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1. Research Problem and Objectives 

Between the late 19th and mid-20th centuries, Colombia’s Caribbean coast experienced a major 

reconfiguration of its port infrastructure, driven by changes in fluvial connectivity, commercial 

expansion, and territorial planning. Within this historical framework, the municipality of 

Puerto Colombia played a key role as the country's principal maritime terminal following the 

construction of its emblematic pier in 1893. However, the closure of this infrastructure in 1936, 

coinciding with the consolidation of the Bocas de Ceniza channel as the main access point to 

the city of Barranquilla, marked the beginning of a deep process of institutional abandonment 

and territorial marginalization for the town. 

This thesis is guided by a central question: How did the economic, political, and discursive 

processes that concentrated port activity in Barranquilla reshape the urban and social trajectory 

of Puerto Colombia between the late 19th and mid-20th centuries? In order to address this 

question, the research aimed to critically analyze the institutional, technical, and rhetorical 

decisions that led to the pier’s closure, and to interpret their territorial, environmental, and 

symbolic consequences. Specifically, it sought to reconstruct the development of the Puerto 

Colombia pier as a strategic infrastructure for international trade, to examine the conditions 

under which the Bocas de Ceniza project was proposed and implemented, to identify the socio-

spatial and ecological impacts of these transformations, and to assess the role of modernization 

discourses in legitimizing spatial inequality across the region. 

 

2. State of the Art in the Field of Study 

Research on Colombian port infrastructure has traditionally focused on the country’s main 

industrial ports, leaving historical cases of decline, such as that of Puerto Colombia, largely 

unexplored. While early studies documented the technical relevance of the Puerto Colombia 

pier and its importance to international trade, they often lacked a critical perspective on its 

political and territorial implications. Over the past decades, however, various contributions 

from the fields of urban history, geography, and political economy have enriched the 

understanding of port development in Colombia. 



In particular, Jorge Villalón Donoso’s work has illuminated the long-term role of infrastructure 

in Barranquilla’s urban growth, emphasizing the port’s centrality to the city's modernization 

while acknowledging the territorial inequalities it produced. Sergio Paolo Solano has examined 

the relationship between private initiative, industrial development, and the absence of public 

services in early 20th-century Barranquilla, revealing the tensions between economic 

expansion and social fragmentation. Theodore Nicholls has contributed a detailed documentary 

reconstruction of port evolution in Cartagena, Santa Marta, and Barranquilla, offering valuable 

historical context for understanding the regional dynamics of trade and infrastructure. 

Internationally, scholars such as Stephen Graham, Neil Brenner, Wolfgang Schivelbusch, and 

Peter Hall have provided critical frameworks for analyzing how infrastructure shapes urban 

space, distributes state power, and transforms perceptions of time and progress. These 

perspectives, particularly those emerging from critical infrastructure studies, help reframe 

technical systems as instruments of political and symbolic ordering. Building on this body of 

literature, the present research seeks to offer a critical reading of the rise and decline of Puerto 

Colombia’s pier, situating its trajectory within broader processes of exclusion, memory, and 

contested modernity. 

 

3. Methodology 

This research was conducted through a qualitative and historiographically grounded 

methodology that combined the analysis of technical documents, cartographic records, 

administrative archives, and public discourse. A dual temporal structure was used: synchronic 

timelines helped contextualize key events within broader political and economic shifts, while 

diachronic timelines allowed for the tracing of transformations in specific infrastructures, 

decisions, and spatial dynamics over time. 

Primary sources included engineering reports, government decrees, concession contracts, 

census data, and historical maps. These were complemented by secondary literature, press 

coverage from regional newspapers such as El Heraldo, and opinion columns, including early 

writings by Gabriel García Márquez, related to the Bocas de Ceniza project and the decline of 

Puerto Colombia. The analysis emphasized the interplay between technical justification and 

political intent in framing infrastructural transitions. 



The theoretical orientation of the study was shaped by two main frameworks. Quentin 

Skinner’s theory of historical intentionality provided a lens for interpreting how institutional 

actors construct legitimacy through technical language, legal discourse, and rhetorical strategy, 

even when their intentions remain partially concealed. At the same time, critical infrastructure 

studies, particularly those advanced by Brian Larkin and Stephen Graham, were instrumental 

in understanding infrastructure as more than a functional apparatus. Instead, it was approached 

as a socio-material and political device that organizes territory, produces exclusions, and leaves 

behind traces of ruin and memory. 

 

4. Main Findings 

The study revealed that the closure of the Puerto Colombia pier cannot be understood as a mere 

consequence of technical obsolescence. Rather, it was the outcome of a long-term process of 

spatial centralization, institutional neglect, and deliberate redirection of port infrastructure 

toward Barranquilla. From the very beginning, Puerto Colombia operated under structural 

dependency, as the logistical and administrative functions remained concentrated in the urban 

core of Barranquilla. This unequal configuration limited the town’s potential for autonomous 

development and subjected it to a subordinate role within the regional port system. 

The official narrative that accompanied the construction of the Bocas de Ceniza channel 

presented the project as a necessary technical modernization. However, a closer analysis 

reveals that this framing served to legitimize a political strategy of re-centering port activity in 

Barranquilla. Media representations, including those written by García Márquez in the 1950s, 

reinforced this narrative of progress, portraying Puerto Colombia as an outdated and 

expendable territory. As a result, the municipality not only lost its functional relevance but was 

gradually erased from the official cartography of national development. 

The urban and social impacts of this transition were profound. Puerto Colombia experienced 

stagnation in population growth, the dismantling of its railway connection, the loss of port-

related employment, and a shift toward informal tourism economies with limited sustainability. 

The absence of public investment exacerbated the town’s decline and deepened the sense of 

institutional abandonment among its inhabitants. 



Equally significant were the environmental consequences. The construction of the Bocas de 

Ceniza jetties altered the sediment dynamics of the Magdalena River delta, leading to the 

disappearance of Isla Verde, a natural barrier that had protected Puerto Colombia’s coastline. 

The resulting erosion exposed the pier to wave action, accelerating its physical collapse and 

reshaping the landscape in irreversible ways. These findings demonstrate how infrastructural 

decisions, when guided by centralized interests, can produce long-lasting material, social, and 

ecological damage. 

 

5. Future Research Perspectives 

This thesis not only reconstructs the historical decline of the Puerto Colombia pier, but also 

opens the door to further inquiries into the relationship between infrastructure, territory, and 

memory in Colombia and beyond. One potential line of research concerns the reconfiguration 

of coastal governance mechanisms. The findings highlight the need to rethink how decisions 

about infrastructure are made, particularly in historically excluded territories. Future studies 

could explore how principles of territorial equity and participatory planning might inform 

alternative governance models for coastal regions. 

Another important direction involves the role of collective memory in shaping spatial identity. 

Puerto Colombia’s community continues to relate to the ruins of the pier through narratives of 

loss, pride, and resistance. Investigating how these memories are activated in public discourse, 

local heritage initiatives, and social mobilization could deepen our understanding of how post-

infrastructural landscapes are resignified over time. 

Finally, the thesis invites reflection on the possibilities of environmental and historical 

reparation. As the ecological effects of past interventions remain present, future research could 

address how restoration projects, ecological justice frameworks, and symbolic acts of 

recognition might help repair the damage caused to both landscapes and communities. These 

perspectives extend the implications of this study to broader debates on infrastructure, 

inequality, and the futures of territories historically shaped by ruin and marginalization. 
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Zusammenfassung 

 
Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts entstand an der karibischen Küste Kolumbiens der Pier von 
Puerto Colombia als Drehkreuz des nationalen Handels, bevor er von der Hafenerweiterung 
Barranquillas verdrängt wurde. Die Untersuchung fragt, wie die Konzentration der maritimen 
Aktivitäten in Barranquilla zwischen 1890 und 1960 die städtebauliche, soziale und 
ökologische Entwicklung von Puerto Colombia umgestaltete. Ihr übergeordnetes Ziel ist es, die 
Auswirkungen des Pier‑Verlusts auf die urbane Konfiguration von Puerto Colombia zu 
bewerten und die technischen, wirtschaftlichen und politischen Akteure zu identifizieren, die 
diesen Transfer vorantrieben. Hierfür wird ein historiographischer Ansatz gewählt, der 
sekundäre Quellen chronologisch ordnet und mit Primärdokumenten wie Volkszählungen, 
Verordnungen und Karten vergleicht; diese Evidenzen werden mithilfe begriffsgeschichtlicher 
Analyse auf der Grundlage von Grundbegriffen ausgewertet, um die „Intentionalität“ der 
dominierenden Narrative aufzudecken. Die Studie zeigt, dass die technische Rhetorik 
unternehmerische Strategien verschleierte, die Vorteile in Barranquilla bündelten und zugleich 
die städtische Stagnation sowie Küstenerosion in Puerto Colombia beschleunigten. Daraus wird 
geschlossen, dass ein integratives Verständnis des Falls eine Überprüfung der kolumbianischen 
Hafenplanung unter Kriterien territorialer Gerechtigkeit und sozio‑ökologischer 
Wiedergutmachung erfordert. 


