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This research forms part of the Colombia strand of the AHRC funded
Changing the Story programme and compliments the Tales of the Future
research. This research, The Future is Unwritten, looks at how imaginaries of
violence in Colombia have come to dominate and how culture has the
potential to challenge and change these imaginaries. Peoples’ worlds are
constructed through collective, social imaginaries (Anderson, 1981; Taylor,
2004). The imaginary articulates how peoples’ worlds are created through
shared values and beliefs, often drawn from collective lived experiences. As
such, the modern social imaginary can be formed from problematic paradigms
affecting the social consciousness, such as violence. These imaginaries can
dominate over a society, giving continued life to problematic dynamics from
the past and restricting a community’s transition into an alternative future.
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This research explores what is known about social imaginaries in Colombia in
existing literature and how the imaginary affects the practical projects of those
working through culture to social and cultural aims (with a focus on young
people), analysed through the voices of an investigation interviewing cultural
actors from across Colombia. This work also provides the detailed theoretical and
analytical framework employed in relation to Colombia.
 
Alongside this exploration of Colombia, social actors working with culture and
young people in violent settings in Brazil were also interviewed. This approach
aimed to provide a comparator for Colombia and the opportunity to explore
similarities and differences of approach and values. The approach also aimed to
help understand whether these values were specific to the country setting or state
dependant.
 
To allow analysis of interviews, the theoretical framework was employed exploring
the following areas:  Firstly, hegemony (Gramsci, 1999) focusing on the mediation
of power and exploring notions of how certain groups dominate and how their
values are voluntarily and actively adopted by subaltern groups. Culture plays a
key role in this hegemonic process, with Gramsci’s concept of the ‘National-
Popular’. He proposed that for any national-level project to be successful, it needs
to reflect subaltern concerns and themes and not simply ignore or dismiss them.
Given that this review explores hegemonic paradigms, power, values and the
international dimension of such paradigms, Gramsci’s work proved invaluable,
moving, as it does, away from a simplistic binary notion of a dominant paradigm
and the dominated. It explores how power is in flux and negotiated, and how
dominant values become part of our internal belief systems.
 
Secondly, the cultural field. Building on Gramsci’s work, Bourdieu (1993, 1998)
examined the role of culture in the reproduction of social structures and the way
unseen, unequal power relations are legitimized and embedded in everyday
cultural practices. 
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Elements of his work were utilised including concepts of the cultural field, Doxa
and heterodoxy. Bourdieu’s work offers an analytical framework to examine
contemporary dominant models of cultural policy, especially when married to
Gramsci’s work on hegemony.
 
Thirdly, the area of Imaginaries. This mainly references the work of Anderson on
national imaginaries (1983; 2016), exploring the shared values and collective
understanding of reality within respective groups in Brazil and Colombia. The work
of Lacan (2007) on the real, the imagined and the symbolic and Charles Taylor
(2004) on the relationship between imaginaries and neoliberalism is also included. 
Finally, hybridity is explored, building on the work of Gramsci and Bourdieu,
Canclini’s (2005, 2014) work on hybridity in relation to culture, notions of identity
and modernity, all with specific reference to Latin America and particularly in
relation to the concept of hegemonies and high and low cultural concepts. The
literature review detailed in Section 2 explores these areas in more detail.
 
Culture can act as a fundamental shaper of social imaginaries (Dancey, 2018) and
the successive sections of this review will explore how culture and its relationship
to imaginaries may present the opportunity to shift or to counter the long term
existence of a dominant imaginaries of violence in Colombia. In order to support
this, an analytical framework built from the theoretical framework will also be
detailed in Section 2.7, connecting the concepts of power, hegemonies, the
cultural field and imaginaries. This theoretical approach will then be explored in
relation to the Colombian context. This will then be followed by a Results &
Analysis Section section, presenting analysed of data generated from interviews,
via application of the analytical model. Firstly, though, an outline of the
methodology will be detailed.
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This study was conducted in two parts: firstly, an examination of the role and
influence of violence in the lives of young people in Colombia through the
application of an original analytical framework to existing literature and to
primary data from interviews with cultural organisations and practitioners
working with young people.
 

         1.2 Methodology
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Secondly, an exploration of the practical approach taken by organisations to
address the effect of violence and conflict on young people and the philosophical
and theoretical rationale underpinning this, through the analysis of primary
interviews and visits conducted to cultural organisations in Colombia and Brazil. 
To employ the conceptual and analytical framework outlined below, a broad social
science methodological approach was developed to explore the research
questions via a detailed literature review and semi-structured interviews with social
and cultural actors from Brazil and Colombia working both within and outside of
institutions. Interviews were conducted between 2015 and 2019 in both countries.
 
Key themes emerged during the initial desk research for the literature review: the
role of neoliberalism, capitalism and its relationship to culture and young people;
the role of narco-culture and an accompanying gangster culture in the everyday
lives, memorisation and experience of culture by young people; and Latin
America's historical context and the construction of imaginaries. These themes
form the main body of the literature review, concluding with a detailed contextual
exploration of the interviews from Brazil and Colombia. 
 
A total of 35 interviews were conducted across the two countries. Due to Changing
the Story’s primary focus on Colombia, the emphasis was placed on conducting
interviews with Colombian actors and practitioners working either as social actors
using culture, or as cultural actors addressing social issues, including – most
saliently – the legacy or current impact of violence and conflict. However, a
significant purposive sample of interviews was secured in Brazil to enable a
comparator between the two countries on how social and cultural actors were
working with young people.
 
1.3 Interviews with Organisations working with culture, youth and
addressing violence
 
The essential skills and approach needed to undertake qualitative interviews are
defined as in-depth, semi-structured and not reliant on closed questions 
(Seale, 2004, pp180 -192). 
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The following organisations, alongside a number of freelancers, politicians and
academics, were interviewed as part of this critical review. Discourse analysis
and coding were then used to analyse and explore the data generated.
Interviews involved social actors working within a broad range of institutions and
built a body of data for analysis. The research also built on prior interviews and
analysis conducted by Dancey (2018) in both Brazil and Colombia.
 
Agencia Redes para Juventude, Brazil
 
In action since 2011, the Youth Networking Agency is based on a  methodology
that empowers young people aged between 15 and 29, who live in slums and
outskirts, to turn ideas into intervention projects in their territories. Created by
Marcus Vinicius Faustini, the Agency is neither a social project nor a professional
training course. It is the possibility of creating a new space-time for young people
living in popular communities of Rio de Janeiro. It is the stimulus for the invention
of a new place in the city, where these young people are powerful, and not only
represented as needy. Where they are recognized as creative subjects, not only
as objects of social action. (http://agenciarj.org/).
 
Batuta, Colombia
 
The National Batuta Foundation works across Colombia for the integral
development and improvement of the quality of life of children, adolescents and
youth (NNAJ) in vulnerable areas, for the construction of social fabric, the
generation of spaces for reconciliation and coexistence, and for the construction
of useful individual capacities to exercise an active participation in
society. Similarly, for the democratization of the access of these children and
their communities to a cultural offer, to social integration, to strengthen the
musical, cultural and educational processes in the national territory and for the
promotion of cultural diversity. Their Mission. Contribute to the improvement of
the quality of life of children, adolescents and young people in Colombia, through
excellent musical training, focused on collective practice, from a perspective
 of social inclusion, rights and culture.  
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Casa de la Memoria Museum (House of Memory), Medellín, Colombia
 
The House of Memory Museum was created in 2006 – as a project inside the
Victim Assistance Program of Medellin City Hall – aiming to contribute from the
memory exercise to open and plural dialogues, critical and reflective, to
understanding and overcoming the armed conflict and the different violence of
Medellin, Antioquia and our country.
 
We are a space inside the heart of the city where the memories of the armed conflict
that our country lives, have a physical and symbolic place, from which we pretend to act
in the cultural transformation that longs for Colombia. We are Living Memories, see to
not repeat. This space is a house of dialogue and encounter to understand what
happened and is happening in our society, to rediscover hope and to think about other
possible futures.  https://www.museocasadelamemoria.gov.co/en/visitanos-2/
 
Circo Crescer e Viver, Brazil
 
Created in 2001 as a social circus project, CIRCO CRESCER E VIVER expanded
its programs, projects and activities to the fields of formation, production, diffusion
and enjoyment of circus arts, consolidating itself as a socio-cultural enterprise with
performance in all links of the city. circus production chain and, in one of the most
significant organizations in its segment in Brazil.
 
The Circus of Creativity and Life has as it’s mission to use the arts to promote
human, social and economic transformations in the contexts in which it operates’.
They contribute to social and human development through using the culture and
circus arts as a central element of an action focused on generating multiple
opportunities for personal and collective ascension for children, adolescents and
younger people of the working classes. https://www.crescereviver.org.br/
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El Colegio Del Cuerpo, Cartagena, Colombia
 
El Colegio del Cuerpo (eCdC) was founded in 1997, in Cartagena de Indias
by the dancers, choreographers and pedagogues Álvaro Restrepo
(Colombia) and Marie France Delieuvin (France).
 
A space created for children, youngsters and the general public where they find
the opportunity to approach the expressive and artistic dimension of the human
body, through Contemporary Dance. eCdC is a cultural and an educative space
– plural and democratic – that offers the opportunity of the construction of a new
ethics of the human body, indissolubly connected to an aesthetic and artistic
search; simultaneously associated with contemporary cultural, social, political
and economic issues. eCdC achieves its mission through four working areas:
Formation, Creation, Sensitivity and Diffusion, Investigation and
Documentation. During 15 years of uninterrupted work, approximately 8.100
children and youngsters have participated in the programs of the institution; the
great majority of them receiving a free formation, due to their scarce resources
life conditions. http://elcolegiodelcuerpo.org/en/
 
Fight For Peace
 
Fight for Peace was founded in Complexo da Maré, Rio de Janeiro, as a
direct response to youth-involvement in drug-related crime and violence.
Fight for Peace implements the Five Pillars programme at its main Academy
in Nova Holanda and via satellite projects located in two other communities
(Baixa do Sapateiro and Marcílio Dias). Fight for Peace in Brazil also trains
Brazilian partner organisations in the Fight for Peace methodology as part of
the national programme Rede Brasil.
 
Fight for Peace combines boxing and martial arts with education and
personal development to realise the potential of young people in
communities affected by crime, violence and social exclusion. We provide
young people with the tools and support structures they need to become life
champions and create positive futures for themselves.
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We support young people directly at our Academies in Rio de Janeiro and
London, and via a global training programme, which equips partner
organisations around the globe with the knowledge and resources to better
support young people in their communities. http://fightforpeace.net/rio-de-
janeiro/
 
Foundacion Accion Interna
 
This is a non-profit entity founded in 2013 to dignify and improve the quality
of life of the inmates and those have already been released in Colombia. It is
intended to transform, vindicate and reconcile the prison population with civil
society. We have three very specific programs to help us reach our purpose:
Teatro “Interno,” Crecimeinto Interno and Trabajo Interno; each with their
own projects and activities. The Fundación Acción Interna has joined forces
with the private sector, public sector and national and international
organizations since its inception, enabling it to reach its objectives.
 
Improve the quality of life of the prison population, recently released inmates
and those in vulnerable conditions in Colombia, generating opportunities for
reconciliation and re-socialization, through the development of their abilities
and the generation of socially and economically sustainable productive
projects. https://fundacionaccioninterna.org/en/ 
 
Redes da Mare (Networks of Mare)
 
The creation of the Maré Development Networks, a civil society institution, is
the result of a long process of involvement of its founders with the
community movement in the set of Maré slums and also in the city of Rio de
Janeiro. Founded by Eliana Sousa Silva, Redes da Maré is a civil society
institution that produces knowledge, prepares projects and actions to ensure
effective public policies that improve the lives of 140,000 residents of the 16
Maré favelas. Redes da Maré operates through five axes considered as
structuring to improve the quality of life and guarantee the rights of the
population of Maré. https://redesdamare.org.br/
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Universidad Pedagogica Nacional, Colombia
 
The National Pedagogic University located in Bogotá, capital of Colombia, is a
university under the Ministry of National Education of Colombia. It began
academic works as a female education institution; in 1962 it acquired its
national and joint character.
 
The National Pedagogic University has the principal goal of integral teacher
training through a coherent educational plan based on the principles
underlying its nature and rationale. teach excellence, quality, equity,
membership and academic rigor of the training programs and processes in
teaching, research and extension. That is because of its slogan "Educating
Educators". The university has received the high quality institutional
accreditation by the Ministry of Education in 2016. 
http://www.pedagogica.edu.co/
 
 
 
2. Theoretical Framework
 
To explore the relationship between culture and violence, a theoretical and
analytical framework was employed to illuminate and understand the power
relationships, hegemonies and counter hegemonies at play. Firstly,
‘Hegemony’ (Gramsci, 1999) is helps us to understand the mediation of
power and can be used to explore how certain groups dominate and how
their values are voluntarily and actively adopted by subaltern groups. Culture
plays a key role in this hegemonic process, through Gramsci’s concept of the
‘National- Popular’. He proposed that for any national level project to be
successful, it needs to reflect subaltern concerns and themes and not simply
ignore or dismiss them. Given that this critical review explores hegemonic
paradigms, power, values and the international dimension of such paradigms,
Gramsci’s work proved invaluable, moving away, as it does, from a simplistic
binary notion of a dominant paradigm and the dominated. It explores how
power is in flux and negotiated and how dominant values become part of our
internal belief systems. 
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Secondly, with regard to the ‘Cultural Field’, and building on Gramsci’s work,
Bourdieu (1993, 1998) examined the role of culture in the reproduction of
social structures and the way unseen, unequal power relations are legitimized
and embedded in everyday cultural practices.
 
Elements of his work were utilised including concepts of the cultural field, Doxa
and heterodoxy. Bourdieu’s work offers an analytical framework to examine
contemporary dominant models of cultural policy, especially when married with
Gramsci’s work on hegemony.
 
Thirdly, the area of ‘Imaginaries’ mainly references the work of Anderson on
national imaginaries (1983, 2016), exploring the shared values and collective
understanding of reality within respective groups in Brazil and Colombia. The
work of Lacan (2007) on ‘the real’, ‘the imagined’ and ‘the symbolic’ and
Charles Taylor (2004) on the relationship between imaginaries and
neoliberalism is also included. 
 
Finally, ‘Hybridity’ is explored, building on the work of Gramsci and Bourdieu,
Canclini’s (2005, 2014) work on hybridity in relation to culture, notions of
identity and modernity, all with specific reference to Latin America and
particularly in relation to the concept of hegemonies and high and low cultural
concepts. 
 
2.2. Hegemony
 
Pre-empting Foucault, but similarly dealing with issues of power and control,
Gramsci’s thoughts detailed in the Prison Notebooks (1999) reshapes the
ideas of domination and resistance as hegemony. This can be seen as: 
 
The ability of a ruling power’s values to live in the minds and lives of its
subalterns as a spontaneous expression of their own interests (Jones, 2006).
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Gramsci's work builds upon that of Marx, exploring the relationship between
modes of thought and their relationship to modes of production, with Marx
arguing that a society's economic base was the most important factor in shaping
social structures (the superstructure), that in turn supports the economic base. 
 
Gramsci adds a development of thought that sees the relationship between base
and superstructure as more reflexive and dynamic. Within the superstructure, he
explores the role of ‘civic society', defined by Gramsci as the ‘ensemble of
organisms commonly called private', ranging from political organisations to the
education system, to media and the family (Jones, 2006, p.32). This he sees as
a key intermediary area where the consciousness of social actors needs to be
occupied by transformative or conservative projects to create a civil society that
serves them.  The relationship between civil society, political society, the state
and the economic base all form a dialectical circuit or ‘historical bloc' with no one
structure taking primacy, but importantly, culture is not seen as being entirely
independent of the base. He proposes the notion of hegemony as the means for
occupying this private consciousness with dominant values mediated but still
reflected via institution and symbolic cultural texts (such as film and literature).
 
Gramsci clearly lays out an argument that distinguishes domination from
hegemony, with hegemony acknowledging the active role of those subordinated
in the operation of power. The concept of hegemony was originally developed in
the Russian socialist movement and conceptualised by Lenin (Jones, 2006,
p.42). This Gramsci articulates as a key social dynamic, where vested groups,
including the bourgeoisie and the working class, wrestled for control of ideas
and institutions, but to be successful necessitated the adoption of other groups’
interests (hearts and minds) by the dominant group. Initially developed as a tool
for the construction of a popular revolutionary coalition, Gramsci’s work provides
a tool for the analysis of cultural relations and power, where power is not seen to
rest statically with one social group but to be in flux.
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As Gramsci finessed his work on hegemony, he constructed a model that saw a
successful hegemony as one that did not simply dominate subordinate (or as he
details it ‘subaltern') groups but absorbed some of their worldview, their goals
and values. This would lead to the broadening of appeal and potential
universality of a given dominant group, as the dominant group itself changed i.e.
the hegemonic group, or bloc, itself becomes hegemonised. Hegemonic blocs
can include institutions, such a political groups or the Church, but can also be
regions (e.g. devolved administrations and the central government in the UK). 
 
Tensions exist within the hegemonic process where power blocs who ask for
consent to act on subalterns' behalf, but cannot, in reality, do so, and ultimately
cannot survive (Jones, 2006, p.47). This tension leads to what Gramsci believes
was the never-ending process of hegemony, with movement dialectically flowing
between ruling blocs and subaltern groups. Within this constellation there is an
ideological hegemonic process, operating particularly within the area of civil
society, where the lines between political authority and everyday life are blurred.
 
Where groups cannot, or will not, be assimilated into a cultural and political
project, they are subject to coercion. This takes the form of an initial appeal to
values followed by force if these values are rejected. Leadership is seen to need
both combining the control of force and appeal to consent. Here Gramsci
distinguishes between civil society and political society, the latter being the set of
apparatuses that legally enforce discipline where groups have not given
consent. A successful hegemonic regime is one that minimizes conflict,
however, and where the individuals govern themselves and are consensual in
terms of accepting the dominant group's values (Gramsci, 1999).
 
Thus, Gramsci sees hegemonic functionality as one where civil society
corresponds to consent and political society to coercion. In many societies, this
coercion can be achieved subtly through what Bourdieu calls ‘symbolic violence'
(Grenfell, 2012, p.179) achieved through the form of ‘taste judgements’, where
the values of the ruling power marginalize the subaltern group who aspire to
the taste and values of the dominant group.
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Gramsci also argues that if a ruling group has to resort to coercion, it has failed
to achieve what he calls expansive hegemony, a state where the majority of
people give their consent voluntarily, actively and spontaneously to the dominant
bloc, it is instead a limited hegemony. When applied to culture and cultural
policy, Gramsci’s approach potentially illuminates the powers at play in relation
to dominating and dominated.
 
If a hegemonic project (such as neoliberalism) is to be successful and
expansive, it needs to develop a strong association between its values and other
groups within the power bloc (Jones, 2006, p.59).  This forging of identity is
complex, but in part shaped within the hegemonic process. In an exploration of
the middle classes, Du Gay (cited in Jones 2006) develops the Gramscian notion
of the ‘self-governing individual’ through an exploration of ‘enterprise culture’ or
being excellent’:
 
A set of discourses and practices, initially emerging in the world of work and
gradually spreading into other areas of social and cultural life, has explicitly
sought to bind this class of workers and consumers to a moral, political and
economic project that coheres around the terms’ enterprise’ and ‘excellence’
(cited in Jones 2006, p.59)
 
Gramsci's work has been criticized for being both historically limited and over-
focused on the peripheral emergent capitalist economy of Italy (Jones, 2006).
There is also a need to keep Gramsci's concept of hegemony flexible and
critical, to utilise it as a conceptual tool in exploring the questions of this study
regarding the driving forces and impact of different cultural projects, as well as
using it in combination with other theoretical models. Munck (2015) builds on the
themes of hegemony in relation to development and social transformation,
particularly in relation to Latin America. He argues that a Gramscian approach
can illuminate the post-colonial, peripheral nature of Latin America (similar to the
role of Italy, as Gramsci’s subject of analysis) and help unpick hegemonic
patterns across and constructed realities dominated by neoliberalist approaches.
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2.3 Cultural Field

Partly building on Gramsci’s hegemonic theory, Bourdieu’s work covers a
broad range of academic disciplines and provides a powerful model for social
analysis exploring these social relations and structures. . His work examines
the role of culture in the reproduction of social structures and the way unseen,
unequal power relations are legitimized and embedded in everyday cultural
practices. His work combines critiques of both objectivism and subjectivism
with symbolic aspects of social life being seen to be inseparably intertwined
with the material conditions of existence, with neither being reducible to
the other (Bourdieu, 1993, p.1-5).
 
 
 

AdImage 4: Young Musicians, Bogotá, Colombia 2018, © E. Morrison
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He explores the relationship between social actors and structures and the
unacknowledged interests and strategies of actors within a particular field,
such as the cultural field in the case of this review.  Habitus was developed
by Bourdieu as a reaction against both structuralism and subjectivism and
can be defined as an agent developing a practical sense (sens practique) or a
feel for the game.
 
It is a set of principles that generate and organize practices and situations.
This sense is developed over time through childhood socialization onward
and is lifelong, transposable and takes account of objective social structures
within other structures. This structuring of objective social conditions by the
actor leads to a Class Habitus, where there is a similarity in the habitus of
agents from the same social class, proven statistically by Bourdieu (1993,
p.5).
 
Alongside this concept, Bourdieu accepts that agents do not act in a vacuum
but have to interact and react to complex objective social situations governed
by a set of social relations, developed by Bourdieu as the concept of Field
(Champ). He saw that any social formation was structured in terms of
hierarchical fields (e.g. the educational field, the scientific field). Each field is
relatively autonomous and is governed by its own laws of functionality, but
this structure is defined in terms of the subjects' relative fluid position and
movement in the field. The cultural field sits inside the field of power: the
place of multiple social fields where decisions are made that can impact on
many other fields (e.g. the economic field, the legal field). This concept of the
social space is not fixed but fluid and subject to change. He also identified
recurring homologies (likenesses) between fields with certain groups
dominating. 
 
In any given field, actors compete for positions in the cultural field. This takes
shape in the authority ascribed to recognition, consecration and prestige and
is a symbolic power not reducible to economic capital.
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One such symbolic power takes shape in the concept of cultural capital, a
formulation of cultural knowledge and competencies defined by Bourdieu as: 
 
A form of knowledge, an internalized code or a cognitive acquisition which
equips the social agent with empathy towards appreciation for or competence
in deciphering cultural relations and cultural artefacts...like economic capital,
the other forms of capital are unequally distributed among social classes (p.7) 
 
Specific interests are at stake in different fields, as well as different kinds of
capital invested in different fields. This is shown in the cultural field with
cultural capital and symbolic capital unequally distributed throughout society.
The third area of capital he identified was social (family, networks, religious
etc.). Alongside these key interrelated conceptualisations that Bourdieu
formulated as a result of and a means to enact research, three other areas
are of note in relation to this thesis: the first is the notion of Doxa and
Hysteresis and the second area explores the role of intellectuals. The
following discussion of these terms is drawn mainly, though not exclusively,
from Grenfell’s overview of Bourdieu’s work (2012). 
 
Doxa for Bourdieu equates to ‘a set of fundamental beliefs which do not even
need to be asserted in the form of an explicit self-conscious dogma’
(Bourdieu, 2000a:16. quoted in Grenfell, 2012, p.115). It is seen to inform and
compose structures, reproducing norms and values, forming part of the
habitus and in turn characterizing the field it exists in. It is partially analogous
to the Foucauldian concept of ‘regimes of truth'. This unacknowledged set of
beliefs can take the form of a dominant symbolic power, replacing real force
with habit and shared belief. It helps provide Bourdieu’s feel for the game and
is seen as internalized and unquestioned sets of norms. It is the uncovering
and making explicit of Doxa that Bourdieu’s research aimed to achieve.
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In times of crisis, dominant Doxa can be questioned (by lay people) and
changed, but often recognized Doxa persist and are accepted, taking on what
Bourdieu terms orthodoxy. Opposing Doxa may exist, particularly from groups
high in cultural capital but low in economic, existing at neither the top or
bottom of society, taking the form of heterodoxy. Whilst often heretical they
are still dominated by Doxa. However, as Doxa, field and habitus are all
constantly in flux and change does occur. The concept of hysteresis is
employed by Bourdieu (Grenfell, 2012, p.126) to explain change. He sees it as
a field condition that occurs when there is a disruption between habitus and
Doxa and field structures. Based on the scientific usage of the word, it is
employed to describe when there is a time lag between an agent and the
property on which it depends. Alongside these relationships, when fields or
habitus change new field positions are opened up and Bourdieu believed it
was the dominant groups who possessed the most social, cultural and
economic capital who were best situated to claim new positions (Grenfell,
p.130).
 
Despite criticisms (e.g. Goldthorpe, 2007), Bourdieu’s analytical approach
offers a useful starting point and critique in terms of contemporary policy and
policy development, particularly in its notion of the field and dominant social
actors and Doxa. He incorporates an interesting ethnographically influenced
balance between the objective/subject nexus, alongside a clear exposition on
symbolic meaning. The approach highlights the benefits of an analytical
approach that could be applied to contemporary policy development with
Bourdieu’s work offering a useful analytical framework to examine
contemporary dominant models of cultural policy, social actors, structures and
social actions. He viewed his work as tools for research, with an approach to
exploring social phenomena that brought the three interdependent concepts of
Habitus, Field and Capital together (Grenfell, 2012, p.67).
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Image 5: Valle del Cauca, Colombia 2018, © E. Morrison

2.4 Imaginaries
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The concept of the imaginary is informed by a number of different thinkers
including Sartre, Lacan and Castoriadis. In Castoriadis's the Imaginary
Institution of Society (1975), he argues that the imaginary of the society creates
for each historical period its particular way of living, seeing and making its own
existence: 
 
Each country chooses its symbolism; each society is instituted in its own way.
The specificity of each society is homologous to a central core of imaginary
meanings through which that society creates, organizes and gives meaning to
the world. Each society “institutes” its real. A web of meanings is created that
paves the country’s existence. This is the imaginary institution of the society.
(Arruda, 2014, p.3) 
 
In an exploration of imaginaries and symbolic representations in Brazil, Arruda
provides a concise summary of Castoriadis’ extremely dense and complex
writings, drawing from the Imaginary Institution of Society: 
 
Instituting movements appear whenever a new political/cultural project for the
nation is implemented and their creative development goes through the
processes of anchoring and objectification to produce what Castoriadis calls
the effective imaginary – the imagined (l’imaginé, p.221), the organization of
meanings so that we can understand the “choice” each nation makes of an
institutional symbolism. As he says, every society has tried to answer some
fundamental questions: Who are we, as a collective? What do we want, what
do we desire, what do we lack? Society must define its identity. The role of
imaginary meanings is to provide an answer to these questions, answers, of
course, neither reality nor rationality can provide...” (Castoriadis, p.221, cited
and translated by Arruda. P4)
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Lacan saw the Imaginary as one of the three intersecting and intertangled
orders that structure all human existence, the others being the Symbolic and
the Real. Social reality for Lacan was constructed from the intertangled
notions of the Symbolic, the Imaginary and the Real. Lacan’s
conceptualisation of the Symbolic order of society is captured in the notion of
the ‘Big Other’, (often reified, for example as ‘god’ or ‘freedom’), with the
individual being the ‘Small Other’. Here is Zizek (2006) on Lacan’s thought:
 
Its status is similar to that of an ideological cause like Communism or Nation:
it is the substance of the individuals who recognize themselves in it, the
ground of their whole existence, the point of reference that provides the
ultimate horizon of meaning.... Yet the only things that really exist are these
individuals and their activity, so this substance is actual only as far as
individuals believe in it and act accordingly. (2006, p.10) 
 
Hobsbawm and Ranger’s The Invention of Tradition (1983) also explores a
number of key themes that inform the creation of national imaginaries, with a
focus on the social construction of tradition as well as exploring the creation
of national cultures and the attempts by radical movements to create
counter-traditions. Their work explores the appropriation of older traditions
for new national purpose, where ancient traditions are modified ritualized
and institutionalised for new national purposes (p.6). Hobsbawm defines
invented traditions as:
 
A set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and
of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and
norms of behaviour by repetition...implying continuity with the past. (p.1).
 
He argues that where old traditions are alive, traditions need neither be
revived nor invented. Inventing traditions is seen as a process of formalizing
and ritualizing actions, characterised by reference to the past
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The rise of the nation-state post-industrial revolution is seen to throw up a
number of new symbols and devices including national anthems, national flags
and national emblems (e.g. John Bull, Uncle Sam). Hobsbawm identifies three
main types of invented tradition during this period: firstly, those that symbolize
or establish social cohesion through group or community membership (real or
not); secondly, those that legitimise status or authority; thirdly, those that
inculcate values, beliefs and conventions (p.9). These new traditions are seen
by Hobsbawm to be not as strong as old non-secular ones, with one of the
exceptions (in neo-traditional practices) being citizen membership of a state. In
relation to conception and constructed imaginaries of the nation, Hobsbawm
argues that: 
 
Invented traditions...are highly relevant to that comparatively recent historical
innovation, the ‘nation’, with its associated phenomena: nationalism, the nation-
state, national symbols, histories and the rest. All these rest on exercises in
social engineering (p.13) 
 
Building on the work of Lacan and others, Benedict Anderson’s Imagined
Communities (2016 Edition), first published in 1983, links the initial emergence
of the idea of ‘the nation' with the rise of independence in the Americas. For
Anderson, the imaginary is seen (in relation to the imagining of the nation) as a
set of interlinked values and symbols through which social groups imagine their
social world. The nation and nationalism are seen as historically constituted
cultural artefacts. He defines the nation as ‘an imagined political community -
and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign’ (p.49, 1983 Edition.)
 
Anderson identifies the roots of the idea of the nation (barely more than two
centuries old as a concept p.7), as being cultural and delineated by three key
elements at play in defining how the nation is imagined: the fact it is limited in
size and boundaries, in that it is finite: it is sovereign, born in the era of the
enlightenment and revolution and oppositional to divinely-ordained hierarchical
dynastic realms (p.7).
 
 



Finally, it is imagined as a community of peoples, of comrades, irrespective of any
real inequities. Anderson identifies the key elements in the historical emergence of
the nation and national consciousness as the emergence of print capitalism and the
Reformation: 
 
The convergence of capitalism and print technology on the fatal diversity of human
language created the possibility of a new form of imagined community, which in its
basic morphology set the stage for the modern nation. The potential stretch of these
communities was inherently limited, and, at the same time, bore none but the most
fortuitous relationship to existing political boundaries (which were, on the whole, the
high-water marks of dynastic expansionism). (Anderson, p. 58, 1983 Edition) 
 
In relation to Latin America, Anderson explores the role of ‘creole pioneers’ (2016,
p.47) in shaping the imaginary of the nation (with Creole being defined by Anderson
as a person of European descent but born in the Americas). Anderson identifies a
large number of political entities that arose in the Western hemisphere between
1776 and 1838 as self-consciously defining themselves as non-dynastic republics.
He rhetorically asks after three centuries of empire; why does this collapse occur at
this time? The answer, he argues, involves a number of historical phenomena
coinciding. The first factor relates to the tightening of administrative control by
Europe, increased taxes and delimited inter-American trade. Secondly, the
marginalising of the creole population by European-born peninsular officials, with
creoles mostly restricted to working within defined administrative zones and
excluded from high office. Birth in the Americas was seen to consign the creole to a
life of relative subordination. Thirdly, the creole fear of a black or indigenous
uprising. Fourthly, the emergence of the ideas of the reformation and liberalism.
Fifthly, the emergence of print capitalism.
 
Anderson argues that these five elements led to the emergence of a modern
imaginary of nationhood and national consciousness. 
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He emphasises that whilst excluded, the middle-class administrative creoles had
language, political, cultural and military knowledge, the same as the Europeans,
with which to assert themselves, drawing a parallel between creoleand European
feudal barons.
 
He also emphasises the emerging print industry as helping define the existing
administrative centers (from the eighteenth century onward) as the precursors of
the later American states). As he concludes: 
 
Neither economic interest, Liberalism or the Enlightenment, could, or did, create
the imagined community. In accomplishing this specific task, pilgrim creole
functionaries and provincial creole print men played the decisive historic role (p.65,
2016 Edition). 
 
Building on Anderson’s work, for Charles Taylor (2004), the imaginary is the broad
way ordinary people think of their society, shared by large groups of people and
captured in images, stories and legends (p.23I). It is distinct from a ‘theory’, which
is something developed in small groups. The broadness of the imaginary provides
its legitimacy and gives rise to common practices, according to Taylor. He applies
this approach to develop an understanding of the emergence of the Western
imaginary, which he characterises as being new and dominated by certain social
forms including the public sphere, the self-governing peoples and the market
economy. This western imaginary or ‘Global North' perspective also includes an
epistemological stance that has been established at the expense of other
epistemologies, what Santos (2014) calls ‘epistemicide'.'
 
2.5 Hybridity
 
Garcia Canclini (2005; 2014) adopts an interdisciplinary methodology that also
embraces the notion of ‘imaginaries’. Imagined communities are seen as structures
of feeling where meanings and values are actively lived and felt. The notion builds
on Williams (1981) idea of feeling, expanding the concept to capture: 
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The multiple worlds that are constituted by the historically situated imaginations of
persons and groups spread around the globe. (Appadurai 1996:33, quoted in
Canclini 2014 p. 98)
 
He is particularly well known for his theory of Hybrid culture, the notion of a “non-
dialectical heterogeneity which is not about cultural fusion, but speaking from
many places at once” (Canclini, 2014, p. 13) and how Latin American policies
interacted with these notions of identity (and in turn can inform national
imaginaries). His work synthesises both Gramsci and Bourdieu (themes of
hegemony and institutionalised social inequality respectively) and explores the
interrelation of tradition and modernity and what he sees as the deepening
structural parallels between Europe and Latin America, seen by some as being
engendered by neoliberal economic policies enforced by the World Bank and IMF.
In terms of Gramsci's work, Canclini
asserts than nation states in Latin America have adopted culture as national
projects, with high culture corresponding to the hegemonic and popular culture to
the subaltern, with this incorporation being used as a legitimiser of high cultures
domination, whilst historically aiming to eliminate popular culture as a perpetuator
of superstition (2005, p.XII). In relation to cultural policy and hybridity, this was a
particular gap in the available literature.
 
Hybridity is seen by Canclini as not being a synonym for fusion. He distinguishes
between hybridity and hybridization, with the emphasis of sociological enquiry
resting on hybridization, the process of hybridity. He defines it as follows:
 
I understand for hybridization sociocultural processes in which discrete structures
of practice, previously existing in separate form, are combined to generate new
structures, objects and practices. In turn, it bears noting that so-called discrete
structures were a result of prior hybridizations and therefore cannot be considered
pure points of origin. (2005, p. xxv)
 
A cycle of hybridization is seen to occur with the continual movement from 
the discrete to the hybrid to the new discrete: a historical heterogeneous  
to homogenous movement.
 
 
 
 
 

   27



This process generates new social structures and practices through the
process of reconversion and reconversion strategies with the old being
adapted in culture, technology, economic and symbolic areas to create new
hybridities (p.XXVII). Canclini argues that this process is antithetic to the notion
of pure or authentic identities: 
 
It is not possible to speak of identities as if they were simply a matter of fixed
characteristics, or to posit them as the essence of an ethnicity or a nation. The
history of identitarian movements reveals a series of operations for the
selection of elements from different historical periods and their articulation by
hegemonic groups in a story that gives them coherence, drama and eloquence.
(2005, p. XXVIII). 
 
Canclini argues from a shift of the study of identity to a study of cross-cultural
heterogeneity and hybridization. From this perspective, identities are seen as
imaginaries, constructed by communities as a way of articulating their
understanding of origin and development. The fluid nature of hybridization
allows for new forms and structures to appear within a given nation, shaped by
everything from the mass media, to education and travel. It is the process that
is the focus of study, not what he describes as ‘the fundamentalist
homogenization or the limited recognition of the plurality of cultures' (p.xxix).
He further argues that if cultural analysis is to be freed from limited
identarionism and give a hermeneutic capacity, it necessitates an engagement
with the conceptual themes associated with contradiction, mestiza, syncretism,
transculturation and creolization. This has bearings not only on the exploration
of cultural policy formation in the countries in question but in the analytical
approach required to decipher it.
 
In conclusion, Canclini sees hybridization as a translation term illuminating
certain types of mixing. The mixing can include conflict and elements of
temporality. He describes the ‘oscillating’ identities of migrants from points of
origin to destination (2005, p. xxxi). They can also be almost frozen and
essentialism by hegemonic and subaltern historical movements, to stress
certain states of hybridization.
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Finally, Canclini explores how imaginaries are constructed from fluid and multiple
hybridizations, in an oppositional way to fixed notions of identity. One of the most
relevant interpretations of this approach, in relation to the notion of imaginaries, is
what Munck argues is the socially constructed Indigenismo, or the new Orientalism,
with authority giving mythical practices help to define and shape what Latin America
is, but being just as invented as any concept of tradition (Munck p.17, p.29).
Indigenismo is not seen as a distinct homogenous social category but is contested
and often arbitrary, with re-indigenismo being used in many differing ways, including
the assimilation of the sector of the population into a dominant Andean notion of
culture. As Munck argues, political identities are created, not innate (p.30).
 
These themes of imaginaries, hybridity and hegemony in Latin America are
explicated further by Santos in his Epistemologies of the South: Justice Against
Epistemicide (2014). His work explores the dominant habitus of the Global North in
terms of an epistemological model predicated around Eurocentric Western values,
including neoliberalism (p.19). This hegemonic habitus is seen to exclude alternative
epistemologies and imaginaries. It is in Latin America that he sees the potential for a
counter-hegemonic movement, linking social emancipation, mestiza hybridity and
the baroque influence to create a unique imaginary for the Global South (2014, p.48-
64). This view is echoed by Munck (P.16) who sees a decolonized development
approach alongside a recognition and application of Latin American subaltern social
transformation knowledge as central to rethinking Latin America.
 
2.6 Summary 
 
The general conceptual framework of this study combines the approaches of
Bourdieu and Gramsci with a conceptualisation of the imaginary, especially informed
by the work of Anderson and Canclini notions of hybridity. The relationship between
culture and the idea of nation as an imagined community (see also Bell and Oakley,
p113; Anderson, 1983) is a crucial concept that is needed to gain an understanding
of the shaping and impact of national and civil society-led cultural projects.
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Nations are social constructs, they are not real but held together by belief (echoing
the Ende’s Neverending Story, 1979, the characters in the story only exist as long as
the reader believes they exist). Imaginaries are shared values amongst groups, or as
Charles Taylor argues, the imaginary is the broad way ordinary people think of their
society, shared by large groups of people and captured in images, stories and
legends (2004, p.23I.).
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3. Contextual Review
 
    

   31

Image 6. Guadalupe Años sin Cuenta, Teatro La Candelaria, Anniversary Performance
Monterrey, Colombia 2000 © ST Dancey (the play explores the routes of La Violencia and the role
of religion, the army and the state).
    

This section applies the theoretical framework described above to the context of
Colombia. An examination of the existing literature on dominant narratives,
hegemonies and imaginaries in Colombia is presented alongside reflections of
how culture may transform these imaginaries and produce new, counter-
imaginariesthat allow for the potential realisation of an alternative future.
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3.1 Overview – Violence, dominance and fragmentation
 
Colombian history has been marked by a prolonged period of violence (over
seventy years) generated by internal armed conflicted caused by political
struggle, originally between traditional political parties (Liberal and
Conservador), and during the past five decades between the state and left-wing
rebels primarily Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and
Ejercito de Liberación Nacional (ELN) and multiple right-wing paramilitary
groups.
 
During the 1990’s the violence increased when the government declared war on
organised crime led by the drug cartels. The internal armed conflict affected
primarily the rural areas of Colombia perpetuating exclusion and a systemic
inequality. Since the 1940 ́s people have left the countryside in search of better
opportunities in cities, creating informal/illegal settlements, and generating more
poverty and unemployment. This situation increased during the past decade,
when armed groups, seeking control of territory, massively displaced entire
populations from their hometowns. Colombia has one of the highest rates of
internal displacement; the conflict has left six million victims, including almost
five million displaced persons (USAID, 2014).
 
With an estimated 48 million people in 2015, Colombia is the third-most
populous country in Latin America, after Brazil and Mexico. It is also home to the
third-largest number of Spanish speakers in the world after Mexico and the
United States. It is one of the oldest democracies in Latin America (emerging
from the collapse of Gran Colombia in 1830) with a diversified and growing
economy, solid functioning institutions, progressive laws, an active civil society,
and abundant natural resources. About 35% of the total population is
concentrated in four cities: Bogotá (7.8M), Medellín (2.4M), Cali (2.4M) and
Barranquilla (1.3M). As USAID states, it is a country of two groupings:



In reality, there are two Colombias: a dynamic and sophisticated Colombia in a half-
dozen urban centers such as Bogota and Medellin that coexists with a poor,
institutionally weak, conflict-ridden rural Colombia. (p.4) 
 
Differing patterns of colonization across the Americas bequeathed legacies of
socially constructed relations and structures that profoundly influenced modern
notions of identity and national imaginaries, with the collision of European, African
and indigenous populations shaping cultural imaginaries and imaginaries
subsequently shaping policy. The relationship between imaginaries and identity, with
multiple fluid hybrid cultural imaginaries recounted, can be seen existing alongside
more static ideas of national identity. 
 
Colombia is also marked by significant income inequality and rural poverty, it has a
highly stratified society where the traditionally rich families of Spanish descent have
benefited from this wealth to a far greater degree than the majority, mixed-race
population. It has a weak state presence and services in certain rural areas and the
world's longest-running internal armed conflict that has been a defining factor in
shaping Colombia. The internal armed conflict has resulted in Colombia having the
world's second-largest population of internally displaced persons: 
 
Colombia is suffering from a 60-year armed conflict, which has left more than
220,000 dead and five million internally displaced. Structural causes of the conflict
include inequitable land use and the 'agrarian problem'; entrenched inequality and
poverty; weak state authority and institutions leading to territorial vacuums;
democratic weaknesses; and a culture of violence. These have been compounded
by newer dynamics, particularly: the inability of Colombia's institutions to address
justice and victim's rights; the growth of drugs trafficking; natural resource
exploitation; and the many different processes of peace talks and disarmament,
demobilisation and reintegration (Herbert, S. & Rocha Menocal A.2014, p. XX).
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The government initiated peace discussions with the two largest guerrilla
movements (FARC and ELN), with the goal of ending the last guerrilla war in the
Americas and in August 2016 a peace agreement was finally signed by all parties.
 
3.2 Wars of ideas, narratives and memory: the effect of violence on dominant
imaginaries
 
The effects of sustained violence on how Colombia is seen, and how it sees itself,
has been the subject of a vast number of studies in the social, economic,
psychological and political sciences. That violence shapes not only how external
actors perceive Colombia but how individuals and communities perceive themselves,
construct memories and identity, and create and share beliefs and values, has been
a conclusion of multiple studies (La Capra, 1998: 9; Sanford, 2006; Wainryb &
Recchia, 2015; Riano-Alcala, 2017). As Claudia Steiner describes:
 
The idea of violence appears to be present in every period of the history of
Colombia, as almost a part of a national identity that seems to have been built upon
a negative perception of our past. Since the 19th century this “negative identity” has
been grounded upon the presence of violence as a meta-narrative that measures
Colombian historical time in terms of “violence” (2005, p. iv). 
 
The impact of violence as a ‘rupture’ and threat to individual identity and meaning-
making (La Capra, 1998:9; Wainryb & Recchia, 2015) is evidenced not only for its
traumatic effects on individuals’ present lives and experience of memory, but
significantly for its effect in restricting how populations can imagine a different future
(Sanford, 2006, p.1). It could even be said that the dominance violence within
academic studies and research on Colombia has gained a position of hegemony
over other academic narratives concerning Colombia. Indeed, research by
anthropologists, sociologists and social policy researchers has called for
investigations that foreground new questions regarding the role of narratives and
memories in expressing and shaping regional identities, given ‘a long and ubiquitous
use of this imaginary of violencia’ (Steiner, 2005, p.1).
 
 
 

   34



Notable studies, particularly ethnographies exploring different conflict-affected
regions of the country have offered hope to the possibility of existence of narratives
beyond those of violence and conflict; discussed both in passive and active terms
Riano Acarlar discusses that ‘though violence plays a central role in (peoples’)
processes of identity formation, it does not exhaust these possibilities’ (Ranio
Acarlar, 2000). 
 
The acknowledged existence of a dominant narrative or ‘imaginary’ of violence can
furthermore be seen reflected in the work of the NGO and institutional sector,
working to support populations affected by the legacy of violence and ongoing
sources of conflict in the country. Programmes seeking to engage the young
people in taking control of their own narratives whether for the purposes of peace-
building (Berents & McEvoy-Levy; 2015); or strategies for empowerment and
place-making (Ritterbusch, 2011; 2013) demonstrate acknowledgement of the
need to engage with problematic narratives affecting young people, including the
legacy of violent conflict. 
 
3.3 Youth in Colombia 
 
How culture and cultural programmes, production and practice is perpetuating
certain imaginaries, and could create and shift imaginaries to allow the possibility
for change in the lives of young eople, is a preoccupation of the literature and
remains an open question which the methodology of strand 1 of Changing the
Story: Colombia seeks to explore.
 
There are currently about 12,757,040 young people living in Colombia between the
ages of 14 and 28 years of age; in total, they represent 26 per cent of the
population (World Population Review, 2019). Just over 20 per cent of that youth
population lives in a state of poverty (García, S. y Ritterbusch, A. (2015). 
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Though Colombia is assessed as one of the most unequal societies in the world,
research has found that young people experience specific disadvantages due to
their relative position of socio-economic vulnerability: youth unemployment in
Colombia is extremely high at over 16% of the youth population (DNP, 2016)
confounding challenges already experienced through exposure to violence and
conflict and the difficulties faced due to poverty and lack of proximity to
education, employment opportunities and social welfare services for much of the
rural and peri-urban communities.
 
The Registry of Victims [Registro Único de Víctimas) in Colombia estimates that
30 per cent of the incidences of violence and victimisation recorded during
Colombia’s civil war conflict were against young people (National Information
Network (2017). Beyond statistics, recent studies of the effect of violence on
young people in Colombia found the experience of everyday threats and direct
violence still dominates the daily lives of almost a quarter of the youth
population: 24% of young people report being a victim of crime in the last year;
38% a victim of violence of criminal, domestic or gang-related causes, and 40%
report feeling unsafe or less safe in their neighbourhoods, despite the research
in question being conducted after the signing of the peace process and before
it’s threatened disintegration (Next Generation Colombia, 2018). 
 
It is difficult to draw direct causality between the experience of violence and the
legacy of conflict to make claims about its effect on young people and their
identity, opportunities and shared belief systems at population or demographic-
wide level. However, a limited body of evidence has suggested that the
prolonged exposure to a culture of violence has affected young peoples’ sense
of social mobility, individual and collective agency, and mental health (Cuartas,
J. & Moya, A. (2016).
 
As well as being exposed to or victimised by violence, young people in Colombia
are amongst its perpetrators. 
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A nationally representative study of young peoples’ exposure to and
involvement in violence, found participation in violence to be motivated by the
pursuit of economic gain (57%); a protective mechanism against poverty (in
the form of gang-networks or employment) (47%); and the search for dignity,
status or retaliation (30%) (Next Generation Colombia, 2018).
 
How the exposure or participation in violence has also influenced the
construction of narrative by and around young people has been explored
through case study methods, particularly considering its effect on developing
or limiting a sense of moral agency (Pasupathi et al, 2017). 
 
The seminal text Dwellers of Memory: Youth and Violence in Medellin (Pilar
Riano, 2017) exposes the contradictions and flattening of the narrative about
young people and violence in Colombia’s history from 1985 to the 2000s
(2017, p.xxiii-xxiv). Young people are either seen as agents of violence or as
the victimised, with no responsibility or agency (p.xxiii); and often
homogenised as a single group of either actors or victims. Literature
acknowledges a generational and developmental difference for example in the
conceptualisation of peace (Sacipa et al, 2009), everyday security or
insecurity (Berents, 2015) and violence, but often does not distinguish how
different forms of violence and the relationship with culture mediate young
peoples’ individual and group experiences of it. 
 
That arts and cultural interventions can play a meaningful, positive role in
peace and reconciliation activities with young people has been researched
through a number of diverse, small scale case studies (Slachmuijlder's (2005);
Skyllstad's (2008); Pracher, 2014). It has also been acknowledged that it can
have negative outcomes in certain contexts of ongoing violence if not
implemented carefully (Pracher, 2014, p.33). 
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Beyond interventional approaches, a small number of texts have considered the
relationship between culture, violence and young people in more holistic terms.
Pilar Riano’s (201&) text acknowledges that young people live in temporalities
and spatiality which are not formed of single narratives, but rather of a diversity
of experiences, influences and actors. The case studies within the book
reference paramilitaries, community service organisations, musicians and hip
hop artists, social movements and narco-traffickers and gang leaders all as part
of the cultural dimensions of violence that exists for the memory of violence for
young people in Colombia (p.xxiv). This study draws upon Pilar Riano’s
conceptualisation of the cultural dimension but updates and builds upon it in two
ways: firstly, this research considers not solely the memory of violence but
current and ongoing influences, incidences and actors, to discuss the present
day cultural dimension of violence; secondly, it expands the cultural dimension
to include formal artistic and cultural activity and the actors who lead and initiate
it, taking place in Colombia and in Brazil today. 
 
3.4 Hegemonies, culture and the pervasion of dominant narratives - or
possibilities for change 
 
Violence and the move to peace sit at the heart of contemporary social, political
and cultural discourse in Colombia. The highly stratified nature of Colombian
society predates this period (Palacios, 2007) with one the one hand, a
constructed form of Andean national culture dominating and excluding other
forms of legitimised culture, and on the other hand - an economically and
socially marginalized black and indigenous population challenging domination
with their own cultural wealth and narrative. These two constructions of culture
bequeathed a narrow national narrative in the period pre-dating the start of La
Violencia: that of those who are powerful and included; and subjugated and
excluded. This narrative of inequality can be seen as an antecedent to La
Violencia and the violence that followed.
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Palaciodetails the hugely complex and sustained development of violence across
the last century, centrally characterised by the absence of state authority and
legitimacy, (P.168) echoing Rubim’s (2013) similar analysis of state absence in
Brazil.
 
The absence of the state, historical regionalism, decentralism and difficult
geography in Colombia can be considered to create a range of hybrid structures
and values with dominant fields of violence/power shaping habitus and national
imaginaries. Corresponding to Gautier’s view that:
 
Cultural discourse in Colombia occurred simultaneously with neoliberalisation
policies that have radically increased levels of poverty and unemployment and
minimalised the social responsibilities of the state’ (Gautier, 2008, p.379).
 
However, it is not neoliberalism alone that provides the dominant narrative, but
the Field of Power in relation to the Field of Violence. They combine to stratify
Colombia economically and culturally, pushing peripheral subaltern groups
down, without symbolic, economic or cultural capital. The state in response to
intellectuals and peripheral protests initially reasserted itself via the national
project of the new constitution, but the constitution has failed so far to be
implemented by hegemonic elites. Whilst recognising the rights of indigenous,
mestizos and Raizales in law these Indigenous/mestizo/Caribbean alternative
epistemologies, identity and values continue to be subjugated with the
dominance of a central Colombian cultural view.
 
3.5 Gangster Culture and imaginaries
 
To write about the culture of Narcos and narco-trafficking within Colombia is to
be in part complicit with perpetuating what has been called a dissonant,
legitimised and dominant narrative (Swift Miles, 2014; Rojas-Sotelo, 2014; Naef,
2018). 
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The influence of the international drugs trade on Colombia and its young
population in particular is the subject of many studies for its profound impact on
the country’s social and cultural life since at least the 1980s, and despite high
profile, internationally sponsored programmes including Plan Colombia seeking
to stem the scale of this economy, the narco-trade and its associated networks of
trafficking, financial corruption and violence persist throughout Colombia today.
 
Though very different to the high profile cartels of the 1980s and 1990s, narco-
culture in its modern-day form has been documented as casting a long shadow
over the life of certain groups within Colombia’s society, and furthermore ‘playing
a dominant, threatening role in the public’s imagination’ (Swift Miles, 2014). The
dominance of narco-culture and its associated fields of urban violence and
gangster culture (Baird, 2011; Ramirez, 2010; Gill, 2016) have been analysed as
originating from diverse sources; two of the most prominent views are discussed
here for their relevance to this study: Firstly, the role of cooperation between
international business, narco groups and paramilitaries in perpetuating what Gill
has called a culture of ‘gangster capitalism’ in Colombia (Gill, 2016). Secondly,
the existence of ‘reproduced, multi-causal and a socially generated
phenomenon’ in forms of urban violence and narco-culture amongst Colombia’s
youth population (Baird, 2011). On the one hand, so-called ‘gangster capitalism’
can be assessed as a form of social imaginary, and furthermore hegemony,
when considered through the theoretical framework of this study, due firstly to
the prominent part it plays in the minds of the communities who encounter and
live amongst it; and secondly to the existence of ‘narratives of legitimacy’ created
by the narco-traffickers through the co-opting of informal networks of community
members and even local media groups (Swift Miles, 2014). These narratives
allow for what Swift Miles calls ‘shields of words’ that insulate and protect the
narco groups’ activity.
 
On the other hand, a ‘socially generated phenomenon’ that perpetuates the
‘reproduction of violence’ amongst Colombian youth, particularly but not
exclusively young men, has been assessed as a cycle of what Bourdieu calls
‘habitus’, where young people are disposed by culture to ‘negotiate a pathway 
to manhood that largely reflects traditional masculine values in their 
context’ (Baird, 2011, p.2).
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This reflects what has been described as the effects of a ‘macho economy’ of
violence existent through imagery, semantics, dress and culture within Colombia
(Uribe, 2004), amounting to the existence of a present narco-imaginary.
 
The role of culture in the sense of culture as ‘art’ has been conversely connected
to the perpetuation or reshaping of the dominance of narco-culture as both a
present imaginary and furthermore as an imaginary connected to the concept of
memory. Studies of literature, film and music from Colombia in the period from
the 1990s to the present day, have remarked on the dominance of imagery and
stories of narcos and of gangster culture prevalent in Colombia’s cultural genres,
citing the ‘many cultural productions ranging from…narco-novelas, to narco-
soaps, that highlight the memory of the narco trade’ (Naef, 2018). 
 
The drugs trade and its accompanying (often violent) events, characters and
stories have also inspired an artistic movement, ‘narco-aesthetics’ which looks
specifically at how the narco phenomenon is changing the Colombian cultural
landscape (Rojas-Sotelo, 2014). This movement, epitomised by the international
collective Narcochingadazo, includes critical analysis through art of the
relationship between culture and its instrumental use in how the country seeks to
project itself on the international stage, in part an exercise in moving beyond the
central narrative and international perception of Colombia as violent.
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4. Results & Analysis
 
Introduction
 
The rest of this critical review will draw together the findings from the field
research and the literature review to provide an exploration of the research
questions. To do so, it will investigate interview texts through the use of key
themes informed by the initial literature review, or generated via grounded theory
in the textual analysis and coding of interviews.
 
This chapter will provide a discursive interpretation of the overall research, with a
clear application of the theoretical framework outlined above. Four key themes
emerged around a number of themes in response to the two considerations of
this study: the experience and influence of violence by young people in Colombia
today; and an examination of the approach taken by organisations working
specifically through culture in how to combat this. Perhaps naturally, it was found
that the latter question – the framing of the approach taken by cultural actors and
organisations to work with young people affected by violence – were often
closely related to what were found to be the dominant influences of violence on
young people today. A number of distinctive themes and approaches for how
culture and interventions through culture can specifically act in relation to the
way violence affects young people in Colombia and Brazil, emerged as a result.
 
The first two themes explore dominant imaginaries of firstly Violence and
Victimhood and secondly Gangster and Narco Culture. The third theme unpicks
a hybrid social imaginary; whilst the final theme explores the potentially
transformational nature of culture in relation to the construction of alternative
social imaginaries.
 
Brazil & Colombia
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The dual case study approach of exploring organisation working in Colombia and
Brazil was employed with the intention of identifying similarities and differences
illuminated by the research, particularly in relation whether phenomena were
specific or dependent on individual criteria in either country (state dependency).
 
The socio-historical contexts of each country has given a specific shape to
regimes of truth and attendant values employed by social actors. In Colombia the
dominance of the civil war and in Brazil the legacy of the military dictatorship
have both been unsurprisingly major factors in the shaping of social imaginaries.
 
However, it is the commonality of the shared experiences of violence and
structural inequality that has shaped social imaginaries in both countries,
particularly the influence of Gangster & Narco Culture and conceptualisations of
victimhood. Similarly, the identification of culture as a potentially socially
transformative tool in constructing counterhegemonic imaginaries is also an idea
common to both countries
 
4.1   Dominant Imaginary: Violence and Victimhood
 
I think one of the narratives is violence. People will have constructed a
representation of themselves as in a war. That’s the metaphor about us, about
representation as Colombian people, that we are violent. (Cultural Academic,
Universidad Pedagogica Nacional, Bogotá, Colombia). 
 
The dominance of violence as a direct and structural experience (Galtung, 1973)
and as a social and cultural phenomena dominated the research findings
(Blume,1996). 
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Violence was connected to concepts of memory and to identity, corresponding to
Steiner’s (2005) view of the dominant overshadowing of violence and la violencia
within internal and external imaginaries of Colombia and related to the
suppressing of individual voices, growth and opportunity. In a significant
departure from the existing literature however, the discussion of the impact of
violence was focussed on collective social imaginaries, not on the individual, with
the dominant finding being the effect of over fifty years of violent conflict on
notions of civic participation, the belief in and experience of (often minority) group
rights; and citizenship.
 
The findings of this critical review make two further contributions, hitherto under-
researched or absent from the existing research. The first: the connection of
culture to historical and current manifestations of violence, through notions of
narrative, identity and imaginaries. Secondly, the potential of culture to shift and
transform dominant imaginaries of violence, through its potential to create new
practices, beliefs and subjects. These findings are discussed in the following sub-
sections below.
 
Victimhood and the victim narrative
 
The National Victims Registry estimated in 2018 that there were over 8,650,169
victims from the fifty years of violence, more than 17% of Colombia’s total
population (National Victims Unit, 2018. The construction of the concept of the
victim was clearly articulated by social actors interviewed both pre and post the
peace agreement as significant to the social imaginary of Colombia. Whilst the
importance of articulating narratives of war is central to processes of
memorisation and transitional justice and has been explored in a wealth of
literature for its value in recovery from the trauma of violence (Becker, 2016;
XXX) a more critical narrative emerged from some interviews linking the notion of
an appropriation of ‘victim culture’ by the Latin American left, using the notion
of ‘the victim’ to gain political traction and create a central imaginary shaped by
this notion of the victim.
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We have to be original in Colombia. The colonial conditions of Latin America
were constructed around ethnicity. So now again we have this kind of
essential, transcendental subject, which is kind of the ethnic subject for Bolivia,
Peru, Ecuador... but in Colombia, we needed to create our own subject, which
is the victim... This is dangerous. I think the left is trying to gain political space
and they are doing it by constructing the victim as the new historical subject. In
Latin American cultural studies is more like a shelter for the crisis of the left
after the iron curtain, after the Perestroika. So they found in culture a place.
There's no neutrality in cultural studies because it's the way you construct it,
however, the usages of culture and the way they research is very much based
on left strategies than cultural studies critical thinking. I think that now there's
another narrative as the new historical subject, which is what the left always
needs: someone who leads the future. (Cultural Academic, Universidad
Pedagogica Nacional Bogotá, Colombia) 
 
This view illustrates the socially constructed, multiple reality basis of existence
in Colombia as it relates to violence, and culture. Though connected to a
particular political view, whether this is distinct just for the political left is
debatable; right wing groups can also be seen to be implicated in this practice:
the construction of imaginaries structured around victims and retribution.
 
Within this concept of the imaginary of violence, a complex picture can be seen
of multiple fragmented shared beliefs and identities – or sub-imaginaries –
framed around the peace process, which was in development at the point of
commencement of the earliest interviews and at the point of destabilising and
fragmenting in the week the final interviews were conducted. 
 
That there is neither one homogenous national ‘victim’ identity nor narrative in
Colombia and that inequalities of representation exist for certain communities
within the victim narrative has been well explored in the literature, including for
the potential role of storytelling and of interventions and initiatives led through
arts and culture to address this imbalance and enable marginalised
testimonies to be heard (for example see Romero on rural communities and
women, 2012). 
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However, the findings of this study demonstrate that in its myriad of guises, the
victim identity has become in itself a hegemonic imaginary, potentially
preventing the development of alternative imaginaries beyond the field of
violence and furthermore, at risk of being ‘weaponised’ or compromised for
political processes.
 
The view of the centrality of violence to the construction of identity, narratives
and indeed of culture and cultural representation in Colombia, arose uniformly
throughout the research findings, though the specific origins and permeations
of this varied greatly between interviewees and cultural actors. When you
observe that the thing after fifty years getting in our tissues and cells is the
culture of violence. And violence in itself has a lot of levels. Peace is not the
lack of conflict. (Battuta, Colombia, 2019)
 
The latter interviews conducted during this research reflected many concerns
by participants about the fragility of the peace process. In real time, whilst the
researchers were conducting final fieldwork in Sept 2019, two FARC leaders
declared at a political level that they were going back to war because of the
failings of the peace process, posing a risk of the reigniting of violence. The
concerns expressed about the peace process were related to the withdrawing
of a narrative and discourse about peace at a political level, prompted by the
election of Ivan Duque’s regime to power in 2018.
 
It worries me that I don’t see the word Peace anywhere. I don’t see the word
post-conflict. The noble peace prize was not for President Santos alone; it was
for Colombia to have ended this madness. (Director, Colegio del Cuerpo,
Cartagena, Colombia)
 
The Peace process was seen by interviewees mainly through two conflicting
lenses: firstly, to offer the potential for a reconstruction of the national
imaginary, though recognising the need to transcend the current dominance of
a victim imaginary. 
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Secondly, as a fragile and failing process that had been co-opted and
compromised by political mobilisations, whereby the peace process becomes
itself a hegemonic and problematic imaginary. As in Brazil, trying to construct
both alternate imaginaries and hegemonies within the existing Fields of Power
is problematic.
 
Culture’s role within processes of moving beyond individualist victimhood and
reconciliation was discussed at both the small scale of individual case studies
and for its broader potential in society through the concept of the imaginary
(Anderson, 1993; Taylor, 2006). Analysis revealed a dominant understanding
that violence had not only created cases of individual trauma but had caused
damage to the collective experience and social interactions of society: what
could be called the social fabric (Short, 1971). Culture was seen by some
interviewees as a means of initiating the repairing of that fabric; firstly, through
its impetus to connect people with others through action; secondly, through its
uniquely creative force that has the power to rebuild or build anew. 
 
You see cases of people that have no horizon, that have no … they are lost
and so they find these spaces to meet with population and engage a
conversation and you find a way not only to learn an art form, but that
becomes second to creating bonds within the community, to create what we
call the “reconstruction of the social tissue”. You give them the initial push.
(Secretary of Culture, Barranquilla, Colombia)
 
Barranquilla is a region of Colombia which has received large numbers of
displaced individuals and groups from violence. The articulation of this small-
scale cultural programme driven by a local creative economy is seen as an
empowering, positive model, distinct from big business, the State and a
neoliberalist distortion of culture, providing victims of violence with dignity,
artistic skills and a level of social cohesion through social interaction and the
building of social bonds with others. Rather than illuminating individual
narratives of victimhood from violence, it offers a localised, communitarian
approach to expressing existing and new narratives through cultural activity
and the potential for creating new concepts of the ‘subject’ at local level.
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This concept of culture as a mechanism to transform the individual ‘subject’
beyond one dominated by victimhood or disempowerment, was similarly
reflected in Brazil:
 
For us, working in art and culture is precisely to make people recognise
themselves and work on their identity when they come into this context of the
work we do. This makes it a  much broader process of change. In general in
our struggles, art is also a very important element to work on subjectivity, the
right to another world that is not this world established with violence. It's very
philosophical. (Director, Redes da Mare, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil)
 
Whilst this quotation is from Brazil, the perceived role of culture was shared in
Colombia. The collective practice of cultural projects was seen to offer the
potential for creating new shared cultural imaginaries at a local level, founded
not on a single hegemony but on bringing different narratives into a discourse
with each other. This can be seen to reflect a recent shift in the literature
towards different practices for measuring and assessing the progress of
peacebuilding and reconciliation activities; a moving away from state-level
indicators towards grassroots-determined collective indicators that reflect the
lived experience of peace in communities across Colombia (Firchow, 2018).
Furthermore, the role of culture in offering alternative processes to aspects of
the transitional justice process is highlighted, responding to calls for Truth and
Reconciliation processes to adapt to collective rather than individualist means
of sharing memory, including the proposal for a ‘National Dialogue for Truth’
(Gomez, 2018).
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4.2 Dominant imaginary: Gangster and Narco Culture

Image 7: Street Art, Bogotá, Colombia 2019, © ST Dancey
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Differences in the experience of forms of violence within the dominant
imaginary, and the specific influence this has on the imaginary of young
people, is a significant insight from this study This research offers an extension
to the understanding from the existing literature, which cites the dominance of
over fifty years of violence and narco-trafficking as most salient to the
construction of memory and identity in Colombia, including amongst young
people, with Pablo Escobar casting a long shadow across both external and
internal imaginaries in Colombia. This research found the existing makeup of
the imaginary of violence was more nuanced and founded on a complex hybrid
of memory, national narratives and a different but equally potent gangster-
culture based on the impact of existing narco-trafficking activity between
Colombia, central America and the United States.
 
The notion of an external imaginary influencing a section of the community was
detailed in relation to the gangster culture of many Medellín communas. 
 
It’s almost like it’s capitalism on steroids, that’s the phrase. (Interviewer) 
 
Yes. It's a horrible story. For women, for example…it seems it's borrowed from
a kind of American gangster culture combined with the kind of narco here. So
you have this hyper capitalism, hyper-sexualized, so particularly for women.
And it's from the way we started to dress. The way we started to talk. It was
exactly the way they did. It changed the culture 
 
Interviewer: Is that still a dominant part of the cultural imaginary in Medellin? 
 
I think nowadays is a little bit less notable but we still have to fight against it,
because we still  have women with huge boobs and with huge butts. It’s really
difficult to change that. It’s a process. I think we are doing it pretty well.
(Director, Casa de la Memoria, Medellín  Colombia) 
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This illustrates a specific codification of violence into a cultural imaginary of
note via the emergence of Gangster Culture, particularly in cities such as
Medellín and Cal and can also be seen as an expression of the relationships
between a dominant culture of violence, with hegemonic values centred
around conspicuous wealth, hypersexualisation, stereotyping of gender roles
and a state of otherness separate from a national Colombian imaginary. It
also exemplifies the blurring of culture as a way of life and symbolic culture
(Williams, 1981). Narco-culture is not seen as a homogenous nor exclusively
Colombian phenomenon, but as a hybrid of cultural and social influences
drawn from America and producing a unique form of ‘hybridity’ as a
Colombian cultural field.
 
Fieldwork including interviews with cultural practitioners and actors working to
use culture to combat violence consistently proposed that the narco-culture
imaginary now displaces the imaginary of violence in its dominance over the
lives of Colombia’s youth:
 
Interviewer: What would you say are the strongest influences over young
people’s lives that you work with or in general in Colombia? 
 
Now it is the narco-trafficking; the ecosystem surrounding it. It always was a
huge problem in   Colombia but now it is the main issue… particularly for
young people, it’s more than the economy of it, it’s the culture of gangs, of
drugs, of crime. This affects the majority of the young   people we work with
through our programmes and we have worked with over 30,000 young people.
(Accion Interna, Colombia, 2019).
 
The influence of the gangster-imaginary over young people was found not to
be principally or solely economic, but instead to be made of cultural and
symbolic forces. Central to this is the importance of temporality: as a younger
generation comes of age during a time more removed from the experience of
La Violencia  but still influenced by everyday violence and the fall-out from
years of conflict, trauma and displacement.
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4.1   Hybrid Culture: The Field of Culture with the Field of Violence
            
Batuta is an anti-bullet vest. Of course we are an NGO, 80% of our funding
is from the state. (but)… we are not about politics. You get out (of class) and
people escort the kids or the teachers even from the same family as a crime
organisation like the FARC. They say, ‘my little brother is in Batuta’. ‘My
sister is playing music’. We are neutral. No politics, no getting in that profile;
music, being better people and that’s it. (Programme Director, Batuta,
Colombia)
 
Clear in the analysis but also directly experienced in the research process,
was the role of culture and of the cultural field as occupying a unique
position within the field of violence. This position was often physical and
spatial as well as social and symbolic: in one of the interviews with Brazil-
based organisation Fight for Peace, the founder took the researchers on a
walk through the streets of Mare, the most dangerous favela in Rio de
Janeiro. Children as young as eleven with loaded AK47s, alongside adult
gang members and dealers, are stationed on each street corner. The
previous day when interviewers had been due to conduct the interview, it
had been called off due to a shoot-out in the streets of Mare that had killed
fifteen people. Walking in the company of members of Fight for Peace,
recognisable to the community and wearing their blue t-shirts, meant that
researchers were then permitted to pass unharmed and uninterrupted across
territory lines and to local schools, homes and community centres. This
experience exemplifies the role that cultural organisations were found to play
in both countries in historic and current contexts of violence; not one of
prevention but of protection for the young people involved with them:
 
We were in the capital cities in 2001 when the social action of the state came
to say we want  to have a joint action project to establish the social action of
the state in many places where the violence is very strong. The violence is
very strong 2001/2. There was a big sprouting of Batuta then. The unit of
victims was ‘action social interior’ – the ministry of the governments.They
established with us. We were like missioners in establishing the
music schools of  those places.
 



   53

Interviewer: Paramilitaries were still there?
 
Everyone was ok. People from each side in the same room. You get into the
musical centre you are safe. (Programme Director, Batuta, Colombia) 
 
And similarly in Brazil: 
 
What we do not do is to enter into disputes with the drug trade or violence or
criminal gangs to win over young people there. We build a positive space in
the territory where we are. We open our doors to offer the possibility for any
young person, child or adolescent to come here, and for the community to
take custody of them. And the children who come are sons and daughters   
of different gang communities but because they are part of what we do here
with culture, they aren’t harmed and we aren’t harmed. So we show that
even in an excluded and violent territory  it is possible to produce models of
productive engagement, of construction from within and of sociability. What
we do is much more about trying to be an example of what is possible when  
you improve the environment in a territory and have a higher profile than
criminal activities, rather than having to live the whole time in a state of
tension. (Founder, Fight for Peace, Rio  de Janeiro, Brazil).
 
Beyond the protective influence of the positioning of cultural organisations
within spaces of conflict, whether a particular region, town, urban district or
rural location, the Brazilian comparative cases introduced an interesting
model of exploring and employing the idea of ‘territory’ alongside cultural
activity as a means to achieving effective interventions with young people at
risk from violence.
 
To work with only a general concept of violence or general idea of inequality
or youth means you won't be able to work in every place. So what is the
concept that helps you work with the variations around these issues in every
place? It's the idea of territory. 
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Here territory is thought of as culture, so I would say that culture and territory
are our two powerful lines of thought here… We're not the first organisation
to say that culture has benefits but what our organisation brings that's new is
that we have taken the concept of culture and thrown it together with the
idea of territory (Director, Redes da Mare, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil)).
 
This particular case study was unique in its explicit framing of the idea of
‘territory’ with ‘culture’, and can be seen to present a cultural model which
addresses indirectly Pilar Riano’s idea of the cultural web for young people
exposed to violence (Pilar Riano, Dwellers of Memory, p.xxvi). That cultural
interventions can support young people to negotiate or move forwards from
either the memory or current imaginary of violence through creating new
practices through culture and art within a territory, offers a significant
opportunity to confront the triggers of memories (p.xxvi) or everyday draws
or trauma of violence.
 
The concept of focusing on how culture could affect or change a
geographical or symbolic space and the dominant narrative of that space
was found in the analysis across both Colombian and Brazilian interviews.
This analysis was predominantly centred on two aspects: firstly, the physical
occupying or transforming of space through localised cultural activity that
creates material that is symbolic as well as infrastructure; secondly, a
transformation of the values and beliefs people hold collectively about a
place through the ownership and enacting of culture. The following two
quotes illustrate these different but connected concepts.
 
We created the project Arte e Azulejo (Art and Tiles). The idea is to create
an art gallery from the art and culture projects we produce…When you go to
Maré ... it's next to a drug vending     point. So it's an idea of how you can
physically change something using art and culture because for example
today it's become a place for visitors. We have to occupy the street in a
structural way. This is a very structural way of thinking about art and culture,
influencing change. (Director,     Redes da Mare, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil)
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Interviews explained that whilst culture cannot act alone to prevent violence,
cultural practices can displace and destabilise violent environments through
the creation of other physical, symbolic and social practices. This connects
to Gramsci’s notion of the hegemony, where power is maintained through
dominant practices (whether the hegemony is violence, or founded on social
stratification), and where the dominant group gains and retains control over
the territory through the sustaining and sharing of these practices. Part of
culture’s role is to bring peaceful and different cultural practices into the
spaces locally where violence takes place, which displace the dominant
(violent) practices. 
 
Part of our role is…creating cultural practices and thus, stopping the armed
group from being so prominent within the territory. (Director, Agencia Redes
para Juventudei  Brazil)
 
The second quote demonstrates a different experience of culture within a
larger context of ‘territory’, that of a province or region, or even a country.
This connects to the notion of the national imaginary as previously
discussed, where culture can affect shared belief systems offering the
potential for change:
 
I think anybody from Colombia would think about Antioquia, I speak about
the entire state. They would say that we are the best on what we wanna do. I
don’t know the word in English maybe but we are people who are very…
 
In Spanish? (Interviewer). 
 
Pujante … Thriving … I think that maybe the word resilience is what best
describe us as well. I think we have the best capacity to become or to
overcome, it’s that resilience and I think the arts have become a way for
survival. (Director, Casa de la Memoria, Medellín, Colombia)
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Whilst Medellín was referenced much more in the available literature as the
centre of art and creativity in Colombia, the authenticity of the claim by this
interviewee was unestablished one way or the other. What is significant
however is the establishing of a new narrative, developing out of art and
culture and presenting the possibility for new constructions of identity. Here
the social construct is an oppositional one to past violence and atrocities,
being constructed via a conceptualisation of not just surviving but becoming
stronger. The Field of Violence (and its attendant Doxa) are seen to be
challenged by a counterhegemonic opposition, in terms of heterodoxies that
are constructed around values of creativity and positive action, succeeding in
spite of the dominant field. These heterodoxies eventually move to become
orthodoxies and definers of identity as the Field of Violence partly recedes
(at least in some places). This also illustrates the need for different
approaches according to the scale and specificity of the conflict-afflicted
context, and a flexible approach to content that may combine Williams’
definition of everyday culture with the notion of culture as artistic practice,
to destabilise the imaginary of violence in a place.
 
What we do is make sure narratives about these territories are not only seen
through the lens of violence. (Director, Agencia Redes para Juventudei,
Brazil)
 
In this way, the networks bear a resemblance to counter-networks drawn
from the activism literature  often developed out of activism or infrapolitics
(Scott, 2010, 2012) but differ in being institution-led and institution-based
and not expressively ‘activist’ in their mission and values. Working towards
expressed aims of creating culture first or alongside social aims such as
respect for diversity or youth empowerment, the protective capacity the
cultural field provides is unique in contributing to the sustainability and
longevity of the cultural intervention and network. In seeking to inculcate an
empowered sense of politicisation or citizenship education, they also share
similar characteristics to networks of socialisation drawn from the literature
about young people and activism (Ibrahim, 2010; Hensby, 2014), including in
the Colombian context (Youth Policy Labs, 2015).
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Summary
 
Here, then, another elision of the culture of a way of life and culture as
symbolic occurs, alongside a conceptualisation of the socially transformative
potential of the cultural imaginary. There is also a rooting of values in the
idea of an innate creativity that is expansive. From a Gramscian perspective,
when asking the question ‘how does culture transform?’ the answer here is
seen to be a subaltern war of position, a changing of collective values to
form a new hegemony via the concept of citizenship and the reclaiming of
the citizen ‘subject’, public spaces and collective rights.
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 4.4 Culture transforms: New pathways and subjects from violence
 

Image 8: Street dancers, Plaza de Bolivar, Cartagena de Indias, Colombia, 2017. 
© ST Dancey

This final section presents analysis of the findings addressing the
relationship of culture to the realisation of rights, behaviours and citizenship,
including reflections on the role of education and cultural programmes in
sustaining or transforming the experience of young people.
 
The central role of the radical 1991 constitution of Colombia was referenced
by a number of the interviewees as having a lasting and current impact on
the contemporary shape of dominant values, human rights and culture. The
failure to implement the constitution was similarly connected to the
marginalising and discrimination against some groups, and furthermore,
found to have a relationship to the current transition from the culture of
violence to a culture of peace.
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The following quote describes the role of the constitution:
            
This Constitution recognizes a group of rights of the culture and a group of
rights to the culture and of access to culture. In the essence of the
Constitution says that Colombia is a multi-ethnic and multicultural country.
“The culture is the essence of the nationality” is written there and that all the
cultures are equal in their rights”. Today in Colombia there are 66 different
idioms and dialects. So this is the first part: Colombians have the right to the
recognition of the cultures, so they have the right of recognition and defence
of their idioms. To the right of the defence of    their idioms means they have
the right that someone studies the grammars, to use all the tools available to
avoid the disappearance of an idiom. 
            
The other part is the minorities’ issue. The recognition of the cultural rights of
the indigenous and of the African descendants and of the Raizales (Afro-
Caribbean British descendants). This is an absolutely fundamental issue.
And there are the rights of access to the culture. Some of   them are already
part of the human rights like freedom of expression etc. but if there are no   
conditions for them, then the rights are not real. (Former Minister ofCulture,
Colombia)
 
Whilst recognising the rights of indigenous and Afro-Caribbean groups, this
view acknowledges that their epistemologies and furthermore, the
implementation of their rights, are not recognised nor realised. The very
notion of ‘rights’ and 'laws’ is part of a Global North social construct, a
colonial legacy not recognised by the groups the constitution seeks to
‘represent’. Rappaport (2005), in her study of the Cauca Indigenous group in
South Western Colombia, points to the indigenous mobilization and ethnic
pluralism of the Cauca, as one example, as a way to decolonize knowledge
and produce hybrid political cultures. Similarly, Santos, (2015), has argued
that particularly mestizo epistemologies offer an alternative emancipatory
imaginary for Latin America. 
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The suppression of rights through a narrow concept of what is accessible
and accepted as culture; and the possibility of enabling a different, more
expansive experience of rights through culture, are two critical findings and
potentialities emerging from the research.
 
This illuminating quote from the Director of Batuta, Colombia summarises
the overarching themes related to culture, rights and the 1991 constitution,
considering firstly the creation of a national identity in tension with a regional
identity but also in contradiction with one that acknowledges hybridity:
 
We are indigenous people and black people and Spanish people and mixed
people…. So they [government] decided. It was a political decision to say
what kind of music represents how we are. So they decided that the music
that represented the national identity was the music from Bogotá and the
mountains…but it was just a little bit of what was available and so the rest of 
the music of the country was invisible. (Director, Batuta, Colombia)
 
The definition of culture being discussed here is expanded from the sense of
an elite artistic definition, towards that described by Raymond Williams
‘culture as a way of life’. The analysis from Colombia found this definition of
culture to be extended to encompass - and in certain ways exemplify -
particular experiences of rights and identities. Moreover, how regionally
devolved cultural and artistic programmes in the ‘formal’ cultural sense can
and have responded to this conceptualisation of culture as rights for the aim
of advancing collective human rights, is a significant finding.
 
We have kids who say they talk about rights at home, or in their school –
how we are taught  at Batuta. We say, even with your Mum and your Dad,
above your parents – the state and your rights. You are a citizen you have
rights. Because in Colombia the non-accomplishment of rights is very acute.
We believe music and art is also a cultural right. (Director, Batuta,  
Colombia)
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How arts and culture and human rights as fields interact has been discussed
for their commonalities and shared properties in European literature,
particularly in their relation to identity and empowerment (European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017).
 
What arts and culture and human rights enable is articulated not as a static
structure that supports the individual, but rather as different approaches to
‘becoming’ as human identities, namely ‘The arts question or give contours
to what it is to be, while human rights empower people to be who they are.
(2017, p.6). 
 
In the Colombian context, the discussion about cultural rights is prevalent in
the literature, however this is not frequently connected to formal arts and
cultural interventions. The notion of a rights-based approach to delivering
arts and cultural programmes is underexplored in the literature, and the dual
case study explored here is not on its own sufficient to propose that a rights-
based approach to arts and cultural interventions exists as a paradigm in
either country context. 
 
Networks
 
The significance of networks as a crucial part of the mechanisms for cultural
intervention emerged strongly in the analysis from both countries as a
means for scaling up impact. This was presented not solely in terms of
‘reach’ or ‘engagement’; rather a conceptualisation of the network as
constituting a challenge to the structural aspects of violence, poverty or
inequality, emerged:
 
Interviewer: One of the problems for people from very violent or poor
backgrounds is the   problem is structural – like the Colombian or Brazilian
state... Or the UK state. is built on structural inequality. So to change this
structurally becomes a political act. And you as Batuta can enact change but
you cannot change one of the big problems at structural level. How can you
distance yourself from that? I’m interested in what does Batuta do?
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We are becoming like a network and the network is very strong with local
partners. And we get in touch with local roundtables and partners. Not
because we are invited – we are part of the community. (Programme
Manager, Batuta, Colombia).
 
This idea of ‘networks’ as a powerful concept and transformative model in
working in arts and culture emerged prominently in the analysis of the
organisations examined in this study. In Brazil, ‘redes’ – meaning ‘network’ is
explicit in the titles of three of the organisations interviewed in the course of
the study. The concept of a network was not as explicit across the framing of
every organisation’s mission statement, but was articulated repeatedly
through the interviews as the key mechanism for action. The idea of
networks was connected in analysis to community; to sustainability; and to
creating opportunities for structural change. A similar vision was articulated
amongst partners in Brazil, in the idea of inspiring a broader structural
change through the empowering of the cultural and social potential of
individual territories:
 
Interviewer:
So if I were to say we want to look at inequality in Brazil and see how we can
do   this, it's really difficult to find models of work on the global, national and
then on the local level and I suppose my question to you is … do you just
stick to the local? How do you deal with  this bigger structural inequality?
 
My focus is local in the sense that meeting local needs is very powerful to
transform the global situation. We have to find the means, from a
methodological point of view, to think how each place is unique…We can
transport an experience, we can inspire different global     issues, but if your
methodological point is to recognise that place as unique…What is Important
is to believe in the unique potential of each place, this is a political and
methodological issue. (Director, Redes da Mare, Brazil)
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The networks were also referenced as being effective through providing a
mirroring mechanism to networks created by narco-trafficking, or by other
forms of violent group. The cultural networks were instrumental in replacing
some of the protective and supportive elements of the narco-culture
imaginary – but with very different and peace-based content.
         
Escape routes are about managing to get out of this universe of violence,
remove the young  person from this network and construct trajectories and
the possibility of other paths. (Director, Agencia Redes para Juventudei,
Brazil)
 
In this way, the networks bear a resemblance to counter-networks drawn
from the activism literature  often developed out of activism or infrapolitics
(Scott, 2010, 2012) but differ in being institution-led and institution-based
and not expressively ‘activist’ in their mission and values. Working towards
expressed aims of creating culture first or alongside social aims such as
respect for diversity or youth empowerment, the protective capacity the
cultural field provides is unique in contributing to the sustainability and
longevity of the cultural intervention and network. In seeking to inculcate an
empowered sense of politicisation or citizenship education, they also share
similar characteristics to networks of socialisation drawn from the literature
about young people and activism (Ibrahim, 2010; Hensby, 2014), including in
the Colombian context (Youth Policy Labs, 2015).
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5. Conclusion
 
 

Image 9: ‘They tried to bury us, they didn’t know we were seeds’. Street Mural, Barranquilla,
Colombia, 2015. © ST Dancey

This critical review considered what is known about the dominant
imaginaries constructed and existing through culture within Colombia, seen
through the lens of a theoretical framework that comprised hegemonies,
imaginaries, hybridity and the cultural field. Through examination of the
existing literature, and the interviews conducted, two dominant imaginaries
emerged in the Colombian landscape: one of the field of violence, born from
over fifty years of civil war and conflict; the other the existence of a potent
gangster culture fuelled by narco-trafficking. The analysis of cultural actors’
revealed an emergent third imaginary: based on a hybrid construction of the
fields of culture and violence. The field of culture exists within the field of
violence (which is part of the field of power) creating a hybridity of form
where cultural activity takes place alongside violence but is exempted from
the threat of violence.
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This offers the potential for the development of a counter-hegemony: the
possibility of culture to build pathways out of these fields.  
 
In Colombia, the field of power was not just dominated by the shadow of long
term violence, shaping habitus and national imaginaries, but by a narco-
gangster culture. The violence has also led to a number of hybrid
manifestations of culture, mainly oppositional to violence, with a distinct
hybrid culture emerging in some territories.  
 
Partially as the result of regionalism and geography, city and region-based
imaginaries, such as that of ‘resilience’ as expressed for the city of Medellín,
(for example narco-culture) have emerged, presenting not solely a refute to
violence, but simultaneously taking a position of opposition to perceived
‘state-centric’ dominance over culture. Including cultural actors and
peripheral, indigenous cultural utopias as legitimate within the social
imaginary of Colombian culture is seen to offer alternate counter-hegemonic
possibilities in the shape of alternate cultural value constructions and
epistemological models.
 
The role of policy, in particular cultural policy, in reinforcing, enabling or
indeed mitigating and neutralising such socially transformational projects is
not the subject of this study but is important to take into account. Policies
that have the aspiration to be socially transformative may be mitigated by the
location of cultural policy within the cultural field within the field of power, in
the shape not just of dominant international neoliberalist policies and
structures, but also within the government itself, with a neoliberalist or
socially stratified governmentality shaping policy (see Dancey, 2019).
 
The counter-hegemonic imaginary that could transform young peoples’
experience of and opportunities in, society was based on a hybrid
functionality of culture; where young people’s experience of the imaginary of
violence is challenged by culture in the form of spatial occupations and
counter-practices that destabilise or reduce the dominant logic of violence
and narco-culture within an urban, peri-urban or rural context.
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Concurrently, counter-spaces and counter-practices are generative through
the creative form of culture; opening up the potential of alternative
imaginaries to young people through participation in culture whilst gaining
new skills, knowledge and experience. This transformation can occur at
three societal levels through culture dependent on the context of the
intervention: the opportunity for individual; for collective, and for structural
change. 
 
These transformation levels do not always operate simultaneously but more
than one level can be impacted through a single cultural intervention. The
example of Batuta, Colombia offers young people an individual opportunity
to gain cultural skills through a programmatic model that presents an
alternative vision of the structure of society: one based on equality of rights
and non-hierarchical participation coupled with an acknowledgment of
responsibility and democracy as fundamental to the role of the citizen.  This
presents the opportunity for collective change; through permeating into the
home; the formal school or social group contexts via the influence of how
children articulate and claim  their rights in a form of greater active
citizenship (Isin, 2009; 2013).  
 
The integration of the individual into cultural networks which model – via
replicability at scale – alternative social imaginaries  critical to transformation
at the collective and structural levels. Networks created via cultural activity
present a challenge to the dominant field of violence which is itself created
through negative networks, including those of narco-culture related to status,
protection and power. The cultural networks offer an alternative to young
people through engaging them in counter-activity within the field of violence
(often territorially they operate in a barrio, favela or conflict district), but if
sustained and also founded on skill development and education – such as
Accio Interna in Colombia – these networks also have the potential to
transport young people out of the field of violence into a different, non-
conflict affected and non-criminal relationship with the state.
 
 



   67

My contact with culture gave me networks, it widened my experience, it gave
me a political voice, it gave me the capacity to interpret the world sensitively,
it made me like to read, watch films, make films. Culture gave me pleasure
and the capacity for action. (Agencia Redes para Juventude, Brazil)
 
Finally, the unique potential of culture in working with young people to create
a counter-hegemonic, alternative imaginary was articulated across both
countries’ results. The possibility that marginalised and subaltern voices and
agents, including young people, could create alternative imaginaries for the
future through culture was clearly articulated across the interviews with
cultural organisations interviewed. In both Brazil and Colombia, marginalised
voices including those of young people, who are normatively seen as the
subject of analysis and not as the creators of culture and social
transformation, were recognised as having the potential to create alternative
imaginaries of the future. These potential agents of change were also cited
as ethnic minorities, indigenous groups, and rural populations, distant from
the centre of power. The diversity of culture that is held and created by these
groups was seen to have a unique potential in developing a potential
counter-hegemonic imaginary at a collective and structural (whether regional
or national) level, opposite to that of inequality and violence.
 
These people brought their culture with them …we believe that this informs a
way of being in the world, a way of seeing, that has to do with the culture of
these people and that makes this  something very powerful for the structural
changes that we want. (Redes da Mare, Brazil)
 
In order for the imaginary to be effective as counter-hegemonic, a
conceptual development based on Foucault’s idea of knowledge as power
(Gutting 2005) needs to occur, accepting other forms of knowledge, bottom
up, including a refute of the globalist neoliberalism and developmentalism
relationship which perpetuates the idea of only one right path, or truth. From
a Gramscian perspective, this epistemological dominance: dis-articulates
other types of knowledge making subalterns’ control achievable. (Santos, in
Munck 2015 p.51 for a definition of counter-hegemonic opportunity in 
Latin America):
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The link between coloniality and modernity, the colonial matrix of power:
social, economic and political (p. 194). Santos has argued that power is
everywhere and decentred, no hierarchical or binary opposites, no simple
mechanism to overthrow it such as revolution or working class, build on
modernism to create a new map of emancipatory practices (Munck p.35).
 
Santos has argued that whilst Latin America has best formulated the idea of
social emancipation based on hybridity, it has also illustrated the extreme
difficulty in articulating it as practice (p. 51). Taylor (2006) provides an
exploration of how theory can penetrate the social imaginary, with new
practices becoming ‘schematised’ (p.30) and eventually transforming the
social imaginary.
 
The potential for the peripheral cultural imaginary to drive social
transformation is a key illumination. Figure 1 below illustrates the potential of
the cultural imaginary:
 
 

Figure 1- The Periphery as Centre & Cultural Transformation
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The figure above illustrates the key nature of culture as the driver of the
imaginary. In Colombia, the construction of the counterhegemonic is seen as
essential to challenge the dominant hegemonic Field of Violence, alongside
the broader Field of Power, including the imaginaries of neoliberalism and
narco-driven gangster culture. The ability of culture to develop counter-
practices accepted within yet mitigating the impact of the field of violence
upon young people is a significant finding of this study. All interviews did not
suggest that culture can prevent or stop violence; they did suggest, however,
that it can play a significant role in destabilising, displacing or delimiting the
influence of dominant hegemonies. Through the shaping of alternative
imaginaries and the transference of empowering skills that make young
people the creators, rather than solely the receivers or audience, of culture,
offers the possibility of organisations taking a different approach. This
approach was focused firstly on addressing a more nuanced perspective of
violence and its influences: recognising the influence of gang-culture and
narco-trafficking and their creation of a dominant ‘narco-culture’ that absorbs
young people and shaping interventions to address this; secondly, by
acknowledging the role of structural inequality and poverty within the ‘cycle’
of violence which requires broader social and governmental interventions,
thus recognising culture could not be a ‘silver bullet’ against all forms of
violence, but could play a different important role.
 
Thirdly, in seeking realistic ways to move populations and social groups,
including young people, affected by existing conflict and the legacy of war
towards an alternative future beyond what can be seen as a ‘cycle’ of
violence. These included finding means of occupying territories and spaces
with culture to ‘shift’ the dominant logic or presence of violence in a
neighbourhood or place; of presenting cultural practices as counter-practices
that can provide young people with new skills and a sense of ‘safe space’
within areas where violent groups are active; thirdly, by presenting young
people with networks and pathways through and out of the field of violence
through networks between cultural organisations and other social
organisations.
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This report does not provide an evaluation or evidence of the effectiveness
of these approaches in practice, but analyses this approach for its potential
in providing an alternative way of working through culture with young people
affected by violence and conflict.
 
This idea of an alternative shaping of thought and practice has been seen as
utopianism (Santos, 2014, p.56) and it is important to remember the often
extreme reality of inequality across Colombia, underpinned by colonialism
and contemporary hybrid neoliberalism and still expressed through violence
and poverty which affects the access and empowerment of these actors and
the realization of their alternative thought and practice (the Field of Power).
The unique and potentially central role of culture to reshape our lived
existence may appear utopian, but the need for political, social and
economic transformation is paramount. 
 
It is through changing how young people see themselves and others
collectively and what they value in their interaction with society that will help
lead to such a transformation of both the imaginary and reality. 
 
It’s not a problem of the FARC, of ELN or of the president, but it’s a problem
of the culture, which culture must solve: a culture of peace. This is not a
problem that will be solved by the president and the FARC, this is a problem
that society has to address as deep subject of its culture. There must be a
culture capable of living together in harmony, in recognizing the differences,
of transacting conflict. And I think that art is the most powerful method for
making this transformation. (Director, Casa de la Memoria, Medellín,
Colombia).
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Image10: Valle del Cauca, Colombia, 2019. © EA Morrison 

Image 9: Bogotá, Colombia, 2015. © ST Dancey
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