memory. This proliferation also derives from the consolidation 

of the transitional justice paradigm as the policy framework associated with the 

management of post-contlict situations and the dcfense of human rights in such 

contexts (Sodaro, 2011) .. 

lvfemorial museums and the paradigm of transitional justice 

The term transitional justice refers to "formai attempts by post-repressive or post-

conflict societies to add~ess past wrongdoing in their efforts to democratize'· (Murphy. 

2017, p. 1 ). Transitional justice consists of measures seeking to frame the passage of a 

society from a period of widespread human rights violations towards '"the actual and 

symbo1ic birth of a new regime, a new social contracf' (Andrieu, 20 l 2, p. 26). 

Transitional justice measures include amnesty regulations, crimina] trials, truth 

commisions, and reparation mechanisms. 

The modern origins of transitional justice go back to waves of political change 

during the Cold War, including the transitions from Communist rule in East and Central 

Europe and the fonner Soviet Union, as well as to the end of repressive military rule in 

Latin. America and Africa (Teitel, 2000, p. 4). Building on these experiences, the 

transitional justice paradigm has established itself as a set of procedures seeking to 

confront the legacies of violence (Murphy, -2017, p.. 6) by establishing official 

narratives of past injustices, attributing responsibilities for them, and defining 

mechanisms of victims· reparation. 

Reparations are defined as ·'measures that may be employed to redress the 

various types of harms that victims may have suffered as a consequence of ce1tain 



27 

crimes" ( de Greiff 2006), in this case, crimes defined as human rights . violations. 

According to international law, implementing these actions is an obligation for States 

in transition. Reparations can take the fonn of restitution, compensation, rehabilitation, 

and satisfaction and guarantees of violence non-recurrence. This last form -measures 

of satisfaction and guarantees of violence non-recurrence- includes a broad spectrum 

of mechanisms seeking to establish the dignity and reputation of the victims, among 

other objectives ( de Greiff 2006). 

States engaging in· transitional justice are also obliged to develop public 

mechanisms in order to establish official narratives of violent events. The transitional 

justice paradigm thus revo]ves around new representations of past violence in public 

space. It establishes the implementation of measures that "offer new narratives, 

publicly sanctioned and framed hy rituals of «memorialization»" (Andrieu, 2012, p. ,, 

27). Examples of these strategies include the building of monuments, issuing public 

apologies, forming truth commissions, creating public archives, and of course, 

founding public memorial museums. 

By representing victims' testimonials, offering a place for commemorating their 

suffering and presenting an official narrative about past violence, memorial museums ;:, 

are stages through which States engaging in transitional justice can offer reparation to 

the victims of human rights violations. Through pedagogical strategies, memorial 

museums can equally foster a sense of citizenship that advocates for the nonrecurrence 

of such crimes. The creation of memorial museums can be useful in contexts of 

tran_sitional justice. These museums can operate as platforms for symbolic reparation 

and as a public stage for the promotion of national natTatives ofreconciliation. Through 

their content and programming, memorial museums can enable citizens to draw tessons 

from a difficult collective past, and promote a culture of respect for human rights, 

supporting the new democratic conditions that a transitional system seeks to 

implement. 
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Curating difficult knowledge 

Having ,explored some of the most relevant literature on the emergence of museums as 

adequate venues for the commemoration and reparation of past injustices, it is now 

important to review retlections about the act of ~xhibiting and curating content 

conceming episodes of mass violence. I have presented a set of concepts illustrating 

the broad purposes of memorial museums. However, it is necessary to address the ways 

in which curatorial practices adapt . and evolve vis-à-vis the memorial museums • 

specific features and fonctions. 

As many authors such as Erica Lehrer and Cynthia Milton stress, the act of 

curation implies "caring for" something. In this sense, '"to 'care for' the past is to make 

something of it, to p~ace and order it in a meaningful way in the present rather than to 

abandon it'' (2011, p. 4). Lehrer and Milton draw attention to the "profound sense of 

obligation" professionals feel when curating a past that "'impinges painfully on the 

present" (2011, p. 4). The foregoing is linked to Paul Ricœur's emphasis of the notion 

of travail de mémoire ("work of remembering") over the famous expression devoir de 

mémoire ("duty of memory'') (2004). In the context of a museum exhibition, to 

represent episodes of mass violence without perpetuating their logic requires curators 

to assume their role as a vital pait of the "work of remembrance," and to do so with 

special care (Lehrer & Milton, 2011, p. 4). 

Fully aware of the above, authors like Logan and Reeves (2009), Simon 

(201 lb), Lehrer et al (2011), Arnold-de Simine (2013), Carter and Orange (2012), 

Carter (2013), and Failler and Simon (2015) have retlected, in recent years, on the 

complexfries of the curation of what has corne to be known in the field as "difficult 

knowledge". Deborah Britzman developed the opposition between "lovely" and 

'"difficult" knowledge in the field of pedagogy (Britzman, 1998; Pitt & Britzman, 

2003). "'Lovely knowledge'" refers to a type of knowledge that reinforces our previous 

ideas, making our encounter with new information easily acceptable and assimilable, 
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whereas a ·'difficult knowledge'' confronts and challenges our previous understandings 

and beliefs (Lehrer & Milton, 2011, p. 8). 

According to Roger I. Simon, an exhibition addressing difficult knowledge 

[ ... ] confronts visitors with significant challenges to their expectations and 
interpretive abilities. [ ... ] As a consequence, such an exhibition might require 
some visitors to re-think their expectations, demanding they complicate their 
desire for relatively straightforward and conclusive ways oftelling a story. [ ... ] 
an exhibition might also be encountered as difficult if it is experienced as 
eliciting the burden of '·negative emotions," those vexing and troublesome 
feeliqgs of revulsion, grief, anger, and/or shame that histories can produce, 
particularly if they raise the possibility of the complicity of one's country, 
culture, or family in systemic violence. [ ... ] Finally, exhibitions may be judged 
as consisting of difficult knowledge if they evoke the heightened anxiety ( and 
the potential for secondary traumatization) that accompanies feelings of 
identification wjth either the victims of violence, the perpetrators of such 
violence, orthose identified as bystanders passively acquiescent in regard to 
scenes ofbrutàlization (Simon, 201 la, p. 194). 

ln the face of such limitations, Simon develops the notion of '"pedagogy of witness" 

whose purpose is to prevent exhibitions consisting of difficult knowledge from simply 

recreating a traumatic past without generating positive outcomes for the present 

(Simon, 2011 a, p. 207), echoing the literai use of memory coined by Todorov (1995). 

Simon encourages museum professionals to engage in "judgments that establish a mise-

en-scène within which images and artifacts · act as perlocutionary signs of entreaty, 

embodying an affective force provoking thought and action" (Simon, 2011 a, p. 208).25 

Curators of difficult histodes should aspire to reframe and contextualize traumatic 

events in order to contest their causes and purposes -considering that perhaps these 

causes and purposes are "still resonant with certain aspects of contemporary life" 

25 Hére Simmi refers to objects and images -as well as to different types of items taking part in 
exhibition displays- as discursive bodies ·'with the potential not only to mobilize the dialectical 
movement between affect and thought, but also to effect some· degree of influence in regard to the 
direction and substance ofthis movement" (Simoi1.201 la~ p. 200). 
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(Simon, 2011 b, p. 436). This type of curatorial judgment is what would generate a 

favorable space for the transfom1ation of the visitors' shock of witnessing and 

acknowledging the pain of others into reflections, and, hopefully, positive actions. 

The production of museological content based on the interpretation. of violent 

events and the promotion of a public heritage of violence cornes at a time when both 

access to, and the authority of, museums are being democratized (Lehrer & Milton, 

2011, p. 5). w·e are witnessing a shift in the acknowledgement of neutrality in the 

mu~eum in which authority is questioned (Bal, 1996; Falk, Dierking, & Adams, 2007; 

Karp, Kratz, & Szwaja, 2007; Tythacott, 2009). This is reflected, for example, in 

processes of the decolonization of museums' contents and practices, and in tlie 

promotion of the wider paiticipation of museum publics. Museum professionals 

designing exhibitions addressing difficult know]edge are thus expected to Iead their 

visitors into meaningful experiences of witnessing, and to provide environments for 

the public assessment of difficult issues from a critical perspective. 

As previously mentioned, the scope ofthese democratizing and critical features 

greatly depends on the type of cultura] institution in which they emerge. In the case of 

· memorial_museums~ th~ir patrons or main sponsors and the characteristics of their 

administrative structure and mandate· are determining factors. This Ieads us to give 

special importance to the postulates of authors like Carter who stress the importance of 

memorial museums' professionals as mediators -or intermediaries- between several 

forces and dynamics -political, social and historical- but a]so as enablers for the 

development and strengthening of citizenship, arbitrating between institutional 

constraints and diverse audiences (Carter, 2013). 

Structure of the Travail dirigé 

In order to pro vide a thorough exegesis of the MMff s process of conception, staiting 

from the mandate of Law 1448 of 2011, and having as a final reference point the 2018 

Voces para tran~formar a Colombia exhibition, the ensuing work wi1l be divided into 
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three parts. In Chapter 1, I wiH present the context of the MMH emergence by 

addressing the political struggles for memory and the various perspectives regarding 

the Colombian contlict' s memory that have arisen in the process. In Chapter 2, I will 

trace the Museum' s development from a pragmatic perspective reviewing its 

institutional, physical, and social construction, as well as from a philosophical point of 

view, focusing on its conceptual and ml:lseological guidelines. In Chapter 3, I will 

examine the museographical approaches adopted in the project Voces para transformar 

a Colombia. To this end, I will address the exhibition's objectives, its curatorial 

challenges and the characteristics of its first mise-en-exposition at the Feria 

Internacional del Libro de Bogota (FiLBo) in the spring of 2018. Having developed 

these conceptual strands, I will proceed to conclude this TD with a general retlection 

about the contributions that a case like the Colombian one can make to contemporary ·· 

studies on the eu ration of violent pasts in national contexts of memorialization. 





CHAPTER 1 
MEMORIAL DYNAMICS IN CONTEMPORARY COLOMBIA 

In order to understand the .context of the emergence of the Colombian Museum of 

Historical Memory (MMH), one must address the political struggles for memory and 

the various perspectives regarding the contlict' s memory that have arisen in the 

process. With this objective in mind, this chapter will describe three general phases, or 

standpoints, in the contempomry memorialization of the Colombian conflict. These 

phases are characterized by diverse narratives that not only define the dynamics of the 

conflict but also assign roles and intentions to th~ pa1ties involved (government and 

other state institutions; armed forces, guerrillas, paramilitary groups, victims, civil 

society, etc.). Such narratives have informed and shaped the different perceptions 

regarding the MMH's place in the Colombian transition from conflict to a post-conflict 

society. Indeed, each of these three phases has a distinct· chronological evolution. 

However, my intention is to describe their general features and to present the ways in 

which they have framed and influenced the evolution of the Museum. 

The first phase, which I define as institutional, is represented by the memory 

institutions dedicated to the promotion of historical memory and can be understood as 

a normative approach to representing memory in Colombia. The second phase 

corresponds to activist memories derivitJg from claims for justice, channeled main]y 

by victims' organizations. A third phase is linked to a counter-insurgent reading of the 

conflict and acts as the major counterweight for both the institutional/legal and activist 

phases. 

The categorization presented in this section is not exhaustive and does not 

represent. the totality of viewpoints regarding the memorialization of the Colombian 

conflict. However, it serves the precise objective of contextualizing the emergence of 

the MMH amidst Colombia's struggles for memory. which is vitai in order to 
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understand the Museum practitioners' work and their decisions concerning the role and 

content of the institution.26 

It is important to note here that, as in any other violent episode, some segments 

of society, especially survivors, resist revisiting traumatic events through memory 

practices as part of their individual ways of dealing with traumatic events (Sanchez 

Gomez, 2008). Sorne authors such as David Rieff (2016) argue that even in the 

collective sphere, the continuous examination of disturbing memories from a violent 

past prevents the healing of social wounds. Rieff claims that révisiting painful episodes 

of a collective past hinders the re-establishment of social bonds necessary for 

peacebuilding. In the Colombian context, most of the contemporary scholars espouse 

a different viewpoint. The emergence of memorial practices and research on the 

Colombian conflict memories is perceived mainly as a mechanism to raise awareness 

on the endemic nature of violence in tbe country and to promote the development of 

negotiated mechanisms for its mitigation. 

1.1. The institutionalization of historical memory in Colombia 

1.1.1. Colombia's Justice and Peace Law and the creation of the Historical Memory 
Group 

Colombia's National Law 975 of 2005. also known as the ··Justice and Peacc Law'· or 

"Ley de Justicia y Paz. " defined the legal framework for the demobilization of the 

grouping of paramilitary units known as AUC (A.utodejènsas Unidas de Colombia). It 

also introduced important notions related to the State"s role regarding the memory of 

the armed conflict's preservation into Colombian legislation. The Justice and Peace 

Law established the "right to truth'' (art. 7), and addressed the State's "duty to preserve 

26 The conceptualization ofthese three standpoints regarding the Colombian conflict memorialization is 
a formulation that I have developed for the purposes ofthis TD. 
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historical memory," specifically -and exclusively- related to "'the history of the 

causes, developments, and consequences of illegal armed groups'~ (art. 56). The Law 

also considered the cqllective dimension of truth (aits. 57 and 58), and the rights of 

victims to participate in the process of truth-telling (ait. 58) (Riafio Alca_la & Uribe, 

2016, p. 8). 

In 50 years of conflict, Colombia has engaged in several negotiations with 

illegal groups and created commissions to investigate the dynamics of the conflict.27 

However, the Justice and Peace Law was the first legal precedent for the reparation of 

the contlicfs victims (Burbidge, 2008; Pécaut, 2016a; Porch & Rasmussen, 2008) via 

mechanis~s of memorialization. Despite harsh criticism -severa] authors daim that 

Law 975 was poorly executed, highly politicized and did not attain significant levels 

of justice (Aranguren Romero, 2012; Pécaut, 2016a)-- this ]aw represents a first step 

towards the development of a State policy concerning the collective memory of the 

Colombian contlict and the crcation of public spaces and institutions (Riafio Alcala & 

Uri be, 2016). 

The Justice and Peace Law brought about the creation of the National 

Commission for Reparation and Reconciliation (CNRR), or Comision Nacional de 

Reparacion y Reconciliacion. The CNRR's mission was to manage the victims' . 

participation in the judicial processes linked to paramilitary demobilization; to oversee 

the process of the reincorporation of former combatants into society; and to present a 

public report on ''the reasons for the emergence and evolution of illegal armed groups 

in Colombia" (art. 50). 

27 As stated in Chapter 1 during the lengthy Colombian armed conflict there have been several processes 
. of negotiations between the Government and illegal armed organizations. Sorne of these include the 

peace process with the GuetTillas EPL, Quintin Lame, and M-19 in the late 1980s and early 1990s; the 
failed negotiations with the FARC in 1998 and the demobilization of the AUC in the early 2000s. As 
part ofthese negotiations, but also promoted by an initiative of the Colombian Government, a series of 
extra-judiciary · mechanisn1s have emerged aimîng at producing historical accounts of the violence in 
Colombia. For a complete review of suc.h endeavors, please refer to Jaramillo Marin and Torres Pedraza 
(2015); Posso (2016). 
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In order to develop its public report, the CNRR created the Historical Memory 

Group or Grupo de .A1emoria Historica (GMH) and nominated a number of renowned 

academics (lawyers, historians, sociologists, political scientists, social workers, 

anthropologists) to carry out the task (Camargo, 2013. p. 153). The nomination of 

experts for the development of the public report implied a tum vis-à-vis the original 

nature and scope of the. Commission· s project. The GMH researchers added a 

significant new item to the report's list of goals: '"to identify the different truths and 

memories of violence, under differentiated approaches and with a preference for the 

victims' voices, which have been suppressed or silenced in the past'' (Camargo, 2013, 

p. 153). 

With the emergence of the GMH -today Colombia's National Center for 

Historical Memory (CNMH) 28- Colombia adhered to the historical memory trend in 

- Latin America. Historical memory holds a particular connotation in the Southern Cone. 

The term refers to the work of memory (truth-seeking and truth-telling, and the display 

ofthese processes in public spaces) as a central mechanism in the pursuit ofrecognition 

and justice by human rights defenders and conflict survivors (C.E. Milton, 2015). The 

historical memory trend in Colombia has been influenced by positions of countries like 

Spain and Argentina, where "nunca mas" campaigns promote the defence of victims · 

rights and stand against forgetting past atrocities committed under dictatorial regimes 

(Baer & Sznaider, 20 I 5). However, historical memory in Colombia also ho Ids a direct 

Jink with the present. The urgency of preventing new human rights violations within 

an ongoing armed conflict. together with the use of historical memory as a tool for 

negotiating peace. characterize the Colombian appropriation of this paradigm. 

The GMH -now CNMH- researchèrs study "emblematic cases'' and 

"diffèrent modalities of violence'' that "exemp_lify systematic and generalized patterns 

of human rights abuses" within the contlict and exp Iain how the violence has affected 

28 As of2012, Colombia's Historical Memory Group became the National Center for Historicàl Memory 
(CNMH). 

_J 
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different segments of the population (Riafio Alcala & Uribe, 2016, p. 13). Their 

methodology encompasses extensive fieldwork within the affected communities and 

thus incorporates the testimonial truths of victims as a constitutive element in the 

construction of historical narratives (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica, 2013). 

The CNMH has produced more than 80 individual reports comprising the basis of the 

General Report published in 2013; these include reports published under the previous 

institutional name (GMH). These publications opened up the space for unprecedented 

narratives about the Colombian conflict (Riafio Alcala & Uribe, 2016, p. 23). They 

retraced, for example, specific processes of civil resistance in rural areas,29 and the 

history of urban forced displacement,30 and described specific types of victimization 

such as violence against women as a common modus operandi of the armed groups. 31 

Two distinctive features of the GMH were the placing of contlict victims at the 

centre of its actions and its institutional iÎ1dependence. Despite being a· govemmental 

institution, the majority of the GMH's financial resources came from international 

cooperation agencies (Riafio Alcal:i & Uribe, 2016, p. 14). Over the years, the GMH 

has been able to structure itself as '"a well-respected space for reflection, endowed with 

academic, research and operative autonomy'' (Riafio Alcala & Uribe, 2016, p. 8), a 

reputation that is still preserved by the CNMH today. 

Since 2005 and parallel to this national trend of historical memory construction, 

other public institutions emerged with similar philosophical underpinnings in the 

municipal sphere. Bogota and Medellin, the country's two largest cities, followed 

comparable institutional processes that led to the creation of Bogota' s Centre for 

Memory. Pcace and Reconciliation in 2008, and Mede11in's Casa Museo de la Memoria 

in 2006. respectively. 

29 As in El orden desarmado : la resistencia de la Asociaciôn de Trabajadores Campesinos de Carare 
(.4 TCC) (Comision Nacional de Reparacion y Reconciliacion - Grupo de Memoria Historica, 2011 ). 
30 As in La huella invisible de la guerra: Desplazamientoforzado en la Comuna 13 (Comision Nacional 
de Reparaci6n y Reconciliaci6n. Grupo de Memoria Hist6rica, 2011 ). 
31 As in M1!ieres y guerra: victimas y resistentes en el Caribe colombiano (Comisi6n Nacional de 
Reparaci6n y Reconciliaci6n. Grupo de Memoria Historica 2011 b ). 
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1.1.2. The Victims' Law and Colombia's National Center for Historical Memory 

Colombia's National Law 1448 of 2011, or the Victims and Land Restitution Law, 

di~tates measures of ··attention, assistance and integral reparation to the victims of the 

internai anned conflict in Colombia." The legislation was the result of the initiative of 

a liberal sector of national politics in the a~ermath of the paramilitary demobilization 

and of . a series of recommendations and guidelines issued by the country' s 

Constitutional Court (Cortés, 2013; Summers, 2012). For the first thne, the confüct 

victims became the .subjects of specific rights, and the State became responsible for 

guaranteeing these rights (Passo, 2016; Summers, 2012). 

Under the Law's auspices. the Colombian ~tate created a series of institutions 

and programs designed to offer financial, social and psychological support to the 

millions ofvictims of Colombia's lengthy armed conflict. With the coming into effect 

of Law 1448, the CNRR disappeared, and in 2012 the GMH became the National 

Center for· Historical Memory (CNMH). The CNMH maintained the philosophy and 

administrative independence of the GMH. However, its purpose was significantly 

enlarged. As noted in Colombia's National Decree (Executive Order) 4803 of2011 by 

which the CNMH structure was established, the mission of the CNMH is: 

To receive, recover, preserve, collect, and study all documentary material, oral 
testimony and any other type of material related to human rights violations 
committed during the Co)ombian internai anned contlict. To achieve this, the 
Center must effectuate research, as well as to develop museological and 
pedagogical activities in order to help establish and clarify the causes of such 
phenomena (the conflict), promote the truth elucidation and hclp prevent the 
future repetition of these events.32 

The CNMH kept some of the fonctions assigned to the CNRR, such as the collection, 

analysis and preservation of information arising from the testimonials of paramilitary 

ex-combatants who have abided by the Agreements of Contribution to the Historical 

31 Article 2. Colombia's National Decree {Executive Order) 4803 of 2011. Author's translatio~. 
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Truth and Reparation, or Acuerdos de Contribucion a la Verdad Historica y la 

Reparacion, derived from the process of demobilization of the AUC. 

In addition to this, the CNMH has been tasked with: 

the design, creation, and administration of a museum of memory, intended to 
strengthen the colJective memory regarding Colombia's recent history of 
violence, combining efforts from the private sector, civil society, international 
cooperation, and the state. 33 

The Victims' Law tasks the CNMH with executing a Human Rights and Historical 

Memory Program, or Programa de Derechos Hwnanos y Afemoria Historica. This 

program must guarantee the public dissemination of research done by the GMH and 

the CNMH on the Colombian armed conflict. It must also develop a National Archive· 

of Human Rights responsible for the collection and preservation of any archivai body 

related to human rights violations in Colombia. 

ln accordance with the mandate and legacy of the GHM, the CNMH pub li shed 

the General Report /Basra Ya! Colombia: lvfemorias de Guerra y Dignidad (Enough 

Already! Colombia: Memories of War and Dignity) in 2013. The lengthy document 

sums up six years of research and extensive fieldwork establishing an overall nan-ative 

of the Colombian conflict. It reviews the evolution of the armed conflict and describes 

the methods, mechanisms and dimensions of its violence. The Report also compiles the 

range. of atrocities intlicted on civilians including an overwhelming selection of 

survivor testimonies that retlect both the pain and resilience of the Colombian people. 

The publication of /Basta Ya! opened up a new. space for Colombian society to 

acknowledge the extent of the damages caused by its ''prolonged and degraded war" 

(Grupo de Memoria Hist6rica, 2013). 

The report jBasta Ya! was published during the Colombian govemment's peace 

talks with the F ARC. Given this context, the CNMH director, Gonzalo Sanchez, sought 

33 Article 5. Colombia's National Decree (Executive Ordcr) 4803 of 2011. Author~s translation. 
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to give the Center a relevant role in the prom~tion of public openness towards peace 

and reconciliation. He has noted that public exercises of historical memory, such as 

those performed by the CNCMH, are a practice of democratic expansion and a 

peacebuilding tool (Sanèhez, 2016). Importantly, the CNCMH's work highlights 

processes, mechanisms and dynamics, and not only specific events of the Colombian 

conflict, thereby establishing _their càusality and impacts. As a memory practice that 

relates to an ongoing conflict, "it is set as an effective device to question the here and 

now and invent the immediate future" (Sanchez, 2016). 

The institutionalization ofhistorical memory has evolved both since the signing 

of the Peace Accord with the F ARC and the implementation of transitional justice 

rneasures arising from this Peace · Accord. Along with the creation of the National 

Archive of Human Rights and the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory, both 

under the auspices of the Victims' Law. Colombià's transition into a final stage of 

conflict resolution has led the country to implement other comprehensive measures of 

conflict memorialization. The most relevant ofthem is perhaps the creation of the Truth 

Commission, as stipulated in the 2016 Peace Accords with the F ARC. 

The vast work of the CNMH embodies the consolidation of an institutional 

trend in Colombia that regards historical me!nory and truth elucidation as key elements 

for the reparation of the conflicfs numerous victims. Although the special tribunal 

created by the Peace Agreements (Justicia Especial para la Paz JEP) will use the 

reports produced by the CNMH and the lnter-American Court of Human Rights has 

operated similarly in the past, historical memory institutions in Colombian lack the 

judicial power to impart justice, significantly undermining every state effort to 

establish and construct an inclusive narrative of the conflict (Aranguren Romero, 2012; 

Riafio Alcala & Uribe, 2016). The next two sections concem two parallel trends in the 

construction of a narrative of Colombia's conflict seeking to reveal aspects that are 

either considered absent or have been omitted by the country' s institutional and official 

memorial endeavours. 
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1.2. Activist memories: victims' demands for justice and recognition 

The widespread emergence of memorial practices during the Colombian war is a 

unique feature of memorial dynamics in the Andean country (Grupo de Memoria 

Hist6rica, 2009). The vast repertory of memorial practices in Colombia ranges from 

commemorative events to the construction of monuments and parks, but also includes 

initiatives such as the creation of casas de la memoria or "memory houses"34 and 

community museums, as well as artistic, academic and political actions (Comisi6n 

Nacional de Reparaci6n y Reconciliaciém, 2008; Grupo de Memoria Hist6rica, 2009).35 

Although the range of the victims caught up in the Colombian conflict is 

extremely diverse, those invested in memorial practices have tended to establish 

alliances with human rights organizations. It is important to note that a significant part 

of these memorial initiatives has emerged from victims of crimes perpetrated by State 

agents.36 These initiatives are not only commemorative and do not only seek to make 

sense of the past. The memorial practices of the Colombian conflict victims are 

mechanisms developed to document the violent events, to elucidate the truth, and to 

formulate public demands for the respect of the victims' right to truth and justice 

(Courtheyn, 2016; Grupo de Memoria Hist6rica, 2009). 

34 In the Colombian context, a casa de la memoria is a fonn of memory place (lieu de mémoire) and a 
cultural community institution dedicated to memorial practices. lt is usually created by vi ctims' 
organizations and funded by private or international cooperation fonds. Examples include the Câsa de 
la A,/emoria de Tumaco and the Casa de la },,Jemoria del Salado. 
35 The Red Nacional de Lugares de J1femoria, or National Network of Places ofMemory. consists of24 
institutions ranging from community and local memorials to regional and national museums. lts 
existence is an indicator of the degree of development of the citizen and grassroots movement of memory 
in Colombia. For a general panorama ofthis phenomenon consult Memorias en Tiempos de Guerra, or 
'"Wartime rnemories" by the Historical Memory· Group (Grupo de Memoria Hist6rica, 2009) which 
establishes a typology of memory initiatives and analyzes some cases of grassroots organizations and 
communities that have funded and created memorial initiatives. 
36 ln Colombia, there has been a significànt tradition of memory exercises and investigative work carried 
out by victims and citizen groups since the 1970s. Historically, these memorial practices have sought 
the elucidation oftruth and the defence of the rights of victims ofState crimes committed in the context 
of the armed conflict. These exercises have been compiled by projects such as Colombia Nunca Mas 
(Colombia Never Again), and carried out by organizations such as MO VICE (Movimiento Nacional de 
Victimas de Crimenes de Estado, or National Movement of Victims of State Crimes), among others. 



42 

The trend of Colombian "activist" memory is characterized by the formulation 

of accountability demands to the State for its direct or indirect responsibility in human 

rights violations and for its incapacity to guarantee the political and economic rights of 

Colombian citizens. Those linked to this memorial approach also consider that 

identifying the structural causes of the longstanding, chronic violence of the country is 

a fondamental aspect in the process of the construction of histori~al memory 

(Antequera Guzman, 2011; Sanchez, 2016). These structural causes include ethnie 

discrimination, profound inequity, the concentration of land property amongst 

economic elites, and the systemic exclusion of ce1tain po1itical ideologies from public 

discourse (stigmatization of the Left). 

Authors such as Virginie Bouvier (2009) have also stressed the importance of 

grassroots movements' memorial practices in the country's long path towards conflict 

resolution and peacebuilding. Furthem1ore, victims' memory initiatives have 

underscored the relevance of gender and ethnie dynamics within the logic of armed 

violence in Colombia. A significant part of these organizations defends the rights of 

women as well as black and indigenous communities as targeted segments of the 

population within the Colombian war. 

Colombia's official policies on historical memory, and the related institutions 

that enact these, comprise some of the principles attached to the '"activist" memory -

they concede a central role to victims' testimonies and practices a11d consider truth-

seeking an essential part of victims' reparation and peacebuilding. Indeed, institutions 

such as the CNMH have built strong ties with victims' organizations throughout their 

years of community research. However, the official policies on memory fail to satisfy 

the survivors' urge for justice (Aranguren Romero, 2012). For instance, if several of 

the CNMH reports have established numcrous cases of State agents' involvement in 

human rights violations, these reports, unfortunately, do not have a legally binding 

effect. 

Another distancing factor between the aspirations of the activist memory 

advoc~tes and the scope of narratives promoted by the official memory institutions is 
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the weight given to structural causes, such as economic inequality, as the origins of 

contemporary violence in Colombia. Sorne authors deplore the fact that most of the 

CNMH' s reports focus on specific events, and fail to highlight some of the structural 

causes of Colombian violence or mention the numerous waves of violence throughout 

the consolidation of the Colombian state over 200 years which have led to the . 

contemporary armed conflict (Antequera Guzman, 2011; Posso, 2016; Sanchez G, 

2014). 

Public projects such as the construction of a national memorial museum 

provoke diverse reactions in Colombia. The relationship between the official memory 

institutions and some sectors of activist memory is one of significant influence in the 

process of development of the MMH. However, some victims' groups and human 

. rights' organizations continue to manifest attitudes of mistrust and lack of suppo11 

towards State-sponsored memorial initiatives stressing the States inadecuacy to attend 

the country' s hum an rights crisis. Furthennore, the perspective of activist memory does 

not ~epresent ail the conflict victims. 

The final section ofthi~ chapter will present a third perspective on the dynamics 

of war and memory in Colombia, which represents a counterbalance to the official and 

activist memory initiatives described above. 

1 :3. Counter-insurgent memory: a "heroic narrative" of the Colombian conflict 

The counter-insurgent approach of Colombian political struggles for memory defends 

what Cynthia Milton defines --referring to the case of Peru· s armed conflict- as a 

"'heroic narrative" (2018). According to this narrative, guerrillas are the sole group 

responsible for Colombia's violence and gross human rights violations. A '"heroic 

narrative·' denies any responsibility of State actors or policy in the country's violence 

·or its causes, and "pmtrays state security actors as heroes of the nation and defenders 

of democracy" (Milton, 2018, p. 18). Often, this narrative also defends the idea that . . 
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human rights violatio~s committed by state agents should be considered an exception, 

and an acceptable price to pay in the 
1

war against terrorism (Milton, 2015). ln the case 

of Colombia, some supporters of this type of narrative also detènd the emergence of 

paramilitary groups as a valid and acceptabl~ response to the guerrilla threat. 

This binary reading of Colombia's armed con:flict -one that opposes the 

"good'' (the Establishment and the Am1ed Forces) with the "bad" (the political Left, 

and the leftist insurgents )- interprets it~ exclusively, as a problem of public· security, 

one that confronts the State with terrorist groups who do not have the legitimacy to 

voice· social claims. Those who defend this type of narrative argue that the only suitable 

solution for the conflict is an armed confrontation --one where the Anned Forces and 

other state agencies _combat and eliminate the insurgent threat- combined with 

ordinary judicial procedures that will punish the guerrillas with the "full weight of the 

law." The defendants of stich a posture reject the recent peace accords with the FARC 

and their resulting transitional justice measures. 

On October 2nd, 2016, when the Colombian govemment summone_d the 

electorate to vote a plebisdte in order to validatc the pcacc agreement with the F ARC, 

the counter-insurgent viewpoint obtained 50.2% of the vote. lts popularity is due· to 

various political and cultural features of Colombian society. For instance, there is a 

strong anti-communist sentiment inlu~rited mainly from the Cold War. The intense 

years of military ?ffensive against the guerrillas during Uribe's administration -and 

its unprecedented success-37 as wè11 as the undeniable crimes committed by the 

37 During Uribe's govemment (2002-2010) the po]icy of Detènse and Democratic Security, or Politica 
de Defensa Seguridad Democréttica, led the Armed Forces to achieve unparalleled results in the war 
against the guerrillas. This policy consisted of a heavily funded military offe~1sive in order to gain control 
of parts of the territory under the influence of guerrillas; it also brought about the enhancement of 
uni versai military service, the implementation of incentives for the desertion of illegal combatants and 
the active cooperation of citizens in the war against the insurgent threat. Consequently, several leaders 
of the guerrillas and a high number of their combatants were killed in action, often through 
bombardments. Extraordinary intelligence operatives, such as the Operation '"Jaque'' of 2008, resulted 
in the liberation of a group of high-profile kidnapped persons including former presidentia] candidate 
Ingrid Betancourt and three US citizens. Although effective in terms of reducing the power of the 
guerri1las, the Politica de Defensa Seguridad Democratica is widely criticized by victims' organizations 
and human rights defenders for having increased the levels of violence in the Colombian territory, 
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guerrillas against civilians and state forces, contribute significantly to the widespread 

support of the counter-insurgent reading of the Colombian conflict. 

The counter-insurgent memory and position are represented by charismatic and 

populist former president Alvaro Uribe and his coalition of èonservative pa1ties formed 

by right-wing politicians with specific electora1 agendas and contràdictory claims. For 

instance, these groups defend the AUC demobilization of the early 2000s, a very 

controversial process that has proven to be unsuccessful in dismantling the paramilitary 

and resulted in high Ievels of impunity and human rights violations (Porch & 

Rasmussen, 2008). However, the viewpoint of counter-insurgent memory is diverse: it 

also ra1lies families and supporters of members of the state forces and survivors of 

crimes committed by the guerrillas·. 

The Colombian conflict is complex, lengthy and has degraded to the extent that 

the methods of violence that sustain this conflict have become normalized. The number 

and range of its actors have evolved and increased during its development, which 

makes a binary reading of the situation a simplistic and narrowing account. Colombia's 

latest policy regarding the conflict's memory recognizes the plurality of its narratives 

and gives particular impmtance to the memories of victims and other accounts 

previously excluded. Historical memory entities such as the CNMH and its memc 

museum are required to consider the plurality of narratives regarding the conf 

including the challenge of addressing a significant segment of the population that 

refuses to acknowledge some of the complexities of pro]onged violence in Colombia. 

encouraged military corruption and promoted the advancement of the paramilitary influence in the 
country. A specific example of the prejudicial consequences of this policy is the increase in cases of 
extrajudicial executions of civi1ans; once executed by the Army, they were presented as guerril1a 
combatants in order to claim financial and other benefits offered to the military when successfülly 
··neutralizing'' the insurgency. 



CHAPTER2 
SETTING IN MOTION COLOMBIA ·s MUSEUM OF HIS'(ORICAL MEMORY 

This chapter focuses on t.he conception and planning of the Co]ombian Museum of 

Historical Memory (MMH). I will refer to the Museum' s development from a 

pragmatic point of view, reviewing its institutional, physicaL and social construction, 

as well as from a philosophical perspective, tracing the path from_ the Museum's 

mandate -as established by the Victims' Law- to its lineamientos conceptuales and 

guion museologico, or conceptual and museological guidelines.38 

This chapter represents one of the first attempts to trace the MMH's 

chronological and conceptual evolution. It is the result of a series of interviews with 

key actors involved in the process and a thorough consultation of institutional archives. 

For the purposes ofthis TD, this chapter is necessari]y succinct and descriptive. A more 

analytical approach will be adopted in Chapter 3, when studying the museographical 

interpretation of the MMH' s philosophical underpinnings within the exhibition Voces 

para transformar a Colombia. 

2.1 Developing the MMH: structure, projects, and actors 

This section presents the institutional evolution of the Museum as a department of the 

CNMH (Colombia's National Center for Historical Memory) but also as an entity in 

itself. Since its constitution, the Museum has had three directors: Juan Carlos Posad~ 

(2012-2014), Martha Nubia Bello (2015-2017) and Luis Carlos Sanchez (2017-

present). This section aims to introduce the main features and challenges of their 

38 MMH's museological guidelines are conta:ined in the document "Museo Nacional de la Memoria: un 
lugar para el encuentro. Lineamientos conceptuales y guion museol6gico" (Centro Nacional de Memoria 
Hist6rica. 2017). 
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administrations. as well as the evolution of the Museum's projects, institutional 

objectives, and organigram. 

2.1.1. The genesis of the MMH: positioning a memorial museum in the nation's capital 
and acknowledging its social dimension (2012-2014) 

During its first two years, the Colombian Museum ofHistorical Memory operated with 

a small team under the direction of Juan Carlos Posada, an architect with previous 

experiences at Medellin's Modern Art Museum, and the Museum Casa de la klemoria 

of the same city. 

The tasks of the Museum were assigned to three areas, each of them overseen 

by a coordinator: pedagogical, artistic arid "special projects." The first.coordinator was 

rcsponsible for rnanaging curatorial and pedagogical projects linkcd to the knowlcdge 

disseinination of the CNMH's research projects;39 the second oversaw cultural projects 

in collaboration with victims' organizations and aitists; the third managed a series of 

open calls and the Museum's relationship with international cooperation agencies 

[Catalina Orozco (MMH pedagogy department), 2017]. 

Meanwhile, Posada led the process of vi_siting and evaluating 25 potential sites 

in Bogot~ for the construction of the Museum [Martha Nubia Bello (MMH director 

2015-2017), 2017]. These sites included the National Administrative Center (CAN), 

the National University of Colombia, a hoùse expropriated from the drug trafficker 

Gonzalo Rodriguez Gacha~ the Tercer 1\1ilenio Park, the old Andina Brewery and the 

San Francisco Palace (Museo de Memoria Hist6rica de Colombia, 2018a). 

The process culminated with the cession on behalf of the City of Bogota of a 

site denominated '·Afa Solar" or ··Solar Wing" located in the Eje de la Paz y la 

Memoria, or Peace and Memory Axis. The idea of Bogota' s Eje de la Paz y la .Memoria 

was developed by the municipal government of Bogota in 2014, in order to interconnect 

emblematic places of memory of Colombia's violent history. These places ine-lude El 

3l)For example, the exhibitions "lmagenes por la memoria'' (2012) and 1Bastaya! (2013). 
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Dorado airport (site of the assassination of the presidential candidates Bernàrdo 

Jaramillo and Carlos Pizarro in 1990} and the Central Cemetery (burial place for Jorge 

Eliécer Gaitan and thousands of victims of the riots that followed the assassination of 

this politician and presidential candidate in 1948). Located on the line that connects the 

airport with the emblematic Cerros Orientales. or eastem mountains of Bogota, is also 

the capital's Center of Memory. Peace and Reconciliation as well as several 

commemorative murais. 

The decision to build the MMH in_ Bogotâ was not a simple one. Most of the 

conflict's victims corne from the country's rural and peripheral regions, which has 

resulted in the disconnect hetween the urhan centres and the main locations of the 

conflict's violence. The State's diminished control over the peripheral regions -

characterized hy a lack of provision of essentia] services and infrastructure- increased 

the gap between urban and rural Colomhia. Sorne of the victims' leaders did not and 

still do not welcome the idea of building a national memorial museum in the capital 

because this ·centralizes the conflict's memorialization. which could result in the 

alienation of the memories from the regions. However, t!1e MMH's team dcfcnds the 

argument that placing the Museum in Bogota entails making visible the vast repertoire 

of violence intlicted to a large segment of the country's rural population~ in Colombia's 

main urban center. The Museum thus commits itself to ·'(introducing) the rural country 

to Bogota, so that historically marginalized communities are represented in a common 

place, where their demands and acts of resistance may have more visibility'' (Museo de 

Memoria Hist6rica de Colombia, 2018d). 

The projects developed by the Museum undcr Posada's leadership wcre very 

limited, generating few advances towards the overall design and conception of the 

institution. In its early years, the CNMH was mainly focused on its own establishment 

as a national institution with wide-ranging functions, and it gave less attention to the 

project of a Museum among these. From 2012 until 2014, the Museum opcratcd in 

. response to specific cxtemal demands. mainly related to victims' reparation 
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measures.40 Some ofthese projects reflected the need to create new departments within 

the CNMH, such as the Territorial Initiatives Department and the Judicial Sentences 

Section [Catalina Orozco (MMH pedagogy department), 2017]. 

Perhaps one of the major advances during Posada's period at the head of MMH 

was the establishment of the social construction of the Museum as a priority [Ca~lina 

Orozco (MMH pedagogy depaçtment), 2017]; [Martha Nubia Bello (MMH director 

2015-2017), 2017]. The MMH's social constructio~ds understoo_d by the Museum 

team as the development of links and strong relationships with various sectors of 

society, especially, and most importantly, with the victims of the Colombian contlict. 

These groups have significant experience dev~loping memorial practices in the 

territorios, or territories-a common èxpression that refers to the peripheral and rural 

zones of the country (Centro Nacional de Memoria Hist6rica, 2015). 

The social dimension of the MMH draws on and is informed by the ex~ectations 

and the patticipation of victims and citizens, as well as expe1ts and other similar 

museums. Following this approach, the MMH proceeded to identify a vast array of 

memorial initiatives developed by victims' and human rights · organizations in the 

country. This project derived from the idea ~hat it is the .Museum's responsibility to 

acknowledge and contribute to the work and expertise that several grassroots 

organizations cultivated during the years of the Colombian conflict. 

2.1.2. The emergence of the MMH' s identity: choosing an architectural design and 
synthesizing the Museum' s mission after consultations (2015-2017) 

40 On many occasions, there werejudiciary sentences (most ofthem from the paramilitary demobilization 
processes) that ordered the CNMH to develop symbolic reparation projects for a specific group of 
victims. This resulted in artistic and memorial projects by victims' organizations which were elaborated 
with the collaboration and technical guidance of the Museum [Catalina Orozco (MMH pedagogy 
department), 2017; Lorena Luengas (MMH curator), 2017], for example, the Project of the Museo 
lünerante de la Memoria y la ldentidad de los Montes de ;\,/aria, or the ltinerant Museum of Memory 
and Dignity of Montes de Maria. · 
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From January 2015 until June 2017, Martha Nubia Bello performed the fonctions of 

MMH Director. Bello, a social worker specializing in human rights and psycho-social 

support to victims of violence, was one of the founding members of the Historical 

Memory Group and led research projects on important cases in the history of the 

conflict, such as the cases of Bojaya (Choc6), Comuna 13 (Medellfn) and San Carlos 

(Antioquia). She was also the coordinator of the groundbreaking report /Basta ya! 

Colombia: memorias de guerray dignida<j". published in 2013. 

During her time as Director of the Museum, Bello made structural changes that 

allowed the MMH to better define its institutional identity. She created the Museo]ogy 

Department, assigning its members the· tasks of conceptualizing the Museum's 

guidelines and designing the museographical approach of MMH' s first majot 

exhibition, Voces para transformar a Colombia. Furthermore, Bello conso1idated the 

artistic and cultural programming of the Museum, enhancing the Coordinaci6n de 

Prétcticas Artisticas and transforming it into the MMH's Department of Artistic and 

Cultural Programming, a unit that develops a wide-ranging calendar of activities and 

mtistic memorial practices. Bello also created the Collections Department, responsible 

for the design ofthe MMffs acquisitions policy, and the Communications Depattment, 

in charge. among others, of developing the Museum' s virtua] dimension. The Special 

Projects. section disappeared, and the pedagogy section was transformed into the 

Education Department. 

In 2015, fol1owing the acquisition of the "A/a Solar'' site in Bogota, the MMH 

launched an international architectura] competition in order to select _its building 

design. The jury evaluated 72 local and international proposais and chose as the 

winning design the proposai submitted jointly by the Colomb1an firm MGP 

Arquitectura .v Urbanismo and the Spanish firm Estùdio Entresitio. Their proposai was 

awarded the first place because of its ability to create varions spaces for both 

exhibitions and public interaction, in what the jurors called a '"processional circuit'' that 

is altogether memorial, hopeful and in harmony with the geography of the city (Bello 



51 

& Forero, 2017).41 Bello managed the first stages of the Museum's building 

construction (techniçal studies, completion of permits) and created the Infrastructure 

Department for this purpose. To date, the building has· not yet been built. However its 

completion is scheduled for 2021. 

This period of the Museum -from 2015 to 2017- was key for the 

development of its institutional identity. The National Center of Historical Memory 

developed various initiatives and organized multiple events to gather useful 

information about the development of the MMH' s guide lin es and approach (Centro 

Nacional de Memoria Historica, 2015). One of these projects was the Voces de la 

Afemoria or _the ·'Voices of Memory" project, produced by the CINEP ( Centro de 

lnvestigacion y Educacion Popular, or Popular Research and Education Center). The 

purpose of this endeavor was to collect the perceptions and recommendations of 

victims and different sectors of society through a series of guided discussions and 

studies. Throughout the project (2014-2015), 35 regional and 5 national workshops 

were held in 13 different regions of the country, where victims and members of thèir 

organizations participated and gave their input concerning the Museum' s content and 

form. Expe11s. research centers and international advisers were also involved in a series 

of open calls and events such as the Semana Nacional de la .Memoria (National Week 

of Memory), and the Seminario lnternacional de Aluseos y Lugares de Afemoria 

(International Seminar of Museums and Places of Memory). This was done with the 

purpose of getting to know their ideas, expectations, and recommendations conceming 

the Museum·s role and significance in a context of peacebuilding, as well as its 

museographical approaches and location (Museo de Memoria Historica de Colombia, 

2018c). 

Following the consultation stage; the MMH Museology Department worked on 

the design of the conceptual structure of the Museum, producing a synthesis that would 

reflect the appropriation of the Museum's mandate and its initiaI-institutional identity 

41 Sorne images are provided in Appendix B. 
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[Lorena Luengas (MMHcurator), 2017]. The MMH's conceptual structure is described 

in the document "'.Museo Nacional de la Memoria: un lugar para el encuentro. 

Lineamientos conceptuales y guion museologico" (Centro Nacional de Memoria 

Hist6rica, 2017) whose main components are presented in section 3.2 ofthis TD. 

It is important to note here that during the first two administrations of the 

Museum (2012-2017), the institution operated under the name of Jvfuseo Nacional de 

la 1\femoria or National Museum of Memory and would be rep]aced by Museo de 

lvfemoria Historica de Colombia in 2018. The change followed a request by 

Colombia's Ministry of Culture, before the Museum's official Iaunching of the project 

Voces para transformar a Colombïa, as will be further exp]ained in section 3.1.3. 

2.1.3. The launch of the MMH: testing and breaking the ground (2017-present) 

In June 2017, Luis Carlos Sanchez took over as Director of the MMH. Sanchez is a 

political scientist, historian, and philosopher who worked as a researcher at the 

Historical Memory Group and the CNMH witnessing first-hand the evolution ofthese 

institutions. He was also the coordinator of the Victims' Reparations Office of the 

CNMH from 2014 to 2017. 

Sanchez's administration has been focused on the production of the 2018 

exhibition Voces para tran.~formar a Colombia and the continuation of the 

programmatic and institutional development of the Museum. Sanchez also has the 

responsibility of determining how the Museum will contribute to, and liaise with, the 

transitional justice regime and especially with the Truth Commission, implemented by 

the Peace Accords with the FARC. 

Prior to the presentation of the MMH' s first exhibition and the ]aunch of its 

official website in April 2018, the Museum was renamed the Colombian Museum of 

Historical Memory. The institution decided to change its name as per the request of the 

national Ministry of Culture which argued that the new institution needed a more 

specific name that would differentiate it from Colombia·s National Museum or .Nfuseo 
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Nacional de Colombia. 42 Sanchez. embraced the name change as an opp01tunity to 

emphasize that the Museum does not promote a master and unifying narrative of the 

Colombian conflict. He also saw this as a means to indicate that its methodologies and 

trajectory were closely related to the historical memory camp in C~lombia and did not 

seek to promote specific discourses on Colombian nationhood [Luis Carlos Sanchez 

(MMH director 2017-present), 2018]. 

The exhibition Voces para transformar a Colombia sought to preser:it the 

MMH's main narratives to the public and, to elicit their reactions, prior to the physical 

construction of the Museum. The launch of the Museum and the presentation of its 

exhibition to more than 70,000 visitors (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historica, 2018c) 

at Fi/Bo enabled the new institution to test its messages and methods, and to deepen its 

process of social construction with victims' organizations, civil society and the general 

. public. 

The exhibition was also an opp01tunity for the whole of the institution -and 

all of its departments (museology, communications, collections. infrastructure, 

education) to work together on a common project. l;'his represented a significant 

moment in the construction of the MMH's collective identity and strengthened its 

programmatic dimension [Luis Carlos Sanchez (MMH director 2017-present), 2018]. 

Vocespara transformar a Colombia also allowed the CNMH to ac_!<nowledge how vast 

the MMH · s potential was in regard to reaching out to larger audiences than th ose 

normally convened by the CNMH. through the specific language of a memorial 

museum . 

2.2 The MMH's philosophical construction: the conceptual·path towards the Museum's 
first exhibition. 

4z Colombia's National Museum was founded in 1823. It collects and displays abjects that are symbols 
of Colombia's history and heritage and reflects on the concept ofColombia's nationhood. lts collection 
is divided into four groups: art, history, archeology and ethnography. 
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This section presents the main components of the MMH's conceptual foundatiori and 

its philosophical underpinnings, which include the Museum's concept, fonctions, 

guiding principles and messages, as well as the ways in which the institution defines 

its publics and the strategies to meet them. These notions are developed in the 

Museum's "Guidelines document". 

2.2.1 MMffs concept 

As previously mentioned, Colombia's National Decree (Executive Ortler) 4803 of2011 

states that the MMH must "strengthen the collective memory regarding Colombia's 

recent history of violence, combining efforts from the private sector. civil society, 

international cooperation, and the State."43 The Victims· Law also dictates that the 

Museum must "carry out actions that reestablish the dignity of the victims, and share 

the truth about what happened. ·,44 

Following this mandate, the first task assigned to the MMH's Museology 

Department ( created in 2015) was to establish a museum concept that would not only 

be able to appropriate·the legal mandate of the institution, but also to acknowledge the 

info1mation gathered through ini~iatives related to the social construction of the MMH. 

These initiatives included the project Voces de la Memoria of ClNEP and other 

consultations made with victims' organizations and membets of the academic 

community.45 As previously mentioned, throughout the MMH's consultation stage, 35 

regional and 5 national workshops were held in 13 regions of the country, where 

victims and their organizations participated. 

43 Colombia's National Decree (Executive Ortler) 4803 of 2011 regu]ates the Victims' Law. Author's 
translation. 
44 Colombia's National Law no. 1448 of 2011, commonly referred to as the 'Victims' Law'. Author's 
translation. 
45 Seven research papers were commissioned to experts on different aspects of memorial museums 
(architecture, relation between memory and art, fonctions of a national memorial museum, arnong 
others) and the implications of such concepts in the Colombian context. 
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One of the main mandates that the Museum received from the victims during 

these consultation exercises was to create a museo vivo, or a "living museum", with 

spaces for the creation and expression of the victims' memorial practices [Luis Carlos 

Manjarrés (MMH curator), 2017; Centra de Investigaci6n y Educaci6n Popular, 2015: 

Centra Nacional de Memoria Hist6rica, 201-7]. 

The results of this series of consultations are reflected in' the Museum's 

"Guidelines document," which outlines the philosophical underpinnings of the 

institution. In this document, the Museum defines itself as an 

educational and cultural platfonn for the promotion of participatory processes 
of creation, production, discussion and transmission of the armed contlict' s 
historical memory, while mobilizing critical reflection ·on the causes and 
consequences of this phenomenon. In the same way, (the Museum) strives to 
be a space in which a pedagogy of coexistence and peacebuilding is promoted, 
and the development of critical and responsible citizenship with respect for life 
and human rights is cncouraged (Centra Nacional de Memoria Hist6rica, 2017, 
p. 29).46 

Following the institutional line of the CNMH, the MMH not only undertakes the 

Colombian war victims' mandate to represent and give voice to their memories of pain 

and resilience but also engages in featuring them in relation to the present and the future 

of the country' s quest for peace. The MMH is thus defined as a museum 

that shows the relationship between violence and violations committed in the 
past and those that continue in the present. Likewise, the [MMH] promotes 
critical retlection and the fom1ation of people committed to respecting life and 

· hum.an rights~ and is presented as a space that values dissent and plurality of 
voices, thereby safeguarding respect for human rights (Centra Nacional de 
Memoria Hist6rica, 2017, p. 14).47 

46 Author·s translation. 
47 Author's translation. 
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2.2.2 MMH's fonctions 

Relyingon the State's duty to remember, the MMH constitutes a measure ofreparation 

and compensation for victims of the Colombian am1ed conflict. its commitment to the 

fonction of truth-seeking and truth-telling also serves the fonction of the conservation 

ofhistorical memory. In this sense, the MMH engages in safeguarding the testimonials, 

objects, and memories linked to human rights violations that occurred during the 

contlict and also in preserving the musealia related to the resilience and resistance of 

its victims, and therefore contributing to the emergence of a heritage derived from the 

conflict's violence (Ashworth, 2008) as well as from the experiences and knowledge 

produced in result of such violence (C. Lieras, personal communication, 2018). 

Beyond the fonction of truth-seeking and truth-telling, the MMH undertakes a 

pedagogic fonction that is closely tied toits role in the promotion of guarantees of non-

recurrence of violence and the enhancement of a democratic culture (Centro Nacional 

de Memoria Hist6rica, 2017, p. 29; Iniesta Gonzalez, 2014). In ordcr to prevent human 

rights violations from happening again, society must adopt a commitment to the 

defence of human rights. This change is partially made possible through pedagogic 

endeavors that encourage the strengthening of a democratic culture where political and 

cultural differences are respected above all. The MMH has decisively opted to put a 

significant emphasis on the promotion of the social conditions that contribute to 

guaranteeing the non-recurrence of human rights vioiations and the strengthening of 

democratic values. 

According to the MMH' s chief curator Cristina Lieras, the promotion of 

conditions aiming at guaranteeing the non-recurrence of violence is something that 

although included, was not clearly defined in the Victims' Law. despite being of central 

importance for the mission of a national memorial museum. i:.Jeras points out that the 

quest for symbolic reparation and the reestablishment of the victims' dignity can only 

be achieved through an array of institutional and societal actions broader than those of 

the Museum. The Museum alone is not ab]e to fulfilI the victims' reparation needs. It 
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is, however, capable of investing itself decisively in promoting a culture of respect 

towards human rights and the enhancement of democratic values among its visitors, 

aiming to prevent the repetition of atrocities [Cristina Lieras (MMH chief curator), 

2017]. 

The MMH has also adopted a memorial fonction, which is linked to it~ capacity 

to provide visitors with a space for mouming, honouring, and commemorating one 

another· s stories and suffering. The MMH seeks to become a place for conflict victims 

and Colombian society to grieve "the human. material, social and cultural losses" 

caused by the violence in Colombia (Centro Nacional de Memoria Hist6rica, 2017, p. 

29; lniesta Gonzalez, 2014). 

2.2.3 MMH's guiding princip]es 

• Participation. The MMH guarantees the participation of the conflict victims and 

diverse social groups in its construction and management. This means, for instance, 

the acknowledgment of the victims' voices and memorial practices but also the 

implementation of strategies aiming at the decentralization of the Museum and the 

contribution of regional memorial initiatives in the MMH's activities. 

• Acknowledgement of diversity. The MMH recognizes the diftèrentiated impact that 

violence has had on specific segments of Colombian society. This entails, for 

instance, the recognition of cultural pluralism, and the different positions from 

which indigenous peoples and other groups. such as Black communities, have 

· navigated the war in Colombia. Similarly, the MMH recognizes the differential 

impacts of the conflict on social groups such as women, children, sexual minorities, 

and others. 

• Plurality. The MMH recognizes the plurality of languages and narratives that 

characterize the vast array of memorial practices in Colombia and therefore aims at 

becoming a platform for their representation. 
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• Autonomy. Aware of the institution's public nature, its development at arm's length 

from govemment, and the difficult issues it tackles, the MMH establishes autonomy 

as a principle guiding its decision-making processes. 

• No harm. The principle of no harm is an ethical dimension of the MMH' s principle 

of plurality. It seeks to exclude any narrative that justifies or displays violent or 

discriminatory purposes towards any social group. The MMH also takes the 

responsibility of implementing actions towards the protection of the emotional and 

physical int~grity of the victims and citizens involvcd directly or indirectly in the 

Museum's activities. 

2.2.4 MMH's publics 

Once the core of the MMH -its foundational concept and principles- was outlined, 

the museology team had to clearly identify the Museum's audiences. For this purpose~ 

the MMH classifies its publics into two groups. The first is a direct public, 

encompassing diverse social groups and communities, including the academic 

- community. education sector, public officers, households and foreign visitors viho are 

interested in visiting the MMH and are attentive to the historical memory processes in 

Colombia. Thé second group consists of a more indirect audience, that is indifferent or 

opposed to the Museum and its themes but nevertheless a portion of the population that 

represents an important segment in the attainment of the MMH' s objectives. 

2.2.5 MMffs dimensions and platforms 

Seeking to address its two groups of audiences, the MMH proposes to be present under 

three dimensions: physical, territorial (in the country"s regions), and virtual, as well as 

___ J 
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through an array of platforrns48 : exhibitions, research, communications, heritage, and 

memorial. 

The MMH's exhibition platform comprises permanent and temporary displays 

including those that are virtual and travelling. The research component relates not only 

to the CNMH's investigations but also to the Museum's fonction oftruth-seeking and 

truth-telling, as well as the Museum's relationship with the National Archive ofHuman 

Rights, whose creation is also a responsi~ility of the CNMH and w~ll be under the · 

MMH's care. The communications platforrn entails a series of resources such as 

cultural spaces, programming and a communications agenda that provide support to 

the various fonctions of the Museum. The heritage component reflects the MMH's 

commitment to the conservation of its collections, composed of material and intangible 

items (testimonials, objects, and documents) that are considered to be part of the 

conflict heritage of Colombia (Centro de Investigaci6n y Educaci6n Popular, 2015). 

As for the Mus~um's memorial platform, it represents the various dimensions through 

which the institution provides its audiences with spaces for commemorative acts and 

social dialogues around the issue of rnemory in Colombia. 

2.2.6 MMffs messages 

The previous sections have presented the conceptual structure that supports the MMH. 

The final part of this chapter focuses on the core messages meant to be conveyed by 

such a structure. The following table displays the set of statements that the Museum 

seeks to comrnunicate to its audiences. They are divided into three categories: (1) 

sentidos or global understandings for the public to acquire, and the associated 

48 The concept of platform positions the MMH as a hub that facilitates the dialogue between the memory 
processes that take place in various regions and diverse sectors of the country (Centro Nacional de 
Memoria Hist6rica, 2017, p. 66). 
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messages, both (2) explicit and (3) implicit. This is the matrix that guided the Museum 

team in the construction of the exhibition Voces para transforrnar a Colombia.49 

When visiting the MMH and the exhibition 
Voces para transformar a Colombia 

Via 
The public should recognize 

Explicit Messages Implicit Messages 

The costs of war are too Nothing justifies the 

high, and the damage war violation of human 
... the magnitude and provokes is immeasurable. rights. W ar is much 

complexity of the Colombian costlier and more 
conflict in its historical, inefficient than peace. 

social, political and cultural Our war is always W ar is long and dimensions (Iniesta, 2014 ); changing; it is fragmentcd, complex, and this 

... the conflicf s origins and regionally diverse and characterizes the way it 

transfi?rmations as well as its constantly exacerbated. can be narrated. 

causes, mechanisms, Although the 
repertoires of violence and Colombian war is 
impacts (Del Pino, 2014 ); The war in Colombia is complex and hard to 

intentional and linked to explain, it is not 
... the different actors economic dynamics and random nor irrational. 

participating in the armed interests, both of po1itica1 There are interests in 
conflict; and institutional nature. dispute, and 

responsibilities yet to 
be acknowledged . 

.. . the conflict's victims as W ar affects us ait but not Responsibilities must 
subjects with a face, history, be assumed, and 
as well as with a capacity for everyone in the same way. victims recognized . 

. 
49 This table was conceived based on infom1ation shared by the Museum team during my fieldwork in 
Colombia in 2017. 
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action and resistance to The violence of the We need to think and 
violence; conflict is rooted in and imagine a plausible 

... the differentiated deepens other kinds of present for Colombian 

responsibilities of the parties violence such as sexual, so'ciety, in which 
gender, domestic, racial, everyday violence will 

involved in the human rights ethnie, an~ social violence. be rejected. 
violations during the war in 

Colombia. Stigmatization, The strengthening of 
intolerance, the democracy resides in 

elimination of differences the acknowledgement 
and political dissent have of differences, dissent. 

characterized the and diversity in all our 
Co]ornbian contlict. interactions. 

Colornbia's history is 
interwoven with war and To end the war and violence, as well as with sustain peaçe we must initiatives of peace and 

resistance, political assume our 
responsibility as agents reforms, peace processes, of change. and the institutionalization 

of peace. 

Table 3.1 Messages of the MMH 

Some of the ideas represented in this matrix might seem elemental and basic. 

O~1e wou]d think that it _is not necessary -after fifty years of war- to make 

Co]ombians aware of the diversity of actors and the differentiated impacts of the 

contlict's violence on different segments of Colombian society. However, these are 

things to which the MMH decided to give particular attention when defining the 

messages of its first exhibition, because they are elernental understandings that should 

be reinforced in order to ·effectively promote the non-recurrence of atrocities committed 

during the conflict. 

As a national memorial museum featuring difficult staries related to the 

Colombian armed conflict, the MMH provides a space of encounter and public 

i·epresentation of voices previously excluded from the public sphere, such as those of 

the victims (Jelin, 2002). Besides providing the country with a platform for democratic 
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debate on its contemporary struggles for memory, the MMH establishes a set of 

common understandings from which to start such national conversations. The MMH 

also seeks to confront its visitors with the magnitude of the violence in Colombia, 

generating more questions and reflections than answers and certitudes and by doing so 

inviting them to embrace narratives of the Colombian war that provide un-conclusive 

interpretations of the historical events and stress the complexities of the social 

dynamics that have intervened in the Colombian violence. 

The key messages proposed by the MMH's curatorial team open the discussion 

further, beyond the notion that the war in Colombia was the confrontation between the 

Anny and a group of guerrillas. These messages stress the importance of dynamics that 

are often overlooked in the media and the electoral debates, such as the distribution of 

land and the exploitation of resources, something that transcends the logic of a counter-

insurgent struggle. These messages thus bring into the discussion themes such as the 

ownership of ]and, economic inequality, cultural diversity, and diversified raies in the 

war. 

As explained in Chapter l, Colombian struggles for rnemory are intense and 

ongoing. Those who argue for a salvation narrative of the Colombian war have 

profound disagreements with the proponents ofhistorical and activist memories in their 

understanding of what is fondamental when seeking the non-recurrence of violence. If 

the "salvation" camp argues that punishing leftist guerrillas via the ordinary justice 

system will suffi ce to repair victims of the contlict and prevent the emergence of more 

violence, the camps of historical and activist memories stress the importance of 

recognizing and tackling the continuum of different forms of violence ( ethnie, gender, 

economic, political) as well as the mechanisms and intentions that make possible the 

prolongation of war in Colombia. Ideas such as individual and cultural change, and 

det'nocratic reinforcement, as opposed to military and judicial actions, lie behind the 

MMH's messages when tackling the challenge of promoting conditions for the 

eradication of violence in Colombia. 





CHAPTER3 
MMH's VOCES PARA TRANSFORMAR A COLOMBIA EXHIBITION 

In the final chapter of this TD, 1 will examine the museographical àpproaches adopted 

in the Voces para tran~f'ormar a Colombia project. the first MMH national exhibition 

and a prelude to the Museum's permanent exhibition. To this end, I will begin by 

outlining the exhibition's general objectives in Section 3.1. In Section 3.2, I will 

address the curatorial challenges and choices associated with presenting a 

comprehensive narrative of the Colombian conflict while adequately repr.esenting the 

plurality of its victims, events, and dynamics. ln Section 3.3, I will elaborate on the 

characteristics of the first mise-en-exposition of Voces para transformar a Colombia at 

the Feria Internacional del Libro de Bogotâ (FiLBo) in the spring of 2018. I will be 

looking specifically at the exhibition's content, architectural and scenographic design, 

public programming and mediation strategies. To conclude this chapter, in section 3.4, 

I will focus on the types of language that were prioritized in the exhibition in order to 

fulfil its different objectives. 

3.1 Exhibition objectives 

In accordance with the MMH's mission and the postulates presented in Table 1, the 

curators of Voces para tran.sformar a Colombia aimed to present the Colombian 

conflict's victims as agents with capacity for resistance by displaying their voices, 

narratives, and memorial practices. Along this line, the exhibition sought to contribute 

to the symbolic reparation and vindication of the survivors' dignity by challenging 

stereotypes and, in several cases, reestablishing the good name and reputation of 
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specific grnups50 [Martha Nubia Bello (MMH director 2015-2017, 2017; Luis Carlos 

Majarrés (MMH curator), 2017]. 

Curators a]so intended to bring to light connections between the contemporary 

Colombian conflict and other types of preexisting violence in the country. These 

inc]ude ethnie discrimination and the use ofwar"as a means to gain control of the land. 

ln addition to this, MMH' s team sought to raise awareness of the mechanisms of, and 

intentions underlying the Colombian war; its modalities of violence (sexual, 

environmental, cultural, armed, political); and its regional implications. Curators were 

also interested in making the exhibition visitors aware of the diversity of actors -

armed and unarmed- involved in the contlict, like the case of civil servants such as 

notaries who played an essential role in the dynamics of land dispossession (despojo) 

(Centra Nacional de Memoria Hist6rica, 20 l 8a). 

The consultation project Voces de la A1emoria (2014-2015) revealed how 

impottant it was for victims and citizens in general to hold perpetrators accountable for 

their crimes, in the Museum and its exhibitions [Centra de Investigaci6n y Educaci6n 

Popular, 2015; Lorena Luengas (MMH curator), 2017]. However, the MMH curatorial 

team considered that focusing on individual responsibilities in the first exhibition of 

the Museum could exacerbate antagonisms among visitors and lead them to painting 

out others' responsibilities before engaging in persona! retlection. The team therefore 

opted to . emphasize the social dynamics and collective responsibilities behind the 

episodes of violence in Co]ombia, and to present how anned and unarmed actors 

actively participated in the conflict. They argued that this type of approach would al low 

50 The stigmatization of a significant part of the conflicfs victims characterizes the war in Colombia. 
This is the case of communities living in the country's most violent regions or victirns with leftist 
allegiances such as human rights activists, union leaders, and members of some political parties. The 
idea that victims are somehow responsible for their grievances has resulted in the public opinion's 
indifference toward their realities. This is reflected in the common expression "a/go malo tuvieron que 
haber hec/10 para que les pasara lo que les paso" (there must be a reason for what happened to them, 
they must have done something bad or engaged in wrong activities). This reasoning produces public 
mistrust towards the circumstances of several of the country's human rights violations and attributes part 
of the responsibility of the violence toits victims (Chàmbers, 2013). 



66 

visitors to reflect critically on their own agency as well as that of society in general in 

the conflict. 

In this sense, for the curators, the exhibition had to be capable of eliciting 

unexpected reflections in its visitors which would lead them to leave the exhibition 

with more questions than certitudes [Cristina Lieras (MMH chief curator), 2017; 

Lorena Luengas (MMH curator), 2017; Sofia Gonzalez (MMH curator), 2017]. 

Therefore, a central objective of the exhibition was to provide its publics with a display 

capable of accounting for the magnitude and complexity of the Colombian conflict. 

The MMH thus embraced the difficult nature of the exhibition subject matter and 

sought for its visitors to '"re-think their expectations, demanding they complicate their' 

desire for relatively straightforward and conclusive ways of telling a· story'' (Simon, 

201 la, ·p. 194), in this case, the Colombian conflict story. 

3.2 Defining a structure 

The design of the thematic and narrative structure of the exhibition Voces para 

transformar a Colombia sought to address two types of challenges which I will brietly 

describe before presenting the strategies developed by the curatorial team, in section 

3.2.1. 

The first challenge arises from the representation of the conflict's victims and 

events. Accounti11g for the diversity of àctors and their life stories, as well as regional 

characteristics and different periods of the Colombian conflict's history, had to be 

weighed against the need to respond to the victims' demands and expectations. For the 

curators, it was clear that the voices of victims and survivors had to be at the centre of 

the project [Martha Nubia Bello (MMH director 2015-2017), 2017; Lorena Luengas 

(MMH curator), 2017]), however, they were also aware of the impossibility of 

successfully representing the full range of victims and their contexts in a single 

exhibition (Museo de Memoria Hist6rica de Colombia, 2018b ). 
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According to Bello, several groups of victims demanded the attribution of 

spaces within the exhibition dedicated to their type of story exclusively. Nevertheless, 

Bello considered that separating and compartmentalizing victims' experiences and 

secluding them within different spaces was not desirable for the MMH because it would 

have undennined the promotion o( awareness that war affected ail Colombians, albeit 

in difforent manners [Marthà Nubia Bello (MMH directqr 2015-2017), 2017]. 

The second challenge related to dcfining the exhibition's structure stemmed 

from the CNMH's research legacy and the Museum's necessity to develop its own 

language. For the Center's researchers, the common reflex was to adopt the same 

structure of the general report ; Basta Ya! for the exhibition [Cristina Lieras (MMH 

chiefcurator), 2017; Sofia Gonzalez (MMH curator), 2017].51 However, the Muse~m's 

team determined very early in the process the need to distance itself from the Center's 

research paradigm and to find different ways to communicate its messages and tell the 

story of the Colombian anned _contlict. In order to detach itself from the Center's 

objectives and -those of the general report, and to resignify the Center' s research 

contents according to the objectives of a national memorial museum, the exhibition had 

to have a <liftèrent structure, narrative and themes. 

3.2.1 Tierra. Cuerpo y Agua: the innovative narrative and conceptual axes of the 
exhibition 

In light of the challenges explained previously, the MMH's curatorial team opted for a 

unique conceptual approach and decided to structure the exhibition around three 

narrative axes: Tierra. Cue,po y Agua (Land, Body and Water). Seeking a creative way 

to approach the conflict's history without compartmentalizing the victims' voices and' 

stories into different categories, the curators of Voces para iran.sformar a Colombia 

51 The Report ;Basta Ya! Co/ombia: Memories of War and Dignity (2013) is dîvided into five sections: 
1. Dimensions and methods of violence; 2. Origins. dynamics and growth of the armed conflict; 3. War 
and Justice in Colombian society; 4. Impacts and harms caused by the armed conflict in Colombia; and 
5. Memorîes: the voîce of survivors. 
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found in Land, Body and Water concepts which allow survivors to tell their stories and 

portray their memorial practices . 

This approach, which is both analytica1 and narrative, is '·an effort to look at the 

war in a historical, relational and systemic perspective., (Museo de Memoria Hist6rica 

de Co.lombia, 2018b). Land, Body and Water have the narrative capacity to present and 
' -

encompass the dynamics of the Colombian conflict in a holistic way without presenting 

a master narrative of the conflict. These elements a11ow the exhibition to detach itself 

from a strictly chronological reading and propose different temporalities. The cycles of 

the land, !he body and water have other temporalities than the linear interpretations of 

hist(?ry and enable curators to adequately account for the multiple forms of violence 

(cultural, environmental, economic) that have taken place in the Colombian conflict, 

. as well as their possible causes. 

According to Failler and Simon 

(t)he distinction between Iearning about and leaming.from has to do both with 
the ontological status given to knowledge and with the leamer·s imagined 
proximity to that knowledge. In learing about, knowledge is taken to be an 
object separate from or outsidc the self that can ncvertheless be acquired, 
owned, or mastered; in leaming.from something, knowledge is understood as a 
relation contingent on a willingness to recognize one' s connectedness to an 
event or experience that might well be "separate" in the sense of belonging to 
another time, place or people but can nevertheless be seen for its enmeshment 
with the structures, privileges and constrain1s of one's own life (Failler & 
Simon, 2015, p. 173). 

Land, Body and Water are vectors to which any citizen-visitor can relate. They enable 

the emergence of what Failler and Simon have called 'elastic narratives': "'discursive 

environments that allow multiple possibilities within certain limits to be projected'' · 

(Failler & Simon, 2015, p. 174). Such narrative forms dissolve the diftèrence between 

what happened or could happen to oneself and what happened or could happen to others 

in different cultural, economic, or political circumstances. The trilogy of elements 
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selected by the MMH in order to narrate the Colombian war seeks to allow the 

exhibition visitors to learn.from the conflict as opposed to about the contlict. 

The notions ofland, water and the body are not merely territories of the war but 

witnesses and direct actors of the confrontation. They account for the intricate 

relationships between human beings, social groups and their environments. They are 

also fondamental to the construction of cultural and political identities (Museo de 

Memoria Hist6rica de Colombia, 2018b ). The land is a source of economic and political 

power. Since the Spanish colonization and throughout Colombia's _ history, land 

ownership has been at the centre of violent confrontations as well as sociopolitical and 

economic disputes. The fight over land control has resulted in unequal distribution and 

the delimitation of land by armed and unarmed actors. Assigning a central position to 

the land in the MMH's exhibition means giving particular attention to the processes of 

despojo (land dispossession) and forced displacement, and to the intentions underlying 

these dynamics in the long Colombian contlict [Cristina Lieras (MMH chief curator), 

2017]. 

Land as the vital space of any community does not only provide a means of 

subsistence; it is also essential for the construction of its inhabitants' identity and 

cultural belonging. The Landaxis of the exhibition thus ascribes notable importance to 

the defensa del territorio (defense ofterritory) as an emblematic aspect of the resistance 

of c·ommunities during the Colombian co·nflict. 

The Body axis of the exhibition is based on two notions: experience and 

memory. The following two quotes epitomize these notions: the body is "'the means by 

which a person feels, lives and leams and as such is the vehiclc of expcriencc" and 

"when bodies experience war, they become depositaries of the memories, wounds and 

marks of violence" (Museo de Memoria Hist6rica de Colombia, 2018b ). Curators 

recognize likewise that the body is an organism that exists in connection to others, and 

belqngs to a nctwork of emotional, social and political identities and bonds that are 

·collective bodies' (Museo de Memoria Hist6rica de Colombia, 2018b). Addressing the 

body as the bearer of individual memories and the collective carrier of political and. 
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cultural affiliations, allows for an account ofboth the strategies of dehumanization and 

the continuum of diverse types of violence (ethnie, political, culturaL sexual) that have 

taken place in the Colombian conflict. The Body axis speaks of stigmatization as a key 

mechanism in the Colombian war but also provides the space to explore the resistance 

and resilience of individual and collective bodies in the face of the wounds ofvio]ence 

[Luis Carlos Majan-és (MMH curator). 2017]. 

Aquatic spaces have also played significant roles in the Colombian armed 

conflict. Controlling rivers, ports, and cienagas (swamps) implies controlling the 

access to specific regions or resources. In addition to this, throughout the lengthy and 

bloody contiict. thousands of corpses have been thrown into the country' s rivers. To 

delve into the aquatic dimensions of the war in Colombia contributes not only to ·an 

exploration of the country's violent episodes, but also to displaying the cultural and 

environmental dimension of the damages caused by war [Lorena Luengas (MMH 

curator), 2017]. Water is understood by the curators of Voces para transformar a 

Colombia as an elementthat "personifies connections of living processes·' (Museo de 

Memoria Hist6rica de Co]ombia, 2018b). As such, the Water axis is designed to 

illustrate the different ways in which victims' groups have defended their cultural 

expressions by safeguarding and resignifying their relations with water [Lorena 

Luengas (MMH curator), 2017]. 

Having determined the conceptual structure of the exhibition, the curators then 

had to decide on which cases w_ould represent adequately the messages assigned to each 

axis. The team had. to consider the resources at its disposai and rely not only on the 

CNMH's research corpus, but also on the · repertory of victims' memorial practices 

associated with each theme · and section of the exhibition. The MMH's team thus 

identified a dozen "central cases'' ( caso:-.; nodales) to present. A caso nodal is defined 

by the curatorial team as an episode of the Co]ombiari confüct that evokes other similar 

incidents, although it is particular and specific. These cases were selected as being 
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representative of the different geographic regions, periods, and forrns of violence and 

resistance characterizing the Colombian conflict.52 

3.3 Voces para Transformar a Colombia 's first iteration: Fi/Bo 2018 

The first version of the MMH's permanent exhibition, Voces para tramformar a 

Colombia, was presented for the first time to the public from April 17 to May 2nd, 

2018, at the Fi/Bo (Bogota's International Book Fair). For this event, the CNMH (the 

institution rt?sponsible for the creation of the Mu~eum) had designed a pavilion in 

which it sought to represent the main elements of the new museum.53 The architectu1·al 

design of the pàvilion was developed by the finn Yemail Arquitectura and the project's 

art direction by Laura Cuervo; the project's concept was that of a space under 

construction equipped with a wooden structure and warm lighting and colours (See 

Appendix G).54 

The MMH pavilion·featured most of the areas included in MMH's museological 

plan: a space for the presentation of a permanent exhibition; an area for pedagogical 

programming (which includes alibrary and a creative space); a room for radiophonie 

production; an agora for discussion; a memorial space; and a theater for cultural 

programming. The Museum's pavilion at Fi/Bo consisted of approximately 1,450 m2 

and was divided into six zones: Introduction Hall, Earth Axis, Body Axis, Water Axis, 

Exile Space and Exit Hall (See Appendix E). 

In the first zone, at the exhibition entrance, the characters Land, Body and Water 

presented to the audience a brief account of their experiences during the war (See 

Appendix F). Upon crossing the Entry Hall. visitors were asked about the feelings that 

5:? See Appendix E which includes a table where the different casos nodales are related to their respective 
axis, and linked to regions, dynamics, and historical periods of the Colombian conflict. 
53 The FilBo takes place every year at the Corferias Convention Center in the center-west of the 
Colombian capital. The venue has a roof-covered area of 44,430 m2 (478,200 sq ft) divided into 
pavilions and 15,000 m2 (160,000 sq ft) of open spaces. 
54 For a complete visual of the àrchitectural project, please visit: 
http://yemailarguitectura.coiportfolio/pabellon-museo-la-memoria-proceso/. 
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war had provoked in them, to which they could respond with positive notions such as 

hope. empathy and solidarity, or negative notions such as hatred, resignation and 

isolation. A subzone introduced the exhibition project, in which the Museum's 

approach was defined as a '"work in progress.'· This section comprised a series of self-

reflexive questions about the challenges emerging when seeking to nan-ate the anned 

conflict. 

Each axis portrayed diffèrent cases (See Appendix E). In order to present each 

one of them, the curators used narrations made by Land, Water and Body, as well as 

infographies and maps providing general infonnation about the conflict's dynamics, 

and lists of the diffèrent anned groups and civil organizations involved in each case. 

Each zone presented an array of audiovisual productions, installations and artistic 

expressions developed, in many cases by victims and depicting a wide range of 

memorial practices. During their tour, visitors heard sounds, accents and stories from 

all over the country; for example. the corridos-style songs of Putumayo that tell the 

stories of the displacement and stigmatization ofthis region·s population, and the Afro-

Colombian music and rhythms created by_ citizen organizations of Buenaventura to 

manifest their social and political demands. The visitors could also view everyday 

objects such as the black tunics and stones used during the pacifist demonstrations of 

the Popular Feminine Organization (Organizacion Femenina Popular), and artifacts 

evoking the stories of resiJience of bodies scarred by war, in the installation '"Cuerpos 

biogrâjicos," or Biographie Bodies (See Appendix G, Images 20 and 21).55 

The notion of"'home·' was central in Vocespara transjormar a Colombia. The 

pavilion·s pedagogical space (located on the second floor) featured an area called "'The 

55 The installation Cuerpos Biograficos (Biographical Bodies) features the life stories of survivors of the 
conflict who have suffered a vast range ofharm inflicted to their bodies (forcibly recruited ex-combatants 
of the guerrillas; transgender victims of sexual abuse; victims of terrorist attacks on wealthy classes of 
Bogota; soldiers of the Colombian Am1y who were wounded by landmines). Cuerpos Biograficos was 
one the most visited and emotionally intense parts of the exhibit. This was in great part because in spite 
of featuring a diverse group of victims, the installation was able to successfully create a space to 
commemorate their suffering collectively, focusing on the universality of pain and resilience and not on 
the potential diftèrences oftheir individual stories and the conflict narratives they might evoke. 
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House" in the walls of which visitors could leave messages. This space was directly, 

and physically, linked to · the Exile area located in the c~ntre of the first floor, wp.ich 

sought to evoke the distance between the Land and the millions of Colombians living 

in exile, as well as the emptiness of the houses they abandoned. (See Appendix G, 

Image 9). 

The Exit Hall provided visitors with tools for engagement in the defense of 

human rights and collected the public's ideas for Colombia's ·transformation (See 

Appendix G, Image 32). In this area, the public could also sign the visitors' book, 

available in physical and digital fonnats, as well as respond to the public survey caiTied 

out by Museum mediators. 

During the two-week span of Fi/Bo 2018, more than 70,000 people visited the 

MMH pavilion. The public was able to experience the exhibition and also had access 

to an extensive programming agenda of more than 100 events organized by the CNMH, 

on the tcmporary prcmises of the MMH. These cvents included talks, commemorative 

events, workshops, concerts and plays, with the participation ofvictims' organizations 

from across the country, as well as national and international experts.56 A group of more 

mediators57, including the exhibition's curators and representatives of victims' 

organizations~ provided guided tours during the two weeks of the event. 

The exhibition space design, the project's mediation strategies and its 

programming coalesced as a very dynamic two-week happening. During their visit to 

the exhibition, visitors could take part in commemorations and memory workshops 

offered in the "memoriar· space. They were also welcomed to visit the library. where 

the CNMH publications were distributed for free; attend live radio broadcasting 

sessions; and visit grassroots museums and places of memory throughout the ~ountry, 

with the help of virtual rcality tcchnology (See Appendix E). 

56 For the complete programming offer, please visit: http://museodememoria.gov.co/programacion/. 
57 The exhibition's mediation team consisted of more than 20 students who attended a series of 
cornprehensive workshops and conferences for an intensive six-month period (C. Lleras, persona! 
communication, 2018). 
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The first iteration of Voces para transjormar a Colombia in Bogota has 

successfully started the process 9f introducing the MMH project to Colombian society. 

The arrangement of the space, as wel! as exposure to the programming and exhibition 

content allowed the public to have direct contact with victims' representatives and 

researchers resulting in spontaneous encounters and discussions. The event also 

facilitated the meeting between organizations of victims from inhospitable regions of 

the country, where encoünters in person are otherwise difficu]t. The Museum team was 

able to collect the impressions and opinions of a significant group of citizen-visitors 

while offering a space for listening to the voices that had been silenced for too long and 

had rarely, if ever, been heard in the country's capital58• 

In the upcoming months, the MMH intends to take Voces para transformar a 

Colombia to other cultural events in Colombian regions such as in Mede1lin 

(September 2018). Villavicencio, Riohacha and Cali. The Museum aims to present the 

project to as many citizens as possible while at the same timc collecting their opinions, 

which will nourish the comprehensive development process of this unique national 

memorial museum .. 

3.4 Communicating through historical, memorial and activist language 

To conclude this chapter. I will now present the different languages and discourses 

interacting in the exhibition, from the perspective of its narrative script. Exhibitions not 

only engage in the transmission of information, they also tell stories and stage 

discourses (Macleod ét al., 2012). ln a memorial museum, truth-secking and truth-

telling must be harmonized with the commemoration of the victims' suffering in order 

to achieve the museum · s institutional objectives. ln the case of the MMH, attending to 

the victims' needs and requests and strengthening the collective memory of the 

Colombian armed conflict implies communicating at least three levels of information. 

58 During the exhibition, the Museum conducted an ethnographical study as well as a qualitative study 
consisting of several thousand surveys (C. Lieras, personal communication, 2018). 
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I will refer to these levels as three different discourses: scientific, derived from the 

research legacy of the CNMH; testimonial, conveyed by the survivors' staries, and that 

discoutse which is related to the memory practices of the victims' communities. Lieras 

refers to these narrative levels as historical, of memory and activist (Cristina Lieras, 

2017).59 

Authors such as Geoffrey White (1997) and Edward Linenthal (1995) explain 

the differences and even potential tensions between historical and survivors' discourses 

in memorial museums. They assigna pedagogical or museuf!l-Iike educational fonction 

to the historical discourses, and a more. emotive or memorial-like fonction to the 

survivors' discourses (White, 1997). According to Linei1thal, the commemorative 

voice is individual and intimate; "It speaks with the authority of the witness." On the 

other hand. the· historical voice is more detached and reflective: ·'It seeks to discem 

motives, understand actions, and discuss consequences that may have been difficult to 

analyze completely during the event itself." (Linenthal, 1995. p. BI). 

Although distinct historical and commemorative voices are usually articulated 

in memorial museums, it is understood that detaching testim<?nials from any 

explanation regarding the social conditions, causes and consequences of violence can 

lead to what Posso has called the ·'trap of pain dramaturgy.'~ This refers to the act of 

displaying the victims' pain and intimate _emotions, expecting such a collective 

emotional exercise to allow the citizen-visitors proper mourning, impeding · the 

emergence of feelings of hate or desire for retribution (Posso. 2016, p. 65). 

For the MMH curatorial team, it was clear that th~ voices of victims and 

survivors had to be at the center of the project [Lorena Luengas (MMH curator), 2017; 

Martha Nubia Bello (MMH director 2015-2017)]. However, they were also aware of 

the limitations of such an approach. According to Bello~ the MMH's first exhibition 

had to expose the victims' experiences but at the same time indicate the connections 

59 ln this context. an activist discourse is one that derives from .the organizational processes of 
communities and their memory practices in the regions, which have been characterized by the claim of 
constitutional rights in Colombia. 
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between these staries and the socio-political and economic dynamics of the country. 

There was a need to expose the reasons underlying the elicited events, thereby 

demonstrating that war in Colombia was not irrational, and that its atrocities exceeded 

the realm of irrational horror. Bello admits that the life staries of victims are powerful 

and compelling, but she thinks that much more has to be communicated for the 

exhibition to convey and explain tlie complexity of the intricate Colombian contlict. 

_ Furthermore, in the case of activist Ianguage, the curatorial team placed at the very 

centre of its messages the advocacy for individual and collective rights and the 

enhancement of democratic conditions through memory. These aspects were central 

for the selection of messages, themes, and displays of the exhibition. 

Historical. commemorative, and activist discourses are intertwined throughout 

the MMff s exhibition. An example of this is. the commitment of Voces para 

transformar a Colombia to the concept of shared authority, according to which victims 

and survivors are presented as experts on the dynamics of the Colombian contlict. For 

instance, in the Water axis, the communities from El Magdalena River developed a 

cartographie display to explain the transformations of the river dut'ing the war, along 

with the importance of the public natur.e ofresources. Thèse maps depict the course of 

the Magdalena River in the town of Gamarra, located bn the Caribbean coast of 

· Colombia. In them, Maria Benitez, a social leader of th~ region, represents the state of 

the river's surrounding areas before and after the contlict' s irruption and the subsequent 

implementation of large-scale projects for the exploitation of natural resources in the 

region. Benitez's map features a set of transformations and adverse effects (pollution. 

deforestation, deviation ~f the river's course) imposed on the ecosystem of the 

Magdalena River, thereby affecting the lives of the local communities. (See Appendix 

G. Image 11.) 

A unique choice of narrative voice enriched this rnise-en-espace. The 

introductory zone of Voces para transformar a Colombia was preceded by three tcxts 

written in the first person by the land. the body, and the water in which each element 
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tells the story of the contlict from its particular perspective.6° For example, the Land 

natTation reads: 

I am the smell of freshly sown black earth, I am a landscape, and I am root. The 
geography of feelings, roots and home are created over me. In me and for me, 
everyone defines themselves: the community in its territory; the neighbours in 
their town; the farmers and owners in their terroirs. 

I am a roof and a home. Social links are created over me; I am the space of 
dreams and the land of the a:ncestors. In me live the voices of the past, present 
and future. 

But if I spoke ... if l dared to say what they did to me, I would say that it was 
nota matter of bad luck or chance. 

My soil has been the greed of many. Fro_m having enough space to feed a 
family, to grow dreams or to celebrate the rituals of indigenous or black people, 
I became a point on the map of war, on a route to seize and on land to exploit 
and benefit by a few. They reduced my horizons. 

The war imposed on me such violence and fear that it forced many of my 
children and guests to abandon me or to bury their own, making them lose 
everything they had built. But this war bas not only been waged by the armed 
ones. Many without rifles financed it and took advantage of the atmosphere of 
anxiety: they bought me, sold me, charged a price for me. They were enriched 
at the cost ofthe death, the uprooting and the pain of many. 

Tberefore, resisting has been the most laborious task. Because whoever 
cultivates the land knows what it means to return to it. The struggle of those 
who have been deprived of their land and exiled has been lengthy, often 
tortuous. It is a symbol of strength, conviction, dignity and honor to their dead. 
It i~ done for only one purpose: to re-cultivate and stait over me, their home.61 

Through this highly unusual and original narrative approach, the curators brought into 

play the organic nature of the exhibition' s structure and attempted to unify the several _ 

voices within the mise-en-espace. These poetical texts are rich in metaphors and were 

written in a simple and evocative language. Through them the curators invited the 

60.These texts will re-appear in the exhibition space to introduce each axis. 
61 Translated by the author. Text in bold as in the original version. For the original text, see Appendix F. 
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visitors to reflect on the consequences of war and the hardships imposed on those that 

have survived its horrors. These narrations present the main messages of the exhibition 

in an accessible way and set the tone of the experience that the public is about to 

undergo; one that is emotiona] but~ at the same thne, an experience expected to lead 

every visitor towards a thoughtful review oftheir understanding of the conflict. 

When combining these different discourses and languages, a balance was 

sought between the publics' affective and rational responses. Vocespara transjiwmar 

a Colombia was an attempt to iniplement a "pedagogy ofwitnessing" in the sense that 

it fostered the public's empathy toward the survivors by making it possible for them to 

be the witness of their experiences and at the same time, provided the visitors with a 

mise-en-espace that was favourable to the enhancement of their critical analysis of the 

conflict's dynamics (Simon, 2011 a, p. 208). 
, ! 



CONCLUSION 

When I began this research in 2015, the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory 

(MMH) was a barely known institution, with a small team and minimal information 

available to its credit. Three years later, the Museum building is yet to be built. 

However, much has been done. The absence of a physical space provided the MMH 

with the opportunity to focus on its co11ceptualization and commit to submitting this 

conceptual process to the test. The project of a first major travelling exhibition, as a 

prelude to the Museum's first permanent exhibition, gave the MMH the unique 

occasion to collect the opinion of multiple audiences and to submit its work to their 

scrutiny. The first stop of the national tour of Voces para transformar a Colombia 

welcomed more than 70,000 visitors in the two-week period of its presentation in 

Bogota. The show successfully launched the project of introducing the Museum to 

Colombian society. The MMH is an institution in full development, eager to find its 

home within a physical space. Its building is scheduled to become a reality in 2020. 

The specific demands of undertaking a research project on an evolving subject 

such as a national memorial museum under construction has shaped the methodology 

and scope of this TD. I aimed to retrace the development of the Museum without 

knowing how such a process would ultimately unfold. These circumstances led me to 

embrace methodological and conceptual approaches that were versatile and entailed a 

significant amount oftime and resources. 

My commitment to this research was aided by the generous access granted to 

me by the Museum team to follow its development. This included gaining access to the 

conceptual process and to the early design stages of the Museum' s first exhibition, 

which are formative moments for any institution. I was equally fortunate to attend the 

first display of the Voces para transformar a Colombia exhibition and thereby witness 

the concretization of the cùràtorial team's efforts, during a critical thne for the country 
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before the presidential elections of May 2018 and amid a complex peacebuilding 

process. 

This level of access to my subject and abject of study provided me with 

substantial insight, enabling me to answer the questions that guided this research. 

Nevertheless, I a]so found that I needed to enhance my arguments with a considerab]e 

number of contextualizing elements -both historical and related to the memorial 

context in Co]ombia. This offered me and my readers essentia] pieces of information 

t~ understand the political struggles for memory that-have pla~ed out in the MMH's 

development. I examined the institutiona1ization of historica] memory in Colombia, in 

paral1el to the activist and counter-insurgent standpoints rega1·ding the memory of the 

country's violent episodes (Chapter 2). This unde1taking gave me the relevant insight 

to analyze the process of adapting the MMH' s leg~l mandate into an· institutiona] · 

structure and identity (Chapter 3) as well as to a curatorial framework (Chapter 4). 

The MMH's socia] construction is critical to the understanding of the Museum 's 

institutional development and its transition from a legal mandate to the concrete form 

ofits first exhibition. The Museum's institutional framework, its museologica] program 

and philosophical underpinnings --conceptuàl and museological guidelines-, 

emanated from numerous consultations with a range of actors ~nd the legacy of 

community work conducted by the CNMH. 

The consultation strategies developed to foster the Museum's social 

construction ]ed to the design of a first major travelling exhibition based and focused 

on the victims' memorial practices. Displaying Voces para transjormar a Colombia in 

the country's regions sought to enhance visitor-citizens' participation in the continued 

shaping of this national memorial institution and to respond to the popular mandate' of 

creating a decentralized museum rooted in the "territorios" (a common expression that 

refers to the peripheral urban and rural zones of the country). The particular importance 

given to the mediation~ pedagogy and virtual dimensions of the MMH also retlected 

the requirement of creating a -~Hving" and dynamic museum. 
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Responding to its legal mission -seeking the strengthening of the collective 

memory related to an ongoing and lengthy armed conflict- the MMH had to define 

its rote in a society currently undergoing a peacebuilding process. Likewise, in order 

to provide measures of syrhbolic reparation to the victims of the war in Colombia, the 

MMH had to establish the tenns and scope of its role in such an endeavour. Aware of 

its limitations, the Museum did not seek to define or to provide a unified narrative of 

the Colombian contlict, as one of several institutions dedicated to contributing to the 

victims' symbolic reparation. 

The MMH acknowledges that as an institution it cannot aspire to successfully 

provide reparations to the victims and survivors of the conflict on its own. This is 

impossible as it is a subjective task which depends on a range of external institutions 

and measures. What the Museum can do is to feature the voices of the victims that 

remain unheard by the general public, relaying the stories of pain and resilience that do 

not have a platfonn from which to be heard, to Colombian citizens from the urban 

centers and others. to those whose sole source of information regarding the conflict is 

the press. 

For the MMH, building a trust relationship with the communities directly 

affected by the war is essential. The MMH must demonstrate that its approach, 

characteristics and actions can be of great benefit to · the victimized èommunities. As 

stated in Chaptei· 2, the institutionalization of the historical memory in Colombia has 

the challenge of responding to severa] of the arguments coming frorn the field of 

activist memory. According to this standpoint, historical rnemory efforts by the State 

must represent the victims' voices, establish who is responsible for violations ofhuman 

rights and address the structural causes of violence in Colombia. 

In what is a long-term vision and reflecting on its role in the process of 

peacebuilding, the MMH significantly airns at contributing to the repara:tion of victims 

and the healing of Colornbian society by providing its publics with a platform and a 

mise-en-espace that promote reflections leading to the support of the social conditions 

that can make the recurrence of violence less probable. 
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The MMH does not limit itselfto a repertory of set facts and stories. Instead, it 

aims to provide a conceptual structure capable of presenting the complexities of the 

Colombian war. Shedding light on the continuum of violence underlying the country's 

contemporary conflict and resorting to the metaphoric concepts of Land, Body and 

Water, the exhibition Voces para tramformar a Colombia introduces the visitors to a 

creative and organic way of listening to the victims' and survivors' voices. This 

structure enables the Museum to convey its key messages regarding such a devastating 

and lengthy war. 

While the MMH has specific goals regarding its relationship with the victims' 

organizations and the country's regions, it also has the mission of engaging with 

segments of the public that are less inclined to be enthusiastic about the Museum' s 

existence and its role in the State's peacebuilding efforts, such as those who detènd a 

counter-insurgent interpretation of the conflict. Land, Water, and Body are notions 

promoting a conceptual structure that allows any citizen to retlect on the dynamics of 

the war in Colombia in less traditional and even ideological ways. The Museum's 

proposai aimsto highlight the defence of Colombia's regionaL geographical, cultural, 

sexual, ethnie and political diversities as one of the keys to '·the development of critical 

and responsible citizenship with respect for life and human rights" (Centro Nacional 

de ~emoria Hist6rica, 2017, p. 29). It also intends to acknowledge the pain of ail the 

victims · and Colombian citizens who, in different ways, have been affected by the 

contlict and would greatly benefit from a negotiated peace. 

What was the process of adapting the Iegal mandate underpinning the 

Colombian Museum of Historical Memory into an institutional mission and a curatorial 

framework? How has the MMH conceived of and structured an exhibition about the 

Colombian contlict that is capable of addressing its complexity? What messages did 

the MMH seek to transmit with the exhibition Voces para tran..formar a Colombia? 

And what were the strategies chosen by the Museum' s team in order to integrate the 

victims' symbolic reparation measures and the ·reinforcement of collective memory' 

into the Museum's first official exhibition? Thus far, l have explained the process of 
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the Museurn's developrnent frorn Law toits first exhibition, and the characteristics of 

its approach in relation to symbolic reparations and collective memory. I have also 

presented the curatorial approaches allowing the MMH to present the complexities of 

the Colombian conflict through a conceptual structure and a set of specific messages. 

It remains to be considered how the MMH contributes to broader retlections about the 

role of a national memorial museum as part of a State' s attempts to repair past 

atrocities. This question is fondamental and addressing it meaningfully would require 

a lengthier TD. However~ I would like to share a few final reflections in this respect. 

As a national memorial museum featuring difficult staries related to the 

Co1ombian armed conflict. the MMH provides a space of encounter and public 

representation of voices previously excluded from the public sphere. such as those of 

the victims (Je1in, 2002). Besicles providing the country with a platform for democratic 

de&ate on its contemporary struggles for memory, the MMH establishes a set of 

common uti.derstandings from which to start such national conversations. The MMH 

also seeks to confront its visitors with the magnituqe of the violence in Colombia, 

generating more questions and reflections than answers and certitudes and by doing so 

inviting them to embrace narratives of the Colombian war that provide un-conclusive 

interpretations of the historical events and stress the complexities of the social 

dynamics that have intervened in the Colombian violence . 

Although commonly associated with the past, museums · are institutions 

retlecting a society's present and aim to shape its future. Present-day Colombia is 

witnessing an upsurge of memory practices and collective initiatives related to the 

mcmory of the contlict. The Truth Commission is expected to deliver its results in 

2020. This event and the reincorporation of ex-combatants into civil life and their 

participation iri politics arc part of the context in which Colombians are adapting to the 

new realities of addressing po1itical dissent in peaceful ways. 

However, violence has not vanished. In addition to the ongoing activities of . 
guerrillas and paramilitary groups, since the signing of the Peace Accord with the 

F ARC, there has been the selective and continued assassination of social leaders. The 
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more than 400 victims include land restitution advocates, community organizers who 

defend the fair exploitation of natural_resources, political leaders of parties supporting 

the peace process, as well as former coca leaf growers committed to the Peace Accord. 

This phenomenon indicates that violence in the country is undergoing transformation 

rather than diminishing. Therefore. one of the significant contributions of the MMH is 

highlighting the continued cycles of violence in Colombia and the logic underlying 

these dynamics -ethnie, cultura] and sexual discrimination. unequal distribution of 

land and resources, political persecution and stigmatization, thereby striving to be "a 

space in which a pedagogy of coexistence and peacebui]ding is promoted" (Centro 

Nacional de Memoria Hist6rica, 2017, p. 29) 

After my visit of the first presentation of the exhibition Voces para tran~fàrmar 

a Colombia, I was very surprised hy the positive reaction of the public and the 

communities who had participated in the project. The MMH is adequately responding 

to the particular moment of the country' s transition into peacc. Part of the success of 

the exhibition is due to the elastic nature of its conceptual structure, which is enhanced 

by an institutional commitment to privilegï'ng the lcgacy of memory practiccs from the 

survivors. These factors will contribute to discouraging future violence, and help 

society to acknowledge that the Colombian conflict does not have a si~gle narrative 

and that its solution and comprehension are the consequence of lengthy and continued 

efforts. The MMH's inaugural exhibition contributes significantly to the future of this 

country in transition by transmitting the message that the violence experienced in 

Colombia needs to cease being no1malized. and its mechanisms need to be addressed 

individually by the citizens and collectively as a society. 

The connotations of creating a Colombian national museum require further 

examination to more adequately comprehend the implicatiôns of the MMH's 

emergence in the country's cultural and politica11andscape. Museums participate in the 

consolidation of citizenship, and the fact that in Colombia the network of museums, 

including national museums, remains poorly developed indicates the limitations ~t: and 

opportunities within, this field. Up to now, the MMH's emergence has brought vitality 
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to the country's cultural landscape. This Museum has the symbolic importance ofbeing 

bath a . state-sponsored and a cultural institution contributing to peacebuilding. 

Demystifying the museum institution, bringing it beyond its walls, to diverse regions 

and publics, is a note\vorthy gesture towards the strengthening of citizenship and 

democratic values in Colombia. 

The MMH -and the Human Rights Archive that will be housed in its 

building- will carry f01ward the legacy of the CNMH. Several questions remain 

regarding the contribution of the Colombian case to the study of the memorializ~tion 

of past atrocities through national memorial institutions. Their answers will corne with 

time as this is an emerging museum evolving in the crossroads of severa1 social 

transformations. The ways in which the MMH will continue to address the challenges 

of the country's peacebuilding endeavour require continued study, which I intend to 

unde1take during my doctoral research. I will continue this personal and academic 

joumey and aim to analyze more profoundly the ways in which the memory practices 

promoted by the government and those developed by grassroots victims' groups will 

continue to coexist in the Colombian Museum of Historical Memory. 
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1. List of participants in the semi-directed interviews 

Nrune Position Interview date 

Crunila Medina CNCHM' s Head of Research March 30, 2017 
(Direcci6n de Construcci6n de la 
Memoria ") 

Martha Nubia Bello MHM Director (2015-2017) April5,2017 

Luis Carlos Curator Axis "Body" April 18, 2017 
Manaiarrés 
Sofia Gonzalez Curator Axis "Land" and "Water" April 18, 2017 
Lorena Luengas Curator Axis "Water" May 2, 2017 

Cristina Lieras Head of the Curatorial Terun and May 12, 2017 
Curator Axis "Land" 

Catalina Orozco MHM' s Head of Education and June 14, 2017 
Programming (2012-2017) 

Luis Carlos Sanchez MHM Director (2017- present) May 2, 2018 

2. Questionnaire of the semi-directed interviews. 

The following questions were designed to guide the semi-directed interviews with the 
above-mentioned participants. 

a) What is the Museum's mission? Moreover, how do you understand it? 
b) What is your role in the organization? What is the path that brought you to your 

current position? 
c) What is your contribution to the process of creating the Museum? How did you 

participate in the negotiations within the museum once the State created the 
institution? When were you hired? 

d) How would you characterize this first stage of the Museum? What was at stake? 
What had to be negotiated? Were there "red lines"/ limits not to be crossed? 

e) Can you give an exrunple of negotiation (of the exhibition's content and 
approach) between the members of the curatorial terun? What postures were 
adopted, what arguments or decisions were made? 

t) Each member of a terun has his/her own personality and contributes to the 
collective effort in a unique way. How do you do this and what is your persona! 
vision for the Museum? 
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g) Which actors influence and inform the process of the Museum's 
conceptualization ( e.g. victims, government agents, theoretical frameworks ); 
which actors inform your standpoint? 

h) Has the Museum done a public study? How was the public opinion consulted? 
Which segments of the population were consulted? 

i) Is it possible to speak of a dichotomy 'victim citizen/ non-victim citizen'? If 
so, how to differentiate their interests or expectations vis-à-vis the Museum? Is 
it possible to harmonize them? 

j) Do you think the Museum should contribute to Colombia' s national 
reconciliation? If yes, how? Do you think the Museum will be judged in this 
regard? 

k) Do you think the Museum should contribute to the visitors' understanding of 
the conflict? If yes, how? Do you think the Museum will be judged in this 
regard? 

1) How will the Museum's philosophy be reflected in its exhibitions and 
programming? How will the public perceive the Museum's philosophy during 
their visit? 

m) What is the current stage of advancement of the Museum' s first exhibition 
curatorial script? 

n) How are the testimonies of the victims harmonized with the global narratives 
of the conflict, in the Museum? 

o) How can one explain to extemal observers the Museum's relationship with 
Colombia' s national government? 
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3. List ofMHM meetings and events observed 

Date Attendees Purpose of the Meeting or Event 

March 24, MHM' s curatorial team and To present and discuss the exhibition 
2017 CNCHM's Division of axis and cases. To discuss the 

Victims' Participation collaboration strategies between the 
curatorial team and the Division. 

April 5, MHM's programming team Mo vie projection about victims of 
2017 and general public political violence in Chile at 

Bogota's Cinematheque. 
April 6, Curatorial team and research To present and discuss the 
2017 assistants of the axis "Land" advancement of the content selection 

process. 
April 20, Curatorial team and To present and discuss the progress 
2017 representatives of the of each axis ( content, sources, 

education section displays). To discuss the mediators' 
training and team composition. 

April 21, Curatorial team and members To present and discuss the progress 
2017 of the Observatorio de of each axis ( content, sources, 

Poéticas Sociales55 displays). To discuss the audiovisual 
language to be included in the 
exhibition. 

April 28, Curatorial team and To present and discuss the progress 
2017 representatives of the of each axis ( content, sources, ~. 

education section displays). To discuss the pedagogical 
dimensions of the exhibition. 

May 11, Curatorial team and members To discuss the possibilities and 
2017 of the Observatorio de limitations of including a timeline in 

Poéticas Sociales the exhibition. 
May 18, Museum team, national and International Museum Day 
2018 international guests, general celebration, whose theme was 

public "Museums and contested histories: 
Saying the unspeakable in 
museums." 

55 The Observatorio de Poéticas Sociales (Observatory of Social Poetics) from the Faculty of Arts at the 
University Jorge Tadeo Lozano in Bogota is a consultative body that gave advice to the curatorial team 
of the Museum regarding the aesthetic language of the exhibition and the function of the artistic and 
audiovisual devices within the narrative of the exhibition. 



4. Participant observation analysis grids 

Date, place: 

Meeting subject: 

Participants (Organization of the meeting, configuration of the room): 

Issues discussed: 

Interventions and arguments conveyed: 

Decisions: 

Elements observed (a-1) and how they manifest (if observed): 

a. Interests of victims, respect towards victims 

b. Interests of the State, the govemment 

c. Ethical constraints 

d. Political constraints. Ideologies. 

e. Legal constraints 

f. National reconciliation 

g. Understanding / pedagogy of the conflict 

h. Global narrative 

i. Multiple accounts 

j. Museum challenges 

k. Theoretical sources 
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Date, place: 

Event: 

Attendees: 

Interventions and arguments conveyed: 

Elements observed (a-1) and how they manifest (if observed): 

a. Interests of victims, respect towards victims 

b. Interests of the State, the government 

c. Ethical constraints 

d. Political constraints. Ideologies. 

e. Legal constraints 

f. National reconciliation 

g. Understanding / pedagogy of the conflict 

h. Global narrative 

i. Multiple accounts 

j. Museum challenges 

k. Theoretical sources 
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TIMELINE 





1991 

1998-2002 

1998-2002 

2002-2010 

2002-2010 

2003-2008 

2005 

2005 

2011 

2011 

2012 - 2014 

2012 (November) 

2013 

2015 - 2017 

2015 

(Mars) 
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TIMELJNE63 

Constitutional reform and adoption ofColombia' s Political 

Constitution of 1991 

Andrés Pastrana' s government 

Failed peace negotiations with the FARC 

Alvaro Uribe ' s government 

Democratic Security Doctrine 

Demobilization of the AUC 

Peace and Justice Law (Colombia ' s National Law 975 of 

2005) 

Creation of the Historical Memory Group (GMH) 

Yictims ' and Land Restitution Law (Colombia's National 

Law 1448 of201 l) 

Creation of Colombia ' s National Center for Historical 

Memory (CNMH) and the Colombian Museum of 

Historical Memory (MMH), then known as Museo 

Nacional de la Memoria. 

Juan Carlos Posada ' s direction of the MMH 

Beginning of the peace negotiations with the F ARC 

Publication of the jBasta Ya! Report 

Martha Nubia Bello ' s direction of the MMH 

MMH ' s architectural competition 

Beginning of peace negotiations with the ELN 

63 Contemporary Colombian political milestones and events related to the conflict ' s recent history. 
Events related to Colombia ' s historical memory institutions. MMH milestones 



2016 (September) 

2016 (October) 

2017 (October) 

2017 (November) 

201 7 - present 

2018 (April 17-

May 2) 

2018 (May) 

2018 (August) 

2018 

2020 
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Signature of the Cartagena Peace Agreement between the 

Government and the F ARC 

Peace Plebiscite. Voters reject the Government's peace 

deal with the F ARC by a narrow margin in a national 

referendum 

President Santos is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 

Signature of the Final Peace Agreement (Teatro Colon 

Agreement) between the Government and the F ARC 

Luis Carlos Sanchez ' s direction of the MMH 

The first MMH exhibition Voces para transformar a 

Colombia is presented at Bogota 's International book fair 

(Fi/Bo) 

Beginning of the Truth Commision (Comisi6n para el 

esclarecimiento de la verdad, la convivencia y la no 

repetici6n) 

Beginning of Ivan Duque's presidential mandate 

MMH' s scheduled ground breaking 

Scheduled opening of the MMH building 
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IMAGES OF THE MUSEUM PLAN 





Architectural model of the MHM by estudio.entresitio + MGP Arquitectura y 
Urbanismo. Ali Rights Reserved 
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Section drawing of the MHM by estudio.entresitio + MGP Arquitectura y Urbanismo . 
Ali Rights Reserved 



Rendering of the MHM building in Bogota, Colombia, by Estudio.Entresitio and 
MGP. Ali Rights Reserved 

109 





APPENDIXE 

2018 MHM's FILBO PAVILION 





1.Pavilion and exhibition plan. First level. Courtesy of Y email Arquitectura 
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2. Pavilion and exhibition plan. Second level. Courtesy of Y email Arquitectura 
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2. Axes, zones and themes of the Fi/Bo exhibition 

AXIS ZONE CASE TITLE 
ASSOCIATED 

THEMES 
PERIOD REGION 

"Territories of the 
Wiwa, Kankuamo, 

Sierra 

Kogui, Arhuaco and Dispossession and 
Nevada de 

Ba1~i peoples. Before abandonment of lands· 
Santa Marta 

Tl dawn" (Territorios de 
' 1492- and 

cultural damage to 
los pueblos Wiwa, sacred places; cultural 

today Highlands of 

Kankuamo. Kogui, resistance 
Perija 

Arhuaco y Bari. Antes (Colombia's 

del amanecer) Northwest) 

"La Pola and Palizua, 

T. 
Magdalena. Whoever is 
earlier in time is 

Dispossession and land Magdale~a, 

Tierra stronger in right." (La restitution; armed and Guajira, 
T2 

1980s -
Pola y la Palizua, 

unarmed actors of the Cesar 
conflict; State-

2000s 

(Land) .Magdalena. Primeras 
(Colombia's 

en el tiempo, primeras 
parami litary alliances ·Northeast) 

en el derecho) 

"Pue1to Guzman, Coca leaf crops; forced 

Putumayo. Living dis placement; 

beyond the fumigation fumigation and 

and other evils." (Puerto environmental damaoes· Putumayo 
T3 

I::> ' 1982 -
Gu=man, Putumayo. stigmatization of coca today 

(Colombia's 

Hacienda vida mas alla leaf growers; cultural Southwest) 

de lafumiga y otros resistance 

males) 
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Urban military 
interventions; forced 

"Comuna 13 of disappearances; 
Medellin. Never die in extrajudicial executions; 

1970s -
Medellin, 

T4 life." (Comuna 13 de stigmatization; forced 
today 

Antioquia 
Aledellfn. Nunca morir disp]acement; arbitrary ( Centerwest) 
en vida). detentions; State crimes; 

civil resistance; peace 
initiatives 

Forced displacement; 
"Urabâ and Bajo Atrato, clashes between various 

T5 
the land that roars. " illegal armed groups; 1940s - Antioquia, 
(Uraba y Bajo Atrato. human rights violations today Choco 
La tierra que ruge) against indigenous and 

Afro communities 

·'Union Patri6tica. The 
Political violence, 

fear of democracy'~. 1980s - All the 
Cl stigmatization and 

(Union Patriotica. El today country 
miedo a la democracia) 

persecution 

State crimes, 
extrajudicial executions; 

"Biographical bodies. 
sexual violence; 
massacres; land mines; 1950s - All the 

C. C2 Corporal." (Cuerpos 
terrorist attacks; forced today 

biogr4ficos. Corpôrea) 
country 

Cuerpo disappearance; child 
recruiting; kidnapping: 

(Body) resilience 

Organizaci6n Femenina 
Popular. Together and Gender violence; peace 
Invincible. initiatives; union leaders' Santander 

C3 (Organizacion persecution: murder of 1960s - and North 
Femenina Popular. social leaders today 

Santander 
Juntas e lnv'encibles). 

r 
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''Middle Magdalena. 
F orced disappearance, 

Yuma. a river for life" 
environmental damage; 1960s - Middle 

Al (Af agdalena Medio. 
cultural damage and today Magdalena 

Yuma, un rio para la resilience 
vida). 

"Flooding areas. I am 
Cultural heritage; forced Swamps 

A. A2 
not private property" 

displacement; 1950s - throughout 
(Zonas inundables, no 

stigmatization 
today 

the country 
Agua soy propiedad privada). 

(Water) '·Buenaventura, Valle Social organization; 
del Cauca. The people massacres; land Valle del 

A3 
do not give up" dispossession; economic l900s - Cauca, 
(Buenaventura, Valle exploitation; unequal today Colombian 
del Cauca. El pueblo no development; racism; Pacifie Coast 
.se rinde carajo ). sexual violence 

"Atrato River. A subject 
Cultural and 1980s -

A4 of rights. '' (Rio At rat o. 
environmental damages today 

Atrato River 
Un sujeto de derechos). 
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LAND57 

I am the smell of freshly sown black earth, I am a landscape, and I am root. The 
geography of feelings, roots and home are created over me. In me and for me, 
everyone defines themselves: the community in its territory; the neighbours in 
their town; the farmers and owners in their terroirs. 

I am a roof and a home. Social links are created over me; I am the space of 
dreams and the land of the an ces tors. In me live the voices of the past, present 
and future. 

But, if I spoke ... if I dared to say what they did to me, I would say that it was 
not a matter of bad luck or chance. 

My soil has been the greed of many. From having enough space to feed a 
family, to grow dreams or to celebrate the rituals of indigenous or black people, 
I became a point on the map of war, on a route to seize and on land to exploit 
and benefit by a few. They reduced my horizons. 

The war imposed on me such violence and fear that it forced many of my 
children and guests to abandon me or to bury their own, making them lose 
everything they had built. But this war bas not only been waged by the armed 
ones. Many without rifles financed it and took advantage of the atmosphere of 
anxiety: they bought me, sold me, charged a price for me. They were enriched 
at the cost of the death, the uprooting and the pain of many. 

Therefore, resisting bas been the most laborious task. Because whoever 
cultivates the land knows what it means to retum to it. The struggle of those 
who have been deprived of their land and exiled has been lengthy, often 
tortuous. lt is a symbol of strength, conviction, dignity and honor to their dead. 
lt is done for only one purpose: to re-cultivate and start over me, their home. 

57 Introduction texts for each Axis. Author's translation. Text in bold as in original version. 
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No body is born for violence. So what I will tell you will fall short of what I 
have experienced. 

I tried to forget and keep quiet to cairn the pain and protect myself from the 
violent ones. But now I want to remember with you, to heal, to seek rest and 
comfort, and to prevent new bodies from suffering like me. 

The war transformed me. The violent ones have humiliated me, disappeared 
and tortured me. They have dismembered and raped me. They have used me. 
They have forced me to stay in silence. They wanted to erase my humanity. 
They wanted to teach us to be distrustful and to <livide us. 

They have also sought to subjugate my skin and mark it; to impose their stigma 
and infamy guided by prejudice and hatred. They have tumed me into an enemy 
and an objective that must be eliminated. And they have instilled fear in me, 
believing themselves owners of my decisions. 

Many want us to believe that there are lives more valuable than others. 
They promote it in their speeches, and they want to convince me that some 
deaths should not even be moumed. 

My physical, emotional and spiritual scars are real experiences of pain and, 
beyond their indelible marks, they have filled me with courage. I speak so 
that we can care about others. 

That is why now we speak in the plural: we are united in solidarity to resist. We 
persevered, and we took the streets and the fields. W e break the silence, and we 
scream, because we want to be bodies at the service oflife. Bodies for solidarity 
and not for helplessness. 

To finally, find each other. 
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WATER 

I am one, but I adopt many forrns. I go through mountains and plains, swim seas 
and plows. On the coast, I am a marine fog and in the highlands, I am the mist 
that caresses. 

For those who inhabit the sea, the river and the swamp, I am their 
territory. I am also the territory of the fish that travels by my currents, the 
tree that I refresh and the bird that flies over me. 

I maintain the life cycles that violence broke. 

I was the swamp that they dried. I was the river that they diverted and repressed. 
Many of those who lived next to me, and took care of me, have been murdered 
and others have been forced to abandon me. 

They have used me for war. The armed actors move by my currents, dominate 
my banks and control me. They are poisoning me. They throw me bodies 
without life to disappear; they contaminate me with mercury and I am no longer 
navigable in many places because they preyed on my shores. The war: has 
caused me and those who live on me, incalculable damages. 

However, I am resistance. Like a wave, I may Ieave, but I will corne back. 
I reclaim my shores when flooding, I modulate the earth, I create islands 
and I fill the fields with Iife. The communities want to recover me so that we 
can be a family again: they sing and care for me, they retum to me, they want 
to protect me and become my guardians. They leam new skills and tell our 
stories. That is how we will survive. 
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1. Exterior façade of the theater 

2. Exhibition entrance 



3. Exhibition entrance hall 

mr.ui ,-·o,,r, \BR\~ , \ J, 

4. Exhibition entrance hub 
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6. Memorial space 



7. "La Casa" (The Ho use) 

8. Pedagogic Space 
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9. "El Exilio" (The Exile) 

1 O. Entrance hall 



11. Magdalena River Map made by Maria Benftez, a grassroots leader who depicts in this 
piece the damages caused to the river by the conflict and large-scale resource 

exploitation projects (Zone Al) 

12. A mediator explains the map of cultural damage caused to the sacred places of 
indigenous communities in the north of Colombia. The map was created by the 

community (Zone Tl) 



14. Two visitors watching the testimonial of a community leader of the Comuna 13 of 
Medellf n (Zone T4) 
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15. "Puerto Guzman, Putumayo. Living beyond the fumigation and other evils". Coca leaf 
plant (Zone T3) 



16. "La Marana" (Tangled). The display features the intertwined connections 
among a range of political , bureaucratie and armed actors in the process of land 

dispossession . (Zone T2) 

17. "The Gallery of Resistance." Reproduction of the artistic project produced 
by the victims ' organization Fundescodes featuring the staries of the 26 massacres 

that occurred in Buenaventura from 1990 to 2013. (Zone A3) 
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18. A mediator and member of the community who created the murais talks to the 
public about Buenaventura' s experience in the Colombian War. (Zone A3) 

19. Commemorative mural made by the son of one of the members of the leftist 
party "Patriotic Union" (1985), which was exterminated and its genocide 

recognized by the Government in 2017. (Zone Cl) 
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20. "Biographical bodies. Corporal." Detail (Zone C2) 

21. "Biographical bodies. Corporal." (Zone C2) 
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22. "Organizaci6n Femenina Popular. 
Together and Invincible." (Zone C3) 

23. Rocks are among the symbolic 
objects used by the Organizaci6n 

Femenina Popular during their pacifie 
manifestations. Their sound evokes the 
voices of those who are no longer with 

us. (Zone C3) 



28. Workshop "Living memories" organized by the Collective AgroArte from 
Medellfn ' s Comuna 13. 
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29. Book launch " Un basque de memoria viva des de la Alta Montana del Carmen de 
Bolivar " (A forest of living memory from the High Mountain of Carmen de Bolfvar). 

This publication is the product of a CNMH investigation and includes literary 
productions by the Carmen de Bolfvar communities. 



30. "Singing for life" concert. Performance of an ensemble of interpreters of traditional 
music of the Colombian Pacifie. The groups that performed are based in 
Buenaventura and their members are part of victims' organizations. 

31. Workshop "Tej er la memoria y construir una historia de paz" 
(Knitting memory and building a history of peace) 
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