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As part of a transnational politicization of everyday life during the 1960s 
in Colombia, many professionals, white-collar employees, and small business 
owners experienced a radical political change in their lives. Although intimately 
connected with developmental programs such as the Alliance for Progress, they 
began to question their political and social identifications as middle class in an 
effort to redefine what they thought their role should be in a changing society.  
Some of these radicalized members of the middle classes recall the second half 
of the 1960s as the moment when they became aware of who they really were, 
the moment when they drastically changed what they thought, felt, and dreamt.2 
They began to discuss relentlessly what they now remember as one of the most 
important questions of their generation: they were very much part of a petit 
bourgeoisie and, in seeming contradiction, wanted to participate in revolutionary 
movements. Marta Jaramillo, a sociologist who first worked for the Agrarian 
Reform Institute in Colombia and then as a professor at the Universidad Nacio-
nal from the late 1960s, remembers this experience as a vital moment for her 
professional career. In a very long discussion, she tells me,

I had always thought I was very much part of the middle class. … 
Although I had seven siblings and I had to get a job to support them 
because my father died too soon, I got a really good education. My 
parents wanted me to be educated and I worked hard to get where 
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I am right now. I really wanted to be a professional woman so I 
had to work and go to college at the same time. Then I realized 
that I was part of the petit bourgeoisie. Well, you know, it was the 
1960s and the world was politically boiling [en ebullición]. I read 
the old guy—Marx—and I realized that I was, in fact, as petit 
bourgeois as one could get! I was petit bourgeois to the core. … 
Later, I joined the Comandos Camilistas, engaged in liberation 
theology, and dreamt of a revolution. … We kept discussing who 
we were because we knew all too well, but perhaps too few dared 
to recognize it, [that] we were petit bourgeois. What else would 
we be? We read Marx, Lenin, Mao, the Bible and so many other 
[books] and we discussed the so-called petit bourgeoisie’s “vices” 
and “virtues,” what we should, and should not, do for the revolu-
tion, everything about the petit bourgeoisie, our participation in the 
radical transformation of society. … It was during the boiling … 
and exciting 1960s that I became politically radicalized. I became 
part of the left. I then became a woman from the left. I, along with 
men and women like me, wanted a radical social change. At first, I 
was very naïve, I am not going to lie to you but then I radicalized 
myself [me radicalize]. Yes, I was petit bourgeois and I radicalized 
myself … this is what happened to me in the 1960s.3

These class memories raise critical questions about the political radicaliza-
tion of certain historical actors during the 1960s in Bogotá. What does Jaramillo 
remember as middle class? Why does she remember the 1960s as a radical, if 
abrupt, transformation from middle class status into a petit bourgeois radical posi-
tion? How and why did she radicalize herself? And, perhaps more importantly, 
what did it mean to be “petit bourgeois to the core” during revolutionary times? 

 Several scholars have identified the important role played by the middle 
classes in the process of political radicalization and polarization of the 1960s 
and 1970s in Latin America. There are historical studies that offer detailed de-
scriptions of the participation of certain historical actors who are usually labeled 
as coming from a “middle class background.” Such social description is then 
used to conclude that whatever these social actors say or do must be inevitably 
connected with a middle class political agenda.4 Eric Zolov, for instance, argues 
that in order to understand the cultural politics of the Cold War, it is imperative 
to recognize that the New Left was “more socially diverse … and ideologically 
complex” and thus one must include in the historical analysis “the vast sectors 
of largely middle class youth that took no direct part in armed revolutionary 
activities, yet who were deeply impacted by the cultural and political trends of 
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their time.”5 Other authors concur that, in the context of revolutionary politics, 
“most New Left activists were indeed middle class.”6 

In so doing, scholars have assigned the middle classes a crucial political 
role in the consolidation of several revolutionary movements, counter-cultural 
practices, and social mobilizations that accompanied armed rebellions in Latin 
America during the 1960s and 1970s.7 In most of these studies, however, at least 
two crucial questions remain unanswered: What was middle class or petit bour-
geois about that political participation? What were the historical conditions and 
experiences that provoked certain middle class subjects to mobilize themselves 
as part of a new and left-leaning radical political project? 

Although this article is very much part of these recent studies on the Cold 
War in Latin America and the Global Sixties, it also argues against a prevalent 
assumption running through these studies that posits political radicalization as 
a product of radicalization itself. That is to say, in a tautological and circular 
explanation, there is an inclination to understand a revolutionary temporal-
ity—usually the long 1960s—as generating successive forms of radicalizing 
events. Yet simultaneously there is an assumption that such radicalizing events 
ignited the radicalization and polarization of society during the 1960s.8 As a 
result, historians and social scientists alike often think of the Cold War society 
as already politically polarized in which the middle class was very much coming 
from outside of such polarization/radicalization and was thus forced to choose 
political sides either by forming class alliances with popular groups to support 
a revolutionary project or by joining forces with the oligarchies to advocate 
for a counterrevolutionary one.9 Political radicalization is thus understood as a 
progression through which members of the middle class experienced a process of 
proletarianization whereby their (middle) class interests vanished from a radical 
and revolutionary position. In these historical narratives, revolutionary politics 
and middle class formation is fundamentally historicized as a contradiction in 
terms—indeed as an oxymoron—precisely because members of the middle class 
participated in revolutionary politics by joining forces with peasants, working 
classes, and the urban poor consolidating what is usually historicized as a cross-
class, coherent, unified, left radical project.10 

In contrast, this article draws on the Colombian case to put class and gender 
subjectivities at the center of the paradoxical experiences of political radical-
ization during the late 1960s and early 1970s.11 As part of a larger research 
endeavor about the politics of radicalization, I aim to historicize how and why 
certain middle-class actors re-located themselves as part of a left radical po-
litical project they usually referred to, consciously and unconsciously, as petit 
bourgeois.12 By tracing the trained lives of some professionals who labored for 
development programs under the umbrella of the Alliance for Progress, I con-
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tend that becoming politically radical did not mean the erasure of middle-class 
interests but rather the remaking of a classed and gendered project whereby new 
interests, motivations, dispositions, practices, desires, and passions developed 
within a new left revolutionary movement. I historicize how, as suggested by 
Jaramillo, they transformed themselves from middle class status into a radical 
petit bourgeois position.

The Alliance for Progress, the National Front and the Idea of the 
Middle Class

Although it was a clear response to the Cuban Revolution of 1959, the Alliance 
for Progress intensified, multiplied, and expanded already existing programs of 
economic and political modernization that were crafted from at least the second 
half of 1940s across the Americas. And far from being only a U.S. invention, 
it was a truly transnational project of governmentality.13 Global policy mak-
ers, Colombian state welfare program representatives, private elite-sponsored 
program spokespersons, politicians, professors from elite universities, and rep-
resentatives of the Catholic Church across the Americas critically participated 
in such a program. They put into policy different forms of knowledge—from 
political science to anthropology to history to economics—in order to activate a 
political rationality that was usually oriented toward several interrelated projects 
of economic development, social welfare, and proper political preparation so 
that the so-called “underdeveloped world” could profitably and democratically 
participate in their own rule. 

 Moreover, as a product of a constant transnational discussion on how to 
exercise democratic rule in a context of political radicalization, decolonization, 
economic insecurity, and real and imagined concerns for the spread of com-
munism, the Alliance and its expansive programs of development envisioned at 
least three mutually inclusive visions of democracy in Colombia. First, as more 
Colombians gained access to secondary and higher education, participants in 
these developmental programs sought to link a vision of democracy with the 
formation of a professional middle class that could exercise what was considered 
an objective, neutral, and, above all, legitimate form of state rule.14 Indeed, these 
programs of development connected an idea of political stability and social har-
mony among classes—conceived as natural requirements for democracy—with 
the constitution of a professional middle class. Second, policy makers across the 
Americas venerated the notion of entrepreneurship and the consolidation of a 
small-business class as the paragon of economic independence and democratic 
freedom. Finally, given the structural and transnational expansion of the service 
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economy during the late 1950s and early 1960s in the Americas, these scholars, 
policymakers, and political leaders valued the middle class white-collar worker as 
the expression of a social democracy. Public and private white-collar employees 
working in urban offices would stand in stark contrast to factory workers and 
agricultural laborers. They would consequently carry the potential to replace—
and “overcome”—the struggle between capital and labor, conceived as the main 
cause of backwardness and political chaos in the Americas.15

Conscripts of Democracy

These visions of democracy were by no means empty rhetoric meant to 
mystify or obscure the realpolitik of U.S imperial politics and the National Front 
policies of exclusion during the 1960s.16 These political projects of development 
did not merely envision a middle class as an anti-political force in an already 
radicalized and politicized society.17 The developmental programs, and the visions 
of democracy they promoted, were every bit as powerful as the better-known 
programs of U.S military imperialism. Although I am not able to fully develop 
this argument in this article, I argue that, rather than weakening democracy in 
the region, developmental programs such as the Alliance for Progress sought 
to legitimize a particular classed definition of democracy. By allocating social 
power, economic resources, and political capital neither to the elites nor to the 
popular groups, these developmental programs quintessentially linked the sov-
ereign right to rule in democracies with—indeed, hierarchized democracy as a 
possession of—a middle class.18

It is in this context that Colombia, the second highest foreign-aid recipient in 
Latin America after Brazil during the 1960s, received $761.9 million dollars in 
U.S economic aid between 1962 and 1969.19 By 1973 that amount reached $1.396 
million dollars. Those economic resources translated into an unprecedented ex-
pansion of educational programs (from elementary to higher education), agrarian 
reform initiatives, urban and rural housing projects, community development 
programs, and unparalleled growth of local and national states promoted by 
different policies by the National Front. Preliminary research shows that 90 per 
cent of the money Colombia received between 1962 and 1963 was channeled as 
economic aid. The other 10 per cent was used as military assistance. Elementary 
education expanded 100 per cent between 1938 and 1964. In the same period, 
private education growth reflected a 500  per cent increase.20

It is at the core of these new developmental programs that professional 
middle classes were conscripted as representatives of democracy. Appropri-
ating modernization theory, policy makers, university professors, and politi-
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cians envisioned a professional middle class who would transform a two-class 
society—conceived as the main cause of the spread of communism and the 
consolidation of populism, as well as the origins of political/social unrest across 
the Americas—into a three-class modern and hierarchical society.21 Harvard 
historian and White-House adviser Arthur Schlesinger Jr., captured this vision 
in a famous 1961 memorandum to President Kennedy. Schlesinger argued that, 
above all, the Alliance should engineer 

a middle class revolution where the processes of economic mod-
ernization [would] carry the new urban middle class into power, 
and produce, along with it, such necessities of modern technical 
society as a constitutional government, honest public administra-
tion, a responsible party system.22

But this vision was not just a U.S creation. Though he may not have rec-
ognized it, Schlesinger was appropriating ideas, practices, and programs that 
already were taking place in Latin America. In the Colombian context of the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, one of the main political projects of the National 
Front—a political coalition between the Liberal and Conservative parties for 
national reconciliation, peace, and democracy—sought to overcome the main 
causes of la Violencia of the prior decade. Such political preoccupation, as a 
state policy, joined forces with the transnational interest of “overcoming” class 
conflict, the putative cause of political unrest in the region. U.S and international 
developmental agencies soon hired a generation of Colombian elite intellectuals 
trained in Europe and the United States in the concepts of modernization theory 
during the late 1940s and 1950s—Camilo Torres Restrepo, Orlando Fals Borda, 
Virginia Gutiérrez de Pineda, Maria Cristina Salazar, Héctor Abad Gómez, 
among several others—to materialize the creation of this professional middle 
class. Thus, these elite intellectuals crafted different developmental programs of 
agrarian reform, community development and housing initiatives. They worked 
with private and public universities and advised the consolidation of new majors 
in different disciplines and, with the financial support from the United States 
and other international bodies, sponsored the expansion of educational institu-
tions, vocational schools, and training.23 For instance, Orlando Fals Borda, a 
sociologist educated at the University of Florida and director of the Minister of 
Agriculture in the late 1950s, and Alberto Lleras Camargo, the first president of 
the National Front, discussed extensively in public and private meetings the role 
that professionals could play in bringing democracy to the nation. As a result 
of these discussions, Lleras Camargo wrote, during the early 1960s, a public 
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letter to some professionals in Colombia in which the president quite explicitly 
invited these state professionals to become 

… a new generation of professionals committed to the nation. 
Every Colombian must serve in efficient cooperation with the 
great enterprise of the reconquering the dignity of life, peace, and 
democracy. … If La Violencia has brought 200,000 dead per year 
… it is even more important to know what we are going to do 
with the 400,000 new people that remain alive. … We know it is 
harder to live in a state of violence and we have just done that … 
so it is not difficult to see how we can coexist peacefully with one 
another … your job [as professionals] is exceptional … exceptional 
in the sense that it can make the difference between a democratic 
future and a dictatorial one … [exceptional] because it can make 
the difference between violence and peace. There is a satisfactory 
solution for all the problems we suffer … to give the humanity of 
the fatherland a new birth by saving society from falling deeper 
into an abyss that is currently widening the gap between the few 
who act against the interests of Colombia and the many who are 
becoming poorer which each passing day. … [As a professional 
you] have everything in front of you to uplift us up and away from 
La Violencia to a period of peace, democracy, stability, and tranquil-
ity. [You] just have to revive and vitalize every member from the 
base of society to its summit … you are the future of democracy.24

After a decade of violence, as ordinary people became aware of their oppres-
sion and elites had shown no interest or sympathy regarding Colombia’s social 
problems, Lleras Camargo insisted that the middle class was the only path to a 
democratic and peaceful future. They, as proper professionals, would “go down 
to the level of the peasants … or workers” to be “sympathizers” while at the 
same time they would “travel” to the “upper classes” to become “well-informed 
[and] knowledgeable counselors [consejeros] for the elites.”25 Lleras Camargo 
and Fals Borda were hardly alone in promoting this vision of democracy cen-
tered on a professional middle class. Before he founded the Frente Unido and 
joined the Ejercito de Liberación Nacional (ELN) in the middle of the 1960s, 
Fr. Camilo Torres Restrepo seemed to have wholeheartedly concurred with the 
policies of the National Front: a professional middle class could potentially make 
the difference between a “violent and non-violent path to democracy.” Torres 
Restrepo, who served as Dean of the Social Administration Institute at The 
School of Public Administration (ESAP), a sociology professor and chaplain at 
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the Universidad Nacional, and as a member of the Agrarian Reform Institute’s 
board of directors, declared that the success of the new developmental institu-
tions founded and sponsored by the Alliance for Progress would depend upon 
the consolidation of a “democratic … professional class.” Only then, he argued, 
would a peaceful and democratic society at last emerge. Furthermore, on a very 
optimistic note, he predicted that 

A democratic … peaceful revolution will come neither from the 
oligarchies nor from the laboring classes but from the middle 
class … a middle class ready to change a society full of feudal-
ism, bossism, violence … political division … a middle class that 
will transform a backward society into a caring … humanist [one] 
ready to embrace democracy.26 

Thus, during the late 1950s and early 1960s, John F. Kennedy, Alberto Lleras 
Camargo, Camilo Torres Restrepo, Orlando Flas Borda, from different positions 
across the political spectrum, shared a preoccupation with promoting a new 
social and political subject—the professional middle class— which could ac-
complish a democratic rule . It is in this context that a group of historical actors 
were conscripted and empowered to labor as representatives of state rule and 
democratic governance. Through a meticulous process of schooling and selec-
tion—materialized in new curricula developed in private and public universities, 
in state developmental offices training workshops, in job interviews, in letters of 
recommendation, and in conferences—the classed link between democracy and 
a professional middle class at the core of modernization theory became com-
mon sense. A generation of professionals, furthermore, was constantly taught 
to think of themselves as the representatives of democracy: they would hold the 
potential to raise Colombian society above and beyond La Violencia, by creating 
the necessary conditions for social harmony and political peace.  On the one 
hand, they would help the oligarchies to undergo a process of “self-renewal,” 
and in so doing, would invite those oligarchies to “transform their own social 
principles.” As professionals, furthermore, they would “rehabilitate” the oligar-
chies into modern elites. On the other hand, this professional middle class would 
also “channel the energies, capacities and capabilities of the poor” in order to 
create conditions for the development of “stronger relations with the elites.”27 

But who were these historical actors to be conscripted—or empowered—as 
representatives of democracy?28 A careful reading of the Curriculum Vitae (CVs) 
of those who were part of housing, agrarian reform and community development 
programs in Bogotá, suggests that the majority (68 per cent) of 70.000 profes-
sional men and women between 1957 and 1965 came from urban families. Those 
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families had migrated to the capital during the late 1940s and 1950s. The other 
32 per cent lived in small cities surrounding Bogotá. 

These CVs also indicate that this was an already privileged group precisely 
because, despite the expansion of education opportunities created by the National 
Front policies and the Alliance for Progress, during the late 1950s and early 
1960s, these women and men were among the few who could have schooling 
beyond secondary education. By the early 1960s, almost 30 per ceent of the 
people who were 15 years old or older were illiterate.29 And given their urban 
location, these professionals received or were studying for degrees from the 
most important universities in Bogotá.30 In 1964, for instance, around 9 per cent 
of professional men working for the state had only secondary education while 
45 per cent had received university schooling. Others, almost 35 per cent, had 
“intermediary” education in commercial private institutes that were often a step 
toward securing entrance in colleges and universities. The other 11 per cent were 
educated in normal teaching schools where most candidates would secure jobs 
as teachers, but in some cases such education would also translate into jobs in 
developmental programs. Professional women also had privileged status but, in 
comparison to men, there were some crucial differences. In 1964, almost 35 per 
cent of these women working for the state had received a degree from normal 
teaching schools, 33 per cent had a university education, 20 per cent commercial 
instruction, and only 2 per cent secondary schooling. 

These numbers indicate certain gender dynamics that, although impossible 
to analyze at length in this article, are important to keep in mind. For women 
applicants, schooling beyond secondary education was required in order to secure 
a job with the state whereas male candidates  could compete for a position with 
only a secondary education. But the careful reading of these CVs also suggests 
that women’s participation in state jobs increased significantly. While in 1958 35 
per cent of the professionals were women and 65 per cent were men, in 1963 state 
jobs were almost equally distributed—47 per cent women and 52 per cent men. 
Why was this gendered distribution in place? These changes were definitely the 
product of new transnational discourses and ideas about scientific management 
and customer service theories that celebrated “the need” to hire women in the 
belief that they, unlike men, could accomplish the state work more efficiently. 
According to different hiring policies, these professional women had a “natural 
tendency” to avoid politics as they were “driven by sentiments of tranquility in 
moments of difficulty … and they [were] less rational.” Within the particular 
context of the late 1950s where La Violencia was seen as a problem of hatred 
and animosity to be overcome, state officials celebrated women’s participation 
in different development programs to be re-educated to develop the proper 
sentiments for a peaceful society. Given their “feminine nature,” professional 
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women would cultivate passions, sensibilities, and emotions of society at large 
by “depoliticizing” the relationship between oligarchies and working class so-
ciety.31 These discourses legitimized the participation of professional women as 
state representatives without transgressing or undermining, at least at first, class 
or gender roles, because these hiring policies reflected familiar discourses that 
associated femininity with sentiment and masculinity with rationality.

But we can also contrast these numbers with some oral histories and other 
documents to see how professional men and women experienced these impor-
tant changes. Some of these professionals recall that their parents had migrated 
to the city either because of La Violencia or because of the strong belief that 
the city, unlike the countryside, would offer the material conditions for some 
of these actors to achieve a middle class status. Marta Jaramillo, for instance, 
remembers that her parents came to Bogotá precisely to give her opportunities 
to achieve professional status since education was

…the best inheritance a father could leave to a daughter. I was from 
Bogotá and my father was from the north of Tolima. He came to 
the city to search for better opportunities. She migrated to Bogotá 
because of La Violencia. Once in Bogotá, they supported my brothers 
and me … so we could be somebody in life … to be professionals, 
to get ahead, and to become independent. In the countryside it was 
not possible to get ahead and become a professional. Everything 
was happening in the city. All the good universities were here in 
Bogotá. I am very thankful for them, but I studied hard and worked 
all the time to be where I am … and here we are.32

Thus, for the parents of this generation of professionals, education offered 
a possibility to find a well-paid job that could provide middle class status. And 
although these ideas and beliefs were neither unique nor new,33 the National 
Front and the Alliance for Progress developmental policies celebrated a notion 
of middle-classness as the representation of democracy. Such ideas and programs 
became a breeding ground for certain professionals in Bogotá. Indeed, these 
professional women and men consented—at least at first—to the Alliance and 
the National Front precisely because the very association between democracy 
and middle class legitimized practices of class belonging and gender subjectivity. 

In 1961, for example, Eduardo Dávila, a professional who was educated at 
the housing programs sponsored by the Organization of American States chan-
neled through classes at the National University, wrote a long letter thanking 
Alberto Lleras Camargo for the opportunity to work for the state. In it, Dávila 
made evident how working for the state would indeed allow him to become a 
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“successful professional.” He, as a proper middle class man, would “serve the 
nation,” and in so doing, Dávila felt entitled to claim possession of class distinc-
tion and  gendered respectability. As he stated in the letter

It is good to know that, after so many years of hard work and 
studying, I can dedicate myself to … serve the nation. I feel proud 
of belonging to a generation ready to work for resolving the social 
problems of the nation. [I also thank you] for the opportunity to get 
a well-paid job that [allows] me to be a respectable and productive 
man for my society.34  

For professional women, these developmental programs offered very specific 
labor and educational opportunities. Although these discourses about feminin-
ity, sentiment, and democratic rule did not undermine traditional gender roles, 
these women were mobilized by the very same discourses to carve out some 
possibilities for economic independence and new forms of class distinction. 
Indeed, these women re-thought what they, as middle class professionals, were 
supposed to do in order to bring peace to what was considered a violent society. 
Perhaps this is why some professional women laboring as state professionals 
during the early 1960s remember the Alliance for Progress as the most important 
moment of their lives. Marta Jaramillo, for instance, recounts those experiences 
as the moment when 

I was economically independent. Imagine that! I did not have to 
rely economically on my family. That was a huge thing for me 
… I became conscious [me concientize] of who I was. I became 
a professional woman. I worked hard to make a difference, I had 
my money and although I had to help my brothers I had my eco-
nomic independence. I felt I was doing something important. The 
Alliance for Progress was very important to me … The Alliance 
for Progress awoke my passion for the popular sectors and I was a 
little bit naïve and I wanted to apply all I learned in the classrooms 
and in those training seminars. I was ready to go.35 

 But this initial and fragile consent for the Alliance for Progress and the National 
Front programs soon dissipated as these professional men and women began to 
practice what they were supposed to do as conscripts of democracy: to educate 
and uplift both the laboring classes and the elites to coexist harmoniously—that 
is to say, hierarchically—in what was defined as a democratic and peaceful soci-
ety. Once they encountered the “other classes,” specific contradictions emerged 
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among some of these professional men and women and their very notions of 
being middle class. Some professionals working with agrarian reform found 
that the Alliance produced an intimate experience with the “painful situation in 
Colombia for peasants and indigenous communities.” And other professionals 
who were involved in housing programs and developmental initiatives argued 
that “the reality of the working poor [was] there to stay.” And many others who 
were selected and educated to work in professional programs for elite educational 
development programs encountered “the real face of exploitation … wealth … 
selfishness.”36 Thus, if, at first, some of these professionals embraced and even 
consented to the programs promoted by the Alliance for Progress, once they 
began to practice what they were supposed to do, these developmental programs 
became a crucial moment for political awakening, social awareness, political 
radicalization, and above all, new gender and class identities. As Jaramillo recalls, 

The Alliance put me very close to the popular groups: with the 
workers, the peasants, the proletarians. And I went there and met 
the working mother, the working child, the working father who 
lived in poverty. It was only then that I realized I had to defend the 
people, that I had to support them. I am not going to lie. I struggled 
with myself. I struggled with who I was. … The Alliance also put 
me in contact with the finca owners who were despots and at that 
moment I began to wonder why people could be so mean. I wanted 
to understand why people could actually be that mean. I was part 
of the programs implemented in the cinturones de miseria with 
the people coming from the countryside. That was a very difficult 
experience. And I started to think: What is this? Why do people 
live like this? Just collecting data did not fly for me. It was not 
exciting. It was boring but I did not know what to do. Then, I 
started reading Marx. And that changed my life.37 

At first glance, this would suggest that the Alliance for Progress squarely 
dictated the political radicalization for some of these professionals. Far from 
it—such an argument would assume that the policies promoted by development 
programs had hidden sources of radicalization that professionals themselves 
would eventually realize or discover. Rather, the process is contradictory. During 
the first half of the 1960s the very operation of developmental programs such 
as the Alliance was supposed to put professionals, as conscripts of democracy, 
in intimate contact with what were considered the main problems or causes of 
polarization, violence, and radicalization—oligarchies and laboring classes. 
Yet those class encounters simultaneously provoked unforeseen contradictions, 
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frustrations, and dilemmas for middle class professionals. They began to question 
who they were, what roles they should play in society, and above all, how they 
could bring about democracy as they were supposed to do as state representa-
tives. Indeed, as so many of them were conscripted for—and consented to do 
it—the task of democratization simultaneously challenged their very mission.38 
Some of these professionals turn to their diaries to remember this moment of 
radicalization. They read out loud their personal diaries, ethnographic notes, and 
describe their constant clashes and conflicts with other classes who, they insisted, 
behaved in a “very unpredictable way.”39 These class diaries and ethnographic 
notes indicate, furthermore, that in contrast to what these professionals were 
supposed to do, how little they were able to achieve. They were, in a word, at 
odds with themselves precisely because it was suffocating to comply with the 
very democratic role they were supposed to put into practice when both laboring 
classes and elites reacted “capriciously.”40 

It is at the core of these class struggles that these professionals experienced a 
political and social awakening. These frustrations and anxieties critically mediated 
how these professionals experienced major national and global events to make 
sense of what was going on in their training. It was the intimate relationship 
between certain class frustrations, indignation, and anger at not being able to 
comply with the democratic role assigned by the Alliance, on the one hand, and 
a politicization of everyday life during the 1960s, on the other, that led some 
of these professionals to shape, and be shaped by, the revolutionary politics of 
the Old and the New Left. In the process, this political and social awakening 
became the very source of collective class questioning and the political basis 
for a radical call for transforming society as well as for reconfiguring their class 
subjectivities as part of a petit bourgeoisie. 

In our conversation, Cecilia Serrano, a teacher educated in a public but religious 
school (Colegio Superior de Cundinamarca) during the late 1950s, remembers 
how only “rich girls would attend” the Catholic school where she was “lucky” 
to find a job. Cecilia taught for almost six years in this school where, as part of 
the development programs, she was subject to an intense process of training on 
how to teach for a “democratic future.” She recalls how hard she tried to find 
different ways to talk to schoolgirls and make them aware of their “privilege.” 
“I was a really good teacher,” she reiterates in our conversation. But with her 
students who were from “the cream of the oligarchy’s crop (crema y nata de la 
oligarquia),” the task was impossible. Those girls did not want to know anything 
about other members of society. As part of a larger project promoted by the Alli-
ance that sought to rehabilitate “the oligarchies into modern elites,” Cecilia was 
supposed to teach geography, history, civics, and world problems with the hope, 
she now remembers, that “the oligarchies would realize the role they had to play 
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… that perhaps these girls could tell their parents they had a role to play in the 
modernization of the nation.”41 She assigned, her lessons plans attest, Eduardo 
Caballero Calderón’s 1954 classic Siervos sin tierra (Landless Peasants), pre-
sumably to provoke questions about the “real [social] problems” in Colombia.42 
Although she was not supposed to assign that book, she was definitely complying 
with the task of making the elites more sensitive to Colombia’s social problems. 

Or so she thought. Cecilia recalls how reality hit her hard when these “rich 
girls” responded with a sense of class entitlement that did not afford any attention 
to the problems of society. Her students, she insisted, lived in “another world,” 
a world alien to the realities of Colombia. She received complaints from parents 
who said that she was indoctrinating their daughters with “dangerous ideas.”43 
The principal lectured her about the unavoidable need to be neutral and objective 
in her teaching. Her professional diaries and notes suggest that such experiences 
made Cecilia wonder what to do with her life: either continue to work in such 
as school, getting paid a decent salary, going on with a “middle class life [and] 
perhaps finding a good husband” or do “something important … make a real 
change in society.”44 Although there were no good prospects of finding a job, 
Cecilia made what she now remembers as the most important decision of her life. 
In 1964 she resigned from the private school, applied for jobs in public schools, 
and began to volunteer in literacy programs in working class neighborhoods in 
Bogotá. Before she did all of this, she made sure that at least her school principal 
heard her voice of frustration. In her letter of resignation she complained that 
the privileges, egocentrism, and selfishness, which characterized the social sec-
tor represented by her students, made her job unbearable, despite, or precisely 
because of, her high commitment. Indeed, in a threatening tone, she predicted 
that this social sector, “the selfish oligarchies,” would not prevent violence but 
rather provoke it. This situation encouraged Cecilia to raise a very important 
question to the principal: “how do we promote lasting change in a democratic 
society[?]” Perhaps because she did not get a response, she found it imperative 
to offer an answer for herself: “education will be key … but change will come 
by any means necessary.”45 

Although this answer might look like an imminent and foreordained deci-
sion during the mid-1960s, a careful reading of Cecilia’s professional diaries as 
well as her lesson plans suggest otherwise. Cecilia struggled to “move toward 
the left” and to redefine her women’s role in what she considered the need for 
social change.  Such a task was always difficult precisely because she thought 
that, by working as a proper democratic professional women as envisioned by 
the Alliance, the “oligarchies” would eventually change their ways. She was very 
much struggling to put into practice modernization theories that advocated for 
the “rehabilitation” of the oligarchies into modern elites. Evoking Fals Borda’s 
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perception about the Colombian oligarchies, Cecilia was expecting that they 
would become proper modern leaders and consequently would create the nec-
essary conditions for a peaceful society to emerge. But frustrations with this 
modernization theory predicament proved impossible to avoid. Since at least 
the mid-1960s, professional women like Cecilia began to question who they 
were and what they were supposed to do as conscripts of democracy. In so do-
ing, they constantly blamed what would soon become their continuous source 
of frustration, struggle, desire, knowledge, and above all, classed otherness: the 
oligarchies, those who Cecilia constantly referred to as “a caste in formation 
[una casta en germinación].”46 

In both her diaries and professional reports, Cecilia complained about this 
casta and described them as embodying an “animal instinct” for injustice, and 
possessing souls that were “buried in the dark past.” Indeed, Cecilia attempted to 
de-humanize those elites and present them as useless members of society because, 
she wrote, these oligarchies had developed a sentiment of disgust toward the 
popular classes. They were “money lords who consider[ed] development as the 
indefinite growth of their own money and want[ed] all the wealth for themselves 
… they eat and eat, not because they need to eat but because they eat.”47 How 
different, she wondered, these attitudes and behaviors could be “from those 
of animals that eat because they eat … animals who do not care for the poor, 
thirsty for money because they do not develop at all their capacities to think.” 
Cecilia concluded that what distinguishes humans from animals is precisely the 
capacity to think, to be rational, to make decisions for “a better future.”48 It was, 
Cecilia complained, the oligarchies that prevented professionals like her from 
completing what they were supposed to do as conscripts of democracy—creating 
a harmonious, that is to say hierarchical, society in which laboring classes and 
elites could get along. This is the historical context through which a generation 
of professionals experienced the radicalization of their everyday lives from the 
mid-1960s, if not earlier, in Colombia. 

It is through these class frustrations, furthermore, that major events like the 
Cuban Revolution became a political inspiration/education to realize specific 
political actions—actions that redefined class and gender subjectivities. Although 
quite sketchy and disorganized, Cecilia’s professional notes and diaries indi-
cate that the ideas and arguments of Che Guevara were of some influence soon 
after she resigned her teaching position at a private school and got involved in 
literacy programs in poor neighborhoods in Bogotá. It is clear that by 1966 the 
classed meaning of the Cuban Revolution fully entered into her gendered petit 
bourgeoisie self, as she constantly pondered the meaning of democracy and 
how change would actually happen. Once she volunteered to work on literacy 
programs and found a job in a public school in a working class neighborhood, 
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she met a group of professionals with whom, she, like many other professionals, 
became familiarized with different books from the Left. After hours of teaching 
working class kids and mothers, Cecilia would join discussion groups where 
university students, state professionals, and white-collar workers pondered 
about their role in a changing society. She remembers this moment, saying: “I 
learned a lot at the university when I was a student, but I was just a good student 
… good grades and everything, you know, a perfect student but I learned a lot 
more in the working class neighborhoods with friends who, like me, wanted to 
make things different.”49

Among several other readings, Guerrilla Warfare was a book she borrowed 
from a close friend who was working in the literacy program and was “very much 
involved in the questions of the Left.” Drawing on what she considered the Cuban 
model for revolution, she summarized in her professional notes Che’s Guerrilla 
Warfare discussion by highlighting three main points for revolutionary change 
in Latin America. First, she described the very possibility that “people’s forces 
can win a war against the army.” Second, she recounted the reality that it was 
not “necessary to wait for all conditions favorable to revolution to be present” 
as “the insurrection itself can create them.” Finally, she reported in her profes-
sional diaries that “in the underdeveloped parts of America, the battleground 
for armed struggle should be the countryside.” 50 

What is interesting here is that, at least at first, Cecilia saw no importance in 
whether the armed struggle would occur in the countryside or in an urban setting.51 
Eventually, Cecilia elaborated—however partially and disorganized—the very role 
of the oligarchies in Latin America was a way to legitimize her participation in 
revolutionary politics and the mandatory need to participate in armed struggle to 
bring about “meaningful change.” The language is quite telling as Cecilia wrote, 
following Che’s arguments, how the oligarchies wanted to maintain a “feudal 
system” whereby an alliance between “bourgeoisie [class] and land owners” 
would maintain a “traditional society” oppressing “the masses of Latin America.” 
Adopting Che’s words, she concluded that, unless a change is brought very soon, 
“oligarchical dictatorship” would be perpetuated in Bolivar’s land. Through this 
reading of Che’s Guerrilla Warfare Cecilia began to define the National Front, 
the very policies that had empowered her as a conscript of democracy, as prod-
ucts of oligarchical rule that excluded “everybody else in society.”52 Although 
it would take five more years for Cecilia to join the Movimiento Guerrillero 19 
de Abril (M-19) in the middle of 1970s, her professional diaries attest that the 
very notion of oligarchy—the class Other—was specifically rethought through 
Che’s writings. In fact the very notion of the oligarchy—appropriated from the 
modernization theory through which she was trained as a professional in the 
late 1950s—gave way to what would soon become the common language used 
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to criticize the ruling classes: the bourgeoisie. Furthermore, this new language 
and these definitions shaped how Cecilia identified herself, not just as a middle 
class professional woman working for the state, but rather as a petit bourgeois 
revolutionary woman who could play a pivotal role in transforming the society 
as a whole. To be a petit bourgeoisie woman meant, contrary to what develop-
ment programs expected, to think “collectively,” to politicize the society by 
making “people aware” of their “exploitative status.” This social transformation 
would now take place through education and violence, because, she wrote, the 
bourgeoisie was a historical failure as they, instead of creating the conditions 
for modernity to emerge, implemented a “feudal system […] making Latin 
America’s peaceful change impossible.”53  

Cecilia likewise found the professional role embodied by Che as the source 
of classed and gendered inspiration and radicalization that definitely eased 
some of those anxieties. Cecilia’s diaries described a mimeographed document 
Che Guevara supposedly wrote—Change: the Role of the Professional.54 She 
remembers this piece as a crucial one precisely because Che discussed his role as 
a physician who could play a central part in making revolution possible. Cecilia 
wrote in her professional diaries that her role as a “rational being” would make a 
difference because, unlike the bourgeoisie, her class, now defined, following the 
language of the Left, as the petit bourgeoisie rather than a middle class, had the 
important role of becoming the “consciousness of a society.” A good example 
of this consciousness was embodied by Che, a man whose (class) privilege had 
been “put at the service of revolutionary change in Latin America.”55 At the very 
same time, Cecilia now sees herself as a professional woman who could exercise 
not only economic independence to achieve a middle class status or professional 
prestige but also as a woman who could use the very same professional status 
for a revolutionary cause. Thus, Che and the Cuban Revolution further fostered 
a classed identity through which professional women like Cecilia saw a pos-
sibility to work for radical change as members of a petit bourgeoisie. Cecilia 
wrote in the late 1960s, 

I cannot stand their sense of entitlement. History will judge me, 
but I have seen with my own eyes what they have done and we 
will have to do this through different means. The oligarchies … 
the dominant classes … the bourgeoisie have reduced to natural 
law the failure for a better society. They will never change. And 
now I have all my [professional] preparation … my job … my 
independence to make change possible.56
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If for some middle class professionals developmental programs put them 
in intimate contact with oligarchies, for others the encounter with the laboring 
classes changed their self-image and their vision of what they should do in a 
rapidly politicizing society. Although some of these professionals, most of them 
first as students and then as state employees, remember this as a self-evident truth 
of radicalization, their diaries, ethnographic notes, and memories also suggest 
that those experiences were more the product of class doubts and contradictions. 
It is not a coincidence that in some of the professional diaries, from when they 
worked under the Alliance for Progress, one finds constant complaints about the 
peasants, workers, popular sectors who were frequently described as “unteach-
able, unpredictable … aggressive … naïve.”57 Furthermore, during the early 
1960s some of these professionals went as far as to say that their relationships 
with the popular sectors were defined both by love and by hatred. It was this 
conflicting relationship that provoked a classed self-questioning that soon trans-
lated into the need to redefine social change. After extensive work with peasants 
and workers as part of development programs, teachers and professionals wrote 
in their journals about “the good and the evil struggle within myself.” Indeed, 
they asked: “what [were] we supposed to do? Who will prevail within [us]: the 
evil or the good?”58 It was a question to contemplate because, after witnessing 
how the popular sectors lived and how different their reality was from what 
professionals had been “taught in the classroom,” it was impossible to remain 
politically passive before “the reality of poverty.”59 

These class encounters provoked a conflicting experience of radicalization. 
On one hand, some constantly debated whether they could “go on with [their] 
life,” continue being properly middle class, and doing what was expected of them 
as conscripts of democracy. They concluded they could be happy with “helping 
the miserable human beings hidden in mountains of the Andes.”60 After all, their 
life “[was] not bad at all” as they had decent salaries and an overall level of 
respect in society. Indeed, during the first half of the 1960s these professionals 
(most of whom would later join urban guerrilla movements) contemplated the 
very possibility of “looking away” from this reality of poverty because taking a 
more radical and critical stand would definitely mean sacrificing their middle-
class status: “the wine days, the reading days, the teaching days, the thinking 
days … the money, the house, the savings, the possibility to get married … the 
family days will be over.”61

Alongside this hesitation, professionals simultaneously considered what to 
do amidst an “overwhelming reality of poverty,” a reality that, at least for some 
of them, the Alliance for Progress had made so evident. It was impossible to 
look away, they asserted. Yet once more, they asked themselves whether they 
would choose the “evil” over the “good” and thus ignore the reality of poverty. 
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Or would they choose the “good” over the “evil” and “do something for real 
social change?”62 

Carlos Restrepo, a sociologist, described in his detailed diaries—diaries he 
defined as a personal form of rethinking, revision, and self-critique—the doubts 
and anxieties of this class conundrum. As a student and then as a professor of 
sociology at the Universidad Nacional in Bogotá, as well as during his years 
as a member of the Communist Youth, Restrepo wrote, with evident frustration 
and despair, that the search for an ideal—perhaps the ideal of being the repre-
sentative of democracy—was an overwhelming, if impossible, task. This sprang 
primarily from what he felt was the fact that the university as an institution of 
higher education did not offer any possibilities to make “meaningful change.” 
Peasants, workers, and some students reminded him of his “boring … simple 
… and jailed life” and of how he did not want to be a “stupid professional” 
concerned only with his own “professional satisfaction.” Restrepo’s experiences 
capture the struggles of so many professionals who during the 1960s worked for 
the state and were celebrated as representatives of democracy but who in their 
professional lives found themselves haunted by doubts and frustrations precisely 
because they could not perform the very task they were supposed to perform. 

I contend that it was precisely this overwhelming task, and its concomitant 
frustration, that led some professionals like Restrepo to wonder about what role 
he would like to play as a professor in a public university, what kind of university 
the nation would need, and what kind of life he would like to pursue in his near 
future. In his detailed diaries from the late 1960s, he wrote: 

at this moment when one needs to react once and for all I find 
myself part of a simple, a very simple life, the simplicity of the 
everyday life without consciousness of what is around me … I do 
not want to be a faithful lover of the National Front. I do not want 
to be an office bureaucrat. Do I want to be nobody? I do not want 
distractions. I think I can begin this reassessment [replantameinto] 
on the basis of the following diagnosis: I have devoted myself, with 
resistance or without it, to the life of my profession. My position 
is very concrete. I am now a professor at the national university … 
what else can I ask for? I am a professional and I am an intellectual. 
I could go on and live a normal life, a middle class life, I would 
search for love, protect my job, and find a woman. … Should this 
be my life? … I cannot do this anymore. I have seen the reality of 
my country. I want to do something big and important. I want to be 
a man superior to all others. My life would be a failure if I could 
not become this man. I would be a failure if I did not find a noble 
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and great trade [oficio]. I aspire to the heights [alturas] This is the 
reason for me to live. My profession is transitory. I want to be a 
radical de la conciencia … and that is why I am petit bourgeois. … 
I would sacrifice and renounce any privilege. This must start now. 
We have to change the world now. I am committed to the struggle 
… it is difficult because I am nobody for these peasants but they 
seem to be sure what they want. I will not quit. … God, profes-
sionalism, and commitment are on my side. I will do new things.63

As this diary suggests, Restrepo had the very class possibility to contemplate 
what to do with his life. Afraid of becoming a failure as a man and of losing his 
middle class status, Restrepo himself wanted to become a “radical of conscious-
ness” in society, a being that could satisfy his masculine desire for social change 
on the one hand and his classed passion for justice on the other. He thought of 
himself as somebody who wanted to overcome a middle class former self—imag-
ined now as mind-numbing, domesticated, tedious, monotonous, sentimental, 
faithful lover of a regime, and feminine precisely because it would not play an 
important role in society—while searching for a clear masculine superiority and 
class distinction to resolve what he usually referred to as, rather generally, “all 
the problems that affect man.”64 The change in language is quite telling. He did 
not want to continue to be a feminized middle class but he definitely embraced a 
masculinized and radicalized identity that he now referred to as petit bourgeois. 

What were these professionals then to do? As Cecilia’s and Carlos’ stories 
suggest, they began to shape—and be shaped by—the New Left. They partially 
did so through what virtually all those social actors who participated in this po-
litical radicalization now fondly remember as “productive study groups” where 
thick, dense, and foundational readings of the Old and New Left were heavily 
discussed. Although I cannot do justice to the complexity of this process in this 
article, it is important to emphasize that for some professionals, these study groups 
were crucial places to ease some of the class and gendered anxieties produced by 
the reality of participating in developmental programs. Since at least the second 
half of the 1960s, knowledge became a pivotal source of inspiration—indeed 
knowledge became subjectivity—through which new notions of class and gender 
emerged. These constant readings in city cafes, private and public university 
campuses, state offices, party meetings, street protests, and union halls became 
critical public spaces through which these professionals not only acquired a new 
sense of class selves, but also materialized a groundswell of classed activism. 
Indeed, in the specific context of politicization, these spaces became critical 
places through which these men and women further questioned their middle 
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class role as conscripts of democracy while redefining themselves—consciously 
and unconsciously—as part of a radical petit bourgeoisie.

Becoming a Petit Bourgeois Revolutionary

In the rest of this article I want to briefly discuss one of the most contested 
questions that shaped this process of class and gender redefinition happening 
within the left revolutionary projects during the late 1960s and 1970s: how to 
proletarize oneself and thus claim a legitimate role in a revolutionary project.65 
Everywhere from the Communist Party to the Maoist groups, guerrilla move-
ments to liberation theology, Trotskyist positions to counter-cultural politics, 
one finds countless references to this specific question. The Partido Comunista 
Colombiano Marxista Leninista (PCC-ML,) a Maoist political party founded 
in 1965, and perhaps the party that most decisively promoted the practice of 
proletarianization in Colombia, “recognized” from the very beginning that, 
at least in its urban cells, most of their members were of a “petit bourgeois 
background” and thus the political party had an “imperfect and faulty social 
make-up.”66 Other political organizations complained that the “petit bourgeois 
origin” of the revolutionary members had produced some “deficiencies … de-
viations, abnormalities” in the consolidation of a “proletariatleadership” for the 
revolution.”67 Some urban guerrilla organizations also worried that the presence 
of “too many petit bourgeois members” would put the military preparation for 
revolution at risk.68

These political preoccupations raise important questions once we try to trace 
those historical actors who participated in the Alliance for Progress and were 
educated, selected, and hired as the putative democratic subjects par excellence 
in modern societies. But now in their search for partial answers to their class 
frustrations and anxieties these actors found themselves in a new discursive con-
juncture in which the political imperatives of the New Left—from Che Guevara 
to Mao-Tse-tung to God—dictated that it was the proletarian, rather than the 
middle class, who would be the revolutionary subject the sine qua non. It is at 
the core of this paradox of considering oneself middle class and thus imagining 
oneself in a democratic role while yearning dearly to hold the idea of the pro-
letariat as the source of political radicalization and revolutionary horizon that 
provoked among these professionals a classed desire to become, and represent, 
the proletariat class. Many of these social actors remember their yearning to be 
more proletariat in our conversations: 
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The discussion about the petit bourgeoisie … and the role of the 
proletariat ha! What can I tell you? That was the discussion of our 
times, … that was the only thing we talked about. It was a huge 
discussion. In classes, in study groups, in every political meeting 
we had we discussed it. It was like going to a daily mass … You 
went there and you were told that you could not be petit bourgeois. 
To be called petit bourgeois was just an insult. … I still remember 
how we said to each other: “compañera that is a petit bourgeois 
behavior, change your ways … you have to be a proletariat.” So 
we tried and I tried hard. My mother suffered when I converted 
myself into a proletariat [me converti] and wore boots, ruana and 
mochila and got lost [perdernos] in the shantytowns. I was a petit 
bourgeois woman, and of course, we were told or I was told that 
I had to behave like a proletariat and it was not easy but I do not 
think that it was an option, we had to be proletarians, live in the 
shantytowns and live as if we were poor and marginal … we had 
to be revolutionaries.69

In this specific paradoxical context, what did it mean to go from middle 
class into a revolutionary petit bourgeois identity and simultaneously attempt 
to become proletariat? How could a petit bourgeois person become proletariat? 
Here the task is not to evaluate whether these professionals were able to suc-
ceed in proletarizing themselves but rather how such a political project created 
new forms of class subjectivity, desire, and (un)consciousness as part of their 
radicalization. Indeed, during the late 1960s and early 1970s, both the category/
practice of proletarianization and the desire to become proletariat was part and 
parcel of a larger project of class politics to legitimize a classed role as a petit 
bourgeois revolutionary within new Left revolutionary movements. 

Marx, Lenin, Camilo Torres, Che Guevara, Paulo Freire and, above all, Mao 
Tse-tung, became the source of political education for this classed disciplinary 
project to adopt for themselves what this petit bourgeoisie considered the genu-
ine virtues, thoughts, practices, and experiences of the so-called proletariat.  In 
so doing the proletariat became a desire of classed and gendered exclusionary 
otherness through which these petit bourgeois subjects would be able to claim 
their own hierarchical political recognition and social distinction as proper 
revolutionaries.

In such daily discussions Left political parties and organizations mandated that, 
as petit bourgeois, the revolutionary needed to develop a “new moral … a new 
ethical and political being” as a proletarian. Precisely because most members of 
these parties on the Left saw themselves as part of the petit bourgeoisie, this task 
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was defined as the most revolutionary of all: to transform their classed selves. 
If a revolution were to succeed, it was imperative to normalize their putative 
class abnormality and deviation so that their revolutionary potential could be 
legitimized. The teaching material produced in different Left political parties, 
university work-study groups, plays, and movies suggests it was mandatory to 
eradicate “the original sin of every revolutionary … [that is to say] to overcome 
any trace, mark, or print of a petit bourgeois custom, habit, or pattern” because, 
it was reiterated that those “vices” prevented them from becoming proper revo-
lutionaries.70 As some of these petit bourgeois members of both the Old and New 
Left envisioned their own proletarianization in the late 1960s, 

The internal struggles are often the most difficult ones. Proletari-
anization does not happen overnight. It is a struggle for our entire 
life. It is a struggle between revolution and counterrevolution. 
We have to start locating the enemy within ourselves, inside our 
own petit bourgeois lives. We need honesty, endurance, patience, 
persistence, resolution, willingness, high doses of revolutionary 
ideology, and a great revolutionary virility. This is not an easy 
enterprise to eradicate the petit bourgeois vices from our minds 
and our bodies that have been imposed upon us in the family, the 
school, in religion … but we need to implant a proletariat life in 
ourselves. This is the most important struggle of our times and such 
struggle is composed of small battles but reading Mao and his tres 
permanentes will help us take a proletariat position.71

Hence, for this petit bourgeoisie it was imperative to proletarize oneself by 
both embracing the “proletariat way of life” and adopting a “proletariat ideology.” 
In order to do so, these professionals imagined themselves as getting away from 
what in the second half of the 1960s was referred to, in line with the German 
poet and theater director Bertolt Brecht, as the “seven capital sins of the petit 
bourgeoisie.”72 These sins became a shared discourse among those participat-
ing in this disciplinary project. They were usually performed in public spaces, 
constantly examined in teaching material, and endlessly discussed in everyday 
conversation. As one of these protagonists remembers, 

Are we talking about the seven capital sins of the petit bourgeoisie? 
I remember those vividly. We went to see the play, but it was all 
about the proletarian. I remember we had a little brochure [fol-
letico] titled, I think, How to be a Proletariat.  And we read it and 
we studied it. And, of course, we discussed it. It was our topic of 
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conversation. You would be embarrassed not to know what these 
booklets had to say. We evaluated each other about it … we knew 
how revolutionary somebody was by referring to those sins. Our 
ideas had to be proletariat, our behavior had to be proletariat … 
our love had to be proletarian. We had to smell and breathe as 
proletariat.73

Those capital sins, intimately associated with notions of femininity, were the 
source of classed inspiration on how to behave as an authentic proletariat, that 
is to say, to define oneself as masculine petit bourgeois revolutionary. The first, 
and perhaps most important sin of all, was precisely that putative feminine petit 
bourgeois “preoccupation for … thinking [and tendency to follow] the subjectiv-
ity of abstraction.” Thus by implication the masculine petit bourgeois—that is, 
the imagined proletariat to be—had to distinguish himself from other classes 
by his “practicality, thingness, concreteness, and objectivity of experience.”74 In 
a twist of the common gendered narratives between thinking and doing, now a 
feminized petit bourgeois would prefer to abstract—rather than to experience, 
as the properly masculine revolutionary subject should do—the conditions of 
revolutionary change. In order to avoid such a capital sin it was mandatory, as Mao 
dictated, to navigate the masses “as a fish swims in the sea.”75 It was necessary 
to experience the putative concreteness of proletariat life. Such command was 
taken to heart as most, if not all, of these petit bourgeois revolutionaries went 
(once more) to meet what they considered the proletariats—those who lived in 
shantytowns, worked in factories, lived in marginal places and in the country 
side, and above all, were destined to make the revolution. 

All the following capital sins of the improper and thus feminized petit bourgeois 
emanated from this foundational distinction between abstraction and concrete 
experience: laziness (the preference to stay behind a bureaucrat’s desk instead 
of finding the practical truth with the proletariat); pride (to think of oneself as 
different from others and thus not being able to “go down” to work with the 
masses); silence (to think, rather than to experience, the injustices in society and 
thus not to do anything practical about it); luxury (excesses in life instead of 
living “in material scarcity” so central in the life of the masses precisely because 
the revolution would come from material scarcity); greed (those who lose their 
“brain … what they think … for the benefit of  money”); envy (to “resent the 
life of others” and not be content with one’s own life).76 

These cardinal sins, associated with an improper and feminized petit bourgeois 
self, were central in this disciplinary project of becoming proletariat precisely 
because they would embrace, as proper masculine petit bourgeois subjects, what 
they considered the objective virtues of the proletariat revolutionary class—
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“simplicity, plainness, bareness, austerity, scarcity, material-driven decision-
making, and objectivity.”77 Hence, at the core of this disciplined process of 
proletarianization, this petit bourgeoisie, as a class, imagined the proletariat as 
an alienated Other, relentlessly represented in its hierarchical alterity because 
the petites bourgeois needed to make evident, politically and otherwise, that 
in order to praise themselves as radical revolutionaries they had to be able to 
live as the Other—the imagined and authentic proletariat. In so doing, the very 
political desire to proletarize oneself sought to legitimize—unconsciously, no 
doubt—a masculinized petit bourgeois hierarchical position within these new 
processes of radicalization. 

Yet at the same time it was a mistake, these petit bourgeois revolutionaries 
said, to embrace the life of the proletariat as the only measure to make a revolu-
tion possible. It was equally important to “live after the proletariat ideology.”78 
Following Mao, Marx, and Che, this petit bourgeoisie saw itself as revolutionary 
by assigning their imagined proletariat the most important task of all: to make 
the revolution. And yet once more they protested that the proletariat could not 
comply with, let alone carry out, such a task because, they proclaimed, the 
masses had not accomplished a proletariat position. Indeed, some of these petit 
bourgeois revolutionaries complained, much to their dismay, that sometimes 
even “the masses embraced petit bourgeois values.”79 Such cardinal sins were 
again defined as a feminine deviation precisely because some of the masses 
were seen as not yet proper proletarians and, who for this reason behaved like 
women. In professionals’ journals, booklets, and teaching material this petit 
bourgeoisie constantly screamed in masculine frustration: “the men of the 
masses look very much like women.” The proletariat, furthermore, committed 
this feminine sin because they acted like political caudillos, unaware of their 
“real and material interests of [their] proletariat class.” By committing the sins 
of luxury and envy, those proletarians were not preparing themselves for the 
revolution but were rather keeping up social appearances. The petit bourgeois 
revolutionaries complained that the proletariat class did not follow their “class 
objectivity” and instead promoted subjectivism by forgetting the “superior [and 
universal] interests of the revolution.” Thus, these petit bourgeois revolutionaries 
argued that there was a major (class) distinction between a proletariat attitude 
and a proletariat position. The former was structurally embodied by the masses. 
The latter needed to be educated and cultivated on a daily basis. Such difference 
explained why these petit bourgeois revolutionaries discussed among themselves 
how the masses, given their structural conditions, had developed a proletariat 
(feminine) attitude—that is to say they could experience exploitation—while 
failing to develop a proletariat (masculine) position. That is to say, they could 
not become aware [conscientizarse] of the very exploitation they experienced 



124	 E.I.A.L. 25–2

so that the revolution would at last emerge—they, in a word, remained in a 
feminine stage.80

As a result, the petit bourgeoisie assigned itself the role to proletarize and 
masculinize those masses who would not behave as authentic proletarians. 
It was these masculinized petit bourgeois revolutionaries, furthermore, who 
could adopt both a proletariat attitude and proletariat position who would be 
ready to raise the masses to become proper—that is masculine—revolutionary 
subjects. First, unlike the petit bourgeois revolutionaries who could experience 
their lives as proletarians by living through the proletariat ideology, the masses 
merely had the tendency to rebel “spontaneously” and usually failed to become 
the holders of a “universal proletariat ideology.” And this lack of universality 
and inability to become its own proletariat leadership were the products of 
the structural conditions that prevented the masses from having access to “the 
culture, the possibility to travel around the world and know the experiences of 
other countries and the theoretical elements of socialism.”81 Proletariat ideol-
ogy and revolutionary theory had to come from “outside” the masses and to be 
brought to them by those who structurally had the privilege to have access to 
revolutionary knowledge. Thus in order to make a claim as proper proletariats 
these petit bourgeois imagined themselves as members of a revolutionary class 
who would universalize the proletariat ideology so that a revolution would 
become a reality precisely because the masses, feminine and not yet actively 
proletarian, could only experience particular forms of exploitation and perform 
spontaneous practices of rebellion. 

In contradiction to the most important sin of all—that “feminine” tendency to 
abstract—now these petit bourgeois criticize the masses for being unable to, at 
least at first, develop the abstraction and universalization of proletariat ideology 
and therefore assume the leadership for the revolution. The petit bourgeoisie—
imagined now as the authentic and masculinized proletariat—could practice what 
was seen as the revolutionary virtues of the masses—particularity, uncomplicat-
edness, simplicity, straightforwardness, and concreteness—while simultaneously 
universalizing, indeed elevating, those virtues as part of a proletariat ideology 
to teach the very same masses how to achieve a proletariat position. 

In this circular argumentation, a class hierarchical subjectivity was perfected 
at the very center of radicalization processes, for the proletariat was defined 
as the Other to be desired, to be joined, to be followed, and to be venerated.  
But this proletariat also had to be socially uplifted and politically masculin-
ized to make the revolution possible. Such desires and obsessions maintained 
a hierarchical distinction that allowed this petit bourgeoisie to claim to know 
the authentic proletariat ideology, to achieve a proletariat position, and act as if 
they were a proletarian. In the process, they desired their proletariat—always 
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imagined, eternally discussed, endlessly evaluated, constantly written about—as 
a hierarchical classed and gendered Other in the very process of reclaiming a 
leadership within revolutionary movements. In a word, in the process of radi-
calization they created a new gendered and classed position for themselves—the 
petit bourgeois revolutionary. 

Conclusion

What happened when we put these paradoxical and hierarchical practices 
of radicalization at the center of the Cold War and revolutionary politics? Is it 
just to preach, as some have done, that radicalization was misguided, indeed 
erroneous, and thus must be dismissed?82 On the contrary, the Colombian case 
suggests that, by the second half of the 1960s and early 1970s this political 
radicalization—as hierarchical and exclusionary as it was—infused interest with 
desire and consolidated a massive petit bourgeois activism. As never before, 
this petit bourgeoisie joined white-collar unions, founded new professional 
organizations, further consolidated teachers’ federations and private employee 
associations, shaped Old and New Left political parties, created innovative 
magazines, challenged the disciplinary canons of the sciences and the humani-
ties, and, yes, participated in mostly urban guerrilla movements. Medical doctors 
took to the streets for at least fifty-two days to rally for the expansion of health 
services for “the masses” while white-collar employees constantly demonstrated 
in public places for better salaries and political recognition. Teachers protested 
and prepared new lesson plans to teach dissident and alternative allegories of 
the nation. University professors went on strike to defend public universities 
and redefine the role of education and knowledge in society. And professionals 
across the social sciences participated in new research initiatives to produce 
a dissident form of knowledge about the democratic role of Latin America in 
the world. By the end of the 1970s, these actors actively played a critical role 
in the 1977 Paro Civico Nacional, a nationwide general strike, to put forward 
these classed demands, reconfigure their political subjectivities as part of a petit 
bourgeoisie, and redefine some of the fundamental categories, practices, mean-
ings, and institutions of democracy in the Americas.

Thus, within  less than a decade, many of those who were supposed to bring 
about what was considered a proper, that is to say hierarchical, democracy for 
the Americas reconfigured their class identities and thus redefined the very 
revolutionary movements they had been expected to choke off as conscripts of 
democracy. Given the space at my disposal, I have only shown a small part of 
this argument. Political radicalization among these middle class professionals, 
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I argue, was neither politically inevitable nor merely the product of an outside 
polarization simultaneously fashioned by a decade of radicalizing events. Rather, 
it was precisely by exercising their cultural, economic, social, and political capi-
tal as conscripts of democracy and their simultaneously classed and gendered 
encounters with the Left that would lead this petit bourgeoisie to pose one of the 
most radical challenges to the very social and political order that had empowered 
them in the first place. 

This is the complex history, I submit, that would allow us to rethink recent 
interpretations that explain Cold War politics and the Global 1960s in Latin 
America as a dialectical struggle between revolution and counterrevolution. 
The revolution, originating mostly from Latin America, is often historicized 
as vibrant, egalitarian, and unanimously supported by subaltern groups. The 
counterrevolution, springing from the United States, is usually characterized as 
illiberal, tepid, and strongly backed by a coalition between middle classes and 
oligarchies as the main “reactionary force” in Latin America. A study of the 
middle class that goes beyond identifying certain groups with a “middle class 
background” as part of revolutionary project to instead analyze class as a social 
movement would allow us to understand Cold War politics in Latin America, not 
as a dialectical struggle between two politically unified revolutionary and coun-
terrevolutionary cross-class projects, but rather as a struggle between and among 
multiple political mobilizations within revolutionary and counter-revolutionary 
movements through which competing class hegemonic positions were formed, 
challenged, contested, hierarchized, and legitimized.83 
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