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In any case, the most important institutional change at the university 
level was simply the reorganization of the three colonial universities so 
that they might take their place in the new educational system. In Bogota, 
accordingly, the Dominican fathers' Universidad de Santo Tomas was 
now replaced by the official Universidad Central de Bogota. The former 
had been little more than a central clearing-house for the granting of 
degrees, while the real work of teaching was done in the two colegios of 
San Bartolome and Rosario. In 1826, by decree of Santander, all the 
courses given in the two colegios save Castilian and Latin grammar were 
transferred to the Universidad Central, and the Dominican university 
was superseded altogether. The result was a formal protest by the Rector 
of the Colegio def Rosario and a considerable struggle with the Dominican 
fathers, who denied that their university was legally suppressed and 
resisted the demand to surrender its archives to the Universidad Central. 
The Rector and the Dominicans were unsuccessful in all their pretensions, 
however; and though Santander was inclined to be lenient on the archives 
question, Bolivar turned out to be adamant. At most the Dominicans had 
some revenge by giving out degrees hand over fist in the last days of 
their university's existence, thus creating, as the saying went, doctores 
al vapor.19 

The authorities also sought to encourage institutions of learning and 
culture outside the regular school and university system. First of all there 
had to be a national library, which was formed out of the public library 
of colonial Bogota plus a few significant additions such as the collection 
of the sabio Jose Celestino Mutis. The library originally contained an 
estimated 10,000 to 12,000 books, which was not many, but it grew 
steadily: when jailed in the library building after the attempt on Bolivar's 
life in September, 1828, Santander personally counted 14,847.20 Similarly, 
an Academia Literaria Nacional was organized in 1826 under a law 
which directed Santander himself to select the 21 original members. The 
choice was obviously difficult to make, since only bogotanos or public 
servants working in the capital could ever hope to participate directly in 
its activities, while at the same time political expediency if nothing else 
made it impossible to exclude provincials. The solution was to name 
thirteen granadinos, most of them regularly employed in Bogota, seven 
native Venezuelans, of whom three could normally be found in the 
capital, and one Ecuadoran-the poet Olmedo. Several academicos, in­
cluding Olmedo and the Venezuelan Andres Bello, were not even in the 
country. However, this was not very serious as it turned out because the 
Academy met only a few times: it was little more than a way of honoring 

19 This phrase is from Groot, 419. See also Acuerdos II, 223, 227; A.H.N., 
Miscelanea de la Republica XXI, 338 and Congresos XXV, 248. 

20 Codi/. Nae. VII, 77-78; La Gaceta de Colombia, January 4, 1824; Enrique 
Naranjo Martinez, Puntadas de historia (Bogota, 1940) , 168. 
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prominent citizens and of satisfying Colombians that they had an insti­
tution which was theoretically just like the academies of Western 
Europe.21 Actually, many of the functions of the Academy were per­
formed after a fashion, on a local scale, by private and semi-private 
Sociedades Filantr6picas, of which one existed-and held banquets­
even in the remote and forbidding Choc6.22 

Finally, there were certain state institutions designed to give instruc­
tion of a specialized nature. Bogota in 1820 had possessed a short-lived 
military academy.23 Three years later, under a contract made by Francisco 
Antonio Zea with a group of foreign scholars in Paris, the Colombian 
capital acquired a Museo Nacional with a mining school attached to it. 
According to the decree of Congress which approved the contract, the 
mining school was to receive at least one youth from each department, 
and the museum staff was to give instruction in sciences ranging from 
entomology to astronomy. This ambitious program was not fully carried 
out. Yet a few of the less exotic courses were actually given, and the 
mining school did formally open even though it never accomplished 
much. The Director of the Mttseo, the Peruvian Mariano Rivero, was 
so enthusiastic about his new tasks that he voluntarily ceded a quarter of 
his salary. He may well have had to cede even more in practice, for 
Zea had promised him the extraordinary sum of $4000 a year, almost 
twice the salary of a judge on the Alta Corte. Rivero and his colleagues 
did not do much teaching, but they carried on some excellent and useful 
researches on such topics as the milk of the "cow-tree" and the iron masses 
of the Cordillera Oriental.24 

The museum and mining school were really part of a general reform 
movement which affected the quality and content as well as the quantity 
of Colombian education, and of which one aspect was a post-war revival 
of the scientific movement fostered by Mutis and Caldas in the late 
colonial regime. Thus the teaching of minerology had been ordered at the 
provincial colegios of Cali and Medellin even before a special school for 
mining was set up in Bogota. 25 Some progress was also made in the field 
of medical education, where in truth progress was badly needed. There 
were whole provinces without a doctor: as one investigating committee 
lamented, "the people of Colombia absolutely lack surgeons and even 

21 Acuerdos II, 208; Restrepo VI, 435. 
22 El Constitucional, August 10, 1826. 
23 Alejandro Osorio and Estanislao Vergara, Memoria correspondiente al afio 

de 1820 (Bogota, 1821), 22 . 
24 Codif. Nae. I, 235-238, and VII, 171; La Gaceta de Colombia, September 7 

and November 30, 1823, December 5, 1824; Actas: Senado-1825, 657-658; El 
Constitucional, April 27, 1826; Charles Stuart Cochrane, Journal of a Residence 
and Travels in Colombia (2 vols., London, 1825) II, 16. 

25 Codif. Nae. VII, 120, 145 . 
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mere blood-letters, with notable prejudice to health." 26 Even in the 
latter part of 1822 the University of Caracas had exactly one medical 
student, and the situation in Bogota was only slightly better. There medi­
cal instruction had been an unremunerated public service before the 
Revolution, and so it continued for a time under the republic. In due 
course, however, volunteer teaching was supplemented by that of two 
French doctors who gave formal classes in anatomy and physiology in 
return for a government stipend, and a part of this program was in­
corporated in the Universidad Central when it was set up, for the new 
university boasted a regular medical curriculum.27 In provincial centers 
as well, medical instruction was encouraged by the administration; at 
one point there were actually more medical students in the provincial 
colegio of Tunja than in Caracas.28 Not only this, but Santander's Plan 
of Studies for the first time required a doctor's degree for the practice of 
medicine in Colombia. This measure was not made retroactive to cover 
all current practitioners, and there is ample evidence of official laxity in 
enforcing medical standards even at Bogota, but at least the ruling illus­
trates a growing awareness of the importance of formal training.29 

A more important change in the nature of Colombian education was 
the steady decline of clerical influence. During the colonial regime most 
schools had been managed directly by the Church, and clerical influence 
was by no means eliminated under the republic. However, even though 
Colombian leaders were at first hesitant about asserting official control 
over the Church as a whole by means of the patronato, they never wavered 
in their claim that education of all varieties must be under the immediate 
guidance of the state. One of the measures taken by Santander as Vice­
President of Cundinamarca was to bring the colegio of San Bartolome 
back under public control after twenty years of episcopal management; 
and Bolivar not only gave prompt endorsement to this move but ordered 
that the same control should be exercised over all colegios whatsoever. 
Even ecclesiastical seminaries were placed under direct government regula­
tion. When exceptions were made to the general rule, as in permitting 
the Bishop of Merida himself to name the rector of a colegio which he 

26 A.H.N., Congresos XXV, 251. 
27 La Gaceta de Colombia, October 20, 1822 and August 14, 1825; A.H.N., 

Congresos XXV, 250. The Bogota physician, Jose Felix Merizalde, one of the 
volunteer professors, cast serious doubt on the value of the newcomers' instruction, 
but there is no real way of determining the truth of his charges. They are 
presented in El estudiante and El desengafio anat6mico (Bogota, 1824). 

28 Cf. El Constitucional de Boyacd (Tunja), December 23, 1825; La Gaceta de 
Colombia, February 5, 1826. 

29 Codif. Nae. VII, 446; La Gaceta de Colombia, November 25, 1827. On the 
practicing of the mysterious Dr. Arganil see Alberto Miram6n, Los septembrinos 
(Bogota, 1939), 103-111. 
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founded and supported at Pamplona, it was only through a special dele­
gation of authority on the part of Santander.30 

The mere tightening of state control did not, of course, prevent the 
liberal use of individual clergymen as teachers. The decrees of Santander 
often required that particular teaching posts be filled by members of the 
clergy, and the archbishop-designate of Bogota, Dr. Fernando Caicedo, 
was named first rector of the Universidad Central. 31 Likewise, Church 
funds were extensively used for educational purposes, whether they con­
sisted of the capital holdings confiscated from suppressed convents, the 
income from special clerical endowments traditionally assigned for use 
in education, or the voluntary contributions of individual clergymen. 
Gifts for education were made with particular lavishness by the ex­
royalist Bishop of Popayan, Salvador Jimenez de Enciso, but they were 
also made by humble curates, and in every case the money was eagerly 
welcomed.32 Nor was there any attempt to exclude religious education 
from the official school system. Church attendance on stated occasions 
was made compulsory for school children, although in 1826 the children 
of non-Roman Catholics were implicitly exempted.33 The principal change 
was simply a shift of emphasis: with the decline of ecclesiastical control 
religion was to become a subordinate rather than the central element in 
Colombian education. 

The new emphasis, needless to say, was to be placed on whatever 
doctrines were being expounded at the moment by the most popular 
liberal writers of western Europe. The respect shown for scientific studies 
is really one aspect of this development, but even more significant was 
the reform of the curriculum in such fields as political science, law, and 
liberal arts. For one thing, there were particular aspects of the social 
sciences that had been taught very little if at all during the colonial 
regime, and which had to be firmly established in Colombian schools 
before the nation could consider itself really up-to-date. Francisco Soto 
thus began a new course in political economy at San Bartolome, using the 
text of the French liberal economist Jean Baptiste Say, and this moved 
the official Gaceta to remark gleefully that "from the conquest until now 
the words political economy, values, productive and unproductive capitals 
... had not resounded in our colleges.34 For the moment political 
economy as a separate course was apparently taught nowhere else, but the 

ao Santander to Bolivar, May 26, 1820, Cor.-esp. 187-189; Codif. Nae. II, 234, 
VII, 14-15, 146. 

31 Cf. La Gaeeta de Colombia, November 19, 1826; Codif. Nae. VII, 134-135. 
32 Cf. La Gaeeta de Colombia, May 8, 1825; El Constitueional de Boyaea, 

March 3, 1826. 
33 Codif. Nae. VII, 404. 

34 La Gaeeta de Colombia, July 24, 1825. See also issue of November 21, 1824, 
and Codif. Nae. VII, 229. 
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government hoped that ultimately it might become a standard element in 
the Colombian curriculum. San Bartolome also led the way in the formal 
teaching of French and English, although both subjects were to be offered 
at other institutions as soon as possible. Santander' s Plan of Studies in 
1826 required that they be taught at every colegio and university in 
Colombia. Neither language in itself had any ideological significance, 
but they were included in the curriculum not only for their commercial 
and diplomatic usefulness but also as a way of helping Colombians to 
familiarize themselves with the writings of the best modern authorities on 
the social and natural sciences. The encouragement of French and English 
thus went hand in hand with a campaign to limit the use of Latin, which 
was by contrast the language of the traditional and orthodox authorities. 
Latin also was too closely associated with "the syllogistic form of teaching 
used by the peripatetics," which was now formally banished from Colom­
bian schools. The decline of Latin was profoundly lamented by such 
clerical conservatives as the Bishop of Merida, Lasso de la Vega, but 
the trend could not be halted: the Congress of 1826 decreed that only 
certain legal studies, theology, and Scripture might be taught from Latin 
texts, while at the same time everything possible was done to eliminate 
the oral use of Latin in Colombian classrooms.35 

The most controversial innovation of all, however, was the introduc­
tion of new textbooks of doubtful religious orthodoxy. This concerned 
both new courses like political economy and old ones like jurisprudence, 
and heading the list of controversial authors was the English philosopher 
Jeremy Bentham, undoubtedly the favorite writer of Santander and his 
liberal circle. From the outset Bentham had been cited with the most 
laudatory epithets by La Gaceta de Colombia, and his writings were placed 
on the curriculum at San Bartolome and possibly elsewhere at an early 
date. Finally, in November, 1825, a decree of Santander made Bentham's 
text on principles of legislation compulsory for law students throughout 
the republic. This step unleashed a storm of criticism, for Bentham was 
a confessed materialist whose works were full of statements directly 
contrary to Roman Catholic orthodoxy. The clergy was almost unanimously 
indignant, and so were the more conservative laymen. Santander thus 
referred the problem for further study to the national Direcci6n de 
Estudios established by decree of Congress in 1826 in order to supervise 
all branches of Colombian education. One of the three Directors, Dr. 
Felix Restrepo, was opposed to Bentham altogether; the other two, Vicente 
Azuero and Estanislao Vergara, conceived the idea that as long as no 
entirely satisfactory alternative was available teachers might simply point 

35 Codif. Nae. II, 233, and VII, 238, 407, 431-433; La Gaceta de Colombia, 
February 1, 1824, March 13 and December 4, 1825; Pedro Leturia, S.J., La emanci­
paci6n hispanoamericana en los informes episcopales a Pio VII (Buenos Aires, 
1935), 130. 
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out the "mistaken" passages in Bentham as they went along, thus warning 
their students not to be misled. This suggestion was incorporated in the 
definitive Plan of Studies issued in October of 1826, but it still did not 
quiet the opposition. It would not suffice to delete a few passages from 
Bentham when his central doctrine of utilitarianism and everything that 
stemmed from it was basically in conflict with the Roman Catholic re­
ligion. In the end Santander had to authorize the Direcci6n de Estudios to 
import a different text if it saw fit, but there was no time to act on this 
suggestion before the end of the Santander regime.36 

Bentham was only the most prominent of the authors who were under 
attack. Santander's decree of November, 1825, was also criticized for 
including the Protestant W attel as a prescribed authority on international 
law, and the Plan of Studies a year later greatly extended the list of 
heretical or at least mildly unorthodox writers whose works were placed 
on the school curriculum. The Plan ordered children in primary school 
to learn good behaviour from the "moral catechism" of an author who 
was not a Roman Catholic in good standing. Even the required texts on 
canon law left a good bit to be desired from the orthodox viewpoint. 
It is thus easy to believe the charge of Groot that Congress entrusted the 
Executive with the job of issuing the full Plan of Studies rather than 
enacting it by legislative process precisely because the liberal majority 
feared to allow a full public discussion of the curriculum it had in mind. 
Indeed very few texts of any importance were wholly acceptable to con­
servatives. 37 

Although it was not always expressly stated at the time, Groot leaves 
no room for doubt that conservative elements often objected quite as strongly 
to the teachers as to the textbooks they used. Many instructors, it was 
felt, were leading the young to think of religion as a stupid waste of time 
and in general were undermining sound moral principles.38 Nor could 
this charge be denied entirely, at least from the viewpoint of orthodox 
Roman Catholicism. Thus the teaching of legislation according to the 
textbook of Bentham was entrusted at Bogota to Dr. Vicente Azuero, a 
freethinker who was quite frankly sympathetic toward the basic doctrines 
of the English philosopher. Whether Azuero's private character was good 
or bad, he could hardly be expected to point out as erroneous all the 
passages that were deemed contrary to good religion and morals by the 
fully or even moderately orthodox. Similar objections could be made 
against many other eminent liberals who assumed teaching assignments 
as a part-time occupation. Francisco Soto is one more obvious example, 

36 Codif. Nae. VII, 299, 450, 481-482; La Gaeeta de Colombia, July 17, 1825, 
and September 9, 1827; Groot, 366, 466-467. 

37 Groot, 417-422; Codif. Nae. II, 241, and VII, 405. 

38 Groot, 291. 
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although in his special field of economics he was not so directly con­
cerned with religious dogma. Even the clergymen who were named to 
high places in the field of education were usually chosen from the radical 
wing of the Colombian priesthood. 

At the lower levels of instruction, and especially in the provinces, the 
atmosphere was not quite so liberal. Jose Manuel Restrepo complained 
that there were far too many teachers who still found it "painful to con­
fess that very little that is useful can be learned from our ancestors" and 
who believed "that nothing should be taught but in Latin, condemning 
the contrary opinion as endangering the religion of Jesus Christ." 39 As a 
matter of fact, there were not enough qualified doctrinaire liberals to fill 
all the teaching positions in the country even if the government wanted 
them to, which it probably did not. Quite apart from all ideological 
considerations, moreover, there is no doubt that the teaching profession 
had come to include a high number of unusually gifted citizens. Among 
the liberals there were not only Soto and Azuero but also the brilliant 
young Rufino Cuervo and the future President Jose Ignacio de Marquez, 
who took time out from his duties as Intendant of Boyaca in order to 
teach at the provincial colegio in Tunja. The moderates were represented 
above all by Dr. Felix Restrepo, who taught philosophy at Bogota.40 

The men chosen for the principal supervisory posts in the educational 
system both in Bogota and in the departments were equally capable for 
the most part, including a good selection of clergymen and the con­
servative aristocrat Joaquin Mosquera as well as the inevitable Dr. Vicente 
Azuero.41 The great difficulty in Colombian education was simply that 
the capable men at the top were always hindered both by the scarcity of 
human and material resources at their command and by the partisan 
controversies that so much of their work necessarily entailed. 

39 El Constitucional, July 22, 1824. 
40 El Constitr1cional, December 23, 1825; La Gaceta de Colombia, August 8, 

1824; Guillermo Hernandez de Alba, Vida y escritos de/ doctor Jose Felix de 
Restrepo (Bogota, 1935), 28-29. 

41 Acuerdos II, 159, 234; La Gaceta de Colombia, February 11, 1827. 
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