
Narrative Dynamics  
in Polarised Contexts:  
A Case Study of the 2021 
National Protests in Colombia
alison castel, jale sultanli and sara cobb

In the spring of 2021, Colombia experienced the most widely supported and violent 
national protests it had seen in decades. These events marked a historic moment, as 
people from different sectors, classes, political affiliations and ages came together to 
protest the government, then headed by Iván Duque of the Democratic Centre party. The 
protests were catalysed by proposed legislation on economic reform, which included a 
tax increase to fund basic income support introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic.1 
While some saw it as ground-breaking, critics argued that the weight of the reform would 
fall on the already burdened working and middle classes. Lasting nearly two months, 
the protests converged around grievances that extended well beyond the legislation, 
including the need for political reforms, anti-corruption measures, and improvements 
to the country’s pension, health and education systems to address deeply rooted soci-
oeconomic inequality.

The 2021 protests did not emerge in a vacuum. They were embedded in a complex narra-
tive landscape full of stories about how the protests formed, who the main actors were, 
and which values justified the actions they took. This narrative landscape is the lega-
cy of over 50 years of armed conflict in Colombia, which the signing of the 2016 peace 
agreement between the government and the rebel Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 
Colombia–Ejército del Pueblo (FARC-EP) was intended to end.2 The 2021 protests provide 
a lens into the narrative dynamics in post-agreement Colombia and shed light on the 
mechanisms of polarisation and violence that continue to affect the country. 

This case study illustrates the ideas and practices in IFIT ’s narrative framework for man-
aging conflict and supporting peace by putting them in a specific country context. It 
examines the narrative dynamics surrounding the 2021 protests in Colombia and how 
they either contributed to further conflict or managed to promote peaceful engagement. 
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The study focuses not on the facts of the events themselves, but rather on the way that 
different individuals and groups have described the protests and made sense of their 
own stories and the stories of ‘others’ with whom they disagree. The narratives are not 
only representations of what happened, but also a mapping of dynamics that relate to 
the overall national context. These stories draw on older narratives that have been in 
circulation for decades. 

Research for the case study began with a workshop with members of the IFIT national and 
territorial brain trusts and IFIT staff in Colombia, who are experts in conflict dynamics and 
peace efforts in the country. Considering different national events that would give insight 
into the narrative dynamics in Colombia, the participants chose the 2021 protests for 
this case study because they: 1) have clear temporal boundaries and observable char-
acteristics; 2) showed changes in relationships between social groups over time due to 
narratives; and 3) were part of a narrated sequence of events, with a beginning, middle 
and end, including an origin story with subsequent episodes. 

The workshop gave rise to an initial set of stories about the protests, as well as recom-
mendations for additional actors to interview, including nongovernmental organisation 
representatives, human rights activists, experts affiliated with government institutions, 
businesspeople and academics, who have diverse expertise in Colombian politics and 
direct experience with the protests. This resulted in nine in-depth interviews and two 
focus group discussions, in addition to analyses of videos, speeches and posts from tra-
ditional news sources and social media that emerged as resources from the stories told 
by the interviewees. The study is thus based on this particular set of narratives, which 
constitute the dynamics of the events. It does not include a comprehensive media anal-
ysis, but rather draws on media to elaborate the interviewees’ stories. 

The study identifies two main opposing narratives that emerged about the 2021 protests: 
“the protests were peaceful and the protesters had legitimate grievances” and “the pro-
testers were violent criminals and terrorists who were a threat to the state”. This paper 
will show that as violence escalated in the protests, the narrative portraying protesters 
as criminals became more visible, fitting as it did the dominant, government- supported 
narrative about the need for law and order in Colombia, which is itself rooted in the 
country’s long experience of violence. This dominant narrative quickly overshadowed 
alternative narratives about the protests in the public eye. 

According to interviewees, violence was reported in the traditional and social media 
far more than efforts at peace, which served to obscure the more complex stories that 
formed through interactions between people on opposing sides at the local level and 
initiatives that helped de-escalate violence. To highlight this, the study discusses sto-
ries about dialogue and narrative transformation that emerged in the city of Cali, one 
of the main settings of the protests.3 While they have not been widely circulated, these 
stories made different kinds of speaking and hearing possible by humanising oppos-
ing actors, which disincentivised violence and enabled them to collaborate on finding 
solutions to their grievances. 
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Dominant and Concealed Narratives in the 2021 Protests
Narratives are systems of stories that shape people’s understanding of the world, them-
selves and others, which make possible and justify certain actions. The stories people 
tell about the protests in Colombia illustrate how narratives position who and what 
is legitimate, revealing the contours of power and how it operates. Privileged stories 
that become dominant are often taken for granted as legitimate and as ‘truth’ because 
they circulate more widely and are anchored by historical understandings. As IFIT has 
shown elsewhere, such stories are spoken repeatedly by people in power and ampli-
fied by the media. Ever present, they seep into and become anchored in local, everyday 
conversations.

Narratives are considered dominant when they are commonly known and used to make 
sense of events by multiple parties in a conflict. They tend to be simplistic, as they pro-
vide a shorthand for characterising people as ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Dominant narratives can 
become dangerous when they normalise stories that delegitimise and even dehumanise 
certain groups of people and actions. They make alternative narratives difficult or im-
possible to hear. Lee Anne Bell refers to these silenced stories as ‘concealed narratives’, 
which are pushed to the margins, ‘forgotten’ and repressed, such that they are unable 
to surface, precisely because of the ways that dominant narratives shape and structure 
meaning, life experiences and opportunities.4 

Dominant and concealed narratives are central to understanding the narrative dynamics 
of the 2021 protests in Colombia, during which two main narratives were widely circu-
lated. The first – circulated by protesters and their supporters – held that people were 
acting out of anger about the government’s proposed tax increase in the context of eco-
nomic hardship. The narrative also related dissatisfaction about the government’s per-
ceived failure to adequately implement the 2016 peace agreement and follow through on 
dialogues after similar protests erupted in 2019. According to one participant, “People 
need jobs, healthcare, education, et cetera, and they are feeling neglected and ignored 
by the government and demand justice, fairness”.5 This narrative garnered support from 
diverse populations, largely mobilised by unions, guilds, organised student groups and 
less formally organised non-student youth. Underlying it was a drive to change the sta-
tus quo, with the protesters indicating they were willing to continue until they felt heard.

The second narrative – maintained by the Duque administration and its supporters – 
charged that the protesters were bandits, vandals and terrorists. According to this nar-
rative, the protests were instigated by opposition politicians and armed groups.6 It held 
that the protesters were attempting to destabilise the government and that they were 
paid to protest and working with Russia and Venezuela. In this narrative, the protests 
needed to be shut down by any means available to preserve law and order, opening the 
way for the use of force. 

As discussed in IFIT’s narrative framework, overly simplified narratives lead to the es-
calation of violence as groups cling to their own moral superiority, attributing ‘good’ 
intentions and traits to themselves and ‘bad’ ones to others. Throughout the 2021 
protests, this was seen in both main narratives. The protesters’ grievances garnered 
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unprecedented support and elicited stories about the protests as a peaceful movement 
for justice against an unsupportive and callous government. The state-sanctioned narra-
tive, meanwhile, drew on historical fears of violence and paved the path for an articulat-
ed government response to preserve law and order that positioned the state as peace-
keeper. Our research shows a predominance of the phrase ‘law and order’ in state-level 
responses to the protests, reflecting state practice in the decades of violence preceding 
the 2016 peace agreement.

Especially in speeches by Duque and other government representatives, the law-and- 
order narrative emphasised the value of security, keeping people safe and systems 
orderly, and protecting the well-being of all citizens. It likewise advocated ‘civility’. 
Because of the history of violence in the country, these values resonated with much of 
Colombian society. 

Our research shows that the law-and-order narrative operated as a disciplinary move to 
quiet dissent from protesters before there was evidence of violence. It served to subsume 
grievances and distract from the substance of the protests. Although this narrative and 
subsequent instances of state violence initially diminished support for the government, 
that changed when protesters retaliated and entered a spiral of escalating violence with 
state forces. The predominance of the law-and-order narrative over time and its weight 
in this context made it the dominant narrative.

Whether it is being affirmed or denounced, a dominant narrative derives its power from 
its widespread use. As Hilde Lindemann Nelson shows, a dominant narrative does not 
belong to a given set of actors – it is picked up and used by a wide set of people to make 
sense of events.7 The law-and-order narrative was thus spread not only by the Duque 
administration and its supporters to delegitimise protesters, but also by civilians living 
through the protests and even by protestors who were denouncing the state violence 
justified by the law-and-order narrative. 

Furthermore, the law-and-order narrative reinforced itself by legitimising stories about 
the protesters as villains and, at the same time, preventing protester stories from gain-
ing strength and long-term legitimacy, so that they became concealed narratives. This is 
significant because in contentious political spaces, protest often serves to give voice to 
the stories that are not being addressed or that cannot be spoken, be heard and gain a 
significant platform for recognition. Indeed, protest can be understood as a struggle for 
legitimacy that is suppressed due to overarching narratives that become dominant and 
take over the narrative landscape. And, as Sara Cobb argues, when there is an inability 
to speak and be heard from a narrative perspective, violence often fills the vacuum.8

Although the government made efforts at dialogue, these were seen as insufficient by 
the protesters. The interviews show that government proposals and concessions were 
not seen as responding to the concerns of the protesters. Because protesters were not 
adequately included in discussions of their grievances, the actions of the government 
reportedly came off as empty pacifications and inhibited the possibility of positive trans-
formation of the stories the two sides told about each other.9 According to interviewees, 
the government’s approach led to escalating violence and further marginalised protester 
grievances, particularly at the national level. 
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National-level Narrative Dynamics during the Protests
Stalled Negotiations and Unresolved Grievances in Earlier Protests
According to all the interviews and focus group discussions, to fully comprehend the 
events of 2021 it is critical to view them in the context of the protests that began in Co-
lombia in October 2019, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Those protests were initiated 
by labour unions and later joined by students denouncing corruption and opposing cuts 
to public spending on education.10 They soon included Colombians of all kinds express-
ing concerns about an inadequate health system, low pensions, widespread violence, 
inequality and corruption, among other issues. 

That November, frustration compounded as a result of an earlier tax reform bill before 
Congress, which galvanised further opposition from labour unions and students, as well 
as indigenous groups.11 This discontent was rooted in issues with the implementation 
of the 2016 peace agreement, which left many feeling vulnerable, especially social and 
indigenous leaders who were subjected to threats, violence and periodic killings at the 
hands of rebel groups still operating in the country, such as the Ejército de Liberación 
Nacional (ELN).12 One interviewee noted the irony of this, as many people were respond-
ing by asking for more state security.13 

The government established ‘negotiating tables’ to address issues between the protest 
leaders and state officials. According to interviewees, the government sought to appease 
the protesters and then looked the other way without implementing any changes or in-
dicating its future intentions. The unsuccessful negotiations and resulting grievances 
were then eclipsed by the pandemic, which restricted collective action. Interviewees 
noted that the pandemic served as a buffer for the government, allowing it to avert the 
planned negotiations. According to our research, these unresolved grievances set the 
stage for the protests in 2021, as narratives about experiences in 2019 were woven into 
and integral to the descriptions of the protests two years later. 

Early Narrative Justifications of State Violence in 2021
When the 2021 protests began on 28 April, they were largely seen as non-violent and 
garnered unprecedented support. The protesters’ tactic of creating blockades on ma-
jor roads was seen as a major disruption of daily life, however, and attracted criticism 
from many in civil society and the government. While for supporters of the protestors 
this strategy was necessary to increase protestor visibility and pressure the government 
into addressing their grievances, interviewees noted that the government leveraged the 
law-and-order narrative to respond to this disorderly conduct with violence. In many cit-
ies, police were cited for using tear gas and weapons as the first line of action against 
protesters. 

On 2 May, Duque made a statement supporting the militarisation of Colombian cities un-
til order was restored, stating that doing so would be lawful. He called for all state forces 
to take to the streets in the name of security while respecting human rights,14 advocating 
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“maximum deployment of military assistance for the National Police” in Cali and 12 other 
cities.15 This statement underscored the government’s justification of the use of intimi-
dation and force to address the protests. 

Moreover, Duque’s call to force came shortly after Alvaro Uribe, the former president 
and also a conservative, posted on Twitter/X: “Let’s support the right of soldiers and 
police to use their firearms to defend their integrity and to defend people and property 
from criminal acts of terrorist vandalism”.16 Some protesters indeed committed acts of 
violence, but this post portrayed the protesters as engaging solely in violence, eclipsing 
any notion of their having legitimate grievances. 

Interviewees said that by framing state violence as a defence against criminal acts of 
vandalism and violence, these statements underplayed the peaceful nature of many of 
the protests, spreading a particular interpretation as truth to citizens of Colombia who 
may not have been close enough to the action to know differently. 

Concessions and More Stalled Negotiations
On 2 May, the Duque administration put a halt to its economic reform bill. In a statement 
to the BBC, Duque said, “It is a moment for the protection of the most vulnerable, an 
invitation to build and not to hate and destroy”.17 Announcing that taxes would not be 
increased, he called for Colombians to reach consensus and work together. According 
to Reuters, lawmakers, unions and other groups hailed the announcement as a victory 
for the protesters.18 According to interviewees, however, this sentiment was not wide-
spread or seen as sufficient.

Then, on 10 May, Duque met with protest leaders and representatives of student groups, 
the Catholic Church and the United Nations. News reports show that attendees walked 
away with very different interpretations of the meeting. According to Francisco Maltés, 
president of the Central Union of Workers, “There was not empathy from the government 
with the reasons, with the demands that have led us to this national strike”.19 Youth 
protest leaders were similarly dissatisfied with the response and angry about the use 
of force by the state, according to our interviews. Government representatives, mean-
while, reported a positive outcome for the meeting, with High Commissioner for Peace 
Miguel Ceballos saying, “There was an environment of listening and of respect”.20 Ce-
ballos added that attendees had agreed on the need to reject violence and repeated a 
government call for road blockades around the country to be removed before proposing 
another meeting. 

According to several interviewees, the government’s concession on the tax increase, 
along with an announcement of free university tuition, was no longer sufficient to end 
the protests at that time. They noted that protest leaders said the government had not 
shown empathy for their demands and that a different quality of dialogue was needed 
for a more successful outcome to the negotiations. The momentum and support for the 
protests also gave some hope that more could be accomplished. As one interviewee 
said, “the process of concessions brought up the existing grievances of how government 
handled the negotiations in 2019”.21 
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Escalating Narrative Justifications of State Violence
Even as government representatives spoke about negotiating with protest leaders, the 
administration continued to promote the law-and-order narrative and denounce pro-
testers. On 17 May, in a live-streamed speech, Duque said that Colombia’s laws permit 
peaceful protest, but that the protesters’ road blockades were illegal, arguing that crimi-
nal interests were negatively affecting economic and social development. “This conduct 
is categorically rejected”, he said, adding, “In our country, the rights of everyone should 
be protected”.22 Duque urged public authorities across the country to deploy all oper-
ational forces in the name of protecting the human rights of Colombians and ensuring 
their mobility and well-being. He also stated, “We are clear, any outrage or violation of 
the constitution and the rule of law, of course, is censured”.23 

This speech met with varying responses on Twitter/X, but mainly pleas for the govern-
ment to listen to the protesters, withdraw the Escuadrón Móvil Antidisturbios (ESMAD) 
riot police it had deployed widely, and engage in dialogue and reconciliation. As a 
 Twitter/X user mentioned, the presence of ESMAD was controversial and seen as over-
reach by many protesters and onlookers.24 While ESMAD used rubber bullets to break 
up the protests, there is evidence that they illegally aimed at protesters’ faces at close 
range, causing some to lose eyes and disfiguring others’ faces. The government largely 
chose to ignore these allegations, with legislators instead criticising protesters for taking 
part in the demonstrations.25 In a 22 May interview in English, intended for internation-
al audiences, Duque again expressed his allegiance to law and order and asserted that 
there was nothing institutionalised about police violence in the country.26 

While Duque denied that the state used excessive force, reports indicate that between 
28 April and 15 June, 46 deaths occurred at the hands of state agents. In addition, 73 
people received eye injuries, 25 were subjected to sexual violence, 1,445 were placed in 
arbitrary detention, and 539 were forcibly disappeared.27 Interviewees noted that each 
time someone was visibly killed by the state, the protests escalated. They also said that 
because of statements by Duque and others in his administration delegitimising the 
protesters and their narrative, the state was seen by many as killing unarmed protest-
ers with impunity.

Protester Violence and Narrative Delegitimisation
In addition to blocking roads, which led to fuel and food shortages and prevented circu-
lation of ambulances, protesters began to engage in direct violence against police. For 
example, a police officer was reportedly sexually assaulted and beaten when protesters 
attacked a police station.28 Although it occurred in the context of asymmetrical power 
relations and resources between the state and protesting citizens, the escalating vio-
lence by both sides affected narratives in support of or against them. 

Interviewees said that as state violence increased at the outset of the protests, public 
support for the protesters rose. Then as protesters increasingly turned to vandalising 
public structures, burning police and bus stations, blocking roads and outlets for food 
and other basic necessities, and attacking police, people began speaking negatively 
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about the protests and legitimising negative characterisations of the protesters.29 The 
interviews indicate that violence polarised debates and simplified stories each side told 
about the other and about the context overall. 

As the protests continued, ending the violence became the focus for supporters and 
opponents of the protests alike. Given the dominance of the law-and-order narrative, 
as protesters defended themselves as well as increased their use of violence, the power 
of their grievances and social justice narratives diminished. The violence began taking 
over the narrative space, which according to interviewees made alternative narratives 
far less visible.

Local-level Narrative Transformation  
and Peacebuilding: The Case of Cali 
According to IFIT’s narrative framework, “When grievances accumulate and conflict aris-
es, constructive group narratives are those that question simplification and polarisation 
while promoting plurality and participation”. During the 2021 protests, the narratives 
that were most visible at the national level largely left long-standing grievances unad-
dressed and fuelled violence. Yet, our research shows that a number of engagements 
occurred across the country that, though far less visible, enabled narrative transforma-
tion and de-escalation of the conflict. 

In Cali, the third-largest city in Colombia, civil society organisations, government entities 
and ordinary citizens held local dialogues that created space for learning conversations 
between people who supported and opposed the protesters. Two initiatives were rec-
ognised as especially effective by interviewees: The Youth Have the Word (Los Jóvenes 
Tienen la Palabra) and Peace Initiatives of the West (Iniciativas de Paz del Oeste).

Through these and other initiatives, concealed narratives about protesters and state 
representatives emerged, creating the conditions for them to humanise one another, 
generate more complex stories about the drivers of the protests, and thereby collab-
oratively develop responses to underlying grievances. Interviewees reported that the 
predominant narratives about the protests came from Bogota, the capital, while narra-
tives from other cities and regions in Colombia did not garner as much attention in the 
national and international media.30 Similarly, stories about the dialogues in Cali were 
not widely circulated, even though they hold lessons for promoting peace through nar-
rative transformation.

Interviewees noted that Cali was the most violent protest site in Colombia. The city was 
especially economically affected by COVID-19, which increased poverty levels and ex-
acerbated grievances about socioeconomic inequality.31 State forces rapidly militarised 
the city at the start of the protests, which further galvanised the protesters.32 As violence 
worsened, Cali residents anxiously waited for the government to de-escalate the pro-
tests. Interviewees not directly involved in the protests but affected by them described 
the scene in Cali as a “war zone”, with protesters blocking roads to the city, creating fuel 
and food shortages, and then facing civilian and state retaliation.33 Fourteen people were 
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reported killed.34 During a lockdown of two weeks, people could not leave their homes 
without the threat of violence and had little access to daily necessities. 

Faced with continuing violence, one interviewee said that the events solidified their sup-
port for the government’s violent enforcement of public order.35 Another noted that they 
began to question the validity of protesters’ tactics, even though they had previously 
supported the same tactics in their work in rural areas affected by historical conflicts.36 
Overall, interviewees noted a sense that the central government had abandoned Cali, 
strengthening a local impression that the centre of politics in Colombia is not a site for 
complex understandings of most citizens’ lived experiences and needs. 

In response to this situation, locals realised that the protestors would not abandon their 
strategies and began to organise dialogues across protest lines. While dialogue efforts 
in times of contentious politics yield multiple and competing accounts, it is significant 
that conversations and learning happened about the grievances driving the protests and 
how to respond to them. People were speaking and being heard. Interviewees charac-
terised the dialogue processes in Cali as complicated, tense and often uncomfortable, 
yet ultimately non-violent and ‘civil’. Importantly, they emphasised social and narrative 
complexity.37 

The Youth Have the Word
The Youth Have the Word was an initiative that brought young protesters in Cali and 
young members of Congress from different political parties – representing the local and 
the national – into conversation. The initiative was partly inspired by political leadership 
work and a multi-party dialogue led by IFIT and the Netherlands embassy in Colombia 
in 2020.38 In light of the increasing political turmoil in the country, the congresspeople 
visited areas outside Bogota – “where they don’t usually go” – to have conversations 
with protesters and better understand the situation, including why young people were 
protesting instead of using the formal participatory mechanisms established under the 
2016 peace agreement.39 As the protests went on, the initiative brought opposing actors 
into dialogue in 15 cities, including Cali.

According to our research, the initiative faced recruiting challenges in Cali because of 
the distrust young people expressed towards political institutions. This historical dis-
trust, in tandem with the government’s narrative that protesting youth were criminals 
without legitimate grievances, deepened the young people’s sense of ‘us versus them’. 
The conveners thus had to work hard to bring a diversity of voices into the dialogues. 
Ultimately, they managed to incorporate members of the youth wings of political parties 
(the majority belonging to student groups, especially from public universities), wom-
en’s groups, LGBTQIA+ collectives, and artists’ groups, with those in music and theatre 
playing a key role.

Our research shows that the young participants had different, complex narratives among 
themselves during the dialogues. For example, youth with political interests saw the pro-
tests as an opportunity to organise and garner youth support for their political parties 
and to channel their demands via institutional means. They were more willing to push 
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for consensus because they felt that change could happen within the existing system. 
Meanwhile, collectives that had never associated with political parties were more op-
posed to using traditional channels, asserting that protest was the only means of en-
suring their demands were heard by the government, with some sanctioning violence 
as a way of achieving that goal. These participants reportedly saw political parties as a 
threat and believed that political support for small changes would not go far enough to 
respond to larger societal needs. Because the negotiations around the 2019 protests 
had stalled, many young participants said they would fail again in 2021. 

The Congress members came to the dialogues expecting the local youth to express their 
demands as a set of concrete proposals. Instead, the young people shared their own 
experiences before and during the protests in an emotive way. The process of dialogue 
eventually enabled the politicians and the youth protesters to engage in learning togeth-
er, with an interviewee noting, “We learnt through this process the importance of the 
expression of emotions, and this was something that helped us to build common ground 
between the congresspeople and the young people in these spaces”.40

In an effort to create horizontal spaces of dialogue, the initiative invited youth leaders to 
co-design the methodology. They established ground rules together and the youth took 
charge of the logistics. Mothers of the young people, who often cooked for the protest-
ers, were hired to cater the events. The initiative rented chairs from local people for the 
meetings as an act of goodwill and to establish trust.

For security reasons, the conveners initially kept the dialogues private, establishing 
trust by prohibiting cameras, foregoing attendance lists, and allowing facial coverings to 
avoid identification due to fears of arrest. Eventually, they made a public announcement 
that, as a result of the dialogues, they had collected more than 100 proposals that the 
multi-party group of congresspeople turned into five law projects and presented to the 
Chamber of Representatives.41 This step delivered on the organisers’ promise that the 
dialogues would result in concrete proposals for Congress, while also bridging the gap 
between local actors and the national government. The Youth Have the Word initiative 
reportedly proved critical for de-escalating violence in Cali.42 

Peace Initiatives of the West
In another example of dialogue shared by our interviewees, after the mayor of Cali failed 
to convince protesters to remove their road blockades, citizens in the western part of the 
city took it upon themselves to approach protesters directly. This enabled conversations 
across protest lines and resulted in the creation of Peace Initiatives of the West.43 Local 
businesspeople drove the initial engagements,44 and were later joined by healthcare 
professionals, engineers, educators and other citizens.45 One interviewee spoke about 
how much their experience in the initiatives expanded their view of the relationship 
between Cali businesspeople and the protesters, most of whom were frustrated by the 
lack of socioeconomic opportunities they faced.46 

The engagements humanised the protesters and the businesspeople to each other. One 
businessperson stated on Twitter/X, “I have been very struck by the lack of dialogue 
between ‘the two Calis’, the one that suffers today from the blockades and the one that 
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has historically suffered from poverty. Today I saw a light of hope”.47 While responding 
comments indicate that many saw the post as disingenuous, our interviewees gave ac-
counts of the meetings de-escalating the violence in the streets. In a specific example 
mentioned by one interviewee, the president of a Cali-based business engaged in open 
dialogue with people on the front lines of the protests, shifting the image each had of 
the other and starting conversations around collaboration.48 

These independent dialogue initiatives among the private sector, neighbourhood as-
sociations and protestors in Cali led to concrete local responses to protester demands, 
including new employment opportunities and English-learning programmes.49 This one 
example demonstrates how the connection to lived experience reveals the subnational 
dimensions of the protest and “the need to think beyond national agendas”.50 Citizens 
on different sides created alliances based on collaboration on how to address local con-
cerns, especially about youth opportunities.51 The humanisation and learning were steps 
towards cultivating positive relationships that reportedly shifted the stories people had 
about one another and changed the local narrative landscape, disincentivising violence. 

Conclusion 
The 2021 protests in Colombia were characterised by a complex set of narrative dynam-
ics rooted in the polarisation and conflict in the country. The protests gave rise to two 
main narratives: one on social justice and equality and the other on law and order. The 
protesters drew widespread support that legitimised their grievances, based on a wide-
spread desire to change the status quo. Given the long history of violence in Colombia, 
however, the law-and-order narrative became the dominant one. 

While the protesters largely employed what they considered peaceful tactics, their road 
blockades disrupted public order and fed into portrayals of them as criminals aiming to 
overthrow the government. This served to strengthen the law-and-order narrative and 
justify the state’s use of force against protesters. Eventually, protesters and government 
forces entered a negative conflict spiral, with increasing incidences of violence narrow-
ing opportunities for dialogue and other non-violent interactions between protest sup-
porters and opponents. According to the interviewees from Cali, stories about violence, 
coming largely from Bogota, became predominant at the national level and fuelled po-
larisation, while stories about dialogue initiatives that led to narrative transformation 
and de- escalation in Cali and elsewhere in the country were rendered invisible.

This case study shows how narratives function at critical junctures in polarised contexts, 
as outlined in IFIT’s narrative framework. In times of conflict in deeply divided societies, 
narratives become increasingly simplified and self-reinforcing. They consolidate possi-
ble meanings, validating a particular group’s grievances while delegitimising others’ 
grievances. The case of the 2021 protests shows that dominant narratives have material 
consequences, constituting which actions can be taken and which policies adopted. The 
law-and-order narrative in Colombia justified the government’s enforcement of public 
order, including through the use of excessive force. 
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In Cali, a site of fierce violence, local dialogues facilitated by intermediary organisations 
enabled learning conversations to take place, which led people on the two sides of the 
issue to humanise each other with more complex stories – a process seen in other re-
gions as well.52 In doing so, these groups were able to co-develop context-specific pol-
icies and programmes that responded to local grievances, demonstrating that relying 
only on the central government to address local issues is not always effective, particu-
larly when polarisation is extreme. These efforts illustrate how narrative shifts can help 
reduce violence and how the local and the national level can be connected to promote 
narrative transformation at scale over time.

Debate persists about how the 2021 protests ended, with some attributing it to less-
ening public support for the protests and others to local engagements across protests 
lines in places like Cali. While the latter were not the only mechanisms for reducing the 
violence, they arguably represent a key story that is lamentably concealed by the domi-
nant narrative of the need for (and perceived effectiveness of) law-and-order approach-
es. Despite this, our research indicates that as the protests ended, a new generation of 
young political actors emerged who, based on their experience, may shape Colombia’s 
narrative landscape differently in the future. 
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