
 
Human Rights & the Political Power of Music in Colombia 

Bogota, Medellin, & Cartagena, Colombia 
 
Program Director – Christian Sinclair, MA 
E-mail – colombia@globalyouthconnect.org 
Office Hours – by appointment. 
 
Program Description 
Music is a powerful tool for social evolution and revolution. As such, governments and musicians 
often collide over the messages, real or perceived, included in the lyrics. Music too may be 
deemed political simply by cultural association, irrespective of political content, and therefore 
subject to censorship. This 14-day program in three different cities in Colombia is designed to 
give students critical thinking skills around the topic of human rights, particularly in relation 
to freedom of artistic expression, and focuses on how music is viewed, produced, and 
consumed in Colombia. The course also explores the political, historical, and ethnic forces that 
have shaped the music scene in Colombia. Students will examine firsthand the relationships 
between music, politics, and human rights. 
  
Program Objectives 
Students will: 

• gain critical understanding of international human rights discourses with a focus on 
freedom of artistic expression; 

• understand underlying political tensions between the state and minority groups, social and 
political actors, and the differences, based on power dynamics, of how each side assesses 
the relative importance of regional/global issues; 

• understand the social significance of the lyrics, paying particular attention to how these 
lyrics relate not only to local issues (land rights, discrimination, violence), but also how 
they fit into more regional/global social justice issues (including conflict, poverty, human 
rights, environmental sustainability, and gender equality); 

• be able to articulate the crucial importance of freedom of artistic expression and creation 
as a fundamental human right and a key element in the development of democracy. 

 
Learning Outcomes 
By the conclusion of this program, participants will be able to: 

A. Understand music as a form of artistic expression (pre-departure assignment);  
B. Formulate concepts of group and individual rights in Colombia and how these rights are 

controlled by the state (participation/discussions of readings, journals, final paper); 
C. Identify genres of contemporary music in Colombia, specifically Champeta, Hip-hop, 

Vallenato, and Cumbia (group debriefings, journals, final paper); 
D. Understand how political and social forces have shaped the musical landscapes in 

Colombia.(Final paper) 
 
Overview 
The program begins in Bogotá, the country’s capital city and a UNESCO-designated “City of 
Music” since 2012. Students will receive an orientation to the program and city tours that focus 
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on the country’s political history as well as the city’s music.  Bogotá will also provide the backdrop 
for an introduction to human rights discourse as it relates to Colombia. 
 
From Bogotá the group will fly to Medellín. Once dubbed the most dangerous city in the world, 
Medellín has undergone an unimaginable urban and social transformation, incorporating art and 
music into the fabric of its revitalization project. The city uses its approach towards politics, social 
innovation, and sustainability as weapons against violence and poverty. Students will tour 
Comuna 13, a Medellín neighborhood that exemplifies this model of urban transformation and 
inclusivity. Additionally, the program will explore Medellín’s role in the country’s 52-year-long 
armed conflict. Here, the group will focus on urban music, particularly rock and hip-hop and how 
it is used to express social injustices.  
 
Cartagena is the final destination. Located on the Caribbean coast, this bustling colonial city is 
home to many genres of music, but perhaps the best known is Champeta, a genre of music 
originating with Colombia’s Afro-descendant population. To the artists who write the music and 
the people who listen to it, Champeta represents cultural liberation. Though long marginalized by 
politicians and non-Afro populations, it is now finding its place in mainstream Colombian music. 
During this last block we will also visit Grupo Batambora in the La Boquilla community. 
 
Each program block (I. Bogotá, II. Medellín, III. Cartagena) will have its own particular set of 
readings. Each block will consist of site visits, guest lectures, group meetings, and debriefings. 
 
Proposed Schedule (January 2020) 
Date Day Location Activity 
December  Various Pre-Departure Meetings x 3 
Wed, Jan 1   Late arrival Bogotá 
Thu, Jan 2 1 Bogotá Orientation to program 
Fri, Jan 3 2 Bogotá City tour/Montserrate 
Sat, Jan 4 3 Bogotá Music event, LAP 24/7 group 
Sun, Jan 5 4 Bogotá Museums 
Mon, Jan 6 5 Travel* Bogotá>Medellín 
Tue, Jan 7 6 Medellín City tour/Casa de la Memoria 
Wed, Jan 8 7 Medellín Comuna 13 tour 
Thu, Jan 9 8 Medellín Music tour/event 
Fri, Jan 10 9 Medellín Paired experiential activity 
Sat, Jan 11 10 Travel* Medellín>Cartagena 
Sun, Jan 12 11 Cartagena City tour 
Mon, Jan 13 12 Cartagena La Boquilla/Grupo Batambora 
Tue, Jan 14 13 Cartagena San Basilio de Palenque 
Wed, Jan 15 14 Cartagena Debriefing/final dinner 
Thu, Jan 16   Early departure from Cartagena 
1/17 – 1/30  Various Final Paper Research & Writing 

*Travel days will also be for group debriefing 
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Assessments 
 
Pre-departure Assignment: Is Music a Human Right? 
This paper is due the day of departure and to be emailed to the program director prior to your 
departure. This paper, 4-5pp in length, should offer insights into why you think music is or is not 
a human right. You must first define the terms “human rights” and “music” before answering the 
question and then provide a rationale for your answer. There is no right or wrong answer, but 
rather the grading is done based on how well you define the terms and argue your point based 
on your definitions. Frame your response as you see music in the context of freedom of 
expression.  
 
Journaling: Music Ecology  
This is an ongoing assignment throughout the two weeks of the program. These are short 
journal entries that discuss experiences listening to buskers, a music shop visited, meetings with 
musicians, group discussions of readings, or anything seen or heard related to music. You will 
begin to relate music to the environment and notice the ways in which music infuses it and shapes 
it. These journal entries/field notes will be vital to the success of your final paper and your 
understanding of Colombia’s musical genres. 
 
Paired Experiential Activity 
Students, working in pairs, will be asked to carry out observations in the city and report back to 
the group, analyzing findings and relating experiences to course materials. 
 
Final Paper 
This 8-10pp paper is due 2 weeks after the end of the in-country component (January 30, 2020) 
and must be emailed to program director in .docx format.   
 
The paper must include:  

• At least 6 cited sources, with no more than three from the syllabus 
• A brief overview/analysis of the program  
• Answers to the following questions keeping in mind political/social contexts:  

o Do you think music has effectively fostered change in Colombia? Why or why not? 
o How does music relate to human rights in a Colombian context? 

• Back up your answers with quotes from readings, personal observations from journals, 
experiences in country, meetings in country, and additional resources.  

• Conclude paper with lessons learned.  
 
***Late papers will NOT be accepted. 
 
Grading Rubric 
Pre-departure (20%) 
Participation in pre-departure meetings  5% 
Paper: Is Music a Human Right   15% 
  
In-country assignments (60%) 
Journaling       20% 
Paired experiential activity    15% 
Active participation during program  25% 
  
Post-departure (20%) 
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Final paper      20% Late papers will NOT be accepted 
  
Grading Scale: 
A 94-100  Excellent performance 
A- 90-93 
B+ 87-89 
B 84-86   Very Good performance 
B- 80-83 
C+ 77-79 
C 74-76   Good (average) performance 
C- 70-73 
D+ 67-69 
D 60-66   Minimal performance 
F 59 and below  Insufficient performance 
  
Code of Conduct 
“Class” while abroad takes on a different meaning. Colombia will be the de facto 
classroom. Students must not only behave respectfully in the actual classroom, but there is an 
expectation that all students will abide by culturally appropriate norms while engaged in 
activities outside the classroom.  
  
Our group represents a diversity of individual beliefs, backgrounds, and experiences, and every 
member of this class must show respect for every other member of this class. The same respect 
must be shown to everyone we encounter in Colombia, whether a tour guide, guest lecturer, bus 
driver, or restaurant staff member. 
 
Readings 
 
Pre-departure: 
 
• Benowitz, Brittany and Juan Ramirez. For Enduring Peace, Colombia Must Protect 

Advocates for Rights and Prosecute War Crimes. Just Security, January 16, 2019. 
https://www.justsecurity.org/62222/enduring-peace-colombia-protect-advocates-rights-
prosecute-war-crimes/ 

• Dave, Nomi. “Music and the Myth of Universality: Sound Human Rights and Capabilities.” 
Journal of Human Rights Practice (2015) 7 (1): 1-17. 

• Fleury, Cyrielle, et al. The Universality of Music and Human Rights. Scena, October 4, 
2004. 

• Music, Censorship, and Human Rights. Kompaz/CISV, October 23, 2016. 
• State of Artistic Freedom report 2018. Freemuse, 2018 (Pp 1-50). https://freemuse.org/wp-

content/uploads/2018/05/Freemuse-The-state-of-artistic-freedom-2018-online-version.pdf 
• Colombia. World Report, Human Rights Watch 2018. https://www.hrw.org/world-

report/2019/country-chapters/colombia  
• Music as a Human Right. Freemuse. https://freemuse.org/about-music-censorship/music-

human-right/  
• Ximena. Colombia’s Music Revolution. Medellin Living, October 19, 2015. 

https://medellinliving.com/colombia-music-revolution/  
 
 
Block One: Bogotá 

https://freemuse.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Freemuse-The-state-of-artistic-freedom-2018-online-version.pdf
https://freemuse.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Freemuse-The-state-of-artistic-freedom-2018-online-version.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/colombia
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/colombia
https://freemuse.org/about-music-censorship/music-human-right/
https://freemuse.org/about-music-censorship/music-human-right/
https://medellinliving.com/colombia-music-revolution/
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• Bell, Chris. A Music Lover’s Guide to Bogota. Culture Trip, February 20, 2018. 

https://theculturetrip.com/south-america/colombia/articles/a-music-lovers-guide-to-bogota/  
• Diaz, Fabio Andres. Mass Protests in Colombia Mar President’s First 100 Days but Reveal 

a Nation Marching Toward Peace. The Conversation, December 7, 2018. 
http://theconversation.com/mass-protests-in-colombia-mar-presidents-first-100-days-but-
reveal-a-nation-marching-toward-peace-107339  

• Forero, Juan. A Singer Confronts Colombia’s Pain. New York Times, November 23, 2004 
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/11/23/arts/music/a-singer-confronts-colombias-pain.html 

• Morales, Ed. Colombian Rock Band's Songs Focus on Political, Environmental Turmoil. 
Nj.com, April 2, 2009. 
https://www.nj.com/entertainment/music/index.ssf/2009/04/colombian_rock_bands_songs_f
oc.html 

• Music: A Motor for Social, Cultural and Economical Development. UNESCO, 
https://citiesofmusic.net/city/bogota/ (Also read Festivales al Parque link at bottom of page) 

• Music of Resistance in Colombia. Al Jazeera, July 23, 2011. 
https://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/artscape/2011/07/2011717123051994160.html  

• Raygoza, Isabela. How Aterciopelados Keep Rewriting the Latin Alternative Playbook. 
Rolling Stones, December 7, 2018. https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-
latin/aterciopelados-claroscura-latin-grammys-762649/ 

• Rodriguez-Hernandez, Saul Mauricio. “In the Name of Satan: Violence, Extreme Metal and 
Young People in Colombia in the ‘80s and ‘90s”, in Music at the Extremes: Essays on 
Sounds Outside the Mainstream, Scott A. Wilson (Ed.), McFarland & Company, Inc., 
Publishers, 2015.  

 
Block Two: Medellín 
 
• Freemuse. Colombia: Ten Rappers Murdered for Criticizing the System. November 22, 

2012. https://freemuse.org/news/colombia-ten-rappers-murdered-for-criticizing-the-system/ 
• Gordon, Oliver. Behind the ‘Medellín Miracle’: Why the Smart Kids are Going to Hip-Hop 

School. The Guardian, November 20, 2017. 
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/nov/20/medellin-miracle-hip-hop-school-gangs 

• Pachico, Elyssa. Medellin’s Turbulent Comuna 13. Insight Crime. May 13, 2011. 
• 7 Musicians You Need to Know From Medellín. https://theculturetrip.com/south-

america/colombia/articles/7-musicians-you-need-to-know-from-medellin/ 
• Ballvé, Teo. Medellín: Who’s Afraid of Hip-Hop? 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/opensecurity/teo-ballv%C3%A9/medell%C3%ADn-whos-
afraid-of-hip-hop 

• Botero, Leonardo. Medellín In The 80s: Cartels, Car Bombs And… Punk Rock? World 
Crunch, July 20, 2018. https://www.worldcrunch.com/culture-society/medellin-in-the-80s-
cartels-car-bombs-and-punk-rock 

 
Block Three: Cartagena 
 
• Aldana, Lisa. “Exploring the (Musical/Political) Power of Diaspora in Colombia: Champeta 

Music in Cartagena, Colombia.” Revista de Estudios Colombianos 47 (enero-junio de 
2016): 127-135. 

• Bolaños, Omaira. Rights for Indigenous and Afro-Colombian Communities Are Crucial for 
Colombia’s Peace. The Washington Post. October 7, 2016. 

https://theculturetrip.com/south-america/colombia/articles/a-music-lovers-guide-to-bogota/
http://theconversation.com/mass-protests-in-colombia-mar-presidents-first-100-days-but-reveal-a-nation-marching-toward-peace-107339
http://theconversation.com/mass-protests-in-colombia-mar-presidents-first-100-days-but-reveal-a-nation-marching-toward-peace-107339
https://www.nytimes.com/2004/11/23/arts/music/a-singer-confronts-colombias-pain.html
https://www.nj.com/entertainment/music/index.ssf/2009/04/colombian_rock_bands_songs_foc.html
https://www.nj.com/entertainment/music/index.ssf/2009/04/colombian_rock_bands_songs_foc.html
https://citiesofmusic.net/city/bogota/
https://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/artscape/2011/07/2011717123051994160.html
https://freemuse.org/news/colombia-ten-rappers-murdered-for-criticizing-the-system/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/nov/20/medellin-miracle-hip-hop-school-gangs
https://theculturetrip.com/south-america/colombia/articles/7-musicians-you-need-to-know-from-medellin/
https://theculturetrip.com/south-america/colombia/articles/7-musicians-you-need-to-know-from-medellin/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/opensecurity/teo-ballv%C3%A9/medell%C3%ADn-whos-afraid-of-hip-hop
https://www.opendemocracy.net/opensecurity/teo-ballv%C3%A9/medell%C3%ADn-whos-afraid-of-hip-hop
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• Bryan, Beverly. Bomba Estéreo Try to Make Room for Peace in Colombia With Digital 
Caribbean Vibes. Noisey, May 18, 2005. 
https://noisey.vice.com/en_us/article/65z3mb/bomba-estero 

• Kinsey, Frank. 12 New Colombian Bands That You Need to Hear. Sounds and Colours, 
January 15, 2018. https://soundsandcolours.com/articles/colombia/12-new-colombian-
bands-need-hear-39551/  

• Neely, Daniel. “Caribbean Protest Music.” International Encyclopedia of Revolution and 
Protest. 2009 

• Perea, Guesnerth Josué. “Pa’ Los Que Bacilan: Exploring Social and Political Messages in 
Afro-Colombian Popular Music.” Revista de Estudios Colombianos 47 (enero-junio de 
2016): 118-126. 

• Shaq, Andres. Faced With a Proposed Ban on Colombia’s Northern Coast, Champeta 
Artists Speak Out. Remezcla, 2015. http://remezcla.com/features/music/champeta-ban-
artists-speak-out/  

• Wanjala, Barbara. Colombia’s Most Controversial Music is Going Mainstream. The Outline, 
July 12, 2017. https://theoutline.com/post/1902/colombia-champeta-pico-kevin-
florez?zd=2&zi=m5ceagx7 

https://noisey.vice.com/en_us/article/65z3mb/bomba-estero
https://soundsandcolours.com/articles/colombia/12-new-colombian-bands-need-hear-39551/
https://soundsandcolours.com/articles/colombia/12-new-colombian-bands-need-hear-39551/
http://remezcla.com/features/music/champeta-ban-artists-speak-out/
http://remezcla.com/features/music/champeta-ban-artists-speak-out/
https://theoutline.com/post/1902/colombia-champeta-pico-kevin-florez?zd=2&zi=m5ceagx7
https://theoutline.com/post/1902/colombia-champeta-pico-kevin-florez?zd=2&zi=m5ceagx7

