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ABSTRACT 

“How can we understand female gang membership in areas of urban insecurity?” Arising in urban 

deprived areas where state structures are weak, gangs establish parallel orders pertained by 

deeply entrenched gender perceptions. The girls in the gangs come from the same precarious 

backgrounds and participate also in the gangs´ activities. Nonetheless, unlike their male 

counterparts, female gang members have not received considerable attention in research yet. 

Little is known about the gang girls in the urban conflict zones and what membership means for 

them. To understand female membership, this dissertation examines the interplay between the 

state, the community, the gang and the individual gang girls with regard to deprivation structures 

that influence the phenomenon of gang girls. Based on a case study in Medellín, Colombia, it 

illustrates the meaning and consequences of gang life and illuminates the benefits and 

vulnerabilities membership implies for the girls. The study draws on field work data gained 

through interviews with state officials, academics, NGO workers and former gang members, both 

women and men. Revealing insights on intertwining economic, social and security situations of 

the girls, the study provides a typologisation of female gang membership that acknowledges the 

diverse appearances of the girl´s belonging to gangs. Female membership is a crucial component 

that impacts the internal structure of gangs as well as it shapes the dynamics of violence. By 

considering the role of girls in gangs, a comprehensive analysis of urban insecurity structures is 

possible. Therefore, this dissertation contributes to the understanding of how violent actors 

trigger gender dynamics and enforce their coercive orders against the background of fragile 

statehood.  
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ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 

„Welche Rolle übernehmen Frauen in Gangs und welche Bedeutung birgt ihre weibliche Gang-

Mitgliedschaft für sie?“ In urbanen marginalisierten Räumen, welche von schwacher staatlicher 

Ordnung geprägt sind, etablieren Gangs Parallelstrukturen, die von spezifischen Gender-

Dynamiken und -Rollenverteilungen geprägt sind. Frauen, die Teil einer Gang sind, kommen meist 

aus solch prekären Kontexten und partizipiren in vielfältigerweise an Gangaktivitäten. Dennoch 

erhielten weibliche Gangmitglieder im Gegensatz zu männlichen bisher kaum Beachtung in der 

Forschung. Es gibt wenig wissenschaftliche Erkenntnisse über Gangfrauen oder die welche 

Bedeutung ihrer Mitgliedschaft in urbanen Konfliktkontexten zukommt. Um das Phänomen der 

Zugehörigkeit weiblicher Mitglieder zu Gangs umfassend zu verstehen, untersucht diese 

Doktorarbeit das Zusammenspiel zwischen staatlicher Ordnung, lokalen Gesellschaftstrukturen, 

Gangsdynamiken und individuellen Lebensrealitäten der Frauen unter Berücksichtigung der 

Beeinflussung geschlechter-basierender Deprivationsverhältnisse.  

Mittels einer Fallstudie in Medellín, Kolumbien, veranschaulicht diese Arbeit die Bedeutung sowie 

die Konsequenzen weiblicher Gangmitgliedschaft und beleuchtet sowohl Vulnerabilitäten als auch 

aus der Gangzugehörigkeit entstehende Vorteile für die betreffenden Frauen. Die Erkenntnisse 

dieser Forschung basieren auf Daten, die im Rahmen von Expert*inneninterviews mit 

Staatsangestellten, NGO Arbeiter*innen und aktiven wie ehemaligen weiblichen und männlichen 

Gangmitgliedern durchgeführt wurden. Einblicke in die vielfältigen Verflechtungen ökonomischer, 

sozialer und sicherheitsbezogener Aspekte im Leben der Frauen bilden hierbei die Basis für eine 

Typologisierung weiblicher Gangmitgliedschaft, welche die Vielfältigkeit weiblicher Zugehörigkeit 

zu Gangs analysieren.  

Die Mitgliedschaft von Frauen in Gangs ist eine nicht nur für die interne Gangstruktur maßgeblich 

prägende Komponente, sondern wirkt sich auch auf die auftretenden Gewaltdynamiken aus. Die 

Untersuchung der Rolle von Frauen in Gangs ermöglicht daher ein umfassenderes Verständnis 

urbaner Unsicherheitsstrukturen, der durch Gewaltakteure verfochtenen Gender-Rollen und der 

Art, wie diese durch Zwang eigene Ordnungsstrukturen vor dem Hintergrund einer fragilen 

Staatlichkeit durchsetzen. 
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1. INTRODUCTION: ACKNOWLEDGING WOMEN IN CONFLICT 

DYNAMICS 

Female gang membership is a diverse phenomenon that reveals crucial insights on gangs as 

violent non-state actors and gender-sensitive dynamics in local conflict settings. Gangs emerge 

in poor urban areas that are characterised by weak state institutions, a lack of socio-economic 

perspectives and a high level of violence. Especially for the local youth, becoming a gang 

member provides alternative opportunities to counter these deprivation structures in the 

communities they grow up in. Although gangs are often discussed as groups of young men that 

fuel urban conflicts, gang girls are not a fringe phenomenon. There is considerable empirical 

evidence of female membership that is estimated in between 132,000 up to 660,000 gang girls 

worldwide. This is about 6 percent of the global gang members (Moestue and Lazarevic 

2010:188). Girls join gangs not in the same magnitude as boys, but those who do become 

members of a male-dominated criminal and violent group in which they must position 

themselves. Yet, little is known about their reasons for joining, their means of participation, 

the internal gender dynamics and the long-term impact of their membership, even after active 

engagement.  

After the presentation of the main findings of this dissertation, the introduction links the 

phenomenon of female gang members to the IR debates of fragile statehood and violent non-

state actors as well as to feminist contributions on women in conflict settings. Locating the 

study in between these two major debates, it shows how urban poor neighbourhoods can be 

understood as areas of limited statehood and how the consideration of gang girls relates to 

gender-sensitive perspectives on conflict actors. Following, the engagement of the two broad 

debates, the introduction presents the theoretical and methodological implications of this 

dissertation. It closes with a brief outline of the structure of this dissertation that introduces 

the contents of the nine chapters.  

Guided by the research question of “how can we understand female gang membership in areas 

of urban insecurity?” this dissertation examines the contextual pathways of gang girls in order 

to expose the dynamic significance and the impacts of female membership. It illuminates the 

process of membership from the very beginning of the girls´ affiliation, revealing their roles 

and status inside the groups, until the moment of discord. Such an unfolding perspective aims 

to embrace the versatility and diverse qualities of female membership to widening and 

deepening the understanding of the meanings gang membership convey for the women. Based 

on an empirical case study of gang girls in Medellín, Colombia, one of the gang hotspots in Latin 
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America, the dissertation presents different perspectives on female gang membership both 

from inside and outside of the gangs. Beside interviews with local experts on violence and 

deprivation, the main sources of knowledge are the narratives of twenty-five former male and 

female gang members that provide insights on the realities of the gang girls. The case of 

Medellín demonstrates the impact of local gangs – the so called ´combos´ - the way they 

enforce and control parallel orders which are deeply entrenched by gender-asymmetries that 

both protect and threaten the girls simultaneously.  

The data generated during field research expose the different deprivation structures from a 

gender-sensitive perspective and illuminate female membership concerning its criminal and 

violent aspects, but also its provision of social identity. The main argument of the dissertation 

is that female gang membership is a highly ambivalent phenomenon: Given the societal 

patriarchal structures, women face diverse deprivation and restrictions outside as well as inside 

the gangs that makes them vulnerable to exploitation and violence. But at the same time, 

becoming part of a gang can be understood as a strategic element of agency to deal with these 

inequalities. Especially in poor urban communities where traditional gender perceptions often 

determine the realities and future perspectives of young girls, gang membership allows 

deviation from those constrains. Economically, precarious informal labour conditions and 

unpaid care work foster their dependency on male income relations. Socially, girls and women 

are subordinated to boys and men, resulting in restricted opportunities to participate in public 

life or to obtain the same respect as men. In security terms, societal patriarchal structures 

jeopardise the physical and psychological wellbeing of girls inside their own families and on the 

streets. In consequence, girls face a high risk of becoming victims of domestic or sexual 

violence. In this context, gangs have distinct aspects which attract girls that range from 

economic income opportunities to providing a means of social belonging or they function as 

protection groups against gender-based violence. Joining a gang then appears to provide a way 

out of these structures of insecurity as they become part of the informal power structure that 

dominates the daily lives in the neighbourhood.  

Like male members, the majority of girls join gangs during their early teens and become later 

a firm part of the groups´ criminal and social structure. However, their ways into gang life differ 

from their counterparts: Some of them are connected with the gang through intimate 

relationships with male members or already existing family ties, and others join independently. 

Once a woman enters the group, membership unfolds as a dynamic process as gang life 

increasingly demands more and more active contributions to the gang´s businesses. The more 

the girls contribute to economic, social or security orders of gangs, the more important the 
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gangs become as a point of reference. The roles the girls fulfil inside the group vary according 

to the internal compositions of the group and depend on their relationship to male members 

and their personal ambitions. While some girls work (forcefully or voluntarily) in the sex labour 

sector the gangs run, others engage in drug trafficking or even participate in the enforcement 

of territorial control. For gangs themselves, female membership has an important strategic 

significance. Although the girls are often located at the lower hierarchical levels of the street 

businesses, they play crucial roles in transporting drugs, storing weapons, and serving as 

decoys or intelligence. Coming from difficult family backgrounds, gangs also start to substitute 

family relations and provide the girls with a feeling of belonging and social guidance. Most of 

the criminal activities intensify the girls´ linkage to gang socialisation as it often pulls them 

apart from their families and the ordinary community networks. Gang life almost always means 

becoming part of a parallel structure that is necessarily connected with the initiation of a 

criminal carrier and an internalisation of violent socialisation. 

As this dissertation shows, the intensification of involvement and the self-identification with 

the gang has different consequences for the girls: Most girls - sooner or later – become targets 

of law enforcement agencies or gang violence. Ultimately, the trajectories of female gang 

membership often either end up with imprisonment for committed delinquencies or through 

gang-based violence. In contrast to many male members who die in territory disputes, girls are 

more likely to become victims of internal punishment or external acts of retaliations. The girls 

are less involved in direct violent encounters to defend or expand the gang´s territory that often 

result in homicides. But they are exposed to rivalries, violent orders, or sexual abuse – both 

internally and by members of another gang. When the girls do not obey internal rules or refuse 

to fulfil instructions by higher ranking members, they are held accountable through violence 

or displacement. Additionally, girls are endangered in terms of acts of retaliation as they are 

perceived as easier targets than their male counterparts. Rival gangs seek to take advantage of 

the role division in territorial defence dynamics in which gang girls are not ordered to 

participate in direct fights and thus, are less likely to be in possession of weapons to fight back. 

In the end, the violent reactions by gangs to which the girls are exposed often impact upon 

their entire families, leading to a high level of internal displacement inside the city.  

Given these aspects of membership that include economic, social and security features 

throughout the phases of gang life, female gang membership can be distinguished into four 

different types of membership. Depending on their roles in criminal activities, their means and 

degrees of belonging and their security risks, gang girls can be classified into business 

members, sporadic members, full dependent members and full independent members. 
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Business members primarily have ties to the gang because they are part of the gang´s economic 

income structures without feeling connected to the gang as a social group. On the contrary, 

girls who work for the gang in sex businesses instead stressed the necessity of their relationship 

in order to generate some income. Any social links were either minimal or even completely 

denied as the girls were scared off the social norms and structural means of exploitation inside 

the groups, especially towards girls, resulting in mistreatment. The sporadic members are 

characterised through their loose ties to the gangs. They participate in economic activities and 

also ‘hang out’ [socialise] with the gang, making them feel affiliated with the group without 

having knowledge of strategic issues. These girls basically grow up with the gang members in 

the same neighbourhood, knowing them via friends, so that they do sporadically engage in 

trafficking or intelligence but do not describe themselves as real members. Sporadic members 

may also be exposed to gang-related violence or persecution, but they are less likely to 

internalise violent means of behaviour as a consequences of gang socialisation.  

Different from these two loose means of affiliation, are the girls´ relationships as either full 

dependent or independent members. The major distinction here is their internal relationship 

to the male members. While the dependent gang girls are linked to the group by already 

existing ties either through the family or an intimate relation, the independent members have 

joined the gang not as sisters or girlfriends of male members but on their own. A dependent 

member has therefore, indirect contact to the gang and is somehow determined in her position 

through this key contact person, mostly a boyfriend. These girls participate in diverse economic 

activities and proclaim an intensive belonging to the group and its lifestyle but their internal 

social status is defined by their partners. This has an impact for the girls´ security situation as 

they are less exposed to internal group-based violence but rather to intimate partner violence 

and external acts of retaliation. Distinguished therefrom, independent members acquire their 

own status according to their personal ambitions and ‘toughness’. They are not reliant on or 

limited to another person´s position but claim their space on their own. In consequence, they 

do not suffer from intimate partner violence or depend on a sexual relationship with a male 

member to be part of the gang, but they neither benefit from an internal protection by male 

members. Independent gang girls have deep knowledge on the group´s strategical business 

structures; they adopt an intensive gang lifestyle and tend to develop a certain level of violent 

behaviour in order to cope with the violent gang socialisation both internally and externally.  

Ultimately, this dissertation analysis demonstrates that gangs are violent groups dominated by 

young men, but gang girls play a crucial role inside their criminal and social structures. Against 

the background of structural deprivation in the neighbourhoods where the girls grow up, gangs 
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have different means to appeal girls. It is not only their access to informal income opportunities 

but also their social status as alternative governance actors that can present a way out of 

deprivation for the girls. Societal gender perceptions that restrict the socio-economic 

possibilities of the girls change when girls join a gang as their membership opens a new scope 

of action beyond traditional gender role assignments. However, being part of a highly 

masculinised criminal group positions the girls in a charged relationship: On the one hand, the 

gang offers this room for manoeuvre in which girls gain access to income, acquire status, and 

receive protection by the group. On the other hand, the girls must keep pace with the male 

members in a group that is based on a masculinised logic of behaviour that increases their risk 

of victimisation.  

 

This dissertation closes a gap in the existent research of IR and Peace and Conflict Studies that 

have not yet paid much attention to female gang membership. Scholars analysed dynamics of 

violent conflicts with a focus on large-scale conflicts and the particular armed groups involved 

(Balcells and Kalyvas 2014; Boix 2008; Collier et al. 2008; Kaldor 2013; Kalyvas 2006, 2012; 

Münkler 2005). Those studies have generated substantial knowledge about the causes of 

violent encounters on the international as well as on the national level. Still, these traditional 

approaches often fail to address two crucial aspects of the present challenges to security: They 

neither explicitly consider structures of insecurity on the local level, nor do they systematically 

apply a gender-sensitive perspective that recognises women as active actors in conflict 

dynamics. The study of female gang members combines these two aspects, providing insights 

on the steadily growing security challenges of urban conflict fought by gangs, by emphasising 

the realities of gang girls. Therefore, this study links local conflict dynamics to the two macro 

debates about fragile statehood as a factor for insecurity and the role of women in armed 

conflicts. While the former discourse illuminates the impact of state structures on internal 

belligerent encounters, the latter has been predominantly addressed by feminist IR scholars to 

reveal the importance of gender relations in conflict. Recognising gender as an analytical 

perspective also refers to the circumstance that women participate in violent interactions in 

many ways beyond victimhood. Finally, the study on female gang membership acknowledges 

the past transformations of conflict focusing on these issues on the urban level where gangs 

form the major actors of dispute.  
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1.1. Fragile Statehood and the Uprising of Urban Gangs 

While in the past, potential hazards to security referred to state concerns caused by hostile 

interstate relations, the rise of diverse ethnic and civil disputes marked a paradigm shift 

towards the analysis of internal conflict dynamics (HIIK 2019). This shift came along with the 

growing debate about fragile statehood and the emergence of violence non-state actors in the 

1980s and 1990s. In the focus of the debate were the ability and willingness of states to provide 

public order and security to all social groups. Weak state performances were investigated as 

causes and effects of conflicts that arose between the state and different violent non-state 

groups who rebelled against the existing order (Risse 2012:6-8). The expression ´fragile 

statehood´ presents a collective term that contains different concepts and degrees of 

statehood, such as ´weak´, ´failing´, ´fragmented´ and ´failed´ (Lambach 2012; Schneckener 

2004) and describes the different degrees of deviation of statehood capacities from the 

Weberian ideal of a state which is characterised by the fulfilment of three key functions: Firstly, 

the state has the responsibility to provide basic goods and services to its citizens. This implies 

macro-economic governance, resource and infrastructure management as well as social policy 

implementations like education and health services. Secondly, the state is responsible for 

assuring its political legitimation through the participation of its citizens, stable institutions, 

and public administration. Thirdly, the state has to provide security, welfare and rule of law. 

The provision of security refers to the physical safety of its citizens from internal and external 

threats. Security is assured by means of the state´s monopoly of force and the control of 

territorial borders. Welfare relates to the public access to natural resources through the 

monopoly of tax and revenue collection, which again is linked to the rule of law through 

enforcement of legitimate governance (Risse 2012; Schneckener 2006a, 2006b).  

Certainly, the majority of present states deviate considerably from this ideal type of statehood. 

Outside the developed industrial nations, almost no state achieves the whole range of these 

functions. On the contrary, almost two-thirds of the world´s states do not fully accomplish 

these three core functions (Risse and Lehmkuhl 2006). The pathway to fragile statehood is as 

diverse as its appearance and highly contextual. Historical explanations underline the impact 

of particular events like industrialisation, colonialism and the rise of capitalism, emphasising 

the influences of the neo-liberal market economy. It has not yet sufficiently been examined to 

which extent the state governance itself has contributed to its weakened position. But 

neoliberal policies such as deregulation and privatisation have fostered negligent outsourcing 

that has weakened the state´s ability to meet its core functions. Liberal market regulation, in 

this regard, manifested the unequal access to resources and security (Strange 2000). Yet, there 
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are fundamental varieties in the qualities and capacities of states to fulfil these responsibilities 

resulting in momentous consequences, not only on the international level but also severely in 

the national and local contexts (Carment et al. 2009; Carment et al. 2015; Lambach 2012:39-

41). According to the United Nations the threats of fragile statehood can be clustered into 

economic, social and ecological threats, intra- and interstate conflicts, proliferation of different 

kinds of weapons, terrorism and transnational organised crime (The United Nations 2004; 

UNODC 2009). 

From this perspective, the retreat of the state has privileged privatised modes of alternative 

governance on all conflict levels. Such transformation scrutinises the perceived legitimacy of 

diverse non-state actors to step into spheres of public regulation formerly assigned to the state. 

A lack of the state welfare and security provision can result in the loss of control over the 

territory and natural resources, opening up the space for the emergence of violent non-state 

actors to substitute for the actual state´s function (GCDCAF 2015; Schneckener 2004, 2006a; 

Börzel and Risse 2016; Jakobi 2010). Hence, civil wars have been increasingly explained by 

structural and systematic exclusion of considerable parts of the society (Balcells and Kalyvas 

2014; Boix 2008; Collier et al. 2008; Kaldor 2013; Kalyvas 2006, 2012; Münkler 2005). These 

underlying irreconcilable divides have been linked to socio-economic exclusion through a lack 

of democratisation, political participation, and economic distribution of wealth among 

different groups that strive to improve their position by means of force (Brock et al. 2012; 

Kaldor 2013; Moser and McIlwaine 2005; Moser et al. 2005; Rodgers and Baird 2015; P. 

Williams 2008).  

Violent non-state actors have been mainly perceived as antagonistic players in a conflict over 

public order that challenges the state by undermining its monopoly of force (Aliyev 2016; 

Kaldor 2013; Kalyvas et al. 2008; Weinstein 2007; Wucherpfennig et al. 2011; Dixon and Sarkees 

2016). Those non-state armed groups are a highly contested global phenomenon that has 

endured ever since statehood came into existence. “Generally speaking, armed non-state 

actors are 1) willing and able to use violence for pursuing their objectives; and 2) not integrated 

into formalised state institutions such as regular armies, presidential guards, police or special 

forces” (Schneckener 2006b:25). Depending on the circumstances of their emergence, they 

might be perceived as legitimate governance providers (Brock et al. 2012; Jakobi 2010; 

Schneckener 2006b, 2009). In the academic debate, violent non-state actors are intensively 

discussed in their interconnection with the structure of state fragility, whereby this dynamic is 

of reciprocal character (P. Williams 2008). At the centre of a definition of violent non-state 

actors is their relationship with the state and the use of violence. Thus, “[t]he relation of 
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political order and non-state violent actors is crucial, since the monopoly on the use of force – 

i.e. the absence of non-state use of force – forms part of the very definition of 

statehood”(Jakobi 2010:1). The lack of statehood offers violent non-state actors a wide range 

of action beyond state control, where they imply a certain form of social structure (Putzel and 

Di John 2012; Schneckener 2006a, 2006b; Börzel and Risse 2016; Chojnacki and Branovic 2013; 

Humphreys and Weinstein 2008; Krasner and Risse 2014; Schneckener 2006a, 2006b).  

Violent non-state actors are a very heterogeneous group which can be differentiated regarding 

their aims - either political motivated or mere economically orientated groups - and their use 

of force (Schneckener 2006b). Other aspects of the delineation of violent non-state actors refer 

to spatial dimensions, the group´s identities and resources and their relationship with the 

society (GCDCAF 2015) as well as their organisational structures (Jakobi 2010; T. S. Thomas et 

al. 2005). The key characteristic shared by all groups is the use of violence - physical, structural 

or psychological - as basic means of behaviour (Mulaj 2010). Although a widely agreed 

allocation of different types of violence groups exist, the boundaries between them are 

transformative and blurred (Bürger 2008; Ezrow 2017; Mulaj 2010). In the context of civil wars, 

militias and paramilitary groups are often stated actors that are classically defined as non-

conventional pro-government actors (Aliyev 2016). They have a militarised structure of 

organisation, they operate covertly to defend and pursue the interests of incumbent 

governments or ruling elites against rebels (Schneckener 2009; P. Williams 2008). Rebel groups 

or guerrilla fighters are somehow their counterparts fighting against the government as they 

seek liberation from state oppression and aim to establish their own political order 

(Schneckener 2009; Weinstein 2007). 

Other violent actors broadly located in the context of fragile statehood are clans and terrorist 

groups. Clan chiefs are deeply rooted in history and refer to leaders of identity-based groups 

that do not perceive state authorities as legitimate political rulers. They do not aim for direct 

confrontation but rather pursue a tactic of self-defence against state forces, seeking to maintain 

an autonomous political order based on their traditions and customs (Schlichte 2009; 

Schneckener 2009). Especially in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks from 9/11, research on 

weak state structures has increasingly engaged with interrelation between fragile statehood 

and terrorism. Those studies offer versatile, but inconclusive empirical insights into how fragile 

statehood possibly fuels the radicalisation of armed groups (Aliyev 2017; Criado 2017; Hendrix 

and Young 2014; Honig and Reichard 2019; Lambach 2012; Edward Newman 2007; 

Schneckener 2004). Finally, warlords, criminal organisations and youth gangs are often bundled 

together as another type of violent non-state actors in the IR debate on security threats. 
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Although they occur in different conflict settings, their common baseline of allocation is their 

economic component. They all engage in illegal business or trading activities like drug-

trafficking or exploitation of natural resources for personal profits. Nonetheless, they differ 

significantly regarding the spatial dimensions, internal structures, levels of organisation and 

the basis and motivation of members belonging to the group (GCDCAF 2015; Krause and 

Milliken 2009; Schneckener 2006b, 2009; P. Williams 2008).  

Besides the difficulty of comparing this diverse group of violent non-state actors, they share 

two common features: On the one hand, they maintain all a mutual relationship with the socio-

political structure of the state that is characterised by the use of violence and a reciprocatory 

delegitimisation (Jakobi 2010). On the other hand, regardless of their aims, violent non-state 

actors provide, consciously or not, a form of alternative governance and establish parallel 

structures beyond state control (Humphreys and Weinstein 2008; Mulaj 2010). The role of 

violent non-state actors and their impact on the social order are very ambivalent. Their 

presence can result in a constructive contribution to the political order in terms of protection, 

but it can also lead to unpredictable threats to civilians (Jakobi 2010; Schlichte 2009). With the 

exception of private military companies and paramilitaries due to their status, violent non-state 

actors are almost always determined as illegitimate deployers of coercion, from a state-centric 

perspective (GCDCAF 2015; Jakobi 2010; Mulaj 2010). Therefore, states often react to their 

existence with delegitimising means or aggressive counterinsurgency (Andersen 1994). From 

the perspective of the affected communities, however, some violent non-state actors serve as 

legitimate support or even protection groups against failing states (Jensen and Rodgers 2008). 

An important aspect for the study of violent non-state actors in the context of fragile statehood 

and the weak state order, is the question of the legitimacy of the existence those groups 

(McCullough 2015). In this regard, new directions of research have been established that 

examine, with a focus on developing countries, dysfunctional state orders, and other 

performances of governance that include different involved actors. Governance is thereby 

understood as accumulated or collective regulation of social matters that can be carried out by 

different actors on different levels (Englehart 2016; P. Williams 2008; Decker and Pyrooz 2014).  

In the shadow of civil wars and terror attacks, new unheeded areas of limited statehood have 

risen due to constant urbanisation. Today, more than half of the world´s population inhabits 

urban areas (Davis 2006; Muggah 2012; World Bank 2016b, 2020). Although urbanisation is a 

global phenomenon, there are continental differences and Latin America and the Caribbean is 

the most urbanised region of the global south with an urbanisation rate of 81 percent of the 

total population distributed in multiple cities (The United Nations 2014; UN DESA 2018). 
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Generally, this demographic change has brought challenges to the quality of statehood and the 

securing of peace in a spatial dimension. According to the Geneva Declaration on Armed 

Violence 2015, the majority of violence takes place in non-conflict countries. These violent 

incidences are characterised by a high level of lethality caused by small arms and light weapons 

(GDAV 2015). On closer look, many of the violent disputes occur in poor urban areas at the 

outskirts of the world´s big cities. Rapid urbanisation has created segregated areas of insecurity 

- so called slums - that are barely governed by state authorities and burdened by high homicide 

rates (Dávila 2016; Holston 2009; Serafin 2010). Those areas are characterised through the 

inability or unwillingness of the state to fulfil its core responsibilities and suffer from the 

creation of parallel structures and a high level of violence (Muggah and del Frate 2007). As in 

other conflict scenarios, urban insecurity is closely linked to the erosion, breakdown or 

insufficiency of statehood and the appearance of violent non-state actors attempting to control 

these areas. Accordingly, slums and poor urban neighbourhoods present similar characteristics 

of fragile statehood which are otherwise associated with large-scale conflict settings. The 

difference, however, is that urban conflicts are spatially determined and fuelled by a particular 

type of violent non-state actor.  

The shift to urban conflicts came along with a growing relevance of gangs as the salient violent 

groups, active in these deprived neighbourhoods. Often gangs control the new urban conflict 

hotspots and forcefully constrain the living conditions of local communities and thereby 

impede peaceful cohabitation for a considerable number of global citizens (Davis 2006; Felbab-

Brown 2011; Rodgers 2007b). Latin American countries, especially Central America, are among 

the most violence-prone regions in the world, with a high presence of locally and partly 

transnationally organised gangs fighting over territorial control and dominating conflict 

structures on the ground (Moser and McIlwaine 2005; Moser et al. 2005; Rodgers and Baird 

2015). In the debates of IR and Peace and Conflict Studies, gangs are often discussed under the 

framework of violent non-state actors but without a nuanced view on their multifaceted 

characteristic as urban actors (Schneckener 2006a; 2006b). But they deserve more explicit 

attention as they severely impact local security in the growing areas of urban conflict setting. 

In the last decades the phenomena of gangs and urban conflicts have gained increasing 

attention in global politics and governance debates. Especially Latin American Countries report 

a high number of gang-related violence contributing to urban insecurity that fuels the surge of 

migration flows and displacement (Muggah 2017). Extraordinarily high homicide rates in cities 

like San Salvador in El Salvador, San Pedro Sula in Honduras or Medellín in Colombia underline 

the severity of urban conflict (World Bank 2016b). Pictures of heavily armed soldiers and 
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military operations in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro in Brazil have circulated around the world, 

showing the intensity to which poor urban neighbourhoods have become the frontline of new 

conflict scenarios, where the state takes the fight to gangs (Watson 2017). “Urban conflicts – 

war by another name?” was the title of an article published in 2010 by the International 

Committee of the Red Cross which revealed the challenges and risks of increasing urban 

parallel structures manifesting in the fast-growing cities (Serafin 2010). It stresses the shift of 

violence to the urban centres where gangs as powerful actors dominate the violent dynamics. 

The article reveals the way gangs assert the economic and social order as well as the 

maintenance of territorial control and undermine the state´s monopoly of force. Gangs are 

declared as a growing security threat that destabilises state structures and calls for 

counterinsurgencies. In possession of small arms and light weapons and equipped with a 

certain level of organisation, they achieve control of entire neighbourhoods. In public, gangs 

become most visible through armed disputes with rival groups, either to ensure territorial 

control for drug selling or in terms of retaliation acts. Although the vast majority of victims of 

gang violence are gang members themselves, their violence affects the local population as the 

encounters mainly take place in public. Gangs are by no means the only actors in committing 

crime in the turmoil of poor neighbourhoods, but they are held responsible for a high 

percentage of urban violence (Berthier and Jones 2009; Cruz 2014; G. A. Jones and Rodgers 

2009, 2016; Pfaffer 2010). 

Furthermore, gangs do not only harm through armed violence, their criminal structures and 

forced recruitment also impact the community socio-economically and endanger the youth, 

who may be drawn into their racketeering. Inside their territories, gangs impose their own rules 

and norms on society by means of coercion and enforcing compliance, benefiting those who 

subordinate themselves to these orders and threatening those who do not. Consequently, the 

affected population suffers from the unreliable security order and the lack of fundamental 

provision of social services which exacerbate the increasing socio-economic marginalisation 

and deprivation of township dwellers (M. Cohen 2009). Such a closer examination of the 

functions and jeopardising potential of gangs for communities sheds light on the interrelation 

between fragile state governance and alternative violent orders.  

By and by, studies on gangs have formed an eclectic research field of Gang Studies that 

examines different facets of the phenomenon. A broad strand concerns the reasons and 

motivations of gang emergence as well as gang activities that consider the intimate link 

between gangs and violent patterns of behaviour. An uncontested explanation of gang 

emergence and violent behaviour refers to the deprived and marginalised life circumstances of 
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designated gang members located in slums (Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn 1999b; Fraser and 

Hagedorn 2016; Hagedorn 2007; Moore 2007; Young 2007). The insights of those studies match 

with knowledge of the macro-debates on fragile statehood and the development of different 

violent non-state actors. Scholars link the emergence and violent performance of gangs to the 

neoliberal world order and a retreat of statehood resulting in urban spatial segregation. This 

successive backtrack of states from their core competences fuels socio-economic inequalities 

and contributes to a climate of urban insecurity that again facilitates the development of gangs 

(Muggah 2014).  

Gangs Studies reveal the social aspects of gangs in this context as they present not only an 

alternative income source to their members through drug selling; they also satisfy social-

psychological needs of belonging and protection in a manner of speaking. Many young 

members join gangs to find their place in a rapidly changing and socio-economic unequal world 

where the societies are increasingly drifting apart (Hagedorn 2008). Gangs then provide a place 

of belonging, where their members can regain self-esteem under peers and find protection 

from harsh street life. However, socialisation processes within gangs are intimately linked to 

violence. The established norms of interaction inside gangs as well as with outside groups are 

based on acting ‘toughly’ and demand criminal commitments from their members (Moser and 

Rodgers 2005). This becomes most obvious in the violent engagement of gangs in conflicts with 

competitors over territory, while consequences of internal punishment remain blurry (Jensen 

and Rodgers 2008; Jütersonke et al. 2009).  

Finally, the macro-debates of fragile statehood and violent non-state actors, offer a good point 

of reference for analysing the growing security challenge of urban conflicts. They emphasise 

the interrelation between a lack of public order provided by state institutions and the 

emergence of alternative violent actors who step into these derelictions. The questions raised 

about the legitimacy of certain actors illustrate the complexity of the existence of violent non-

state actors depending on different viewpoints. Although the investigation of the particularities 

of urban conflict dynamics is not in the primary scope of the debates, there is an awareness of 

the important interrelation between the micro- and the macro-level. Transferred to urban 

areas of insecurity, the analytical approach of fragile statehood provides a means to understand 

gangs concerning the impact of their occurrences as well as possible legitimising aspects of 

their acting beyond mere criminal groups. Under the perspective of governance dynamics, 

gangs can be investigated in their particular contextuality of deprivation structures. However, 

the macro-debates have limited applicability when analysing the membership of women in 

violent non-state groups as they provide neither a systematic gender-sensitive perspective of 
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deprivation structures nor of violent non-state actors. These aspects are investigated in detail 

by feminist scholars of IR and Peace and Conflict Studies whose research emphasises revealing 

the gender-based particularities of conflict dynamics.  

 

1.2. Women´s Role in Conflicts: Less Visible but not Less Relevant 

Women and girls as active participants in wars and violent disputes is not a fringe phenomenon, 

women have been identified as a crucial part of armed groups. While first research on violence 

and security portrayed a simplistic picture on gender relations in war (Steans 2013c), feminist 

IR scholars have substantially shown the complex female presence in the context of violent 

conflicts (E.g.). Women and girls are not mere victims of belligerent groups, instead many 

studies have demonstrated that women participate in conflict as an active part of diverse 

armed groups and thereby maintain and even fuel conflictive interactions (Haer and Böhmelt 

2018a; Mazurana et al. 2002). This knowledge refuses the widespread stereotyped assumption 

that women are mainly victims of violence or subjects of sexual abuse and simply in need of 

protection. Women join armed groups for several reasons and fulfil diverse roles inside these 

organisations. Instead violent actors are either treated as gender-neutral or discussed in terms 

of men driven by concepts of masculinity (Stachowitsch 2015; Viveros-Vigoya 2016).  

Every violent conflict has gender dimensions: Much attention has been paid to gender sensitive 

considerations of international and civil wars and security dynamics, ranging from gender 

concepts of militarised masculinities in armed forces to gender-based violence and 

vulnerabilities in the exposure to conflict-related violence (D. K. Cohen 2013; Shepherd 2015; 

Zalewski 2015). A big part of the debate centres on the proclamation and contestation of the 

alleged men/war - women/peace nexus. While essentialist interpretations argue that violent 

and belligerent behaviour is inherently masculine whereas women are innately peaceful, post-

positivist gender approaches emphasise the importance of social constructions of masculinity 

and femininity in society when analysing gender asymmetries in conflict (Dietrich and Quain 

2014; Steans 2013b). Many studies have engaged with these gender constructions that are 

often considered to set the stage for the domination of men and the subordination of women. 

While this asymmetric patriarchal dynamic is generally problematised by feminist scholars in 

many fields of public life, in conflict it refers to the disproportional exposure of women and 

girls to sexual violence and the widespread physical and psychological vulnerabilities. The 

discrimination of and violence against women is often not as visible as when men become 

victims of armed encounters. Women´s dimensions of insecurity resulting from gender 
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inequality are manifested in a rather subtle way that is not directly recognisable at first glance 

(Muñoz Cabrera 2010; United Nations Women 2015, 2016).  

A special attention has been paid to dynamics of sexual violence and wartime rape by armed 

groups. Many studies investigate the different contexts in which diverse armed groups violate 

and abuse women during conflict (Baaz and Stern 2006; D. K. Cohen et al. 2013a; D. K. Cohen 

and Nordas 2014; Karim and Beardsley 2016; Elizabeth Jean Wood 2009). It is almost 

uncontested that sexual violations of women by male soldiers and rebels have a systematic and 

strategic function of humiliating the entire opposing group (Hansen2010). Another aspect that 

is often stressed in terms of the sexual abuse of women is the construction of a militarised or 

toxic masculinity. Men in armed groups are intensively socialised towards an internalisation of 

the idea that men are entitled to make women submissive, to possess them or simply to 

perceive women as trophies for their role as protector (D. K. Cohen et al. 2013b). Group-based 

sexual abuse can also have consolidating impacts on the internal cohesion of armed groups as 

it generates a common feeling of superiority but can simultaneously lead to a fragmentation 

through internal competition (Nagel 2019; Nagel and Doctor 2020).  

However, without negating women´s vulnerabilities, the men/war - women/peace nexus 

portrays a simplistic and reductionist picture of men as perpetrators and protectors and 

women as peaceful victims in need of protection. By now, many studies have disaggregated the 

antagonistic gender–perception into a more sophisticated understanding of the relation 

between gender and conflict (Booth et al. 2008; Chowdhury Fink et al. 2013; Sjoberg and 

Gentry 2007; Sjoberg 2013). With regard to large scale conflicts and civil wars, gender-sensitive 

analyses have examined gender dynamics beyond women as vulnerable and defenceless 

victims (Eriksson 2016; Herrera and Porch 2008; Sanín Gutiérrez and Carranza Franco 2017; R. 

M. Wood and Thomas 2017). Those studies have not only demonstrated the way women are 

affected by conflict but also their diverse participation in armed groups that reaches back 

centuries. Ever since, women have formed an integral part of combatants (Loken 2017; 

Mazurana et al. 2002:101-02).  

Scholars stress several reasons to pay more attention to female combatants: First, they present 

a serious percentage of fighters. On a global scale, it is estimated that non-state armed groups 

compose of women to a considerable extent, ranging between 30-40 percent of fighters (Alison 

2009; Ness 2007:85; J. L. Thomas and Bond 2015). Some studies state that in African civil wars 

alone, up to 40 percent of fighters are women as well as there is substantial evidence from 

Latin American rebel groups to have a high percentage of female fighters (Haer and Böhmelt 

2018b:395-96). Second, the experiences of women participating in armed groups deviate 
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considerably from those of men. They range from sympathisers and supporters  not directly 

participating in fighting, to active fighters who engage in warfare (A. Henshaw 2016a, 2016b). 

However, female participation is not limited to adults as armed groups also strategically recruit 

girls as child soldiers to install them for various functions. This involvement of girls is often 

based on an idea of innocent femininity, which allows girls to operate more freely (Haer and 

Böhmelt 2018a). Armed groups can also benefit from female participants in the externally 

perceived legitimacy of the goals they pursue (Manekin and Wood 2020). The presence of 

female fighters might even support groups in international negotiation contexts as they can 

claim to also represent the interests of women (Manekin and Wood 2020). Third, women in 

armed groups do not possess the same resources to fight deprivation and to cope with the 

exertions they face. Their engagement in such highly patriarchal structures of armed groups 

means they face marginalisation in the satisfaction of their basic needs, such as health care 

and nutrition. Furthermore, since female fighters receive less attention in the investigation of 

conflicts or policy guidelines that seek to manage and cease conflicts their voices are often not 

considered processes of reconciliation and rebuilding. In most cases they cannot rely on 

support from disarmament, demobilisation, and reintegration programmes or any systematic 

external help to find their way back into a civilian life (Mazurana et al. 2002; Mazurana 2004).  

Due to these reasons of structural inequalities and societal gender asymmetries, the analysis 

of women in conflicts requires a more holistic perspective. Only by considering the 

contextualised trajectory of female members in armed groups can their motivation and the 

consequences of their engagement be established. Such an approach reveals valuable insights 

on the overall circle of their participation from the beginnings of recruitment, their roles in the 

groups, the psychological and physical consequences of their participation, up to attempts and 

challenges of re-integration. Gender as an analytical tool illuminates the experiences of girls 

and women and outlines the contextual factors. It reveals that cultural, social, economic, 

political conditions, expectations and obligations within the societal context impact on their 

status as members of an armed group (Mazurana et al. 2002; McKay and Mazurana 2004). The 

contextualisation of the narratives of female fighters is also important in order to illuminate 

the empowering space and the particular form of agency women can gain through their 

membership in an armed group, though embedded in highly patriarchal structures (R. M. Wood 

and Thomas 2017). Although there are indisputably qualitative and quantitative differences 

between male and female participation in armed conflict, given the knowledge on women´s 

contribution to these violent disputes, the men/war - women/peace nexus is untenable 

(Sjoberg and Gentry 2007; Steans 2008, 2013b). To understand the dynamics of violent conflict 

and the relation between the roles of men and women and their differences in conflict settings, 
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a contextual analysis of gender dynamics encompassing women´s roles is needed. Such a 

conflict analysis goes beyond the active period of fighting and the focus on the internal gender 

dynamic in armed groups. It further includes a consideration of the background situation to 

understand women´s initial motivation for engaging in armed groups as well as the gender-

sensitive consequences of such engagement in the aftermath (Tarnaala 2016; K. Williams 

2015).  

This knowledge gathered on women´s involvement in armed groups in traditional conflict 

settings remains seldom and patchy when it comes to urban conflict scenarios where gangs are 

the dominant actors. This criticised tendency of traditional approaches to examine armed 

groups either under a gender-neutral gaze or with the emphasis on aspects of militarised or 

heightened masculinities is also reflected in the research on gangs. Given the urbanising shift 

of conflict scenarios and women´s participation in conflict, it becomes more and more pressing 

to examine both urban deprivation structures and gangs beyond aspects of masculinity. While 

a broad knowledge exists regarding male membership, a gap remains on their female 

counterparts. Albeit fewer in numbers and less obvious in gang street appearances, many 

women and girls form part of gang life. As an integrated part of the group´s organisational 

structures, it is of interest to interrogate what functions gangs have for the girls and vice versa. 

By now, most of the existing knowledge on girls in gangs has been generated in the United 

States, whereby, beyond this context, insights on gang girls are very limited. Even regarding the 

gang hotspots of Latin America, few studies have illuminated the diverse roles of women 

(Zulver 2016; Hazen 2010a; Moestue and Lazarevic 2010; Moore 2007; Oneal et al. 2014).  

A closer examination breaks with the image of gangs as groups of mere violence-prone young 

men fighting each other and the state for control in the poor neighbourhoods of the big cities. 

Studies have demonstrated that those associations are falling short of reality as they are one-

sided, neglecting the multi-layered presence of gangs. As in the debates on fragile statehood 

and violent non-state actors, female gang membership must be examined against the 

background of interrelating dynamics between deprived societal structures and the emergence 

of gangs from a gender-sensitive perspective. Scholars from Development Studies have 

illuminated local structures of insecurity with an emphasis on gender particularities that 

outline the marginalised realms of women in slums where gangs operate. They have examined 

more broadly how precarious order impacts women´s socio-economic position and security 

(Feuerschütz and Erin Salahub 2013; McIlwaine and Moser 2003; Medie and Kang 2018; Moser 

2004; Njuki et al. 2016). Those studies demonstrate that women suffer from structural gender-

based deprivation and they are targeted by the everyday violence in the shadow of state order 



17 
 

(Braun 2008; Chant and Craske 2003; Chant and McIlwaine 2016; Steans 2013c; United Nations 

Women 2015).  

Gangs, even though dominated by men and pertained to ideas of masculinity, are not reducible 

to a street-oriented ´men´s club´. Masculinity and gender perceptions certainly play a crucial 

role in the socialisation of gangs. Undebateably, internal gender-based behaviour is centred on 

ideas of manhood that implicate acting ‘toughly’ and ‘strongly’, being the protector and 

attracting women (Baird 2011). Yet, the dominance of male members cannot be equated with 

a reduction of female members to mere girlfriends. This assigned role as an appendage of a 

male member refuses them the status of a full member who actively participates in gang 

activities. Such a narrow perspective has already been rejected in studies in the past (A. 

Campbell 1987). However, women have various means to counter suppressive situations and 

to deal with erosion of state structures and public order. Joining a gang may present one 

possible strategy of defying socio-economic asymmetries. Gang research has already shown 

that female membership presents a form of women´s agency as membership may be a 

conscious decision to diminish structural deprivation and to reposition oneself in society. Being 

a gang member can provide a space to reinvent gender identities beyond the established 

societal gender roles (J. Miller 2001). 

Bringing together the strands of research, the dissertation recognises the importance of an 

interdisciplinary perspective to understand the phenomenon of female gang membership in its 

context. This allows encompassing the fragility of state order in areas of deprived 

neighbourhoods, the internal group dynamics as well as the individual narratives. While the 

discipline of International Relations and Peace and Conflict Studies provides knowledge on 

fragile statehood and women in armed groups, Development Studies illuminate the 

particularities of urban insecurity in slums where gangs operate. Gang Studies however, reveal 

insights into gangs beyond a mere criminal perspective. Finally, the analysis of the 

phenomenon through a feminist lens emphasises gender dimensions throughout the study by 

paying attention to patriarchal structures, the vulnerabilities but also the scope of agency girls 

and women have that characterises the lives of gang girls outside and inside the group.  

This study seeks to free female gang membership from its outsider position by acknowledging 

their roles in urban conflicts through their participation in these groups. Based on the 

narratives of gang members, the analysis outlines how socialisation processes in gangs and 

engagement in illegal activities can offer a means of upward mobility – materially and 

immaterially. It discusses how gangs can be understood in a sense as protection groups for the 

girls from outside violence. But at the same time, it demonstrates that being a gang member 
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increases personal risk, turning the table from victims to perpetrators. The key insight that is 

revealed throughout the entire dissertation is that gang membership for girls can provide 

agency and possibly a (temporal) way out of deprivation. Clearly, a gender-sensitive perspective 

on urban conflict dynamics and gangs is crucial; not only because dismissing women´s role 

would mean ignoring half of the affected population but also because understanding gangs 

requires recognising the active engagement of women and girls in gangs. Female delinquency 

may be an underestimated component of the criminal schemes of gangs contributing to urban 

conflict dynamics. 

In the end, emphasising the importance of gender dynamics in urban conflicts settings, this 

dissertation contributes to a deeper understanding on female gang membership, illuminating 

the underlying juxtaposition of deprivation structures and the internal gender dynamic of 

gangs as armed criminal groups. No violent conflict, regardless whether in the context of a 

traditional civil war or an urban armed conflict, or whether fought by rebel groups or gangs, 

can be understood when the role of women is side-lined. Gender inequalities fuel societal 

tensions, impact internal dynamics of violent groups and also affect post-conflict situations and 

societal re-building processes. Therefore, understanding female gang membership in areas of 

urban insecurity is not a question of examining a fringe phenomenon but sustainably examining 

urban conflict dynamics beyond the salient frontlines. It thereby accounts for a contextualised 

scope of urban violence and insecurity that affects a considerable percentage of the world´s 

population living in slums. Finally, the insights of this investigation contribute to a better 

understanding of the interplay between fragile statehood and alternative modes of governance 

by applying a gendered perspective. Understanding female gang membership also enriches the 

discussion on the manifold ways in which women appear and position themselves in global 

conflicts. 

Therefore, this dissertation considers female gang membership as a phenomenon impacted by 

different levels of analysis and various dimensions of socio-political interrelations. Firstly, the 

urban deprivation structures are illuminated in order to contextualise female gang membership 

to local gender conditions. Secondly, the gang as an exclusive criminal group is investigated to 

reveal internal dynamics between the male and female members. Thirdly, individual 

experiences of the female members offer insights into their particular pathways and the 

meaning membership had for them. In all three levels, three particular dimensions are of 

analytical interest corresponding with the core functions of statehood and central aspects of 

gang life: the economic income opportunities, the social participation and the security 

provision that present the common thread for the analysis of women’s engagement in urban 



19 
 

street gangs. Meshing these analytical levels and dimensions, the study encompasses the 

socio-economic and political fabric of the community situations and the group dynamics in 

which female gang membership is embedded, with a special focus on gender-based 

deprivations and opportunity structures. 

Acknowledging the importance of these three aspects, all chapters follow the same analytical 

logic. Staring with the economic conditions, each chapter subsequently reveals the social 

framework and finally closes with the security situation. Of interest are the particular economic 

contexts and the available means by which the community members, the gangs and the gang 

girls are able to generate income to satisfy their basic needs. Secondly, concerning the social 

framework, the study focuses on the construction of societal order, social norms and identities. 

It is of special interest in which way gangs offer a form of belonging and how a certain social 

status inside the gang is acquired. This refers also to the internal gender relations and the 

group-based allocation of roles that match or deviate from traditional gender perceptions. 

Finally, the study considers aspects of security on the different analytical levels. Following a 

general overview on the causes and dynamics of urban insecurity, the study identifies the 

impact of gangs in these violent dynamics. It aims to understand the dynamic of gang territorial 

control in poor neighbourhoods and by which means gangs install themselves as security 

enforcers inside their borders. Another important point is the security situation of the gang 

members themselves. Given the high level of insecurity and a basic willingness to enact violent 

behaviour, the study aims to illuminate the fine line between perpetration and victimisation 

with a focus on the gender-based differences. Here the group-based security aspects include 

the examination of the means and conditions of violent commitment and the exposure to 

violent crimes, both, inside and outside the group. 

Ultimately, the emphasis of this investigation lies on the individual narratives of female gang 

members in order to understand their motivations to join a gang, their personal experiences 

during membership and the relevance of their relations to male members. This focus on 

individual perspectives allows the unravelling of the importance gangs have for girls in areas 

where public order provides limited income opportunities, social orientation or presents 

unreliable security. Understanding female gang membership means listening to the respective 

girls themselves. Their stories outline how their membership provides meaning to them and 

exposes them to violence in neighbourhoods where gangs are deeply embedded in society and 

function as alternative governance actors. By listening to the gang members´ narratives, not 

only the personal experiences can be revealed but also insights into internal group dynamics 

and how the existence of gangs relates to the urban context of insecurity. 
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By revealing the diverse pathways of gang girls, this dissertation aims to contribute a deeper 

understanding of urban insecurity and a more sophisticated portrayal of the roles of women in 

conflict settings. By linking their trajectories to the precarious circumstances many girls face in 

their neighbourhoods and the position of gangs as violent non-state actors, the vulnerable but 

also empowering aspects of female membership become visible. The findings demonstrate 

that gang girls are much more than simply girlfriends or wives, though they manoeuvre in a 

social domain of heightened masculinities. Recognising the plurality of women´s acting 

supersedes a stereotyped understanding of women´s roles in conflict as promoted by the 

men/war – women/peace nexus. In contrast, the dissertation contributes to the collection of 

knowledge that promotes a diverse picture of women in gangs ranging from the business-based 

or sporadic members to full (in)dependent ones. Ultimately women are actively involved in 

gang´s business, participate in gang life and even edge urban conflict dynamics through violent 

engagement.  

 

1.3. Theoretical Implications and Research Design 

The investigation is guided by a theoretical perspective that is reflected in its ontological and 

epistemological assumptions. Ontologically, the study is tripartite, considering the community 

as one level of analysis, the gang as group-level and the individual narratives of female gang 

members as a third level. As the individual level is embedded in the groups´ structures and the 

community context, the two contextual levels serve to circumscribe the impact of the societal 

deprivation structures in the women´s life stories. Social identities and norms of interaction 

bestow an own ontological status as they inform social life and impact deprivation. Although a 

distinction is made between these different actors, clear boundaries are difficult to make as 

they all interrelate. The gang girls are part of the group and the group forms part of the 

community. Nonetheless, in order to delimit distinctive spheres of social interactors, the 

dissertation uses the ontological construction of separate but interwoven compositions of 

actors who all influence the phenomenon of female gang membership. The applied 

epistemological perspective emphasises the centrality of subjectivity and rejects the positivist 

claim of an objectively accessible knowledge. Instead, it is a crucial aim of this dissertation to 

demonstrate different perspectives on the phenomenon of female gang membership and how 

such perceptions are inscribed by distinctive viewpoints and experiences that may change 

according to context and time. The narratives of female gang members as central sources to 

understand and conceptualise their membership need to be contextualised to encompassing 
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material and immaterial power structures which shape their understanding of social 

interrelations.  

The research draws on the variety of theories in International Relations and Peace and Conflict 

Studies that urge for awareness of economic, social and security dynamics. Concerning 

economic inequality, Critical Theory stresses societally-based deprivation structures which 

impact people´s ideas and is interested in the way material capabilities influence people´s 

behaviour (Cox 1981). Thus, resistance identities are informed by individual perceptions about 

economic inequalities. Especially Critical feminist scholars point to the division of public and 

private division in the working sphere and the way male dominated production structures 

influence the micro economic access of women (Elias and Ferguson 2015; S. Peterson 2015). In 

order to understand the economic components that are altered by female gang membership, 

income opportunity structures are examined with a special focus on gender-based differences 

in the possibilities or dependencies to satisfy the girls´ basic needs.  

The examination of socio-political aspects is equally informed by post-positivist and critical 

thinking. Constructivist meta-theoretical contributions have demonstrated the relevance of 

identity and values for social interaction (Adler and Barnett 1998; Bucher and Jasper 2017) that 

play important roles in female membership as being part of an exclusive social group that has 

established certain norms of interaction. Social belonging and thus the perception of legitimate 

behaviour is constructed through shared experiences and actions. Together with critical 

theorists, constructivists have revealed the reciprocal circle of influence between structure and 

agent, calling for attention to the aspects of dominance that create a hierarchisation of values 

determining legitimate means of social interaction (Wendt 1987). Additionally to aspects of 

norms, poststructuralists have outlined the impact of framing and othering for the creation of 

identities and social belonging (Shapiro 2014; Wibben 2014). Feminist scholars have further 

demonstrated how identity and norms are impacted by ideas about and construction of gender 

reflected in the performances of masculinity and femininity. Important knowledge that has 

been emphasised by feminists hereby is that masculine and feminine ascriptions always relate 

to social status (Horn 2015; Youngs 2004). A perceived legitimacy of any gender performance 

depends on the particular group of reference. For the investigation of female gang 

membership, gender perceptions matter particularly in the way that deprivation must also be 

understood as a refusal of belonging or as social negation of a deviating gender performance. 

However, Critical Theory states that a lack of such acceptance instigates the creation of 

resistance identities that replace existing values by alternative ones, paving the way for the 

emergence of social parallel structures such as gangs. 
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Finally, the approach to examining security dynamics accounts for the theoretical argument of 

post-positivists who emphasise that the perception of security threats depends on the dividing 

line between an in-group and an out-group. Such a distinction determines who is entitled to 

be protected and who is perceived as threat (D. Campbell 2005; Linklater 2007). Security is 

basically linked to the question of belonging and legitimacy. Feminist scholars, however, point 

to gender-based differences in vulnerabilities and the exposure to violence. Gender concepts 

and a degradation of femininity can be the socially constructed basis for insecurity. While 

positivist scholars indicate such insecurity dynamics to the allocations of men as protectors and 

women as preponderant victims (Tickner 1992), post-structuralist scholars emphasise the 

heterogeneity women´s experiences. This is of much importance in order to capture the 

security dimensions of gang girls. Acknowledging the versatility of living experiences means 

also considering (in)security in relation to individual gender-performances and not as a 

consequence of sex. Therefore, the security of gang girls is not only linked to their group 

belonging that defines in-group entitlement, but also to ideas about masculinity and self-

perceptions. 

Given these diverse theoretical assumptions, this dissertation applies an inductive research 

design that is based on an empirical case study of female gang membership in Medellín, 

Colombia. As presented in chapter four on methodology, it draws primarily on qualitative data 

but also standardised survey data collected during six months of fieldwork in 2018. For more 

than four decades, Medellín has been one of the world’s gang hotspots, where many 

neighbourhoods are ruled and controlled by powerful gangs which are deeply embedded in 

society (Doyle 2019). In this regard, Medellín presents a classic example of urban fragile 

statehood, where public order is constructed by the interrelation of state authorities and gangs 

that collaborate and/or compete over the territory and socio-economic control, resulting in 

extremely high homicide rates. Given the long history of criminal gang structures in Medellín 

and its surroundings, the case study is limited to the consideration of gang membership in the 

last fifteen years and inside the administrative boundaries of the city. 

The data was generated through ethnographic observations, expert and narrative interviews, 

a focus group discussion, and an illustrative community survey. Semi-structured expert 

interviews with academics, state officials, NGO workers, community activists and the police 

illuminate their perspective on a precarious order that is heavily impacted by widespread gang 

presence. The interviews thematise the economic situation in Medellín´s poor 

neighbourhoods, the social integration of slum dwellers as well as gangs and discuss the 

manifold security challenges in the city. The interview data is supplemented by data from a 
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face-to-face community survey that was conducted in public places of different gang prone 

neighbourhoods of the city. The survey offers information about the community perceptions 

on public order, the status of gangs and people´s ideas on the role of women in gangs. As with 

the interviews, the survey is analysed along the three categories of economic, social and the 

security dimensions of urban conflict that relate to the influence of gangs and role of gang girls.  

Finally, the unstructured narrative interviews with former gang members, both women and 

men, present the main data sources which provide comprehensive in-depth knowledge on 

their life stories. Almost all the interviews were conducted with former gang members after 

their recent release from prison. Therefore, the interviews capture three different phases of 

gang experiences, ranging from the very beginnings of engagement, the active period to the 

process of disengagement or forced exit. All interviews are analysed along the common thread 

of this dissertation illuminating the economic, social and security aspects of gang membership 

throughout all three phases. Interviewing both male and female members about their living 

experiences, their perspective on internal gender relations demonstrate the impact of gender 

in gang life. The combination of perspectives reveals how gender informs the different 

allocation of roles in their business structure, their social hierarchy and their duties in territorial 

defence or exposure to victimisation inside the gang.  

Ultimately, this applied mixed methods approach allows encompassing the dynamics of poor 

neighbourhoods, the gangs as groups and the individual perspectives of gang members. 

Merging together the gang narratives in the end allows differentiated insights on the benefits 

and negative effects membership has for women at a group-based level. Moreover, combining 

the narratives with the experts´ perspectives provides contextualised perspectives on female 

gang membership that links the personal in-depth experiences with knowledge of women´s 

roles in the daily urban conflicts of Medellín.  

Following the research design, chapter four discusses ethical considerations that relate to 

qualitative data collection in difficult environments. Conducting field research in the sphere of 

gangs stresses crucial ethical implications beyond the accuracy of data and the appropriateness 

of data collection procedures assuring voluntary participation and consent. Aspects of gaining 

access to the field, the assurance of privacy, anonymity, trust and sustainability require 

extraordinary attention in planning and realisation of the research. Beside a careful anticipation 

of possible consequences for the participants and the researcher, questions of situational 

behaviour to put the principle of ´do no harm´ into practice, play an important role of the 

ethical considerations inherent in the work with gangs as violent actors. Gathering sensitive 

data about people´s life experiences may include painful episodes that carry risks of exposing 
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participants to traumatic memories. Such a data collection process requires personal and 

reciprocal trust between the researcher and the participants and implies a high level of context 

sensitivity and responsibility. To acknowledge respect, to value the participants’ contributions 

and to avoid one-sided extraction of knowledge, the field work implied mutually beneficial 

cooperation with the gatekeepers and research participants illuminated in the ethical section.  

Finally, after revealing thick description of the data collection process and aspects of the 

interaction in the field with the participants, the analysis of the qualitative data followed a 

multistep coding process. All interview data have been transcribed and categorised in 

accordance to the different levels and dimensions of analysis. The standardised community 

survey has been reduced in its response complexity and outlined in charts that reveal the 

overall trends in community perceptions. The different sets of data have been analysed 

separately and later combined in the empirical analysis.  

 

1.4. Structure of the Dissertation 

To examine the research question ´how can we understand female gang membership in areas 

of urban insecurity?’, this dissertation proceeds in eight chapters following this introduction 

and overview.  

Chapter 2 contains a literature review of existing empirical knowledge combined from the 

different disciplinary fields to evince the dynamics of urban insecurity. Starting with an outline 

on gathered knowledge of slums and poor neighbourhoods from development studies, the 

chapter elaborates the state of the art of the gang research. It thereby establishes gender 

aspects of the deprivation structures and presents the previous studies on female gang 

membership. Inferred from the insights of the combination of disciplines, it presents the 

knowledge gap as well as the research question that guides the contextual examination of 

female gang membership. 

Chapter 3 discusses different theoretical perspectives of the International Relations and Peace 

and Conflict Studies with the focus on gender-based of deprivation that relate to socio-

economic order and security provision. Following, it outlines the post-positivist feminist 

ontological and epistemological approaches that inform the strategy of inquiry of this 

dissertation. It first explains the different considered actors that influence the phenomenon of 

the women´s membership and then discusses the aspects of knowledge generation which 

underline the importance of identity, and subjectivity of perceptions.  
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The case selection, the methodological strategy of inquiry, the means of data collection, ethical 

considerations and the analytical process are presented in chapter 4. After delineating the case 

particularities of Medellín´s gang landscape, the concrete methods of data collection are 

presented as well as the means of merging the qualitative in-depth interviews and the insights 

gained from the community survey. The challenges of conducting field research in violent 

contexts are discussed with regard to the qualitative co-production of knowledge. The critical 

consideration of aspects of positioning, interpreting the data and the limitations of the 

generalisability of the methods closes this methodological discussion. 

Chapter 5 develops the empirical case of Medellín´s urban areas of insecurity. It outlines fragile 

dynamics on the community level with concern for local informal and coercive structural order 

imposed by gangs in the city of Medellín. It introduces the poor neighbourhoods as area of 

limited statehood in which gangs form part of large criminal networks leading back to the long 

history of drug trafficking, organised crime, social coercion and violence. The focus of the 

chapter is the interrelation of the widespread deprivation structures prevalent in the periphery 

neighbourhoods and the opportunity structures provided and imposed by gangs.  

In chapter 6 the living realities of Medellín are further analysed from a gender-sensitive 

perspective. It outlines the formal and informal economic income situation with regard to 

structural differences between men and women. The aim is a discussion of the socio-economic 

dynamics of gender asymmetries that contrast attempts to achieve gender equality. It 

illustrates the impact of conservative ideas of masculinity and femininity that are widespread 

among the community inhabitants. Following, the chapter closes with issues of the 

interrelation between gender perceptions and violent dynamics in Medellin’s poor 

communities. 

Chapter 7 provides differentiated outside perspectives on female gang members in Medellín. 

It encompasses the perceptions from state officials, community activists and the police, of gang 

girls in Medellín. These viewpoints are compared with group-based perceptions of former male 

gang members. It thereby approaches ideas and knowledges on the girls´ roles from different 

vantage points: from an external angel of people who engage with gang violence on a 

professional basis and an inner group-perspective that informs on internal gender dynamics. 

The comparison reveals that ideas of the roles and realms of gang girls differ among in-group 

and out-group views, whereas male members stress the agency of the girls, while experts tend 

to emphasise the level of victimisation. 

Following the outside views, chapter 8 reveals the individual narratives of former female 

members and their experiences in the gang. It provides a detailed exposition of the economic, 
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the social and the security dimension of the women´s motivations, feelings of belongings and 

experiences with violence. In all aspects the narratives are chronologically clustered according 

to the three stages of membership: from the beginnings, the active phase of membership to 

the desistance of membership. The chapter concludes with a categorisation of the four 

different types of female gang membership in Medellín. 

Finally, the conclusion in chapter 9 reviews and reflects the generated knowledge compiled 

throughout this study. It summarises the main insights gained on female gang membership in 

areas of urban insecurity in Medellín. It presents the interpretation of the roles of girls in gangs 

and explains the risks and benefits of their membership and why it is likely that female gang 

membership will be manifested in the future years. Subsequently it relates this knowledge back 

to the two IR debates on fragile statehood and women´s roles in conflict. The reflection 

demonstrates how an analysis of urban conflicts zones benefits from a dynamic perspective on 

insecurity and reflects the importance of understanding women´s involvement in conflict 

beyond a victimisation perspective. The chapter ends with an outline on the scope and 

limitations of this study and proposes final recommendations that can be drawn from the 

findings and future areas of research conclude the dissertation. 
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2. STUDIES ON URBAN INSECURITY, GANGS AND GENDER 

This literature review provides an overview on the current research findings from the three 

different areas of research on which this dissertation is built – namely development studies, 

gang studies and feminist research. The first section illustrates the particular structures and 

characteristics of slums and poor neighbourhoods as areas of limited statehood and links urban 

insecurity to the IR debate on fragile statehood. The literature from development studies refers 

to slums as informal or illegal settlements that essentially lack state-based public infrastructure 

and institutional integration. The term ´slum´ basically relates to the most extreme form of 

shanty town which is basically beyond state order. However, this section uses ‘slum’ as a 

representative description for poor neighbourhoods characterised by structural deprivation 

and spatial segregation. Under the guise of fragile statehood, the section outlines the 

fundamental socio-economic precarities tackled by inhabitants on a daily basis.  

The second section elaborates on gangs as dominant actors in urban poor neighbourhoods and 

links them to the IR debate on violent non-state actors. As Gang Studies are an eclectic field 

composed of studies from criminology, political sciences, sociology and psychology the section 

is structured in accordance to the features of slum life. It starts with revealing particular 

characteristics of gangs that assign them to the urban context. Following it illustrates the socio-

economic implications of gang life that refer to criminal activities and aspects of social 

belonging and identity building. The section closes with the impact of violence related to gang 

life.  

The third section revises the interrelation of slum-based deprivation structures and gang 

membership from a gender sensitive perspective. It offers a detailed depiction of women´s 

living realities and displays the known aspects of female gang membership from previous 

studies. The gender-section closes with an outline of the women´s roles, their status and 

experiences in gangs by highlighting the economic dimension, social identity aspects and the 

impact of violence on girls in gangs. In conclusion, the literature review summarises the gained 

knowledge from merging these different research disciplines and presents the research gap 

and research question addressed in this dissertation. 

 

2.1. Slums – Reliance on Personal Resources in the Absence of the 
State 

The interrelating dynamic between lack of public order and the emergence of violent non-state 

actors, such as stressed in the debate on fragile statehood, also exists on the urban level. This 
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section initially portrays the emergence and the particularities of the spatial habitat of slums 

and explains the need for a special approach to analysing (in)security in these urban areas. It 

demonstrates the consequences of structural violence in this context by illuminating the three 

dimensions of insecurity. Firstly, it describes the impact of poverty and economic insecurity in 

slums; secondly, it reveals the means of social exclusion and poverty with regard to the social 

structures in poor communities and finally, it propounds the lack of statehood as inducing 

socio-economic inequalities and increasing the use of violence as means of behaviour. 

2.1.1 Increasing Spatial Segregation from the City  

As on the macro level, a lack of reliable public order impacts the daily living of the slum dwellers 

in terms of prosperity, social norms and security. Those challenges of urban slums are of 

particular concern for development studies. They investigate the consequences of the altering 

demographic development by applying a micro-level approach that outlines how fragile 

statehood is reflected in the individual living situations. In the context of urbanisation, 

distinctive forms of precarious living realities have spread out beyond state control. Different 

concepts refer to these deprived neighbourhoods, including ‘slums’, ‘shanty towns’, ‘poor 

dwellings’ or ‘illegal settlements’, that intimately relate to each other. However, the term ‘slum’ 

conveys most intensely the degrading conditions of structural deprivation linked to negligence 

by the state (Davis 2006:21-22). 

“Slums are neglected parts of cities where housing and living conditions are appallingly poor. 
Slums range from high-density, squalid central city tenements to spontaneous squatter 
settlements without legal recognition or rights, sprawling at the edge of cities. Slums have 
various names, favelas, kampungs, bidonvilles, tugurios, yet share the same miserable living 
conditions.” (UN-Habitat 2003:10) 

Slums are complex and diverse settlements that accumulate various characteristics that are 

unequally given from case to case (UN-Habitat 2003:11). This study uses ´slums´ as a collective 

term for the description of poor neighbourhoods that have emerged in the context of 

urbanisation, characterised by the structural poverty and exclusion of its inhabitants. Although 

slums have a spatial circumscription, the extent of people affected by these living conditions is 

alarming (Muggah 2012; UN-Habitat 2003:14). The academic discourse on slums and urban 

insecurity differs from the debate on fragile statehood and violent non-state actors insofar that 

it is marked by contributions from international organisations and non-governmental 

organisation (Beall and Fox 2007; ICRC 2016; Oxfam 2020). In consequence, the academic 

analysis rather focuses on the visualisation on the contemporary extents and conditions of 

urban segregation than on theory-guided analytical approaches (Corbridge 2007).  
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Empirically, urbanisation is the inexorable trend of the contemporary demographic 

development. By 2030, about 80 per cent of the world´s urban population will be located in 

the cities of the global south. According to the UN Habitat, today the global slum population 

amounts to one billion and will double within two decades (UN-Habitat 2003, 2016). Slum 

building is a phenomenon of globalisation, neo-liberalism and increasing rural-urban migration 

fuelled by rural poverty and conflicts that push more and more people to the urban centres. 

Hoping to find better living conditions, most end up in the deprived areas of illegal settlement 

or slums (Beall and Fox 2007). The UN Habitat´s Global Report on Human Settlements 

Programme states that “[s]lums are a physical and spatial manifestation of urban poverty and 

intra-city inequality” (UN-Habitat 2003:xxvi). Slum dwellers face different forms of everyday 

insecurities related to the spatial dimension they live in that are marked by the absence of 

public political order. The state’s or the respective urban government´s inability or 

unwillingness to integrate entire neighbourhoods into the urban regulatory system and to 

provide basic services and security reflected in extreme uncertain and dicey living conditions. 

Urban insecurity does not only refer to the risk of direct physical violence, but also to structural 

violence that increases economic poverty and the social exclusion of large parts of the society 

(Muggah 2012, 2014; UN-Habitat 2016). 

When discussing (in)security in the context of urbanisation, traditional understandings of 

security are inadequate for discovering the urban realities of everyday insecurities. In contrast 

to security concepts that relate to the international or the national level, urban insecurity has 

different subjects of reference. The terminology of urban insecurity refers to slums as areas of 

interrelating vulnerabilities and implies a spatial segregating dimension (Moser and McIlwaine 

2005; Rodgers 2007b). Even the individual-centred IR concept of ´human security´ (Kaldor 

2013) that concerns security impacts from governments or external threats presents a 

collective top-down perspective on security. However, in order to render urban insecurities 

visible, it is necessary to reconsider the term security toward an understanding of the 

individual’s worries regarding daily life insecurities. Such an approach recognises not only 

sporadic but the systemic persistent everyday violence slum dwellers are exposed to (Lemanski 

2012; McIlwaine and Moser 2001; Moser 2004; Moser and Rodgers 2005).  

Moser and Mcllwaine (2004) analyse urban insecurity from a micro-perspective, emphasising 

that insecurity results from a complex synergy of economic, political, social and security 

dimensions which constitute the multi-layered deprivation (Moser and McIlwaine 2004). 

Although all these dimensions are interpenetrative, the economic deprivation of parts of 
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society forms the starting point of the very conditions of slum building and all other dimensions 

of insecurity. 

2.1.2 The Poverty and Economic Insecurity of Slum Dwellers 

One fundamental feature of slum life is the widespread economic deprivation and marginality. 

Poverty is basically inherent in the definition of slums, part of the causes of slum building and 

simultaneously the determinant of the parameter on which slum dwellers pattern their lives. 

An often-quoted definition of poverty points to the numeric indicator of income. Accordingly, 

people who have a purchasing parity of 1 or 2 $ per day are defined as poor living below the 

poverty line (World Bank 2016a). Other more comprehensive understandings of poverty 

expand the definition and consider various social deprivation criteria. These relate to limited 

access to basic services, the formal labour market, social protection mechanisms and general 

life in unhealthy environments. All these criteria match with the core characteristics of slums 

(Fay 2005; Moser et al. 2005; Wratten 1995). 

The everyday risks of most slum dwellers go beyond the precarious living conditions, being 

concerned with comprehensive problems of social and economic livelihood (UN-Habitat 2003). 

Due to ramshackle precarious housing caused by poor quality construction materials, dwellers 

are exposed environmental susceptibilities and everyday risks of expulsion and displacement 

(Beall and Fox 2007). Yet, the lack of basic services normally provided by public institutions has 

financial consequences for the inhabitants, since private and informal providers, who 

compensate these services, charge disproportionately high costs for water and sanitary 

services slum dwellers can barely afford (Beall and Fox 2007). The socio-economic deprivation 

is reflected in the limited formal income opportunities available to slum dwellers. Instead, they 

rely on informal waged labour to pay for food, water, shelter and clothing. Working in the 

informal sector carries certain risks due to the lack of any financial and tenure security or legal 

regulation of labour conditions. A disruption in income, for example due to illness, immediately 

affects the ability to pay for their basic needs threatening their existence due to the absence 

of any legal social guarantees (Beall and Fox 2007; Koonings and Kruijt 2007; Pavanello et al. 

2012; UN-Habitat 2003).  

The UN Habitat states that the increasing economic inequality and slum building is not 

coincidental. Instead it is linked to the retreat of the state on different levels of governance in 

the developing world and can be explained in the context of liberalisation prescriptions of a 

neoliberal ideology favoured by industrialised countries. The global poor, however, are bearing 

the brunt beyond the economic dimension (UN-Habitat 2003). 
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2.1.3 Social Exclusion and Fragmentation of Networks 

The missing economic power of the urban poor determines their geographical location at the 

edge of cities, isolated from the rest. Living at the margin of society has consequences for 

participation in public life. The spatial segregation degrades slum dwellers to second class 

citizens that are systematically excluded from social and political participation (Koonings and 

Kruijt 2007). Generally, the needs of slum dwellers are often not reflected in the state policies 

and institutions. Instead of integrating and connecting slum areas with the more prosperous 

city neighbourhoods, spatial segregation is manifested. Exclusionary zoning, local laws and 

regulations and land reforms prevent poor people from building houses next to more 

infrastructural and pleasing areas (Moser and McIlwaine 2005; UN-Habitat 2003). Such urban 

planning policy does not invest in the mobility opportunities of the residents. Instead it pursue 

- in terms of classical structural adjustments policies – the privatisation of public places, and 

thus, fortifying enclaves (Moser and Rodgers 2005). 

Another important aspect of the inequality/development nexus is the erosion of human capital 

lasting from low education and poor health care services (UN-Habitat 2003; McIlwaine and 

Moser 2001; Moser and Rodgers 2005). Social capital is an important feature that fosters 

certain norms, trust, reciprocity in obligations and establishment of solidarity reflected in social 

networks or other structural social integration. It refers to different levels of society, ranging 

from social interactions in public places to membership in community organisations where 

people find important support (Moser and McIlwaine 2005). Broken social or family structures 

find expression in increasing distrust and unwillingness of the urban population to bridge deep 

divides (Beall and Fox 2007). More generally, it leads to a shortage of community-based social 

networks to cope with shocks, weak patronage and legal regulations on the labour market and 

instead fosters a process of competition and social fragmentation (Lemanski 2012; McIlwaine 

and Moser 2001; Moser and McIlwaine 2005). Further, social deprivation threatens self-esteem 

that is already exacerbated by stigmatisation through labelling and exclusion (UN-Habitat 

2003). As a last point, the psychological effects of the different forms of structural violence lead 

to a normalised climate of fear and insecurity which can engender new forms of violence to 

justify within communities the emergence of defence or protection groups (Muggah 2012). 

2.1.4 Physical Insecurity, Violence and Crime  

The interaction of restricted financial means, increasing competition, social attrition and 

exclusion promotes the exercise of coercion as assertion of interests. In the sphere of the legal 

justice system, widespread corruption and aggressive police measures such as military purges 

or arbitrary incarcerations have undermined dweller trust in the state rule of law and its 
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jurisdiction system (Moser and Rodgers 2005). Harsh realities of urban life drive township 

dwellers to engage in various forms of violence and can give rise to acute protection threats. 

The means of violent crimes are versatile, ranging from suicidal behaviour, substance abuse, 

assaults, robberies over domestic violence, child abuse, rape, gang violence to xenophobic or 

hate crimes and lethal violence like homicides (Muggah 2012; Pavanello et al. 2012). In 

consequence, urban areas report the highest level of everyday crime and violence, though with 

regional differences (Aguirre 2009; Apraxine et al. 2012; Rodgers 2007b; World Bank 2016b). 

In a global comparison, Central American urban settings report disproportionately high rates 

(Baird 2012; Berg and Carranza 2018; Carapic 2015; Doyle 2016; Felbab-Brown 2011). 

Given global differences, the link between urbanisation and violent crime is not yet sufficiently 

examined. A reliable explanation of why some cities are burdened with a high level of violence 

whilst others remain relatively peaceful still requires more evidence from global comparative 

research. Former simplistic explanations referred to poverty as explanatory variable for the 

emergence of violence. Today scholars rather refer to inequality as a decisive factor that 

provides explanatory power (Muggah 2012, 2014). Moser and Mcllwaine (2004) analyse urban 

insecurity with a focus on the crime-development nexus underlining the multi-layered socio-

economic deprivation that fuels the level of violence and crime (Moser and McIlwaine 2004). 

Accordingly, certain risk factors are identified to elevate violent incidents in urban settings. For 

one thing, the steady growth of urban population and the increasing density in urban areas; 

and for another, poverty, mounting inequality, youth unemployment and the failure of urban 

state governance are supposed to foster violence (McIlwaine and Moser 2001, 2007; Moser 

and Rodgers 2005). High urban density causes a certain degree of social disorganisation that is 

manifested in the state´s inability to establish reliable structures and orientation for urban 

dwellers. Given the lack of state protection, disproportionate distribution of wealth and basic 

social services expose the poor to corruption and arbitrary security situations (Fay and Ruggeri 

2005; Moser and Rodgers 2005; Muggah 2012; UN-Habitat 2016).  

Urban violent crimes are thus linked to two aspects of security provision: Firstly, the retreat of 

public law enforcement forces in many poor areas has created a spatial vacuum of power. 

Secondly, the relationship between the dwellers and the state is burdened by excessive distrust 

in the institutions. The state is not perceived as able to regulate the legitimate use of force but 

as seeking to enforce security through arbitrary police violence and incarcerations (Muggah 

2012). While a threat of personal violence exists among all income levels, the population in 

high-income areas compensates this lack of state security through the operation of private 

security agents the poor cannot afford (Lemanski 2012). Poor urban areas yield alternative 
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coercive protection groups that normalise violent behaviour reflected in high homicidal 

violence, particularly in low-income areas (Muggah 2012; Rodgers and Muggah 2009). Violence 

and crime can be a symptomatic phenomenon of the frustration and vulnerability experienced 

by the poor in the context of a cruel juxtaposition of wealth and poverty (Beall and Fox 2007). 

Thus, aggressive behaviour is assumed to emerge as a coping function where progressive social 

marginalization and lack of labour opportunities come together. Especially uneducated and 

unemployed youths are singled out as scourge of urban existence and linked to delinquent 

behaviour (Muggah 2014; Pavanello et al. 2012). 

Taken together - slum life is characterised by structural violence and a lack of state order 

provision that concerns economic, social and security issues. Given these multiple marginalised 

structures, slums represent a special form of fragile statehood on the urban level. A high level 

of coercion and violence in slums is caused by the presence of street gangs. As more or less 

organised groups they take advantage of the lack of public order and impose their own rules 

on the local community. Therefore, beside the consideration of structural inequalities, an 

extensive understanding of gangs is crucial to understand the dynamics of areas of urban 

insecurity, as shown in the following section. 

 

2.2. The Particularities of Gangs as Urban Violent Non-State Actors 

In the urban context, gangs are a widespread global phenomenon which has received much 

attention in the public debate in the Americas over the last decades. While the literature of 

violent non-state actors often considers gangs only marginally (Schneckener 2009), statistics 

on gang membership emphasise the centrality of gangs in urban conflicts. According to 

estimations of US agencies such as the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the US 

National Gang Center (2012) in 2019 about 1 – 1.4 million gang members exist only in the 

United States and Hazen (2010) approximates about 2-10 million around the globe (FBI 2019; 

Hazen 2010a:86; US National Gang Center 2019). Especially, Latin America and Central America 

are global hot spots and suffer from gang-related lethal violence. In 2014 the Congressional 

Research Service reported solely in Central American countries an estimated number of 85,000 

gang members who are held responsible for a high percentage of homicides in the region 

(Ribando Seelke 2016). The best known transnational gangs, such as the `Maras´ operating in 

El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala or the national Nicaraguan ̀ Pandillas´ have been objects 

of inquiry for a considerable time (Jütersonke et al. 2009).  

Gang Studies have accumulated comprehensive knowledge on gangs that is presented in this 

section in accordance to the previously presented key features of slum life. Firstly, the section 
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poses the intimate link between gangs and spatial components of detached urbanisation. 

Secondly, it displays the socio-economic features in gang research that relate to the criminal 

businesses and possible levels of internal organisation. Thirdly, the section outlines the social 

implications of gangs touching upon external and internal social aspects and identity issues. 

Finally, the section closes with an overview of the relationship between gangs and the use of 

violent and criminal behaviour. It equally distinguishes between the external and internal use 

of violence that are presented subsequently. The aim of this review on gang studies is to show 

the interrelation between the structural conditions of slums and gangs.  

2.2.1 Assigning and Defining Gangs to the Urban Context 

One specific characteristic of gangs as violent non-state actors is their ascription to the context 

of urbanisation with confined reach. The increasing spatial segregation of cities intensifies the 

scope of action of gangs to the neighbourhood they live in. But the spatial component of gangs 

and their criminal behaviour are not enough to distinguish gangs from other violent actors. 

Differently organised and violent groups have formative influence on the everyday violence 

and crime at the local level in many cities. The “[b]oundaries between these groups are often 

blurred, some marked by conflict, others by collusion; this is both a response to and a cause of 

deepening urban governance crisis in many cities across the world” (Alisa Winton 2014:410).  

The emergence of gangs is analysed against the background of uncontrolled urbanisation and 

the withdrawal of the states from elusive suburbs around the globe. The spatial lack of state 

governance serves as `breeding ground´ for gangs that take advantage of the weak state order 

provision or even attempt to compensate it. Gangs seek to take certain control to establish an 

own alternative system of norms and behaviour in the deprived areas (Pfaffer 2010; Thrasher 

and Short 1963). Given the contextual insecurity, gangs cannot be understood as mere misled 

criminals, or “aberrations but, rather, as coherent, logical and functional groups immersed in 

local institutional landscapes and responding to structural disadvantages at different scales” 

(Alisa Winton 2014:403). In this `new urban drama´ (Hagedorn 2007:21) where slums sprout 

up, gangs are important institutional actors which are concurrently hazardous. This relationship 

between urban marginality, lack of state order, the increasing organisation, power and 

influence of gangs and their struggle for institutional legitimacy has deleterious effects on the 

local population and their social stability (Ailsa Winton 2004). 

The versatile aspects associated with gangs have impeded a shared definition of gangs in 

scholarly discourse. However, in contrast to a mere criminological perspective, the plurality of 

disciplines has led to a more sophisticated understanding of gangs that includes the wider 

societal and political context. Such a conception considers  
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“[…] the foundations of youth gangs not in terms of criminality, but more in terms of identity 
politics and resistance in a wider context of exclusion. These same processes can be viewed 
through another analytical lens: that of the intersection of different types of violence (structural, 
symbolic, direct, among others) in urban ghettos or slums. Such an analysis obliges us to look 
beyond violence as individual, isolated, socially aberrant acts, towards an understanding of 
violence as a structuring, intrinsic force in contemporary urban settings.” (Alisa Winton 
2014:407).  

In 1927 the pioneering gang researcher Frederic M. Thrasher defined 'the gang' as “an 

interstitial group, originally formed spontaneously, and then integrated through conflict. It is 

characterized by the following types of behavior: meeting face to face, milling, movements 

through space as a unit, conflict and planning. The result of this collective behavior is the 

development of tradition, unreflective internal structure, esprit de corps, solidarity, morale, 

group awareness, and attachment to local territory” (Thrasher and Short 1963:57). Following 

Thrasher’s definition, researchers like Klein et.al. emphasised the internal aspect of group 

identity of gang members at the sight of collective behaviour (Klein et al. 2006). Hazen and 

Rodgers in contrast, underlined the external circumstances and describe gangs as social actors 

in the complex struggle in a globalised and urbanised world, characterised by ruthless 

inequality concerning the distribution of wealth (Hazen and Rodgers 2014). Accordingly, 

Hagedorn stressed both the group related characteristic and the socio-economic features and 

stated that “[g]angs are shaped by racial and ethnic oppression, as well as poverty and slums, 

and are reactions of despair to persisting inequality” (Hagedorn 2008:xxiv). 

There are many further aspects to delineate gangs from other violent non-state actors: their 

relationship with the state, the community, the territorial and spatial control gangs exercise, 

the legal economy and the use of violence (Hazen 2010a:88) or their levels of internal 

organisation of gangs and degree of collective behaviour (Cruz 2010; Cruz and Durán-Martínez 

2016). But given their heterogeneity, reaching from transnational to locally determined gangs, 

general statements on the level of organisation are limited (Brenneman 2012; Bruneau et al. 

2011; Decker et al. 1998; Decker et al. 2008; Dudley 2011; Alisa Winton 2012, 2014). However, 

the manifold academic contributions widened the understanding of gangs superceding the 

criminological depiction that criminalised gangs per se (Hume 2007). By now gangs are 

considered to be complex social constructions that relate to the global demographic 

transformation, increasing socio economic inequalities and spatial segregation. Such a holistic 

approach to consider gangs not as illegitimate per se, corresponds to the debate on the 

legitimation of violent non-state actors in the context of fragile statehood. 

Given the complex characteristic of gangs reflected in the literature, this dissertation draws on 

several approaches and understands gangs as urban actors intimately shaped by spatial 
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segregation, economic inequality, social marginalisation and the need of protection linked to 

the lack of public state order. Although not underestimating the economic component, gangs 

are perceived as a strong source of social belonging. Their violent and criminal group behaviour 

is shaped by socialisation processes that manifest aggressive behaviour among their members. 

These crucial features of gang membership are further outlined in the following subsections. 

2.2.2 Economic Insecurity and Gangs  

Economic factors are relevant in explaining gang life, and gang research analyses economic 

aspects from two perspectives: Firstly, a focus on the community level identifies widespread 

poverty and economic deprivation as push factors for slum dwellers to join gangs in order to 

combat poverty. Secondly, a focus on the group level identifies gangs as offering income 

opportunities through illegal activities like drug trafficking as pull factors for gang membership. 

Given the intimate urban attachment of gangs, their economic aetiology points to precarious 

living conditions of slums and is marked by limited income options. The emergence of gangs 

does not correlate per se with poverty, but rather responds to changing socio-economic 

structures that exacerbate existing inequalities. As with explanations in the research field of 

violent non-state actors, gang studies also refer to socio-economic approaches in which gangs 

are interpreted as a barometer of increasingly widespread societal failings (Jütersonke et al. 

2009; Alisa Winton 2014). Those rational-based approaches affiliate gang formation to 

structural causes including socio-economic deprivation, erosion of social networks, lack of 

social services and job opportunities (Decker and Pyrooz 2010; Hazen and Rodgers 2014; D. 

Jones et al. 2004; Pyrooz et al. 2013). One explanatory approach that considers a different level 

of analysis is the interactional theory. It explains gang emergence with reference to the 

reciprocal interrelation between the individual, the peer group and the social environment 

(Alleyne and Wood 2014). Gangs function as replacement structures for socialising institutions 

such as family, school or the labour market (Hazen and Rodgers 2014). Weak social bonds and 

low and limited income opportunities increase the departure from legitimate coping strategies 

and push people to gangs (Allen and Jensen 2009; Alleyne and Wood 2014:549; Jensen 2014; 

Vigil 2003). In this regard, gangs function as substituting support networks that offer informal 

economic opportunities. The expectation that gangs compensate economic legal income is 

seen as a pull factor for gang membership (Bunker 2015; Hagedorn 2007).  

Therefore, on the analytical level, the socio-economic dimension points to gang member´s 

engagement in illegal income activities that mostly refers to the ubiquitous nexus between 

gangs, drug use and sales (Bunker 2015; Decker 2000; Howell and Decker 1999; Sullivan and 

Bunker 2002; Alisa Winton 2014). Although gang life is shaped by drugs, either in terms of drug 
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consumption or illegal drug trafficking and sales, their economy-based character remains 

contested as most acts are rather considered as individual acts instead of group behaviour. In 

order to be regarded as primarily profit orientated drug entrepreneurs, gangs would need to 

master a certain degree of organisational expertise (Decker et al. 1998; Decker 2000; Decker et 

al. 2008; Decker and Pyrooz 2014; Hazen 2010a, 2010b; Howell and Decker 1999; Jensen 2014). 

While some gangs appear as well-organised entrepreneurs that employ clear business 

strategies to maximise their profits, other studies emphasise the informal individual 

characteristics of many youth gangs (Decker et al. 1998). Basically, the evidence shows that the 

level of organisation in most gangs is not developed enough to employ coordinated group-

based criminal activities. Drug sales, thus, serve more as individual profit rather than gang-

related revenue for a greater purpose. Finally, one aspect that has to be further examined is 

the relation of gangs with legal businesses that provide small-scale services to the immediate 

neighbourhood. Further knowledge on this could provide information on gang organisation 

and their social embeddedness in the community (Bolden 2014a; Decker et al. 1998:412; 

Decker and Pyrooz 2014). 

Ultimately, although gangs may be a resource for informal income it is not the illegal activity 

that attracts people to join the gang in the first place. Scholars from gang research emphasise 

that social factors have the most significant explanatory power of gang emergence (Alleyne 

and Wood 2012, 2014; Rodgers 2007a; J. Wood and Alleyne 2010). Hence, it is the identity and 

protection providing social character that appeals to young people in slums who join gangs 

(Decker and Pyrooz 2014; Alisa Winton 2014). In the long term, group processes, internal 

cohesion and involvement in delinquent activities manifest gangs as an urban phenomenon 

(Decker and Pyrooz 2014; Melde et al. 2012). 

2.2.3 Social Belonging and Gangs  

Complementary to the economic dimensions of the socio-economic approaches, the social and 

identity features explain facets of gang membership. These approaches emphasise the need 

for belonging and the importance of identity and can be distinguished with regard to their level 

of analysis: Approaches like the interactional theory are concerned with the precarious 

community structures that push youth into gangs. Other approaches focus on group-based 

aspects that pull youths into gangs. And finally, scholars from Gang Studies illuminate the 

individual levels that impact the pathway to gang membership. All three are presented in the 

following. 

The interactional theory focuses on the eroding social network and repercussions of 

community-based social exclusion. Accordingly, gangs tend to thrive in disadvantaged and 
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socially disorganised neighbourhoods in which social support from the immediate family 

environment or other community-based peer groups is not resilient (Hagedorn 2005, 2008; 

Klein et al. 2006). Parental guidance and reliable social networks are important protection 

bounds that back up young people when dealing with different challenges of everyday life. 

They serve as protective power against anti-social peer pressure and delinquency (Alleyne and 

Wood 2014). Facing decayed social circumstances, adolescents have to rely on limited 

resources available to cope with anti-social pressure from peer groups and are more prone to 

delinquent behaviour (Alleyne and Wood 2014; Alisa Winton 2014). Accordingly, a poor 

community organisation weakens prosocial parental supervision and exacerbates the lack of 

protection due to family fragmentation or the exposure to domestic abuse. Young people then 

search for alternative protection and orientation that increases the risk of joining a gang 

(Alleyne and Wood 2014; Klein et al. 2006; Thornberry et al. 2003). Gangs can also serve as 

orientation structure for young people that lack of social belonging. Being socially excluded 

from formal institutions, street experiences and gender concepts become the main sources of 

socialisation for young people. In slums, most of the life takes place in the streets, creating 

individual street-related subcultures by averting established roles and through amplifying 

horizontal social divisions based on ethnicity or gender (Goldman et al. 2014; Hagedorn 2008; 

Vigil 2003; Alisa Winton 2014). Confronted with multiple uncertainties, manifold alienations 

and deprivation that deny young people social recognition, adolescents strive for protection, 

self-esteem and social status outside the conventional social structures. Gang membership 

then appears as one means of belonging that corresponds to the street culture (Alisa Winton 

2014).  

Another analytical perspective concerns the internal social aspects of gangs as pull factors 

(Goldman et al. 2014). Sociological and social psychological approaches explain gangs due to 

their importance as agents of socialisation that shape a person´s sense of self and identity 

(Moran 2015; Stretesky and Pogrebin 2007; J. Wood and Alleyne 2010; Yoder et al. 2003). 

Gangs can be interpreted as an “[] attempt to manage and mitigate structurally produced 

feelings of shame, by converting this sense of devaluation into pride.” (Moran 2015:556). 

Findings indicate a strong social secession between the gangs and the community they live in. 

Gang members evolve exclusive group identities which strongly contrast those of non-gang 

dwellers as result of identity-based delimitation processes. Against the background of the 

contemporary capitalist society, the emergence of gangs as social actors is linked to 

strengthening resistance identities formed by ethnic, racial or religious oppression (Hagedorn 

2007; G. A. Jones and Rodgers 2009; Young 2007). The importance of intersectional 
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considerations of religion, race and gender is also increasingly underlined by scholars that point 

to comparative studies of gangs (Ailsa Winton 2004; Alisa Winton 2014). 

Finally, a third perspective in gang research points to the individual level where the effects of 

social fragmentation and the striving for positive self-recognition present push and pull factors 

for gang membership. In the focus of these analyses is individual affiliation that is based on the 

interplay between individual needs, vulnerabilities and assimilating group processes. Difficult 

social background conditions push young people into gangs where they increasingly identify 

with the gang as new group of reference. By and by, processes of group socialisation cultivate 

the gang member´s moral sensitivity and determine acceptable patterns of behaviour which 

evolve the internal conformity to certain group norms (J. Wood 2014). The individual´s 

identification with the gang and finally the disposition to criminal behaviour is subjected to 

various components from individual characteristics, social and environmental factors and intra- 

and intergroup processes (J. Wood and Giles 2014; J. Wood 2014). Hence, the individual´s 

feeling of belonging to the gang depends on four different factors: Firstly the duration the 

individual has spent in the gang; secondly, the embeddedness in its social network structure 

(Bolden 2014b); thirdly, the social dominance orientation of the individual (Densley 2014) as 

well as the group norms (J. Wood 2014); and fourthly, individual aspects like status, respect, 

honour (Travaglino et al. 2014) or experiences of dehumanisation (Alleyne and Wood 2014). 

The individual´s commitment to the group and the opportunity for criminal learning varies 

according to the degree of identification (J. Wood and Giles 2014). Ultimately, when gangs 

become more and more the key institution for their sympathisers, they endow their members´ 

lives with meaning. Over time, membership forms the individual´s understanding of acceptable 

behaviour and frames the normative ideas of social interactions. These norms provide 

legitimacy to the gang members´ actions and justify even criminal behaviour as necessary 

means of protection (G. A. Jones and Rodgers 2009). 

In sum, social aspects impact gang membership on different levels. Social erosion of 

community structures or difficult family backgrounds hamper the youth development of 

personal identity and open the door to informal means of socialisation in a gang. 

Corresponding, the gang itself offers feelings of belonging and respect which adolescents are 

searching for. All three approaches put a particular focus on analysis but taken together they 

demonstrate the interrelatedness between the social environment, group dynamics and 

individual needs that impact gang membership. 
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2.2.4 Violence and Gangs  

The harsh street socialisation of gangs outlined in the previous subsection is also reflected in 

the ubiquity of violence. Gang violence equally matters on three levels of analysis: on the 

community level, the group level and the individual level. In these contexts, violent enactment 

can further be distinguished into violence exercised towards gang members or by gang 

members themselves. On the community level, gangs form protection groups against arbitrary 

activities by the police or other law enforcement institutions that are perceived as threats. But 

simultaneously gangs exercise violence against ordinary dwellers. On the group level, gangs 

exert violence outwardly in turf fights with other gangs as well as inwardly as means of 

punishment. On the individual level, this double edged dynamic refers to acts of perpetration 

and victimisation of individual members. Starting with a containment of that which is labeled 

as gang violence, this section elaborates the violent dynamics that inform gang life on the three 

different levels of analysis.  

Linked to the resistance character of gang socialisation and the emergence of parallel 

structures, aspects of violent behaviour form an important part of the gang life. Although 

people join gangs to combat poverty, social exclusion and a lack of belonging, “[t]he key 

element is the collective identification of threat, a process that unites the gang and overcomes 

the general lack of unity by increasing cohesion” (Decker and Van Winkle 1996:261). 

Researchers agree that the link between gangs and violent behaviour is of consistent character. 

For gang members, violence is often regarded as legitimate means of behaviour that relates to 

a complex relationship between the community and the gangs. Studies outline regional 

idiosyncrasies of violence and crimes as well as their negative impacts on the communities 

(Berthier and Jones 2009; Jensen and Rodgers 2008; Jensen 2014; G. A. Jones and Rodgers 

2009; Rodgers 2002, 2010). 

A considerable extent of the crime statistics on gang violence comes from the US where many 

large cities suffer from a high level of gang warfare causing up to 1.500 death each year (Decker 

and Pyrooz 2010:133). However, the applied criteria to designate an act as gang related is not 

always clear. The National Gang Center of the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention in the United States lists a diversity of violent crimes considered as gang related, 

such as aggravated assault, firearms use, drug sales, robbery and burglary (Hazen 2010a, 

2010b; Jensen 2014; G. A. Jones and Rodgers 2009; Jütersonke et al. 2009; National Gang 

Center 2016; Rodgers 2003). Typically, acts like dive-by shootings, retaliatory or territorial 

violence in between gangs like territory wars are understood as gang violence (Decker and 

Pyrooz 2010). Given the high level of the strategic use of violence, gang research has developed 
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two different approaches to ascribe violent acts to gangs (Decker 1996:251). On the one hand, 

there is the member-based approach that assigns violence as gang violence when committed 

by a gang member. On the other hand, gang violence can be ascribed according to the more 

restrictive motive-based approach that considers rather the purposes of violence (Scott H 

Decker 1996). Therefore, violence is regarded as gang-related when the act serves the motives 

and goals of the gang as a group and refers to those acts of gang members “which were 

organized by gang members and motivated by gang concerns, especially revenge, retaliation, 

reputation and representation” (Decker 1996:251; Decker and Pyrooz 2010). In this sense 

gangs are not fighting for something or anything but themselves in the way they fight hostile 

groups to maintain their privileges (Curry 1994; Jensen and Rodgers 2008).  

With focus on the community level, research underlines the link between deprived urban areas 

and the multiple exposures to violence. Slum dwellers are more advertent and intentional 

victims, not only of street violence but also of law enforcement responses to gang related 

activities. Gang violence relates to racial or ethnic conflicts, social marginalisation, economic 

motives and rivalries (Decker and Pyrooz 2010). Findings emphasise that young people join 

gangs for protection from the frequent negative contact with the police and state repression. 

In order to understand gang violence, it is important to consider the intersection of society, 

group and individual aspects. Environmental and individual factors explain the prevalence of 

violence in terms of opportunity structure, time and place and overall street-oriented gang 

lifestyle (Alleyne and Wood 2014). Although gang members themselves suffer most from 

outside violence, inside the gang violence is also diverse and contextual. Research states clearly 

that gang membership itself is the highest risk factor for violent victimisation, either from the 

state or other gangs (Decker and Pyrooz 2010). Ultimately, the different explanations for the 

high prevalence of gang related violence stress context-related risk factors like poverty, spatial 

concentration of marginalised residents and social disorganisation in the neighbourhood that 

provide the community with little ability to control and cope with violent behaviour (Curry et 

al. 1994). 

Pertinent gang violence has direct as well as indirect consequences for the neighbourhood in 

which it occurs (Decker 1996; Decker and Pyrooz 2010). While direct forms of physical 

victimisation relate to homicides and attacks, indirect consequences refer to damage to the 

immediate family, friends and the neighbourhood as such. The community is intensively 

affected by gang shootings as they mainly occur in public spaces causing severe injuries to 

bystanders. As an indirect consequence, gang violence affects the socio-economic capacities 

and the psychological situation of the community members. Territorial claims and turf wars 
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intimidate community members and erode already strained social networks. The engendered 

insecurity further diminishes economic recreation and limits the attraction of running a 

business, hampering growth and reinforcing poverty in an already plagued neighbourhood 

(Decker and Pyrooz 2010:134). 

Concerning the inter-group level, research explains gang violence in terms of social processes 

that point to gangs as groups with rapid escalation dynamics. Generally, violent enactment 

refers to violence between gangs as well as violent behaviour inside the own group. 

Externalised gang violence occurs in contexts of competition over territorial claims that often 

end up in open gang warfare. Such escalations relate to gang violence as collective behaviour 

that swells through gang-based logics of contagion, retaliation or defence (Decker and Pyrooz 

2010)(Decker and Pyrooz 2010; Loftin 1984). Violence however, is not always directed 

outwardly, it has also internal effects and consequences for the own members. Increasing 

group belonging fosters the gangs´ abandonment of established external norms and exhausts 

social bounds to the family and the community. More isolated, the gangs convert internal 

allegiances into exclusive violent subculture affirmations which simultaneously devalue former 

ordinary lifestyles (Decker and Pyrooz 2010). Violence then constitutes the crucial element of 

gang life as it provides an attained normative character that impacts gang life by building 

solidarity through cohesion and contagion (Decker 1996:244; Stretesky and Pogrebin 2007). 

Internal violence does not only aim at punishment to exercise compliance of self-made rules 

but also serves for recruitment and initiation rites like ´beating-in´. Those initiations prove 

toughness for possible streets fights and increase group solidarity through common 

experiences among the gang members (Decker 1996). In their struggle for existence, gangs can, 

above all, be seen as a form of organised violence that dominates the behaviour of members 

and increases the risk of victimisation (Curry 1994; Decker et al. 2008).  

At the individual level, scholars explain violent behaviour due to a routine risky lifestyle and 

personal experiences of victimisation (Decker and Pyrooz 2010). Consequently, gangs recruit 

people who have already been aggressive and delinquent beforehand or they encourage their 

members to commit violence through group norms and peer pressure (Alleyne and Wood 

2014; Delisi et al. 2009). While most of the extant research on youth gang members has focused 

on their offending behaviours, few studies have examined the link between gang membership 

and violent victimisation that reveal the significant correlation between victimisation and gang 

membership (T. J. Taylor et al. 2007, 2008). Due to gang rivalries and territory wars, gang 

members are more consistently and frequently at risk to experience violent victimisation than 

non-gang members (Decker and Van Winkle 1996; Hazen 2010a). Violence becomes such a 
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central life component, that even after desisting gang life former members are comparatively 

more prone to use violence as means of conflict solution (Melde and Esbensen 2014). 

2.2.5 Summarising the Main Findings from Gang Research  

Four main findings can be identified in gang research that are relevant for the investigation of 

female membership. Firstly, gangs are in their particular form as violent non-state actors a 

global urban phenomenon. They occur in shanty towns where the dwellers suffer from multiple 

forms of marginalisation. Socially and economically excluded from conventional institutions, 

young people are prone to joining gangs as alternative groups of reference. Secondly, the 

accumulated findings of gang studies point to three interconnected levels of analysis that are 

important to consider: the societal, the group and the individual level concerning their socio-

economic dimension and security features. Thirdly, rational explanatory approaches that 

explain gangs as primary economic entrepreneurs seem to be limited in their explanatory 

reach. Given the manifold literatures that outline gangs as social actors, it is pellucid that gangs 

are above all, identity providers and norm setters in the context of social fragmentation. The 

importance of this social element is why increasing studies call for an intersectional analysis of 

race, class, age and gender components in gangs. Fourthly, the examination of gang activity has 

illustrated that gang membership is a clear risk factor for delinquent behaviour and intimately 

linked to violence and victimisation. Irrespective of the reasons for gang development, gangs 

considerably contribute to the dilemma of urban insecurity. Since violence becomes a 

naturalised means of behaviour in between and within group, gangs as norm setters establish 

a culture of coercion.  

As this dissertation investigates female gang membership, the next section exposes in more 

detail gender as an influential variable in gang research. Gender components impact gang 

membership in various ways, from joining, through delinquent and violent behaviour to the 

establishment of new social norms, identities and status. 

 

2.3. Linking Gender Realms in Slums and Female Gang Membership 

In the light of the fact that people’s lives are entrenched in gender roles and norms, the 

investigation to understand female gang membership requires a gender sensitive perspective 

on the realities in poor urban areas. Such a disaggregation of material and ideational living 

conditions links female gang membership to the societal frame of gender-based inequalities. 

By combining the gender-sensitive literature on slum realities and gangs, the section reveals 

the juxtaposition between different aspects of gender-based deprivation and female gang 



44 
 

membership. It illuminates how female gang membership corresponds to but also thwarts 

certain societal gender-based vulnerabilities like labour and income differences, social status 

and security features.  

2.3.1 Gender Sensitive Analysis of Slums Life and Gang Membership 

Recent contributions, mainly from the discipline of development studies, illustrate that the 

process of urbanisation as such has shaped gender realities in terms of role relations and 

inequalities. According to the World Cities Report 2020, the most vulnerable poor urban 

dwellers are women (UN Habitat, 2020:61). This fact underlines the necessity for a gender 

sensitive analysis of urban insecurity, since women are “more vulnerable to violence, and that 

in general terms women are disadvantaged by gender roles and relations – economically, 

physiologically and psychologically, socially, sexually, and politically” (Chant and McIlwaine 

2016:3). The ordinary definition of urban poverty is gender neutral but this seemingly neutral 

definition just ignores the gender dimension of poverty (Masika et al. 1997). Given ubiquitous 

male-dominated structures, gender sensitive needs can be disaggregated regarding intra-

household differences, health aspects, and access to resources and the labour market (Chant 

and McIlwaine 2016; Masika et al. 1997). 

Especially in slums, clashing traditional gender roles with an increasing feminisation of labour 

forces due to altered family structures result in female-headed households. Women must cope 

with formal and informal daily feminised responsibilities of the labour market and the unpaid 

domestic care work (Chant and McIlwaine 2016). The lack of services and insufficient 

infrastructure impose specific gender-based barriers which affect women disproportionately in 

terms of daily livelihood challenges (Chant and McIlwaine 2016; Feuerschütz and Erin Salahub 

2013; Masika et al. 1997; A. Taylor 2011). Often, women are excluded from official housing 

programmes or are denied owner occupation that cause that female headed households tend 

to be poorer. The tendency to consider women as tenants diminishes their skill building 

capacities to deal with economic deficiencies on their own. In their roles as mothers, women 

modify their assets and consumption in favour of the family when they have a low income 

(Chant and McIlwaine 2016; Masika et al. 1997). Therefore, on a socio-economic level, women 

are more strained than men. The empowering aspects of living in the urban centres with more 

service offers are hampered by persisting gender structures that exacerbate their income 

opportunities and access to the labour market.  

Additionally, to the generation of income, household and social responsibilities assigned to 

women are widening their field of duties. Such social aspects apprehended by scholars mainly 

refer to their roles as caretakers. Development studies, reveal that women play an important 
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role in informal health services and undertake the majority of environmental management 

tasks like purification of water, cleaning and waste management (Masika et al. 1997). This role 

assignment manifests women´s exclusion from any formal and informal social participation. It 

perpetuates women´s restrictions to a socially normed dichotomy of public and private sphere 

that underrepresents women in public urban life affairs. This restriction to the private sphere 

influences women´s gender self-recognition and impairs their self-esteem with consequences 

for their personal development and social status (Chant and McIlwaine 2016; McIlwaine and 

Moser 2001, 2007). The socio-economic disparities of women´s contributions to the 

satisfaction of basic needs are neither socially valued nor critically addressed in the context of 

slums. 

The greatest difference of gender-related slum realms is the risk of being exposed to everyday 

violence and crime. Gender-based violence is a global phenomenon that affects statistically 

every third women once in her life time (UN Women 2020). However, women in slums suffer 

from a greater extend of violence that is ascribed to a breakdown of cultural norms which 

modulate the relation of sexes. The forms of violence against women are manifold, reaching 

from sexual assault and harassment over rape to domestic violence and femicide (Centre on 

Housing Rights and Evictions 2008; Chant and McIlwaine 2016; McIlwaine and Moser 2007; A. 

Taylor 2011). Explanations for the high level of gender based violence in urban areas point to 

the interconnection between violence, social structure and gender identities that refer to “a 

number of features of urban life acts as trigger in their perpetration in cities and especially in 

slums where the level of violence against women and girls are typically at their most marked, 

both within their homes and their communities at large” (Chant and McIlwaine 2016:137). 

Socio-economic factors in slums like poverty, unemployment, inadequate wages or social 

exclusion produce frustration among men and exacerbate the vulnerability among women 

(Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions 2008).  

Normative perceptions of gender hierarchies legitimate and or even justify a disrespectful, 

discriminatory and violent treatment against women (A. Taylor 2011). This devaluation of 

women carries another factor of urban insecurity that is often neglected in the analysis: the 

fundamental fear of violence (Feuerschütz and Erin Salahub 2013; T. J. Taylor et al. 2007). 

Women learn from their early years not to be alone in public. Young women avoid male 

dominated convivial public places like bars and shebeens. This fear severely restricts the 

women´s movement, the utilisation of public transport and the use of public services (Chant 

and McIlwaine 2016; A. Taylor 2011). General programmes to counter violence against women 

are limited in slums. The inability or unwillingness of the state to react to these insecurities 
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means that gender based violence often remains unaddressed in society perpetuating 

dynamics of violence, poverty and inequality (Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions 2008; 

Feuerschütz and Erin Salahub 2013). In this context of urban insecurity where prevention or 

support programmes for women are limited, affected women desire alternative protection or 

adapt extraordinary means to survive (Feuerschütz and Erin Salahub 2013). Female gang 

membership, in this context, possibly presents one of such survival strategies facing the 

economic deprivation, the lack of social guidance and the high level of physical insecurity. 

2.3.2 Unravelling Female Gang Membership  

Like urban insecurity structures, gang membership is also entrenched by gender components 

that shape the economic, social and security situation of the individual members. This 

subsection starts with a short illustration of gender as a generally influential component of 

gang membership that is mainly analysed concerning concepts of masculinities. It then reveals 

women´s membership in accordance to three core features. Firstly, the way female gang 

membership is shaped by socio-economic deprivation and illegal income opportunities is 

unpicked. Secondly, gender matters in internal gang relations and feelings of belonging to a 

gang are unveiled. Under aspects of an identity building process, the subsection outlines 

different gender perceptions of female gang members and problematises stereotyped gender 

perceptions in this context. Thirdly, women´s experiences of violence either as perpetrators or 

victims both outside and inside the gang are illuminated. Finally, the subsection ends with the 

depiction of the variety of gender components that constitute the phenomenon of female gang 

membership.  

Oftentimes, studies that examine the intersection of gender and gangs have focused on the 

extent to which gangs are gendered masculine and how masculinity is enacted and performed 

(Panfil and Peterson 2015). Most findings suggest that gender components can partly be 

reflected in “[…] inter alia, pervasive machismo (many gang codes are clearly expressions of a 

heightened masculinity), high levels of social exclusion and horizontal inequality” (Jütersonke 

et al. 2009:6). In this regard, gangs are associated with young violent men suffering from a crisis 

of male maturity and a lack of positive role models (Decker et al. 2008). Frequently studies 

point to a multiple connection among masculinity - better seen as ideas about manhood - and 

structural violence that build the framework of physical violence (Brankovic 2012). Feminist 

scholars link those gender norms to the subordination of women and the persistent hegemony 

of a dominant and violent model of masculinity widespread in gangs (Ni Aolain and Rooney 

2007). But at the same time, studies point to the fundamental agency of women to deal with 

oppressive situations.  
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“[Gangs appear] as a logical place to turn for protection, love, income, and status—however 
fleeting those rewards might be in actuality. Some of them viewed the gang as an opportunity 
for empowerment and personal liberation. When appropriately contextualized, young women’s 
choices to join gangs often appear to be practical (albeit temporary and limited) solutions to the 
multiple problems and limitations they face in their homes, schools, and communities” (Nurge 
2003:178).  

They even counter inequality with possible female delinquent or aggressive behaviour (Hazen 

2010a). Either way, gender impacts internal gang dynamics the way it determines the social 

status and it triggers delinquent and violent behaviour. By the time, an increasing body of 

literature has shed light on the participation of girls in gangs beyond the stereotyped 

perception of appendages of male members (Carson et al. 2013; Deschenes and Esbensen 

1999; Esbensen et al. 1999; J. Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller and Decker 2001; Moestue 

and Lazarevic 2010; D. Peterson and Carson 2012).  

2.3.2.1 Economic Deprivation and Consequences of Poverty  

Similar to the gender-neutral analysis of gangs, the phenomenon of female gang membership 

is linked to socio-economic deprivation structures of poor neighbourhoods linked to several 

push- and pull-factors. A basic factor that pushes young men and women into the alternative 

informal structures of gangs, is the structure of the disadvantaged neighbourhood in which 

they grow up (Bell 2009). Socio-economic features like missing income opportunities, 

dysfunctional family structures as well as alcohol and drug addiction make gangs attractive for 

young girls (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010; Moore 1999; Moore and Hagedorn 2001; Moore 

2007; Vigil 2008). Often, boys and girls run away from poor family backgrounds where they lack 

guidance or suffer from domestic violence and finally end up in the streets where they start to 

engage in illegal activities like drug selling in order to survive (A. Campbell 1987; Moore 1999; 

Panfil and Peterson 2015). As the urban demographic changes go along with mounting female 

headed households, families increasingly lack stabil father figures (A. Campbell 1987). These 

altering family constellations contribute to the dissolution of traditionalism and recognised 

gender roles in the most intimate network structure. However, embedded in strict societal 

patriarchal social structures, dysfunctional family structures make girls more vulnerable to 

domestic problems exposing them to physical and sexual abuse (Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn 

1999b; J. Miller 2001; Moestue and Lazarevic 2010; Moore and Hagedorn 1996). 

The need for protection from domestic abuse pushes girls to the streets with its harsh 

socialisation where gangs finally offer them custody and become increasingly an alternative to 

the family (Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn 1999b; Moore and Hagedorn 2001; Moore 2007; Vigil 

2008). The gang offers the girls opportunities to engage in illegal activities, though girls are 
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tendentially more socially included than economically. The often-associated prospects for 

informal income opportunities like drug selling may appear compelling at the first glance and 

motivate girls to join the gangs (Carrasco 1999; Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn 1999b; Hagedorn 

1998). (Moore 2007). Gang girls do not consider their delinquent but victimless behaviour as 

criminal, in spite of the fact that it is against the law (Chesney-Lind et al. 1996). Yet, research 

has only sporadically examined criminal activities of female gang members. Irrespective of gang 

membership, it is known that girls engage in less criminal and less severe violent activities than 

males. Even more seldom is that girls are involved in homicides. Nonetheless, gang girls commit 

property and drug related crimes (Chesney-Lind et al. 1996; J. Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller 

2001; J. Miller and Decker 2001). However, instead of emphasising the economic advantage for 

girls engaging in drug dealing activities, the studies rather stress the impact of the fragile socio-

economic background the girls come from (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). 

Surveys of the socio-economic features considered in gang studies, first and foremost underline 

the asymmetric vulnerabilities of girls, regarding impoverished and dysfunctional families and 

the dissolution of family structures. Few insights are available on the specific economic income 

structure of girls and their activities in gangs as alternative income opportunities. However, the 

findings indicate that the deprived socio-economic context impacts girl differently than boys 

due to fundamental gender structures.  

2.3.2.2 Social Identity and Gang Affiliation 

More important than economic driving forces for female gang membership are social gender 

aspects linked to gender performances and feelings of belonging. Early gang research has been 

influenced from the long-lasting stereotyped consideration of feminine patterns of behaviour 

portrayed women as virtuous and obedient. Such a perception of women as supervised by 

family structures was irreconcilable to gang activities and gang lifestyle (Panfil and Peterson 

2015). Scholars however, linked female gang membership to a lack of gender-related self-

esteem as well as gender as a social stabilising function. Especially Campbell (1987) has shown 

that early perceptions of female gang members portrayed them as immature and socially inept 

or focused on issues of sexuality as driving forces for gang membership. Accordingly, female 

gang members were depicted as less intelligent with a slipshod appearance indicating low self-

esteem. Joining a gang was prompting to a remedial effort to turn girls into respected ladies 

(A. Campbell 1987). Much attention has been paid concerning the aspect of sexuality. 

Researchers tended to explain female gang membership as adjunct of male gang members who 

pave the way for female affiliation (Curry 1994). Later studies have criticised the stereotypes 

of sexuality according to which gang girls are declared as either promiscuous or as not 
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attractive enough. Following this logic they would either serve as sex toys for male members 

or they obtain the image of a tomboy claiming equality through the adaptation of typical male 

behaviour (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010; Moore and Hagedorn 2001). While boys boast 

delinquent acts to achieve masculine respect in their opposition culture, girls flaunt 

promiscuity as badge of their femininity (A. Campbell 1987).  

However, later research repudiates this view as simplistic and relates female gang membership 

to identity-based factors. Those studies understand female gang members as deriving from 

social rejection of interlocking societal identities influenced by class, race and gender (Carson 

and Vecchio 2015; Decker and Pyrooz 2015; J. Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller and Decker 

2001; K. Miller 2007; Oneal et al. 2014; Panfil and Peterson 2015; Wright and Decker 1997). In 

a patriarchal society and disintegrating social network structures, girls would miss gender-

based orientation to reposition themselves in society (Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn 1999b; J. 

Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller 2001; J. Miller and Decker 2001; Panfil and Peterson 2015; 

Vigil 2008). Facing changing social circumstances, ghettoisation and erosion of social norms, a 

lack of self-esteem can cause a gender identity crisis which might be countered through the 

affiliation to gangs (Carrasco 1999; Esbensen et al. 1999). Beyond the societal push factors, 

gangs themselves attract young girls through different pull social factors. Although, girls often 

join through already existing ties, the most influential pull factors are social psychological needs 

of girls which gangs are prepared to satisfy. Studies stress the want for protection and the need 

of belonging to a group in which women can regain self-esteem in terms of a respected gender 

identity (A. Campbell 1987; Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn 1999b, 1999a; Panfil and Peterson 

2015). In order to understand the social meaning of female gang membership, research often 

centres on the questions on the gender roles women adopt in gangs and their performances 

of femininity (Batchelor 2009; Bell 2009; Brunson and Miller 2006; Carrasco 1999; Chesney-

Lind et al. 1996; J. Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller 2001; J. Miller and Decker 2001; D. 

Peterson et al. 2001). 

Basically, gender-sensitive analyses of gangs indicate that male gang gender identities go along 

with dominant masculine characteristics, only in a heightened way. For girls, gang membership 

may offer them an innovative space to reinvent their gender identities by rejecting otherwise 

available roles in society. Girls find affiliates and peer support in gangs to reinvent themselves 

beyond imposed gender boundaries (Moore 2007). Thus, doing gender is an attempt to find 

meaning and support in uncertain life circumstances and in the search for respect (Chesney-

Lind and Hagedorn 1999b; Laidler and Hunt 2001). Consideration has been bestowed upon the 

internal gender constellation between male and female gang members and the varying 
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perceptions of women as members regarding their status and their participation in gang 

activities (J. Miller 1998; J. Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller and Decker 2001; D. Peterson et 

al. 2001). Depending on whether the gang is composed of predominantly male membership or 

equated mixed-sexes membership, girls are seen as being in between full-gang members or 

subservient sex-objects for male-gang members, only peripherally involved in gang life (Alleyne 

and Wood 2014; Deschenes and Esbensen 1999; Esbensen et al. 1999; Thornberry et al. 2003; 

Vigil 2008). There is also empirical evidence of all-female gangs existing from Latin America and 

the US, where female gangs present a unique sub-culture that is less attached to male 

counterparts (Delaney 2005; Jütersonke et al. 2009; J. Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller and 

Decker 2001). 

The sexual composition of gangs often determines the methods of entry. Concerning mixed-

sex gangs, women can join by various means. Unless they are born into the gang through their 

family history, the way to membership is through ritual initiations. Thus, women can become 

members, like their male counterparts, by ´jumping-in´ that means being beaten in or fighting 

a member or ´putting-in´ by committing a crime for the gang as proof of loyalty (Panfil and 

Peterson 2015). Another way for women to join the gang is by ´sexing-in´, which is the most 

gendered and stigmatising way of gaining entry to a gang, by having sex with a gang member. 

This way of joining has comprehensive consequences for the girl´s gang life and the status she 

acquires. The concerned female gang members will perpetually have lower status than girls 

who were beaten-in or those who have even been refused the acknowledgement of full-

members (Panfil and Peterson 2015). 

On the individual level, gang girls are, like men, heavily impacted by a street socialisation that 

is marked by subculture, conflicts, poverty and family. Women in slums struggle with forces of 

deprivation and tension-filled gender role expectations where they must content with their 

‘homeboys’ who do not show much respect. In this context women consider gang membership 

as an opportunity to define themselves as different from their peers. Their gang membership 

is an important resource for street lifestyle and respectability, both, inside as well as outside 

the gang (A. Campbell 1987; Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn ; J. Miller 2001; Moore and Hagedorn 

1996; D. Peterson et al. 2001). Nonetheless, joining gangs is of contradictory consequences for 

girls. On the one hand, female membership may be liberating for respect, both on the 

intrapersonal level in terms of self-affirmation and a sense of belonging, and on the inter-

personal level regarding a position in social networks (A. Campbell 1987). On the other hand, 

gangs also reflect society´s normative scripts of gender roles and conventions that make girls 

not appear as full members, being subordinated to male members (J. Miller and Brunson 2000).  
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While the perceptions of gang girls from outside is predominantly negatively connoted and 

fraught by stereotypes which consider female gang members as passive, women´s self-

perceptions differ significantly (A. Campbell 1987). From outside gang girls are perceived as not 

fulfilling their gender related responsibility as mothers but instead having a loose sexual 

morality (A. Campbell 1987). In contrast to that outside view, qualitative studies from the US 

emphasise that gang girls themselves repel the traditional perception of ´marianismo´ which 

means that good women accept male dominance. Interviewees of these studies stressed their 

autonomy and extolled the importance of being a good mother. They emphasised that 

femininity means neither to be subordinated nor to depend on the mercy of men. The 

importance of independency also results from family backgrounds with domestic violence, the 

mother´s submission, and infidelity which young female gang members do not want to 

experiences themselves (A. Campbell 1987). 

For female members, a core theme in their performance of femininity is striving for 

respectability by acting toughly, aggressively, and if necessary violently thereby simultaneously 

devaluating traditional female perceptions as weak (Laidler and Hunt 2001). In this sense, 

female gang membership is a proclamation of mainstream lifestyle rejection and can be seen 

as a pent-up rage against gender devaluation on the individual level (A. Campbell 1987; 

Chesney-Lind and Hagedorn 1999b; Moore and Hagedorn 1996; Moore 1999; Vigil 2003). 

Finally, gang girls find themselves in a contradictory and vulnerable position due to their 

rejection of ordinary lifestyle which alienates them from the community. As compensation, 

gang girls seek to retain their integrity through shifting their self-definition by committing 

themselves to predominant patriarchal gang structures. On the downside, this affiliation 

involves obstacles for the appreciation of female members most intensively reflected in 

victimisation (A. Campbell 1987).  

In brief, the social and gender identity aspects of gang life portrayed in the literature are multi-

layered. Gender expectations are pervasive and have different impacts. Gender roles can have 

positive effects in terms of being either stabilising or restricting from part of the society. Clearly, 

the female gang membership is defined by the girls´ internal relation to male members that 

determines their status and degree of respectability in accordance to patriarchal logic. 

Indisputably, gender is a sensitive resource with empowering as well as incapacitating 

consequences on the individual level. 

2.3.2.3 In Between Respectability and Violent Stigmatisation 

The fact that gangs are intimately linked to violence also affects the lives of female gang 

members. Insights from existing studies on the gender-based components of such violent 
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enactment can be summarised into three crucial dimensions that are presented in this 

subsection: Firstly, the gang´s propensity to violence can guarantee their female members 

protection against other gender-based violent behaviour on the community level. Secondly, 

the groups´ violent socialisation also impacts the girls´ readiness for perpetration. For female 

gang members, violent behaviour presents more than just rebellion against traditional 

understandings of girlhood but becomes a strategic tool to position themselves. Thirdly, violent 

group dynamics are also the very source of victimisation for gang girls, both from other gangs 

but also inside the own group.  

In the community context, joining a gang provides an escape and protection from dysfunctional 

families, domestic abuse and assaults. Gender sensitive research emphasises the protection 

from violence at home as a major factor for girls to join gangs. In particular the experience of 

sexual violence pushes girls into gangs in the hope of finding protection against the men they 

cannot confront on their own (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010; Moore and Hagedorn 2001; Nurge 

2003). Especially for young girls, gangs offer means to fight back and to defy their gender-based 

depreciation (Hunt and Joe-Laidler 2001; Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). Following, it is 

assumed that gang girls are more likely carry a history of abuse and physical violence (at home) 

than non-gang girls (Brotherton and Salazar-Atias 2003). The group readiness for violence aims 

to ensure that other people do not treat them or their families disrespectfully. Membership 

conveys a warning and serves as signal to others that the girls know how to defend themselves 

or that they are backed by the group (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). But in crime-prone 

neighbourhoods with high levels of drug addiction, the mere fact of being part of a gang also 

means to be branded by the community and police as renegades which lowers the girls´ 

inhibition threshold to resorting to violence (A. Campbell 1987). 

Fundamentally, on the group level violence constitutes a salient feature of female gang lives, 

either exercised by them or used against them (Vigil 2003). The quality of violent enactment 

differs among male and female members but the fact that gangs are perceived by their 

members as protection groups, the use of violence is barely contested. Female gang members  

seldom use weapons, but if they do so they prefer to use knifes, stones and other tools over 

firearms (J. Miller and Decker 2001; Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). Even more seldom is that 

girls are involved in homicides (Chesney-Lind et al. 1996; J. Miller and Brunson 2000; J. Miller 

2001; J. Miller and Decker 2001). Their use of violence is rather shaped by an array of economic, 

educational, familial and social conditions and constraints of the community and 

neighbourhood. In this sense, the application of violence can promote a liberating process from 

conservative gender roles and forms part of the female gang members´ new gender identities 
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(Moore 2007). To some extent women hold their own violence in the street world as a reaction 

to the gender-based devaluation (Brotherton and Salazar-Atias 2003). As in questions of the 

social status, the internal gender constellation of the gang is of interest for the examination of 

the acceptance of violent behaviour. The gang´s sex composition presents a good proxy for 

female engagement in violence. While male gang members are always likely to be involved in 

fights and lethal violence, women´s engagement in violent actions correlates with the 

outnumbering of male gang members (Panfil and Peterson 2015). The higher the male 

component the more likely are female members to commit violent crimes (Panfil and Peterson 

2015). Girls often engage in horizontal violence against other girls either to gain respect or out 

of jealousy (Hunt and Joe-Laidler 2001; J. Miller and Decker 2001; Panfil and Peterson 2015). 

In this sense, girls may also ignore the violence of men against other women or even participate 

in rapes as part of ongoing rivalries (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). However, if girls participate 

in fights for the gang they are honoured inside the own gang and protected from internal 

violence as they acquire a higher status (J. Miller and Decker 2001). 

In the end, given the diverse involvement of girl members, some inevitable controversies 

prevail concerning female gang violence, their motivation and consequences. On the one hand, 

women use violence as protective measures to control risks to their own security against the 

background of gender-based discrimination. On the other hand, by using violence for increased 

self-determination, women apply violence as a strategic instrument and reinforce masculine 

patterns of behaviour. Further, and more antithetic is that female engagement in gang violence 

is closely linked to an increase of their own victimisation inside and outside the gang. Gang girls 

who engage in violence display higher risks of abuse, especially of sexual assault, than their 

non-violent counterparts. In this moment, the applied violence causes repercussions that 

expose the women to even more violence, that they actually sought be to protected from 

through their membership (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). 

Although female gang members are not at the same risk of being killed, like their male 

counterparts they have nonetheless higher offence rates than non-gang members, both men 

and women (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). Outside the gang, female gang members appear to 

be an easy target for acts of retaliation (J. Miller and Decker 2001). Girls are especially exposed 

to sexual violence as means of humiliation of male gang members (Deschenes and Esbensen 

1999; Esbensen et al. 1999; D. Peterson et al. 2004; T. J. Taylor et al. 2007). In some cases, gang 

girls even offer themselves in order to protect their boyfriends (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010). 

The victimisation of female gang members inside the gang is twofold. Women are exposed to 

violence either through male affiliated fighting or in terms of internal sexual exploitation which 
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happens in the context of initiations but also beyond (Moore and Hagedorn 2001). In mixed 

sex- gangs, girls face stricter rules and higher risks of being beaten or abused when they do not 

obey orders. In most of the cases the girls maintain silence about their experience as they fear 

more stigmatisation (Moestue and Lazarevic 2010).  

Finally, the complex dichotomy between victimisation, resilience and agency of female gang 

members remains. Female gang membership has many faces, from different reasons for joining 

over diverse activities and status to different levels of identification and victimization. However, 

given the high level of victimization, female gang membership can neither be explained by a 

protection concept or by a social impairment, nor does it implement a general gender-based 

level of women´s liberation (Nurge 2003). Either way, the consequences of female gang 

membership are severe. In the short term and in the long-run means gang membership a 

perpetuated stigmata for women as gender sensitive desistance programmes to depart from 

the vicious circle of gang-related violence are rare (Moore and Hagedorn 2001). 

 

2.4 Conclusion – Female Gang Membership to Tackle Urban Insecurity 

Merging the different research disciplines provides comprehensive knowledge on urban 

deprivation dynamics to approach the phenomenon of female gang membership in its context. 

The study of female gang membership acknowledges the reciprocal relationship between 

urban insecurity structures and the emergence and acting of gangs. It thereby embeds gang 

membership into the broader societal context of insecurity structures with concern to three 

dimensions of deprivation: economic marginalisation, social (dis)integration and security 

provision. In order to understand the particular framework of these urban dynamics, the 

literature review on the development studies and gangs research unfold important analytical 

aspects to understand gang membership in its context: Firstly, slums as global phenomenon 

reflect the core characteristics of areas of limited statehood. These areas suffer from the socio-

economic deprivation, the social marginalisation and disorganisation as well as the high levels 

of violence. Secondly, gang research clearly identified gangs as violent non-state actors that 

position themselves to cope with or even to compensate a lack of formal order and guidance. 

Common ground in gang research is that gangs emerge in the context of urban deprivation and 

form solidarity or protection groups against outside threats including state offences. However, 

the relationship between the dissolution of public order in the communities and gangs as 

alternative actors has barely been examined in the field of gang studies. 

Thirdly, both research strands have generated knowledge on gender dynamics concerning the 

living realities in poor neighbourhoods but also on gang members. The juxtaposing 
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contemplation of women´s position in slums and gangs stresses the importance of 

understanding female gang membership beyond general deprivation. The studies outlined the 

powerful impact of gender in the ordinary context of urban deprivation and in the subculture 

of gangs. The key argument is that the overall society is remarkably shaped by patriarchal 

structures and traditional understandings of gender roles that deprive women 

disproportionally to men. Merging this knowledge provides a comprehensive picture of the 

importance of gender. Especially in the context of socio-economic deprivation, gender presents 

a crucial resource that provides women with a contradictory scope of agency. Looking beyond 

stereotypes, gang research has created instructive insights of female gang membership that 

disassembled women as proposed haphazardly passive victims. Instead the studies revealed 

various motivations of girls to consciously join gangs either for protection or as a choice of 

empowerment. However, it also demonstrates the challenges for women to assert themselves 

in gangs as masculinised groups. The dominance of masculine performance in gangs 

determines women´s positioning in these groups and links their status to the relationship with 

male members. Further, group-based norms and acceptable behaviour are defined by male 

members that allocate values in accordance to their ideas of masculinity. These gender 

perceptions as a framework for gang membership conveys the intimate function of violence 

both, as norm and as means to enforce criminal interests. 

Consequently, the presented study strands provide profound insights on the local contexts, in 

which female membership is embedded. They explain crucial gender-sensitive push factors of 

community realities that refer to patriarchal structures. Those encompass difficult income 

situations, social submission and lack of protection against violence that is mainly exercised by 

men. Gang membership appears in this context as a coping strategy to tackle these insecurities. 

Beside external deprivation, the conducted research also points out that female members face 

gender-based obstacles inside the gang where they must deal with a masculinised and violent 

socialising environment.  

Therefore, this study applies a multiple phase perspective that investigates female membership 

from the motives to join, the dynamics of membership and the long term consequences of it. 

This implies the examination of the particular community situations the girls face as possible 

driving forces to join the gangs. For the active time of membership, the study acknowledges 

the importance of considering female membership in a male-dominated group context 

emphasising their relations to male members. It further shows that women face gender-based 

difficulties outside gangs in the communities as well as inside the groups. However, these 

previous studies do not clarify women´s role in the economic activities, nor do they fully reveal 
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women´s social interrelations inside and outside the gang and what impact their membership 

has in terms of the groups´ organisational structure. Finally, the previous studies do not clarify 

the dynamic of female perpetration and circumstances of victimisation. Hence, research gaps 

are present concerning the juxtaposition of gender sensitive analysis of urban insecurity and 

the influence and consequences of female gang membership in the context of everyday life in 

slums as area of urban insecurity. 

Finally, this literature review has provided a comprehensive overview on the conducted 

research of local structures of insecurity that are linked to deprivation and gangs. However, 

each research field has important but also limited explanatory approaches to understanding 

female gang membership in its societal context. The development and gang literature lack 

insights on the dynamic interplay between local insecurity structures and the role of gangs as 

alternative governance actors in the communities. The existing studies on female gang 

membership are restricted in their geographical focus and relate predominantly to the 

particular context of the gangs in the US. Yet, no studies have investigated the different 

narratives of female gang membership in the context of Latin America’s gang hot spot areas. 

This dissertations aims to fill this gap by answering the question ´how can we understand 

female gang membership in areas of urban insecurity areas?´. Based on a case study of gang 

girls in Medellín, Colombia, this investigation analyses the interface of gender-slum deprivation 

and female gang membership in its societal context from a gender sensitive perspective from 

the different viewpoints of actors involved. 
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3. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON DEPRIVATION STRUCTURES FOR 

WOMEN 

The literature review revealed the link between multiple deprivation structures of poor 

neighbourhoods and gangs as violent non-state actors as well as the particular gender 

asymmetries. Subsequently, the investigation of female gang membership requires a 

theoretical perspective that acknowledges both the impact of socio-economic and security 

deprivation as well as gender-lens as analytical tool. Feminist contributions in IR have 

emphasised those interrelations pointing to the importance of gender in global politics and 

social cohabitation dynamics. They shifted the focus to the particular realities of women and 

linked the (multiple) individual experiences to societal conditions related to power and 

vulnerabilities. Doing so, feminist IR research expanded the research subject as it relies on new 

substantial ontological and epistemological vantage points. Accordingly, the analysis of female 

gang membership benefits from the feminist perspectives, as they call for special attention to 

gender-based incisive exclusionary features of societal processes, in which gang girls are 

embedded, as well as the individual perspective of women as source of knowledge. Therefore, 

this chapter discusses these theoretical approaches in order to relate them to the analysis of 

this study. 

Instigating with a short elaboration of the incentives of research foundations, the first section 

illuminates the meta-theoretical developments that are reflected in feminist research. “Yet, 

there is no way to avoid these issues and at a minimum all contributors to the discipline should 

understand the assumptions that make their own position possible, as well being aware of 

alternative conceptualisations of what IR theory and research might involve” (Kurki and Wight 

2016:14). As the dissertation seeks to encompass different perspectives of female gang 

membership, the first section outlines the key assumptions of three post-positivist theories of 

Constructivism, Critical Theory, and Poststructuralism to discuss the importance of the 

contextualisation of identity features linked to issues of power asymmetries and deprivation. 

Subsequently, the next section then elaborates upon these different approaches from a 

feminist perspective to reveal the gender-based deprivation structures inherent in different 

levels of societal order. These multi-level elaborations provide valuable insights into the 

interrelation between societal cohabitation and the everyday insecurities women face due to 

gender asymmetries. Finally, the chapter closes with an outline of the eclectic meta-theoretical 

perspective to examine female gang membership. It explains how these inherent ontological 

and epistemological assumptions are reflected in the analysis of female gang membership.  
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3.1. Constructing Realities - The Need for Contextualised Knowledge 

International Relations as sub-discipline of Political Science is rich with theoretical approaches 

and analytical tools to explain, understand or instigate dynamics and transformations of the 

relations between states, societies, social groups and individuals. The disciplinary development 

of IR is characterised by the so-called `great debates´, of which each has extended and 

reconfigured the discipline ontologically, epistemologically and methodologically and led to 

vital controversies (Kurki and Wight 2016:15; Wæver 1998:694-96). At the same time, the 

formation of specialised directions and the development of various schools of thoughts inside 

IR has generated a theoretical multiplicity and interdisciplinarity (Deitelhoff and Wolf 2009). 

The diverse gateways invigorate the continuous meta-theoretical reflections and progression 

(Burchill and Linklater 2013:5-6) that lead to critical discipline´s self-conception (Spindler and 

Schieder 2003:15).  

3.1.1. Acknowledging one´s own Assumptions  

By now, IR has witnessed an ontological amplification towards varies levels of analysis from the 

interstate relations to the micro level, seeking out the agency of social groups and individuals 

(Solomon and Steele 2017:271). In the 1960s and 1970s, IR scholars increasingly contested the 

epistemological assumptions that were closely aligned to natural sciences claiming objectivity 

and impartiality as basic conditions of research. The instigated meta-theoretical debate 

challenged these fundamental assumptions, discussed philosophical and ethical questions that 

paved the way for constitutive theories (Burchill and Linklater 2013:9-18). Questions like ´how 

can we understand and explain the social features´ stressed the necessity to uncover the 

underlying presumptions researchers have (Cox 1981:129-30). It has been discussed whether 

social science has to go further beyond a claimed objectivity in order to understand the 

complexity of social realties. The main argument was that social science should not emulate 

natural research, but instead examine social actions in their contextuality and thus, embrace 

the sphere of interpretation and multiperspectivity (Daddow 2013:162; Smith 2010).  

Post-positivist scholars stress that social relations cannot be comprehended as mere 

observable actions but convey subjective meanings that requires interpretation (Smith 2010). 

The aim of the post-positivist thinking is to situate the production of knowledge in its historical 

context of social action, in which meaning is produced and the possibility of change is entailed 

(Fierke 2016:162). Sceptical of the detachment of objective facts from their contexts, 

reflectivist approaches have stated that objective observation is not even possible, as 

everything witnessed and interpreted is entrenched in the researcher´s own social context and 
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coloured by subjective experiences (Smith 2010). Accordingly, reflexivity has become a 

widespread claim among IR theories, though it lacks a coherent terminology within the variety 

of approaches. Depending on the scholar´s understanding and aspirations, reflexivity ranges 

from an ontological dimension of social practice, epistemological reflexivity concerning the 

researcher´s self-awareness to deontological standards of research (Hamati-Ataya 2013:672-

673). Thus, engagement with post-positivist theories is of importance for the outline of the 

ontological and epistemological assumptions of this study, as a theoretical vantage point as 

well as for the later elaboration on the research design in chapter four. 

3.1.2. Post-positivist Theories – Identities, Deprivation and Discursive Framing 

To understand diverse living realities, three post-positivist approaches are presented whose 

scholars provide different holistic understandings of how material and ideational factors are 

combined in the construction of social realities. Firstly, the mind-set of Constructivism 

expounds the social construction of the world, linked to aspects of identities and individual 

meanings. Secondly, Critical Theory engages with the historical construction of exclusionary 

world structures seeking to offer emancipatory means for alternative structures. Thirdly, Post-

structuralism as critical attitude raises questions about discursive representation, relations 

between power, knowledge and identity politics by analytically deconstructing those concepts. 

All three challenge the logic of rationalism by counter posing a social ontology that stresses 

that individuals do not act independently but in accordance to a normative framework. 

Reflectivist perspectives oppose the positivist reductionism of causalities as explanatory 

powers for human practices that constitute social realities. Instead they stress that social 

theory should focus on “the understanding of recursiveness between understanding and 

reality, whether for the macro level of institutional facts or for the actor´s identity, which is 

profoundly shaped by what others make of it” (Guzzini 2010:29). 

3.1.2.1 Constructivism - Identities, Norms and Values 

Constructivism is not seen as substantive theory with different levels of abstraction but rather 

as a metatheory that turns ontologically and epistemologically away from positivism by 

acknowledging the mutual interrelation between agent and structure (Wendt 1987). This way 

constructivism has incorporated the idea of an intersubjective dimension that guides social 

action and order. The intersubjective quality of the social world results from processes of 

socialisation and interaction (Daddow 2013:159-160). Social facts and the importance of 

interests are, nevertheless, not rejected but tied to identities that can alter through interaction 

(Fierke 2016:161-65). In consequence, social realities are not only comprised of observable 

facts but by ideas, norms, meanings which present an important source of the endogen 
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construction of interests (Ulbert 2003:394). Human agency derives from social structures 

which have a constitutive identity building effects on actors. Actors, however, reproduce or 

change structures through their actions. Yet, structures build a basic set of rules but also equip 

actors with a range of possible actions for interaction. The decision for a particular behaviour, 

chosen by the individual, depends on the respective identity and interests (Wendt 1999:165-

773). 

Following, the concept of identity is important for constructivists. They understand identities 

as fragile categories of social life which remain through permanent articulation and 

contestation in flux and cannot be taken as objectifiable or causal elements of the individual 

or a social group (Zehfuss 2006:114-16). Instead, people have dynamic identities that are built 

interactionally through mutual role assignments and respective respondence in a particular 

context. Identities are not limited to an individual but can also refer to a group of people. 

Common identity features can be built by shared experiences or values and enhance the feeling 

of belonging to others (Adler and Barnett 1998). However, identities transformations can be 

instigated through interdependence, similarities or self-restriction that result in an altered 

perspective of situations that cause a redefinition of interests. Such repositioning is reflected 

in changes in the structure through a different formation of behavioural choices (Ulbert 

2003:405-08). 

Other scholars stress the influence of the “performative power of language” the way norms 

are linguistically articulated and negotiated (Onuf 1994:4). Norms are not causal determinants 

but basis for interpretation as they “provide the horizon of possible actions” (Kessler 2010:99). 

Thus, in contrast to the rational logic of consequence, constructivists speak of the logic of 

appropriateness. This signifies that the perception of rationality is a question of social 

legitimate actions and norms (Fierke 2016:164). But norms also diffuse through diverse 

channels ranging from shared values, persuasion or coercion as incentives, to strategic 

assimilation, and are associated with a transformation of identity (Barnett 2017:153-54). 

In sum, Constructivist ontology highlights the individual as a major point of analytical 

reference. It breaks with the traditional understanding of structural determinism by 

illuminating the constitutive agency as bound to a particular societal context. Furthermore, the 

approaches stress the epistemological need for context related interpretation of social realities 

since key concepts like identities, values, norms and legitimated behaviour are mutually 

negotiated and constituted in intersubjective relations that are continuously altering and 

historically determined. This reflectivist understanding equally applies to the very process of 

knowledge generation in research and urges the researcher herself to unravel her own 
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presumptions. In other words, to understand female gang membership, it is imperative to 

investigate the individual meanings the girls impute to their group belonging related to their 

particular historical context and the social interrelations they experience. However, it is also 

crucial to scrutinise how knowledge of female gang membership is constituted and conveyed. 

This refers to the need to consider different perspectives involved in the identity building 

processes to understand the ascriptions of characteristics and responses to those that draw on 

inherent demarcation procedures. For one thing, this central assumption supports the multi-

level and multi-perceptivity approach of this dissertation to analyse the individual´s 

embeddedness in the local community and group context as part to understand the meaning 

of gang membership. For another it affects the adequacy of the methodological tools applied 

to investigate the realities of gang girls and makes a transparent positioning of the researcher 

in the context of data generation and analysis compulsory. 

3.1.2.2 Critical Theory – Historical Development of Exclusion and Resistance 

Like Constructivism, Critical Theory is not one stringent school of thought but can be 

understood as critical approach on traditional IR theories. Key aspects for the criticism are the 

positivist epistemological assumptions of structure and its parameter as historically given and 

unchangeable as well as the separation of facts and values. The indivisibility of facts and values 

in critical approaches is founded on the argument that ́ facts´ are also socially generated (Roach 

2016:147). “Critical theory is theory of history in the sense of being concerned not just with 

the past but with a continuing process of historical change” (Cox 1981:129). The aim of critical 

theorists is to identify, criticise and overcome mechanisms and structures that deny people the 

full extent of their possibilities. Their analysis refers to two different systems of exclusion: 

Firstly, the societal praxis of exclusion in terms of the negation of possibility through dominance 

and suppression. Secondly, the academic theorising itself as inclusive part of social practice 

(Humrich 2003). 

Empirically, the critical reflexivity points to historically evolved political and economic forces 

that shape the ideas, actions and interests of social agents and challenge the state as natural 

form of social organisation by raising questions of legitimate political order (Daddow 2013:192-

94). Linklater analysed that the “accumulation of monopoly power generated distinctive 

patterns of exclusion” that caused inequality and deprivation (Linklater 1998:28). Exclusion 

then relations to the societal group framing processes of in- and outgroups that define who is 

entitled to participate and to benefit from the existing order and who not (Linklater 1996:88-

90; 2007:65-68). Based on reflexivity, critical thinkers seek to understand the dynamic between 

perceived legitimate authority and social resistance. Following, agents revise existent social 
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order towards their ideas about how the world should be constituted. This discrepancy 

identified by actors presents a ´productive tension´ between abstract and empirical necessities 

which needs to be understood regarding “the mutual or offsetting benefits of producing 

practical and empirical knowledge through open-ended, dialectical, critique of social relations 

and governance” (Roach 2016:146). Critical Theory highlights the relevance of analysing 

exclusion from a bottom up perspective with a focus on individual perceptions. In this regard, 

the demonstration of contradictions or structurally inherent conflicts and how they have come 

about, is further used to provide comprehension of the means of change and emancipation 

through open and equal interaction. The transcending perspective on the emergence of 

unequal structures, constituted of material capabilities, ideas and institutions, enables the 

actors to resist structural conditions and to make normative choices of action contributing to a 

different social order (Cox 1981:130).  

Critical Theory also seeks to identify and criticise structures of exclusion in the very process of 

theorising. The Frankfurt School, as the main representative institution of Critical Theory first 

engaged with the ontological critique fn orthodox thinking in academia linked to unreflected 

presuppositions about a given societal order in theorising. Accordingly, they called for a critical 

epistemological reflexivity that acknowledges that the creation of knowledge is inseparable 

from a historical development that impacts on social interest, values, and practices (Fluck 

2014:59; Humrich 2003:422). Their claim was to question established structures in order to 

liberate thinking from existing restrictions. This aim also refers to the scholar´s duty of self-

awareness and disclosure of the process of research can never be objective but instead 

responds to particular interests (Roach 2016:147-48).  

Regarding the study of female gang membership, Critical Theory provides valuable information 

on the processes of historically evolved structures of societal exclusion. This knowledge helps 

this study to understand the creation of inequalities and invisible borders of participation that 

refer to economic, social and security dimensions in everyday lives. Based on this participatory 

line, people´s sense of belonging and their possibilities to identify within gangs as groups of 

belonging can be explored. Critical scholars have demonstrated that perceived deprivation 

structures can promote people´s agency to respond to unequal or marginalising structures in 

terms of individual or group-based resistancy. Given this interplay between exclusion and 

agency, female gang membership can be contextualised in immediate deprivation structures 

and strategic positioning. Finally, the concern of the epistemological assumption of the 

inseparability of facts and values stresses the demand for critical reflexivity of researcher and 

emphasises the need for self-reflection in the study.  



63 
 

3.1.2.3 Poststructuralism – Multi-Perspectivity and Deconstructing Homogeneity 

Like, Critical Theory, Poststructuralism is not a traditional theory from the spectrum of IR but 

rather an intellectual movement that critically engages with assumptions of universalist, 

enlightened modernity and orthodox thinking (George 1994:158-165). Finding their way into 

the discipline of IR, poststructuralists focus on the importance of social representation, and the 

relations between power, knowledge and politics of identity (Daddow 2013:218-224). Post-

structuralists criticise scientific positivism and its narrow acceptance of what proper research 

is composed of by opposing a plurality of perception (Walker 1989:27). As a paradigm of critical 

attitudes and approaches, poststructuralism calls attention for discursive features of politics in 

terms of the legitimation of domination (D. Campbell and Bleiker 2016). The ignited agenda of 

critiques challenges the relation between power and knowledge and the linguistic and 

hermeneutic construction of it (Der Derian 1989). Their investigation relates to “the closure, 

exclusion, power politics and life on margins – the question of dissent and resistance” (George 

1994:156). Epistemologically, post-structuralism questions any alleged structure, though the 

aim is not rejecting the existence of certain material realities but rather the claim to objectify 

perceptions on those (Diez 2003). Instead, it stresses that everything we think to know, is just 

one possible alternative of reality which is contextually transferred by interpretation. Hence, 

any form of knowledge is not scientifically verifiable (Der Derian 1989:7). Consequently, the 

aim is to systematically analyse the extent to which general patterns reveal linguistic forms of 

domination and exclusion by means of discourse analysis (Ashley 1989:278-79; Hansen 

2017:162).  

For empirical understanding, this means that “First of all, that any “reality” is mediated by a 

mode of representation and, secondly, that representation are not descriptions of a world of 

facticity, but always of making facticity” (Shapiro 1989:13-14). Any observation of social 

relations is to be considered full of contextualised beliefs that are nothing more than “a 

historical production of an epistemological code” (Shapiro 1989:18-20). By using the method 

of deconstruction as strategy of interpretation, poststructuralists unravel dominant patterns of 

social representations posed as “truth” (Ashley 1989; Daddow 2013:220-21). With particular 

focus on IR, questions are raised about the alleged naturalness of sovereignty, the implied 

division of social spheres and process of privileging one historical narrative over others. Such 

privileging is perceived as an arbitrary exercise of power and domination that disciplines the 

proliferation of meaning (Ashley 1989:282). Especially when it comes to political justifications 

of exclusion or even the exercise of violence, poststructuralists challenge fixed hierarchical 

oppositions like the ´self´ and the ´other´ or ´we´ and ´them´ and object and subject, seeking 

to make interpretative space for new intelligibilities of social relations. Such a deconstructing 
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perspective helps to “understand ourselves and others through the differences that make up 

everyday life in civil society and yet serve to justify homicide every day in the international 

society” (Der Derian 1989:4). Consequently, the sphere of IR poststructuralism deconstructs 

and tears down the ontology of state sovereignty and international distinction as timely and 

continuously erasing (Ashley 1989:311; 1996; George 1994:200; Walker 1993:176-83). 

However, the dissolution of those alleged impermeable of construct of social organisation or 

group membership generally displaces any immutable concept by historicising the same and 

stressing alternative indeterminate vantage points. 

Thus, for poststructuralists, the question “[w]ho we are is always a matter of becoming rather 

than one of being” (Wibben 2014:100). The permanent negotiation of self-identification 

between the subject and its social relations creates not one static monolithic identity but 

multiple understandings of self, however, constrained by structural limitations of dominant 

discourses (Wibben 2014:98-100). The defining process of othering that determines who the 

people allegedly are, can be based on the spatial separation of territorial belonging or other 

criteria that define political communities (Walker 1993:60-61). This division has an inherent 

hierarchical identity ascription that also defines the perception of threat and insecurity. 

Postmodernists expound how such a modernist dichotomy of thinking constructs the social 

realm of identity building, in which politics frame other social communities as distinctively 

different and subordinated to the own identity (George 1994:204-09). In this way identities are 

fragile and do not have an ontological status. “[N]o identity is the true identity because every 

identity is particular and contingent” (Connolly 1989:331). Given that identities are built 

processual in delineation to others, identities are multiple constructions ranging according to 

the relationship with others. The process of deconstruction entails therefore, an emancipatory 

moment as it allows the embracement of difference and the liberation from dogmatism (Diez 

2003:463). This illumination of processual dynamics overcomes the ontological separation 

between the individual and society and embraces micro and macro sociological phenomena as 

well as the dimension of temporality towards a concept of identity which is an “irreducibly 

relational process that intertwines actors and society” (Bucher and Jasper 2017:395). However, 

exactly this claim of dissolution of any analytical categories is the basis for a general critique 

from traditional IR scholars on post-structural thinking (Diez 2003:469-71; Walker 1989:28). 

In sum, poststructuralist investigations of social realities depend fundamentally on subjective 

interpretation that alter continuously in time and space. The moment of exclusionary practice 

lies in the discursive dominance that glosses over all possible alternatives of interpretation and 

establishes a dogmatism that eradicates differences and supress subjectivity. With regard to 
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the study of female gang membership, poststructuralism presents an important warning for 

the complexity and diversity of social realities. It urges this investigation to be aware of the 

manifold perceptions and interpretations of life realities. Therefore, in order to understand 

female gang membership, it is important to acknowledge a variety of narratives that offer 

different, possibly contradicting, approaches on the phenomenon. The perceptions of 

economic exclusion, social marginalisation and insecurity are to be analysed according to 

individual contexts and in interrelation with the community, as well as the gang the girls are 

embedded in. Moments of exclusion can also be invisibly manifested by means of suppression, 

shielding or disregard of perceptions and lifestyles in a dominant discourse. Further, identitary 

self-perception is multiple. Which part of the self saliently outcrops depends on the social 

interrelation in the very moment as well as outside ascription to which the person is positioning 

herself. The emphasis of this interrelating process of self-conception is reflected in this study 

the way female gang membership is investigated in its different social interactions and mutually 

constructed identities of membership. Based on this central perspective on identity 

constructions, gangs can be approached with concern for the construction of security threats 

and violent in-group out-group perceptions linked to a framed and socially constructed 

territorial border in urban areas. Finally, gang girls as group members are examined in regard 

to their social relationships to male members, internal group dynamics and their social 

embeddedness in order to understand the meaning of membership in its identitary 

dimensions. 

 

3.2. Feminist and Gender Contributions to International Relations 

The final theoretical approaches presented in this section refer to a variety of feminist critiques 

and gender analyses of global politics. Feminist contributions entered the disciplines of IR 

during the Third debate and enqueued themselves in the line of challenges to positivism in the 

1980s. Although gender approaches amalgamate a broad spectrum of analytical frameworks 

that encompass positivist and post-positivist, the majority of contributions reject essentialist 

and objective assumptions and focus on the dimension of social construction (Tickner 2006: 

19-20). Regardless of the meta-theoretical differences among feminist scholars, their 

contributions all aim to criticise mainstream IR theories for ignoring gender-based 

distinguished life realms as well as the highly unequal world order dominated by men and 

masculine patterns of thinking that subordinate and disregard women´s experiences (Steans 

2006:22-28). However, the main analytical starting point for feminist research is on the micro-

level of individual social interrelation. Feminist scholars seek to understand gender based 
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realities embedded in global political structures and the resulting effects on women´s everyday 

lives (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:181-82). Feminist research has bridged former separate levels 

of analysis by outlining how micro-processes can be linked to broader global issues and vice 

versa. They outlined not only how international politics influences gender realities on the 

ground, but also how micro-level processes enacted by gender can serve to alter global 

dynamics (Solomon and Steele 2017). 

Given the heterogeneity of feminist approaches, their basic common ground is to call attention 

to the variable category of gender. They all examine power dynamics and gender hierarchies 

from a bottom up perspective that focuses on individual experiences. The majority of 

approaches imply an inherent emancipatory goal of counteracting those hierarchies and 

struggling for gender equality (Tickner 2006:22-25). While the first generation of theorists has 

concentrated on theory development, the second generation rather analysed different 

empirical situations from a gender sensitive perspective (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:179-82). 

Ontologically, feminist scholars in IR engage with the understanding of the category of gender 

and investigate the construction and theorisation of the state and international relations. With 

the establishment of gender as an analytical category, scholars highlight the social, often 

juxtaposed, perceptions of men and women and beyond. Three ontological understandings of 

gender can be distinguished. The first refers to essentialist dimorphite understandings of 

gender that stress biological differences which determine people´s behavioural capacities 

according to biological sex. The second relies on assumptions of a binary existence of biological 

gender which do not comprehend the body as decisive component for social gender relations 

but rather the socially constituted ascriptions of masculinity and femininity. The third approach 

stresses the dissolution of sexual binarity that emphasises that both, the social and the 

biological gender are constituted through politicisation and performance of the body (Hansen 

2015:15).  

Along with these ontological assumptions, different epistemological approaches are applied, 

nonetheless it is “not to assume that there are only a limited number of fixed ontology-

epistemology-methodology combinations, […] IR feminists have, in fact, been quite open 

minded about the combinability and coexistence” of different study designs (Hansen 2015:16). 

In the following, the different approaches are explained, starting with the positivist 

contribution, ensued by the post-positivist ones composed of critical feminism, standpoint 

feminism, postcolonial contributions and finally closed with post-structural feminist studies.  
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3.2.1. Positivist Feminism – Making Women´s Realities Visible 

Essentialist thinkers base their studies on rationalism, causalities and objective observations of 

quantitative measurable inequalities between men and women. One exemplary framework 

that pays attention to women´s invisibility and gendered subordination to men, is located in 

the tradition of institutionalist liberalism (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:182-83). An example of 

such an approach is the study by Caprioli (2005) that focuses on causal relations of gender 

based economic inequality, discrimination and sexual violations traced back to structural 

violence against women. These inequalities are revealed and broken down to various 

objectified indicators (Caprioli 2005:169-171). Both the ontological status of the state as well 

as the biological binary division of men and women, are not seen as problematic. Instead, 

gender is rather seen as one variable for the state´s behaviour (Hansen 2015:17). Affiliating to 

the liberal theory of democratic peace, liberal feminists investigate the relationship between 

domestic gender equality linked to women´s representation in institutions, their societal status 

of equality and peaceful foreign policy. The basic hypothesis is: The more equal women´s 

representation in institutions, the more peaceful a state´s international relations (Caprioli and 

Boyer 2001:511).  

Behind the understanding of gender as an explanatory variable for peaceful state behaviour, 

lies the essentialist reduction of women as naturally more peaceful than men. Therefore, 

women in representative functions are seen as promoters of peaceful relations (Hansen 

2015:18). To test such causation, the approach collects statistical data, in form of quantitative 

representation of women in parliament as indicator for domestic gender equality. Following 

liberal feminism, the mode of exclusion and cause of gender inequality is based on legal 

obstacles for women to participate in political decision-making processes. The removal of those 

hindrances paves the way for social political and economic equality of women and men and 

thus, promotes peaceful international relations (Caprioli and Boyer 2001:511; Caprioli 2005). 

Those quantitative studies on gender inequality are criticised for their disregard of the extent 

of deep-rooted inequalities beyond statistical differences. This perspective neither challenges 

the ontological status of the state as central category for international relations, nor the 

naturalness of gender distinction (Hansen 2015:17; Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:182). 

Other examples of quantitative studies from the area of Peace and Conflict Studies, investigate 

women´s participation in international relations with reference to their roles in armed forces. 

These studies basically affiliate to the approach of ´greed and grievances´ that explains the 

outbreak of civil wars to an opportunity-costs analysis and are based on rational processes of 

consideration. Henshaw (2016) and Gonzales-Perez (2006) for instance, examine the 
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participation of women in rebel groups with regard to the intersection of conflict dimensions 

and women´s motivation to engage in violent groups. By means of statistical hypotheses 

testing, the studies point to the tendency that women are more likely to rebel when confronted 

with economic inequality, and ethnic or religious discrimination (A. L. Henshaw 2016c). They 

further outline different degrees and roles of women´s participation depending on the scope 

of conflict, whether it has a domestic, a national or an international character. Accordingly, 

women participate in all hierarchical levels in domestic rebellions, but are only limited in their 

involvement in international conflicts (Gonzales-Perez 2006). Although these studies do not 

challenge the ontological binarity of gender within their positivist framework, they illuminate 

women´s participations outside the essentialist promoted understanding of women as being 

naturally peaceful and distinctive from men´s behaviours. 

3.2.2. Post-Positivist Feminist Approaches – Focus on Femininity and Masculinity  

In contrast to essentialist thinking that takes fundamental differences between men and 

women due to a distinctive anatomy for granted, post-positivist gender perspectives illuminate 

the social construction of masculinity and femininity and the resulting consequences of those 

identity ascriptions (Steans 2006:7-10). This feminist branch encompasses various ontological 

perspectives affiliating to the IR traditions of Constructivism and Critical Theory but 

encompasses further theoretical strands linked to post-colonialism and post-structuralism and 

is therefore, difficult to label (D´Amico 1994). In its critical character, feminism often 

intertwines theoretical categories as well as attaching additional approaches such as 

standpoint feminism (Daddow 2013:206-213; Finke 2003; Steans 2006; Tickner and Sjoberg 

2016). Altogether they share the epistemological critique on traditional IR theories as rational, 

material and universal means of knowledge production to which they oppose a gendered 

sensitive disclosure of experiences aiming at women´s emancipation of dogmatic and 

stereotyped subordination (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:180-83). Ontologically, the state and 

national order are not taken as given, but rather understood as a result of historical 

developments materially and ideationally constructed. Both constructs, so the key critique, are 

based on patriarchal practices that discriminate against women in their social position (Hansen 

2015:19). 

However, without explicitly challenging the biological gender division, the studies focus on 

multiple, structural inequalities encompassing impacts of economic, political, social and 

security features of global politics on men and women. Their critiques centre around global 

inequalities of political representation and participation as well as the pervasive, often ignored, 

security consequences of the gendered allocation of roles (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:179-82). 



69 
 

Amongst these studies, some unpick the linguistic framework of gender division and the 

mutual constitution of structures and agents, the way ideas on gender influence behaviour and 

vice versa (Daddow 2013:211; Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:184). The way gendered categories 

are built and conveyed, influences state policy and the ascription of gender-based identities. 

The critique of linguistically based categories of gender refers to the institutionalising process 

of inscribing inequalities and exclusion that create dichotomous spheres of political and social 

orders, such as the division between public and private spheres, waged paid labour and 

domestic unpaid work (Prügel 2004; True and Krook 2010). 

3.2.2.1 Material and Ideological Power Relations 

Critical theorist contributions aim to criticise traditional theorising in IR as patriarchal power 

exercises that produce and reproduce male-centred knowledge as form of social control. 

Furthermore, feminist critical scholars focus on gender inequality “in terms of the intersection 

of two sets of social forces, capitalism and patriarchy” (Steans 2006:15). Based on a more 

empirical focus, they investigate gender-based exploitation structures not only in their 

ideational development but also in their empirical manifestations pursuant to material 

inequalities between men and women (Daddow 2013:210-11). This includes ideas as a driving 

force for institutional settings, labour division and the state-society relation as well as the 

historically evolved world structure (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:183-84).  

Starting from a gender sensitive perspective on international economic relations, critical 

approaches shed light on male dominated production activities and the exclusion of women´s 

labour force to the unpaid domestic sphere. A following critique refers to the fact that the 

production sectors, in which women are located on the market, are widely unregulated and 

thus, carry a high risk of exploitation (Elias and Ferguson 2015). This fundamental labour 

division in production processes is based on ideational factors of subordinated perceptions of 

feminine qualities that are supposedly better located in the domestic sphere of reproduction. 

By connecting macroeconomic dynamics of deregulation and privatisation to a gender sensitive 

understanding of workloads, both in the waged labour and domestic sphere, feminist scholars 

reveal the structural discriminating microeconomic effects of gender roles (Petersen 2015:174-

76). Further, feminist scholars point to gender based access to resources that has become 

increasingly difficult due to privatisation of land coupled with inheritance traditions that are 

also based on gendered role assignments of women to the private sphere (Barthwal-Datta and 

Basu 2015). 

Standpoint feminism is closely linked to Critical Theory as it also seeks to reveal structural 

disadvantages for women due to dynamics of global politics and socialisation based on the 
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illumination of women´s experiences (Steans 2006). The core argument of standpoint feminism 

is that patriarchal structures not only suppress women empirically, but they further side-line 

their experiences of economic and security structures in IR theorising. By asking “Where are 

the women?”, standpoint feminists put their epistemological focus on sensing women´s 

experiences that differ fundamentally from those of men (Hansen 2015:19). Although this 

perspective does not carry an essentialist understanding of the category gender, it stresses that 

socially constituted role assignments and the experiences resulting from it, build different 

personality structures that evoke particular characteristics of male and female socialisation 

(Steans 2006:13). This does not necessarily imply that concepts of femininity and masculinity 

are globally equal. “Crucially, however, standpoint feminists still maintain the understanding 

that there is a concrete living female subject who can be referred to and who should be at the 

centre of the analysis” (Hansen 2015:19). Given the acceptance of an existent physical binarity 

of human bodies, which are then further socialised according to powerful concepts of 

masculinity and femininity, some scholars draw on essentialising features like motherhood as 

influencing women´s social characteristics toward superior peacefulness (Finke 2003:485).  

Therefore, standpoint feminism has attracted worldwide attention to the feminist project of 

emancipation. Based on the understanding of two different social realms between men and 

women, it has criticised the manifested, politically constructed separation of the public and the 

private sphere, which exclude women from public life. Following, international politics is 

constituted as a relentless masculine sphere of life in which feminine characteristics are 

obstructive. The fact that women nonetheless participate in international politics due to their 

everyday work, has not been included in the awareness of politicians and academics for a long 

time (Enloe 1989). Closely linked to the general problematisation of the division of the public 

and private spheres, is the definition and the concept of security. Traditionally, security has 

exclusively referred to state security against outside threats protected through military forces. 

Defence policy and military services are political domains, which are highly connotated with 

masculinity and strength, that constitutes men as the protector of the vulnerable women 

(Cockburn 2010). The traditional security definition of Realism is fundamentally refused by 

feminists, since its narrow understanding of security threats that ignores any gender dimension 

and reduces women to helpless victims who depend on male´s protection. Further, feminist 

approaches criticise the unchallenged status of the state as security provider and propose that 

the state itself may present a threat to the individual´s security, especially through assaults and 

infringements by military personnel or police forces (Baaz and Stern 2006; Tickner 1992). 
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Methodologically, in order to reveal the individual experiences of women, standpoint feminists 

apply ethnographic story-telling and narrative interviews, which are predominantly 

interpretative research methods that also brings attention to the interaction between 

researchers and research subjects. “However, the concern with the structural inequalities 

woman face means that studies often include quantitative material as well as secondary 

sources” (Hansen 2015:20). The main critique of standpoint feminism refers to the singular 

understanding of women as coherent subject of analysis. The way women are framed to have 

an alleged common feminine identity does not consider any intersectional variances in identity 

perceptions and thus, homologies or even essentialises women´s experiences (Hansen 

2015:20; Steans 2006:14). The perceptions of a strong coherence among women makes it very 

difficult to assess ´the manifold experiences between women according to their particular 

social and cultural context and varying features of marginalisation (Hansen 2015:20). 

3.2.2.2 Multiperspectivity on Women in International Relations 

Post-positivist feminist contributions in IR that focus more on multi-perspectivity inside the 

category of ‘women’, are the post-colonial and post-structuralist approaches that emphasise 

the heterogeneity of living realities. Postcolonial feminists refer to exactly this critique on 

missing intersectional consideration when discussing structural marginalisation of women. In 

contrast to standpoint feminism, they focus on historical, cultural, ethical and social distinctions 

between societies and thus, in between women (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:186). Post-

colonialism further criticises traditional IR for the remaining emphasis on geopolitical 

segregation that classifies the world into different hierarchical zones of security and wealth in 

the north and violence and poverty in the global south. But their critique does not only refer 

to traditional IR but also to western feminism that draws on geographical separation of land, 

people and knowledge excluding other perspectives by imposing their own as universal 

(Agathangelou and Turcotte 2015:37). The major critique of feminist post-colonialism does, 

therefore, not relate to patriarchal oppression and inequalities between men and women but 

rather opposes western feminist theoretical exclusion of multiple perceptions by their 

universal claim (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:186).  

Those dominant theories, evolved in western academic realms with universal statements of 

women, do not account for intersectional life realities. “Feminist theory must, therefore, be 

able to theorise the way in which class, ethnicity, race and sexuality cut cross gender 

differences” (Steans 2006:18). Such an approach stresses the socially different and unequal 

power relations between globally privileged western women and women in former colonised 

countries. With focus on the colonial history, western women often assume a cultural 
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backwardness of colonised people which themselves have contributed to their exploitation in 

the past (Daddow 2013:213). The postcolonial scholars perceive the imposition of western 

concepts of femininity to the rest of the world as dangerous and emphasise, based on an 

intersectional approach, the necessity to examine the differences within the subject of women 

also within one society (Steans 2006:19). Postcolonial contributions reject the western 

presentation of homogenous womanhood, having all the same needs and ideas on how the 

world ought to be, simply based on the assumption of gender. Sociological and intersectional 

components of life circumstances are equally important to claim solidarity. Such judgments of 

categories from western feminists are criticised as presenting ´other´ women as inferior or 

victims without recognising the diversity of perspectives and identities as equals (Goredema 

2010; Mohanty 1988).  

Another critique of dominant gender perception or homologisations comes from 

poststructuralist scholars. At the heart of their approach is the emphasis on the multiplicity of 

perspectives, the problematisation of categories of identities and differences and the 

asymmetries of power and knowledge. Rejecting all dogmatic or essentialistic categories, 

poststructuralists do not recognise an ontological differentiation of the biological binarity as 

vindicable. Gender has no biological foundation in categories like ´women´ and ´men´ as they 

are equally as socially constructed as ´masculinity´ and ´femininity´ (Steans 2006:16-17; 

2013b). In contrast to standpoint feminism, which maintains women as objective with 

reference to biological gender, feminist poststructuralism understands gender as a 

performative act in which the body is performed and thereby constitutes gender. Ground-

breaking for this understanding of gender was Judith Butler´s book “Gender trouble” (1990) in 

which she posited that gender neither exists in a given biological nor in a social form outside 

of discursive and performative interaction. She stressed that gender and sex cannot be thought 

of separately. “If gender is the cultural meanings that the sexed body assumes, then a gender 

cannot be said to follow from a sex in any one way. Taken to its logical limit, the sex/gender 

distinction suggests a radical discontinuity between sexed bodies and culturally constructed 

genders” (Butler 2007:9). Following her argumentation, the separation between a biological 

binarily-given body of sexes and a socially constructed gender would disconnect these two 

categories arbitrarily. If social gender is multiple and variable it is not comprehensive to refer 

this variety back to two pre-given sexes. Consequently, the binary perception of bodies is also 

socially constructed in discourse and following this, trained and performed according to social 

gender and vice versa (Butler 1988). From this point of view, there is no biological gender 

outside of the discourse that forms biological identities as men and women or masculinity and 

femininity. The epistemological consequence for feminists poststructuralists is that “there are 
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no lived experiences that can be taken as authentic statements of what (marginalised) women 

really think, feel or want” (Hansen 2015:21). 

Further, constructions are never neutral. All linguistically constructed categories convey 

meanings and represent power structures of societal hierarchies. Therefore, feminist 

poststructuralists point to the linguistic discourse of IR and international politics as highly 

patriarchally connotated, framing as the knowledge is created by ´men´. The dichotomised 

basic constructions of political spheres as distinct public/private are gendered discourses 

representing the dominant interests of patriarchal order and serve to empower masculinity 

over femininity (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:185). Discursively created constructions of 

femininity and masculinity have severe real-world consequences for women in terms of 

political, economic and cultural marginalisation as well as (in)security implications which 

poststructuralists aim to expose and deconstruct (Hansen 2015). Discursive dichotomous 

constructions of public/private is concomitant with recalcitrant gendered stereotypes which 

present men as rational thinkers who are strong, independent, taking the role of public proctor 

create the gendered dimension of masculinity. Whereas, women are ascribed characteristics 

like weakness and emotionality which posit them in the private sphere, where they are 

protected by men (Tickner and Sjoberg 2016:185). How such stereotypes are upheld and 

reproduced in political discourses is also revealed by feminist poststructuralists with reference 

to citizenship, security policy, violence and war. Derived of such gendered ideas, women have 

been framed as people that need to be protected and not consolidated to political decision-

making in particular in security decisions (Horn 2015).  

Generally, the problematic public/private and protector/protected dichotomy is central 

scheme of post-structural feminist analysis of war and violence and women´s exclusion from 

military activities (Puechguirbal 2010). The gender constructions and performances are most 

prevalent in the analysis of violence where central features of masculinity are strength and 

aggression that equip men for being soldiers but also perpetrators of violence, whereas women 

are limited to being victims (Elshtain 1994; Steans 2013a). In order to vanquish such binary 

thought patterns, feminists claim the dissolution of such identity perceptions by offering 

alternative ideas of gendered dynamics in international relations that break with contemporary 

patriarchal dominance (Sylvester 1994; Weber 2015). 

Beside those dominantly produced realities are manifold alternatives to (re)constructing 

gender, which post-structural feminists aim to sensitise for and to promote the renunciation of 

stereotypes. Moreover, they underline the need for pluralistic thinking that encompasses 

´gender´ identities beyond stereotyped and reiterated dichotomies of masculinities and 
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femininities. In doing so, feminists offer emancipatory means from gender based restrictions 

and orthodoxies (Hansen 2015:20-21). However, post-structural feminism has been criticised 

concerning two core aspects: Firstly, disallowing any category like “women” from the centre 

thereby relegates any analyses to indeterminism. Secondly, it is unclear how emancipation of 

gender identities can be realised when all gender constructions are located in exclusively 

ambiguous power relations, reflected in discourse domination. It remains difficult for how 

supressed actors, who are trapped in continuously discursive power struggles, challenge 

dominant meanings of gender. Finally, the radical rejection of the existence of any meanings of 

material conditions outside the discourse does not concede action beyond discursive 

opposition (Whitworth 1994:82). 

3.2.3. Summary of Feminist Approaches 

In summary, gender approaches are highly diverse and offer different ontological and 

epistemological perspectives for investigating and analyse international relations and global 

politics. However, the main analytical starting point is at the micro-level of the individual´s 

social interrelation in order to understand gender-based realities and the corresponding effects 

of global politics on ´women´s´ everyday lives. Feminist research, therefore, interlinks global 

phenomena with individual experiences and outlines how global politics, in turn, are 

characterised by micro level dynamics. Applied to the study on female gang membership, all 

approaches provide comprehensive knowledge on different means to examine and understand 

the very phenomenon of gender realms. Firstly, given the difference of ontology of gender, the 

particular understanding of gender applied in this study needs to be made explicit in order to 

clarify to whom the study refers when speaking of female gang members. Ensuing, the levels 

of analysis need to be clarified in the way they intersect, and how micro and macro levels of 

gender-based inequalities mesh to connect the phenomenon of female gang membership to 

structural conditions. This includes the aspect of gender identity ascriptions and the dynamics 

of mutual constitution of structure and agency as well as the consideration of ubiquitous male 

dominance. The emphasised gender inequalities based on dichotomous role assignments and 

the according expectations on behaviour and responsibilities of feminine and masculine 

identity performance, is the central dimension inherent in deprivation structure investigated 

in this study.  

In consequence, this study understands gender as socially constructed category assigned to 

men and women in society. It does thereby not reject the diversity of sexes beyond dimorphism 

but rather identifies these two categories as salient constructs of self-references in the society 

of concern for this study. Therefore, the decision to rely on the binary categories derives from 
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the empirical self-representation of the subjects of investigations and enables a clearer 

analytical framework to reveal gender based deprivation. Nonetheless, the investigation of 

female gang membership considers the knowledge of feminist contributions amongst others. 

Instead, it stresses the importance examining not only gender-based deprivation between the 

alleged homogeneous categories of ́ men´ and ́ women´ but to widen the scope to deprivations 

beyond a dichotomous identity concept to embrace female heterogeneity. However, the 

feminist attainments to link micro-level dynamics to global politics are central to encompass 

the phenomenon of female gang membership in its social embeddedness. Finally, inspired by 

feminist research, the study considers the dimensions of deprivation on different levels as well 

as it aims to capture the diverse individual perceptions of those people directly and indirectly 

linked to female gang membership beyond the gendered deprivation line. 

 

3.3. Conclusion - IR Vantage Points on Female Gang Membership 

As shown in the previous sections, the plethora of IR Theory provides manifold approaches to 

investigate structures of deprivation on diverse levels of analysis that can serve as endorsement 

for the examination of the phenomenon of female gang membership in areas of urban 

insecurity. However, this study does not follow one particular theory but rather acknowledges 

the rich insights gained from the many contributions outlined as they provide guidance for 

capturing the empirical complexity of multi-level deprivation relevant to understanding female 

gang membership. Therefore, this closing section outlines the way this study applies the 

knowledge provided by IR theories as a guideline to inductively explore the various dimensions 

of deprivation that enclose the lives of gang girls. Starting with a general clarification of the 

ontological and epistemological assumptions underlying the study, it firstly considers the 

exposition of theoretical features to reveal economic marginalisation, then captures the 

diversity of social and political deprivation and closes with the theoretical perspectives for 

examining the intricacy of (in)security.  

Ontologically, the study focuses on different deprivation structures linked to the phenomenon 

of female gang membership. On a local level, slum dwellers as one particular social community 

are exposed to structural inequality. Inside slum communities, gangs as exclusionary 

constructed groups react to and reconstruct deprivation structures in the way they distance 

themselves from the community. Inside the gangs, girls also act in distinction from the civic 

community and the male gang members. Of course, such a terminology or categorisation is not 

perceived as unproblematic. But these level descriptions are analytically necessary in order to 

structure different interrelating dynamics that might promote deprivation. This prescription of 
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the actor´s constellation is drawn from the outside perception of a scholar and is influenced by 

the literature presented in the second chapter. Decisive for the validity of these categorisations 

are the self-perceptions of the interview participants and whether they would see a difference 

between themselves and other actors. Important for the group level is the individual´s self-

assignment but also outside allocations to the gang. Moreover, the categorisation of 

´community´ and ´gang´ is based on the assumption that the economic, social and political as 

well as the security situation, as three central features of life, differ according to the belonging 

to a gang. Following, it is assumed that this differentiation creates the multiple deprivation, in 

which gang girls are embedded.  

Epistemologically, however, deprivation is not an objectively measurable feature of life but 

rather a qualitative term that depends on the person´s feelings of being deprived and excluded. 

From this point of view, economic deprivation cannot solely be defined through income 

comparison. Economic deprivation can also refer to working conditions, the freedom to choose 

a certain labour, or the value associated with it. The same criteria count for the discovering of 

social and political deprivation that needs to go far beyond the quantitative observation of 

social interaction and political integration in agenda setting. Social deprivation is inextricably 

linked to identities and outside recognition, and thus a feeling of belonging and of being socially 

accepted. Finally, security is a broad concept that can neither be limited to state security nor 

individual physical integrity, but has psychological dimensions of fear and coercion that cannot 

be observed as such but lies in experiences herein.  

All in all, assumptions on the composition of deprivation and certain features of insecurity 

depend on the individual´s perception and have a relational dimension linked to the broader 

social context. It cannot be objectified, though the study does not aim to reject that deprivation 

also has material appearances. Certainly, economic deprivation can be traced to housing 

situations, food supplies and healthcare provisions, whereas social and political deprivation 

can be witnessed in the degree of interaction, political participation, organisational integration 

and networks. Security deprivation must be examined based on physical violence and violent 

incidents but also in protection dynamics related to ingroup-outgroup aspects. Hence, besides 

recognising different categories of actors and deprivation, the observation of the material 

dimensions does not allow qualitative insights on the meaning of such material or physical 

circumstances for the individual lives. The relevance of those material aspects will be taken 

into consideration, however, this will be linked to personal narratives of the individuals and 

provide an additional contextual understanding of their stories.  
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Beside the ontological and epistemological vantage points for the study, IR theories inform the 

understanding of economic, social and security deprivation structures that impact female gang 

membership on different levels of examination. To gain insights into the dynamics of economic 

inequality reflected in slum communities, it is necessary to examine the general condition of 

income generation as well as qualitative labour conditions to capture the working realities of 

slum dwellers either in the formal or informal sector. And consequently, whether there are 

differences among gang and non-gang members as well as gender-based discrepancies. Critical 

Theory stresses that not only the existence of inequalities is important, but also to reveal how 

such unequal developments impact people´s interests and ideas. More clearly, it crucial is to 

understand how material capabilities and opportunities influence people´s behaviours, the 

choices they make and whether these inequalities instigate a form of social resistance. 

Therefore, it is central to engage with the individual´s perceptions of their economic situation 

and what meaning these have for their actions. Critical feminism illuminates different features 

of economic inequality along the gender-based division of public and private spheres of labour 

and the linked lack of appreciation of domestic work from which women suffer. They connect 

the macro-economic male dominated production structures and unequal micro-economic 

accesses to resources that increase the risk of women´s exploitation that need to be considered 

when investigating female gang membership. Finally, the study needs to explore whether gangs 

as groups have a particular economic dimension which distinguishes them from the community 

they are embedded in, and if so, whether the economic features of gang life have a particular 

gender dimension. 

Concerning the social dimension, deprivation is connected to some extent to economic 

capabilities, but encompasses manifold features of recognition and social inclusion linked to 

identities and perceptions of legitimacy. All post-positivist scholars have stressed the 

importance of identities, norms and values in creating the intersubjective bases for social order 

and thus, determining legitimacy. Participation in public life and decision-making processes, 

therefore, is not only a question of legal structures but also of social conformity and belonging. 

Constructivists emphasise the importance of shared identity building, through features of 

similarities of characteristics or experiences, as bases for common understandings, norm 

creation and shared action. Critical Theory poses the issues of dominance and suppression that 

determine legitimate action and behaviour, which create hierarchical understandings attached 

to values, which also imply social entitlement and the power of exclusion. Poststructuralists 

have demonstrated that this form of social and political excluding process of othering is 

linguistically framed by dominant discourses in society.  
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For the study of female gang membership, these insights on identity building dynamics and 

consequences, provide an important access point to understand social and political 

deprivation. Identity framing is a powerful but invisible force, carried out in processes of 

outside ascriptions which people are exposed to and react to. Therefore, the study aims to 

investigate different levels of framing. Firstly, how are deprivation of the poor urban 

community, but also gangs and gang girls perceived and framed at the local level. Secondly, 

how are gangs framed inside the community and whether this description differs from the gang 

members´ self-perceptions. Thirdly, how are gang girls perceived in the community, inside the 

gang and in comparison, in their self-perception. Hereby, the concepts of gender are of 

importance. Especially, how the performances of femininity and masculinity influence social 

status and whether these concepts serve for legitimation of respective group belonging or are 

de-legitimating in the case of deviation. Deprivation lies in the refusing of belonging to a certain 

group of actors and the devaluation of particular lifestyles. Critical theorists, as well as feminist 

scholars, have shown that a lack of respect and recognition can instigate a resistance identity, 

which refuses dominant thinking and replaces prevalent values and norms by alternative ones, 

linked to their feeling of belonging to an alternative group. 

Finally, the dimension of security is highly relevant for the analysis of gang membership. 

Security provision is connected to social belonging, irrespective the level of analysis, but 

nonetheless difficult to capture. Security is linked to concepts of identities and who is perceived 

as threat. On the local level, it is important to consider whether there are differences in security 

provision among local community members and which groups are framed as outsiders and 

thus, perceived as a security threat, as well as who is regarded as entitled to be protected. This 

distinction refers to the existence of gangs, which do not identify themselves with the state 

and do not feel belonging to this community group of references. Thus, gangs challenge the 

institutional monopoly of force and its legitimacy and perceive law enforcement agencies 

clearly as security threat. However, besides the importance of the framing processes on the 

local level stressed by post-structural scholars, feminists have illuminated gender dimensions 

of insecurity that have not been considered as security problems for a long time. The feminist 

understanding of security points to two features important for the study of female gang 

membership. Firstly, it incorporates the security problem located in the private sphere, such as 

domestic violence and everyday violence, including sexual violence, abuse, harassment, 

coercion and the element of fear due to gender perceptions and the degradation of femininity. 

Secondly, does the gender-based framing portray women as vulnerable and helpless and men 

as protectors? This categorisation misleads the agency of women and their internal 

heterogeneity, including their involvement in violence. It further disregards the aspect that the 
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state itself can present a security threat to its citizens based on its dominant definition of who 

presents a threat and the legitimacy of exercising force against its citizens. Finally, regarding 

the study of female gang membership, it is important to explore the dimensions of threat 

perceived by the community, the gang and the gang girls. To capture the complexity of dynamic 

violence, the exercise of force by all actors involved must be investigated in order to receive a 

comprehensive picture of the extent and scope of violence as part of the lives of women in 

gangs.  

All in all, the study aims to capture the dimensions of economic, socio-political and security 

deprivation affecting female gang membership and thereby, to portray different perspectives 

from the various actors involved. Accordingly, the study seeks to understand intertwined 

dynamics of inside-outside perceptions in order to comprehensively outline the complexity of 

insecurity embedded in everyday practices and the inseparability of meso and micro processes. 

In the focus are the individual narratives that reveal their experiences but also material 

components that impact the phenomenon of gang girls. Epistemologically speaking, the study 

aims to understand the diversity of perceptions on female gang membership and the meanings 

for the girls´ belonging as well as the consequences of membership for their living realities. 
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4. RESEARCH DESIGN – CAPTURING PERSPECTIVES FROM MEDELLÍN 

This chapter presents the operational design and strategy of inquiry of the dissertation´s field 

research into the gender realms, perceptions and meanings of female gang membership in the 

case of Medellín, Colombia. It first circumscribes the characteristics of the case study and then 

outlines the levels and dimensions of analysis. In a second step the applied mixed methods 

design is revealed, including the way the qualitative and quantitative data was generated in the 

field. Following, the chapter engages with the ethical concerns of doing research in a conflict 

setting and reveals aspects of positionality and reflexivity in data collection. Finally, the chapter 

particularises the means of data analysis and coding procedures and concludes with the 

insights, but also limitations of this research approach. 

4.1. Capturing Gang Realities in their Context Particularities 

As presented in the previous chapter, this study does not follow one theoretical concept but is 

guided by a basic set of beliefs. Aiming at contributing to a theoretical development as a 

“process of modelling real-world phenomena” (Dooley 2002:351), the study seeks to 

understand individual life worlds of female gang members in their particular contexts. Such an 

inductive objective requires a holistic perspective that encompasses the contextuality in which 

meaning is constructed and negotiated, socially and historically, through interaction (Creswell 

2009:5-11). A case study design provides the adequate strategy to capture this wholeness of 

empirical reality. Considering a case as ´a bounded system´ with many interrelating units of 

analysis, while simultaneously preserving the empirical integrity, a case-based investigation 

allows examining the societal circumstances of female gang membership. This perspective, 

however, implies blurred boundaries between the case and its context. It illuminates the 

phenomenon as embedded and interrelated with the social surroundings from multiple 

sources of evidence (Punch 2014:120-21). Case study designs can diverge between extreme or 

deviated cases and representative or typical cases that demonstrate the expected 

circumstances and conditions of a commonplace situation of a phenomenon. However, case 

study designs need a permanent adaptation of the positioning of the cases. A case expected to 

be representative may emerge otherwise during the process of data collection (Yin 2009:48). 

Given the known spectrum of female membership, the case of combo girls in Medellín is 

considered to be of representative rather than of exceptional characteristic. In the centre of 

the case stands the set of individuals, selected on the basis of common features of gang 

membership, and their life stories, surrounded by multidimensional contexts the gang 

members are embedded in. In this sense, the bundle of individual narratives of female gang 

members is supplemented by detailed context information, drawing from different sources 
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that are clustered in multilevel subunits (Dooley 2002:337-39). This implies defining the case 

in its locational and temporal determinants (Yin 2009:33) and requires a critical and reflexive 

dealing with the data generation (Lai and Roccu 2019). However, the aspiration of a theory 

refinement requires open-mindedness towards the theoretical framework set at the beginning, 

as it may alter during the process of data generation (Hartley 2004:326). Nonetheless, prior 

knowledge from the outlined literature and the theoretical assumptions serve as blueprints for 

development of this case study (Kohlbacher 2006; Robson and McCartan 2016:150; Yin 

2009:33). It helps to define and narrow the questions and add face to research validity through 

a revealed connectivity to the broader debate on urban conflict and gang membership (Dooley 

2002:339). 

4.1.1. Analytical Framework to Encompass Realms of Medellín´s Gang Girls  

The case of the combo landscape of Medellín has been selected for several reasons: First, the 

city witnesses a high level of urban insecurity linked to the manifold presence of diverse non-

state armed actors which control considerable sectors of the city (Baird 2015; Centro Nacional 

de Memoria Historíca 2018). Many neighbourhoods report a high presence of gangs 

encompassing different levels of organisation. In this regard the city's gang landscape is not 

considered to be an extreme or unique case but rather of representative character for Latin 

American gang occurrence – tough with its particularities (Dávila 2018; Doyle 2019). Second, 

Medellín has been selected because of my personal longstanding relationship to the city. For 

more than eight years I visited and discovered the city and familiarised myself with its diverse 

appearance. Over this period, I have accumulated knowledge about the city's history, its 

neighbourhoods and ´la cultura paisa´- the cultural habits as well as its delicate safety issues. 

Third, the most decisive aspect for choosing Medellín, was the academic network and the 

accessibility to Medellín´s gang landscape and the considerable presence of female gang 

members. The substantive support and facilitation from colleagues to establish contact to 

Medellín´s academic and organisational structures was crucial for the selection of Medellín as 

place for the data collection. 

Principally, when speaking about the ´case of Medellín´ I refer to the phenomenon of female 

gang members embedded in the city´s gang landscape. Geographically, Medellín is determined 

to its administrative units of 16 comunas, the neighbourhoods of Bello, Envigado, Itagüi and 

the four surrounding corregimientos - in which the gangs predominantly operate (SISC 2019:9). 

In the temporal dimension, the case encompasses gang membership of women in a time span 

of the recent fifteen years. Their memberships apply to different gangs operating in different 

sectors of the city and therefore, may vary in their internal and external dynamic of interaction. 
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Yet, ontologically the study focuses on three levels of analysis: the community level, the group 

level and the individual level. Each is examined regarding three dimensions of deprivation: 

Firstly, the economic capacities, secondly, the social interaction, and thirdly, the security 

situation. The levels, dimensions and leading sub-questions of the analytical framework that 

guide the data collection of this study is outlined in table 1 (see below). The categories point 

to the eminently subjective and context related-deprivation structures that circumscribe 

female gang membership. Illuminating these facilitates insights on the meaning and 

experiences of gang membership against the personal, cultural and historical background at a 

particular point of time.  

The first level of analysis sheds light on the community context and asks for the characteristics 

of Medellín´s neighbourhoods. In a first step the analysis discovers the living realities of 

Medellin´s dwellers seeking to investigate which relationship and opinion community members 

have regarding the local order provision, the presence of gangs and gang girls. Central objective 

is to show general dynamics of local cohabitation to encompass the societal structures and the 

dwellers´ perceptions on the embeddedness and status of gangs as alternative governance 

actors without the application of a particular gender-lens. In a second step, these local 

structures and perceptions are further disaggregated with concern to gender-based 

discrepancies addressing particular forms of deprivation women face due to patriarchy. 

Accordingly, economic aspects refer to income opportunities and criminal structures that fuel 

illegal economic activities but also point to economic inequality based on gender role division. 

Social aspects scrutinise the construction of the social order in the neighbourhoods implying 

questions about the extent to which gangs are respected in the community but also illuminate 

aspects of different social statuses between men and women. Finally, the local perceptions of 

the security situation concern both local violent dynamics fuelled by gangs as well as gender-

based violence, its root causes, different forms of expression and female agency. Taken 

together the investigation of the community level aims to outline fundamental structures of 

local order based on available studies and statistics but also portrays the dwellers' perceptions 

on those and reveals the populations´ outside perspectives on gangs and female gang 

members. 

The second level deals with gangs as groups, their illegal activities, their social relations, their 

internal organisation and the role of violence in gang life. As female gang membership is 

intimately linked to societal gender roles but also to the gangs´ internal group dynamics the 

group level seeks to encompass the different perceptions on gang girls. Diverse local experts 

on security dynamics in Medellín as well as the perceptions of male members inform the 
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analysis of the group level. In combination these insights on different roles in gang activities, 

their relations to the gang girls, and on gang violence and gender-based differences of 

vulnerabilities, offer important outside perspectives on the phenomenon of female gang 

membership. Their views provide a complementary and contrasting picture on gender roles 

and relationships inside the gangs of Medellín. Economically, the consideration of gangs as 

socio-economic groups reveals the range of illegal income activities and the extent to which 

gangs are informal economic entrepreneurs that offer means of alternative income sources for 

youths from deprived backgrounds. More precisely, it illuminates the gender-based task 

sharing in the operational businesses. Further, it reveals the social dimension of gangs as a 

group of belonging, their internal relation, the process of status acquisition based on gender 

norms and aspects of perpetration and victimisation. 

Finally, the main level of examination of this dissertation is the individual level that focuses on 

the narratives of former female gang members. Their life stories present the key data to 

understand and identify different trajectories of female gang membership. Starting from their 

family background and their various ways into gang life, the individual perspectives capture 

information about the women's engagement in gang activities, and their internal positions. 

Thereby, the detection covers aspects of the economic income possibilities available for girls 

and their insertion and assertion in the gangs´ business structures. Social characteristics that 

influence women’s lives in gangs include the status they gain through their membership in 

society, but above all inside the gang. Their status relates to the way in which gender is 

performed and which relations the girls have to the male members. Accessing the individual 

descriptions of security circumstances for girls, informs about the women's involvement in 

violent gang-related actions. Finally, the narratives reveal the scope of agency girls have in 

gangs and the extent to which they cope with the violent socialisation inside the group. 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK OF FEMALE GANG MEMBERSHIP 

LE
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DIMENSIONS OF ANALYSIS 

Economic Dimension Social Dimension Security Dimension 

Community-
Level 

Perspectives of 
community 

How do community 
members perceive the 
economic situation in 

the city? What are 
outside perceptions on 

gangs´ income? 

Do dwellers trust in 
political and social state 
structures? Do they feel 

that gangs are integrated 
in the community? 

 

How do community 
members perceive the 

security situation in 
the city? 

Gendered 
particularities 

Is there gender-based 
economic discrimination, 

Does a gender-based 
discrimination exist 

against women? 

Are there gender-
based security 
differences? 
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and waged labour 
disparities? 

 

Group-Level 
Gang 

dynamics 

Which income 
opportunities do provide 

gangs? 

Do gangs provide a 
feeling of belonging and 
a respected position in 

society? 
 

Which way does 
violence shape gang 

life? 

Individual 
Level 

Female Gang 
Members 

Do women participate in 
gangs´ illicit economic 
undertakings? If so in 

which roles? 

Which positions have 
women in gangs and on 
what does their status 

depend on? 
 

In which way are 
women confronted 

with violence? 

Tab. 1 Analytical Framework. Source: Author. 

However, ontologically, the analytical partitioning into three levels brings some challenges to 

the research that need to be addressed. The delineation of the case is somehow difficult and 

blurry in its concrete classification of the subjects of inquiry. Basically the level of the 

community addresses the inhabitants of the comunas that do not form part of a gang. But this 

distinction can be misleading, because inhabitants who do not declare themselves in a gang 

context may nevertheless form indirectly part of their structure. Accordingly, to capture the 

group level of gangs is challenging as their belonging is highly dynamic. Furthermore, the gang 

landscape of Medellín marked by a certain abstruseness and linkages in between small groups 

or units of gangs. While the street gangs can be differentiated on the ground along small-scale 

territorial borders, on a higher level of organisation they may belong to the same superior 

organisation. In the end, the definition and ascription of which circle of people is classed as a 

gang and who is part of this group depends on the mutual ascription and acceptance of the 

respected gang members. Likewise, the individual level conveys the same challenges of the 

assignment of the girls to the gangs. The concept of membership depends on the personal 

ascription to the group and on the acceptance of the other members. Whether someone is a 

gang member or not depends on the individual feeling of belonging as well as the outside 

ascription and recognition by the gang. A clear distinction between members and non-

members is difficult as membership may also be composed of various degrees of belonging, 

from a solid circle to rather loose ties of membership. Finally, it is possible that an individual 

perceives him/herself as a member but is not recognised by the others or vice versa. Here 

again, the question of ´who forms part of a gang´ depends on the individual positioning. 

4.1.2. Embedded Mixed Methods to Appoach Different Levels 

To answer the research question of ´how can we understand female gang membership in areas 

of urban insecurity´ demands the generation of contextual knowledge that encompasses data 

from different units of analysis through a plurality of methods (Henderson 2016:18). Capturing 
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all levels and actors, requires the triangulation of data sources that are best covered by the 

application of mixed methods that produce different sets of data that ultimately lead to a 

bundled conclusion (Yin 2009). A mixed method approach is especially suitable for dealing with 

interdisciplinary research questions and objects of inquiry that contain multiple levels (Creswell 

2009:67/203). Therefore, this study is based on a concurrent embedded mixed method design 

depicted in figure 2 (Robson and McCartan 2016:147). The essence of this approach is 

generating different sets of data separately in order to merge them in the analysis. The main 

set of data consists of qualitative interviews that is complemented by quantitative survey data. 

Although different methods are used, the epistemological understanding of subjectivity is 

consistently reflected in this approach as both types of data require the individual perspectives 

of people relating to the research question (Robson and McCartan 2016:176). 

In the centre of the case are the perceptions on and narratives of the individual gang members 

based on the collection of narrative interviews. Limited quantitative data generated through 

an illustrative community survey provides insights from the community members as a separate 

unit of analysis. The different data are not compared but provide a multi-perspective 

understanding of the case (Creswell 2009:214). The comprehensive qualitative database serves 

as the primary source that guides the analysis in which the quantitative data is integrated. The 

survey is of supportive nature to broaden the perspectives of the case study (Creswell 

2009:206-08).  

Fig. 1 Embedded Mixed Methods Design. Source: Author. 

The data collection process took place during two field work phases in 2018, in different 

neighbourhoods of Medellín. The first data set was gathered between January and April 2018 
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and the second field research was in between July and October 2018. During these periods the 

mixed types of interviews were done as well as the community survey conducted. The 

instruments applied as well as the thick description of the empirical procedure of data 

collection are outlined in detail in the following. 

4.1.3. Knowing how to Talk – Interviews as Guided Conversation in a Conflict Setting  

As qualitative methods are very suitable to generate in-depth-knowledge, the investigation of 

female gang membership relied mainly on interviews with different groups of people located 

in Medellín to capture multiple perspectives on the context of gang girls. Through a 

comprehensive personal engagement, interviews allowed me to ask questions about people's 

experiences, perceptions and meanings they link to female gang membership (Walliman 

2011:131). All data collection was conducted face-to-face and took place in the natural 

surroundings of the participants. As the participants´ meanings on social aspects were not 

always explicitly expressed, applying qualitative research implied an interpretative form of 

inquiry (Creswell 2009:175). The dialogic, inductive data generation, grounded on different 

categories that referred to the analytical framework, to which the participants not only 

responded but were invited to bring up other aspects that appear relevant and should be 

integrated and elaborated. This dynamic process revealed insights beyond the prepared topics, 

to capture contextual, subjective perspectives (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:177).  

Interviewing in conflict settings requires an adaptation of techniques. Depending on the 

circumstances, less standard procedures of data collection can be suitable, as it corresponds to 

uncontrollable context situations (Rodgers 2007a). Beside the procedural considerations, 

interview conduction in violent contexts is based on cautious listening rather than 

“questioning, probing and prying” (S. P. Campbell 2017:95). General imperatives, like never 

putting interviewees at ease, or appearing to be in a hurry, being sensitive, polite and open-

minded, become even more important in sensitive environments (Halperin and Heath 

2017:293). I perceived semi-structured and unstructured agendas to be more adequate in this 

context as they offer more space for manoeuvre for the participants, to circumvent delicate 

topics and set an agenda that is more comfortable for the participants. Therefore, I framed the 

questions in an open manner, informally and with subtlety because direct questions can 

pressure and backfire.  

However, given that the research took place in violent contexts where the data collection was 

impacted by messy circumstances, a reflection on how data has been gathered improves the 

validity (Nilan 2002). Personal characteristics and competences as well as the circumstances 

under which knowledge has been produced, shape the dynamic and need to be reflected 
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during the data collection and in the aftermath when analysing the data. For one thing aspects 

of gender, age, nationality, and physical appearance influence the way interviewees react and 

interact with the researcher. For another, situational impacts, like the location and the broader 

societal context, affect the outcome of an interview. Different situations lead to different 

information, even when the participants and the researchers are the same (Gudkova 2018:77). 

Interviews are best conducted in the native language of the participants as the most authentic 

data are generated when the participants can express themselves freely and inside their own 

cultural comfort zone (Fujii 2018:4-5). All interviews were done in Spanish (or in Parlache - the 

local dialect of the gangs) and in settings the participants asked for. As a non-native speaker I 

am not familiar with a lot of slang expressions, so I put an emphasis on rigorous documentation 

in terms of a clear database of the transcriptions to improve the traceability of insight 

generation (Seidmann 2006; Yin 2009:106-09). In settings such as prison where recording is 

barely possible I had to rely on scarce notes which make the reconstruction of complex data 

like narratives challenging (Schlosser 2008:1517-18). With regard to the sampling strategy of 

interview partners, I relied on a snowball strategy and personal contacts to recruit further 

interview partners to increase the safety of all persons engaged; particularly for the interviews 

I conducted in prison(N. Cohen and Arieli 2011; Goldstein 2016:10-11). 

Considering the different factors of influence in field research, thick description serves here as 

an important tool to explain the means of data collection, the access to the field and the 

selection of the participants. It also outlines the procedures and general rules of interaction in 

the respective conversations to make the production of knowledge transparent (Yin 2009:82-

86). In order to allocate the interviews conducted in Medellín better to their contexts, the 

references of the interviews, indicated in the brackets, mainly relate to the organisational 

relations or the places in which the interviews have been made and not to the names or alias 

of the interviewees. This facilitates the connection of the interview quotes, used in the analysis, 

to the backgrounds the interviewees came from. A comprehensive table of the interviews that 

include the contextual information on how, where, with whom and about which subjects the 

interviews were made is provided in the annex. For safety reasons most of the interviewees 

are anonymously listed but with information of the interviewees background and their 

abbreviated notations in the reference. 

4.1.3.1 Knowing with whom to Talk – Expert Intervies as Entry Points to the Field 

Interviews Interviewing experts presents a good starting point for explorative data gathering, 

when the researcher enters the field of study and deals with abstract systems in research (Abels 

and Behrens 2009; Bogner et al. 2009; Bogner and Menz 2009; Meuser and Nagel 2009). So I 
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started field research with a series of expert interviews from different institutions and 

organisations in Medellín, like the University, the mayor’s office, the police, NGOs and 

community workers. Experts are specialised and well-informed people, who dispose of a 

competence network and access to comprehensive information on a particular topic. They can 

therefore, be surrogates for a wider area of interest (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:188). In the 

course of their professions or institutional positions, experts have acquired specific knowledge 

which often locates them in upper or middle ranges of an organisational hierarchy (Littig and 

Pöchhacker 2014:1088). “Endowed with a specific form of professional wisdom” (Abels and 

Behrens 2009:139) and entitled to have such meaning, experts have acquired this status in a 

particular (institutional or societal) framework. This means that the social construction of being 

an ´expert´ is always in relation to the subject of interest that provides them this special status 

(Abels and Behrens 2009:141). Beside the kind of expert declared as part of a functional elite, 

NGO workers and people from civil society, who have gained their expertise outside the 

professional working, can link knowledge to empirical realities. 

For the analysis of the community perspectives, I started with a focus group discussion with 

seven activists for women rights and gender diversity, to understand the gender-based 

particularities women and girls are confronted in Medellín´s deprived neighbourhoods. Focus 

group discussions are made with a selected group of people who share experiences on a 

common matter of interest (Halperin and Heath 2017:287). Whether the selected group is 

composed of professional workers of the same field, or social activists or inhabitants of the 

same neighbourhood, depends on the subject of research. Based on the common ground, the 

participants are encouraged to discuss their experiences and opinions on this topic. The aim is 

to render visible how the individual participants construct meaning around the subject and to 

reveal different standpoints as well as common features the people agree on. Through the 

dynamic interaction of the participants, group interviews can trace how people react and 

respond to controversial topics and how ideas may be transformed interactively (Rossmann 

and Rallis 2012:189). Unlike in classical one-on-one interviews, the researcher encourages the 

interaction between the participants by pre-defining major topics to stimulate the conversation 

with a few guiding questions instead of controlling the interaction (Gudkova 2018:81). 

Therefore, the structure of focus groups is of exploratory format that allows much flexibility in 

the course of conversation, in which the participants determine the relevant content of the 

discussion through their comments (Halperin and Heath 2017:303-04).  

The main insights on the gang life, the internal dynamics, gender performances and role 

assignments are based on twenty-nine narrative interviews made with both former female and 
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male gang members. Narrative interviews focus on the investigation of the manifold meanings 

people give certain forms of interaction. Investigating biographical narratives is not about 

capturing veracities on a phenomenon or event but to understand particular perspectives in 

their contexts (Creswell 2009:178). The focus of narrative interviews is to reveal specific 

elements of the interviewee´s biography and what the person thinks about and connects with 

those life episodes. In contrast to expert interviews, the desired knowledge is gained by 

listening to people's personal experiences, the way they construct their own stories, what they 

perceive as relevant and how they express themselves. The narrator discusses what matters 

most in her life and what conveys meaning. The storylines point out to the person's attitudes, 

actions, relations and living conditions that are significant and that have impacted her or his 

life. Narrations are not always chronological or linear, nor do they always cover the whole life 

context (Gudkova 2018:84). Sometimes narrators speak about episodes in the past and in the 

present, to which they position themselves. In this regard, stories can be told as a trans-

episodically reflection process that links past events to present situations explaining personal 

developments. However, the way people present themselves and how they speak about 

themselves, is always contextual and culturally different (Willemse 2014:39).  

Nonetheless, actively reworking and interpreting past experiences is an important act of 

agency that narratives seek to capture. By telling their stories, narrators perform identity which 

is reflected in the notions of choice and strategic action they reconstruct. Every reflection on 

life experiences is a constitution or contestation of reality and therefore, a demonstration of 

resilience that challenges social norms and values. Through these acts of continuously re-

negotiating the past, the narrator positions herself and conveys meaning to the experiences 

and (re-)shape their perceptions and attitudes, the researcher seeks to understand (Willemse 

2014:40). Like in any interview, narrative interviewing is a dynamic, data generating process 

that corresponds with the broader situational context. The surrounding circumstances, like the 

place, the time, and the interrelation between the researcher and the participant, generate 

important meta-data that influence the narration (Fujii 2018:3). This makes the researcher a 

part of the story that is told (Willemse 2014:47). Since the participant is asked to reveal 

personal experiences, the way how the narrator represents her, or his life depends on the 

trustful relation to the researcher. The better the relationship the more genuine the data (Fujii 

2018:12-13).  

Special attention was required for the interviews with vulnerable groups like victims of violence 

but also violent non state actors and detainees. Interview conduction in prison requires special 

means of data collection. Given the high vulnerability of the interviewees to rendering 
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information, the framing of questions is a sensitive action. It requires innovative language and 

careful wording to offer space for responses. The way questions are framed and how people 

are labelled, conveys a construction of the interviewee´s identity (Schlosser 2008:1506-07). 

The fact of incarceration itself, is often an influential breaking point in a person's biography that 

divides life in two diametric parts, the former life outside and the life inside prison. Accordingly, 

narrative interviews might instigate a retrospective process of interpretation of fundamental 

changes in life, seeking to re-construct meaning of past experiences. The more openly the 

questions are framed, the greater the opportunity the interviewee has to illuminate and 

combine these complex and contextual breakages in her or his narratives (Schlosser 

2008:1516). As in other narrative interviews, to understand the experiences and perceptions 

of internees, a carefully framed and unstructured questionnaire provides more opportunity for 

immersion in the comprehensive narrations and to follow the storyline set by the interviewee. 

4.1.3.2 Revealing General Trends in Perspectives – A Survey llustration 

As quantitative source to capture the broader perspective of community members concerning 

the provision of social, economic or security goods with respect to different groups of actors, I 

conducted a face-to-face survey with 166 community members. The questionnaire, therefore, 

asked about the quality of statehood, the status gangs have in the daily cohabitation and 

whether the community members feel gender-based differences concerning economic income, 

social participation, and security threats. In contrast to qualitative methods, surveys seek to 

generate standardised and decontextualized data. The aim is to search for generalised and 

comparable patterns inside a predefined population of interest. A central feature of a survey, 

as an instrument for data generation, is the fixed design with a standardisation of questions in 

order, contents and options for possible responses (Henderson 2016:26-27). This means that 

the researcher needs to know beforehand, what kind of information is required to set the 

questionnaire around the topic. Based on hypotheses, surveys produce numerical and 

descriptive data, with a higher degree of objectivity that presents tendencies in perspectives 

of a certain population, on a particular topic (Halperin and Heath 2017:262). The results of the 

data analysis can be easily displayed in charts and tabulations. However, an elaboration of 

complex interrelations and explanations on the development of such tendencies are not in the 

scope of a survey (S. Henderson 2016:26-27; Robson and McCartan 2016:249-50). Basically, 

through sampling and coding, a small but clear amount of data from individuals can be 

generated, with the aim of providing a snapshot of the situation to a particular point of time 

(Robson and McCartan 2016:246). 
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Traditional surveys ground of large-N designs to outline a statistical distribution inside a 

representative sampling. However, surveys can also aim to illustrate a meaningful variation of 

pre-defined characteristics within a selected population. Without the claim of 

representativeness, qualitative descriptive analyses rather reveal the empirical existence of 

those characteristics among the diversity of the population (Jansen 2010). Accordingly, the 

selection of participants relates to the overall population of interest and the survey´s function 

in the research design. The population addressed basically shares one core characteristic, all 

participants, determined geographical area, have in common. Any sampling strategy divides 

the population in sub-units among relevant criteria like gender, age or race that should be 

covered (Robson and McCartan 2016:278). Depending on their function, surveys can be 

designed in a probability or in a non-probability format like a diversity sampling that selects the 

participant by purpose. While probability samples seek a high level of representativeness for a 

wide scope of statistical inference, diversity sampling is targeted on the saturated coverage of 

a pre-defined population (Halperin and Heath 2017:274). Unlike representative surveys that 

rely on large-N samples that are proportionate to the overall population, qualitative surveys 

that follow the logic of illustrative saturation allow more flexibility in the same sampling size 

(Jansen 2010; Robson and McCartan 2016:278). All factors and external conditions that impact 

the survey conduction need to be discussed (Robson and McCartan 2016:257-58).  

Beside the sampling strategies, the mode of survey conduction as well as the construction of 

the questionnaire itself impact the process of data collection. Whether a survey is conducted 

online, on the telephone or face-to-face impinges upon the survey design and the complexity 

of questions that can be asked (Halperin and Heath 2017:278). Face-to-face interview surveys 

are demanding, as they are time-intense in the data collection phase. However, illustrative 

face-to-face surveys are more feasible since the sampling diversity of the population is rather 

modest and manageable in numbers (Jansen 2010). Moreover, due to the personal attendance 

of the researcher, the questions can be more complex as the researcher can elaborate the 

content of the question if necessary. But the personal interaction at the same time, influences 

the reaction and answers of the respondent (Halperin and Heath 2017:279). Therefore, in face-

to-face surveys, the social desirability bias is higher. In the presence of the researcher, people 

tend to respond with what they anticipate being adequate, rather than as they would in an 

anonymous situation (Robson and McCartan 2016:248).  

Beside the impact the presence of the researcher has, the questionnaire itself needs to be 

designed with caution. Inside the questionnaire design lurk some problems that can skew the 

survey outcome: Firstly, the framing of the questions themselves, secondly, the question order 
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and follow-up questions and thirdly, the response format. The framing of the questions should 

be as clear and neutral as possible. Terms and vocabulary should be specific but not scientific 

and framed in plain language. In case of complex questions in face-to-face interviews, the 

researcher can clarify the subject and the analytical use of the question if necessary. But the 

clearer the questions, the better the data quality. A good wording of a question minimises the 

range of interpretation of the content and eliminates suggestive notes or alleged pressure to 

favour an answer choice (Halperin and Heath 2017:265-67). Further, the set of question order 

and the selective response opportunities are of importance. As respondents might have the 

desire to appear consistent in their replies, the first question can direct a general tendency of 

answers. Regarding the possible response format, surveys can be either designed with a 

dichotomous or polytomous predefined set of answers, or with open-ended responses. Given 

a predefined set of opportunities, a classical dichotomous design asks for agreement or 

disagreement, while a polytomous one seeks to find out the level of agreement. One effect 

that can occur in surveys is the recency effect. Sometimes when questions are long or complex 

or the respondents do not have an explicit opinion, they tend to select the last options offered 

(Halperin and Heath 2017:268-72). Therefore, it can be useful to include the selection 

opportunity of “not sure” in the set of responses (Robson and McCartan 2016:259-60). 

Surveys as a more standardised instrument for data collection, produce decontextualized data 

that do not encompass interrelations of empirical problems. Given the possible biases, the 

reliability and validity of a survey depend on the careful design and proficiency of the 

researcher in the data collection procedure. Internal validity depends on the logic of the 

questionnaire and the avoidance of internal contradictions in the questions. For a good 

understanding of what should be investigated, clear definitions and terms of the subjects of 

the questions are important. Testing the questionnaire can clarify problematic questions that 

do not match the concept or helps to identify questions that need possible elaboration 

(Halperin and Heath 2017:264). Therefore, improving the survey implies a testing phase, a 

revision and an adjustment before the data collection starts (Robson and McCartan 2016:245). 

External validity refers to the sampling strategy and whether the survey achieved coverage of 

the targeted population. However, the discussion of external validity of the survey should 

discuss possible discrepancies between responses and actual perception. Whether a survey 

reflects the actual opinion of the population depends on the design but also on the empirical 

conditions of the conduction (Robson and McCartan 2016:247). Although surveys are a 

straightforward instrument to investigate values and perceptions in terms of a codebook with 

a high degree of objectivity, in face-to-face interviews the interpersonal relation also plays a 

role (Robson and McCartan 2016:248-49). Although personal interaction with participants 
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limits the anonymity somewhat, the researcher can better evaluate the truthfulness of 

responses (Halperin and Heath 2017:264-65). 

In sum, a survey encompasses trends from a sample of the population of interest at a particular 

point of time, without further relating the data to other events. Not all surveys aim at statistical 

representativeness but they can generate illustrative and exemplified data of a defined 

population diversity. Through a fixed design with a clearly ordered questionnaire and 

predefined answer opportunities, surveys generate comparable, and more objective data than 

qualitative interviews. Surveys are adequate for the presentation of a snapshot of perceptions 

but not to explain the development of such trends in context. A rigorous survey 

documentation, nonetheless, discusses the chosen design, the sampling and the contextual 

data collection procedure in time, place, interaction with respondents and possible difficulties 

during conduction (Robson and McCartan 2016:270). 

 

All in all, the data collected through expert interviews, the focus group discussion, the 

community survey and the narrative interviews offer comprehensive knowledge on the case of 

female gang membership in Medellín in its broader societal context. Merging the data in 

accordance with the mixed methods design enables the inclusion of the different units of 

analysis and embeds the individual narratives in the perspectives of the community and the 

state performance. Through a thick description of the data collection procedure in this section, 

I aimed to outline the social and spatial context of the co-production of knowledge. As the 

study draws intensively on the narratives of individual gang members, the following section 

stresses ethical aspects of social research in conflict settings and discusses the challenges 

concerning data collection with violent non-state actors 

 

4.2. Ethics over Insights - Data Collection in a Conflict Setting 

The different life experiences and perceptions of, and on female gang members are the key 

sources of information for this dissertation. The collection of such sensitive data in a conflictive 

environment, like Medellín´s poor neighbourhoods, requires a reflection of ethical concerns. 

This refers to standards of data generation, the interaction with the participants and dealing 

with challenges in difficult field work situations. Therefore, this section illustrates, in a first step, 

the complexity of the important principle of ´do no harm´ and the implication of situational 

ethics especially in difficult security settings. Following, it emphasises aspects of vulnerability 

and safety issues for participants and researchers in violent contexts and discusses aspects of 
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gaining access to a dangerous field site to generate knowledge with co-production with gang 

members, and stresses means of mutual beneficence in qualitative research. 

4.2.1. Basic Guidelines and Ethical Responsibilities during Field Research 

Discussions of ethics are an important part of methodological debates, referring to ethical 

concerns on data quality and good practice in data collection procedures. As social science 

collects data from, and about people, and their social interrelations, scholars have not only the 

obligation to act with scientific rigor but also to protect the participants of their study. Various 

forms of ethics influence every stage of a research project, and can be categorised in three 

pillars. First, deontological ethics emphasise the duties of researchers to act faithfully, 

upholding scientific principles and humanity and forbidding deliberate fraud and error in data 

collection. Second, questions about the consequences of research are underlined by 

teleological ethics, focusing on the possible outcomes of research, claiming that social research 

does not allow harm but produces common goods. It stresses the interrelation between the 

procedure and the achievement of benefits by which ethics demand research to maximise 

good over harm. Finally, concerns raised by the aretaic ethics require virtuous behaviour of 

scholars during the entire research process. Based on the concept of integrity, ethical means 

of acting by the researcher is made in accordance with her disposition to understand the 

important ethical demands and act upon them in the particular situations of research (Oancea 

2014:39-40).  

In the absence of ethical review boards, institutional regulations are limited, and the ethical 

compliances are based on upholding scientific standards, conducting law-abiding research, and 

the avoidance of social and personal harm (Israel and Hay 2006:55). Generally, principles of 

voluntary participation, no deception, informed consent, the right to withdraw, and the 

protection of participants’ confidentiality - including anonymisation - are basic guidelines for 

data collection. However, ethical commitments towards the process of knowledge generation 

and the involved persons are complex, situational as well as relational, and depend therefore 

intensively on the moral judgment of the researchers (Robson and McCartan 2016:208-10; 

Elisabeth Jean Wood 2006a). While situational ethics implicate spontaneous reactions to the 

unpredictable and subtle aspects, relational ethics means “doing everything that is necessary 

to be true to one's character and responsible for one's action and their consequences on 

others” (Ellis 2007:4). The latter touches on the challenges of the researcher´s responsibility in 

knowledge generation, and the difficulties of objectivity in value-laden issues carrying 

emotional aspects that occur in interactive situations (Robson and McCartan 2016:210-14). 
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Reflecting on the manifold claims of ethics in social science encompasses aspects of the 

principle of ‘do no harm’, the voluntary and informed contribution of participants are crucial to 

ensure socially sustainable research (Halperin and Heath 2017:161-65). In order not to leave 

scorched earth in the wake, but to contribute to socially responsible knowledge generation and 

the respected reputation of science in society, research projects need to be planned and 

conducted with sensitive consideration. While ethical concerns should be taken into account 

from the very beginning of research designing, especially in the phase of data collection a 

respectful treatment of participants is fundamental. The process of balancing potential costs 

and benefits of a research project also includes the moral implication to explore how to 

improve human cohabitation and peaceful coexistence (Creswell 2009:87-93). 

4.2.1.1 The Complexity of ´do no Harm´ - Vulnerabilities in Conflict Settings 

An important aspect inherent in social science research is the protection of participants from 

harm in the context of data generation. But ´harm´ is a complex term and it is difficult to 

anticipate the entirety of its dimensions. Harm not only refers to any form of violation of 

physical integrity but also encompasses psychological, social, economic and legal harm 

(Creswell 2009:87-93). The causation of harm is often not the result of deliberate harmful 

behaviour but might occur as an unintended consequence of research participation linked to 

complex systems in which research takes place. Therefore, anticipating possible consequences 

– positive and negative – starts before establishing a research cooperation with participants 

(Robson and McCartan 2016:208).  

Awareness of complexity of harm includes the consideration of aspects of participants´ 

relationships and reputation, their financial situation, and emotional conditions. Special 

attention is required when working with vulnerable groups which have particular economic, 

social or cultural status in society (Robson and McCartan 2016:222-28). Vulnerability often 

refers to emotional and psychological stress that is notoriously subjective and difficult to 

define, observe and predict. It refers to subtle changes in conditions or disruption of routine of 

participants, feelings of embarrassment or even risks of ´traumatisation´ (Haggerty 2004:400-

02). Conducting research on how people deal with difficult life circumstances and painful 

experiences carries the risk of negative emotional reactions and distress through recounting 

traumatic events in interviews. Although the term ´re-traumatisation´ in context of interview 

conversations is contested, evidence on emotional distress, elicited from the recollection of 

traumatic memories during research, is given (Legerski and Bunnell 2010:431). However, little 

knowledge exists on the long- term effects of emotional distress in the context of research, and 

respective participants even stress their appreciation of participation in research projects as 
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beneficial (Legerski and Bunnell 2010:436-38). Nevertheless, emotional burden is not 

restricted to participants; when touching on sensitive and traumatic topics, researchers 

themselves may feel distress from being exposed to traumatic material. In between feelings of 

privilege and burden, listening to intimate life stories of people which they might never have 

discussed previously, researchers also have the ethical duty of self-care (Dickson-Swift et al. 

2007:338; Elena Newman et al. 2006:40). Given the ´duality of vulnerability of research dyad´, 

the relationship between the researcher and the participant as well as the context in which 

research takes place is of crucial ethical concern in social science (McClelland 2017:2). 

The sensitive interrelation between scholars and participants becomes especially evident with 

regard to research in conflict settings. Many contributions on the diverse challenges in research 

interacting with violent settings, criminal actors and violent environments have come from the 

fields of criminology and ethnology (Apa et al. 2012; Baird 2009, 2017; Kloß 2016; Roberts and 

Indermaur 2008; Sluka 1990). The principle of ‘do no harm’ is more complex in conflict settings 

where it is impossible to anticipate every moment of insecurity (Pearce and Loubere 2017). 

The uniqueness of fieldwork conditions makes general guidelines for safe and ethical research 

barely applicable (Baird 2017). In violent surroundings, situational ethics are multi-layered and 

the full responsibility lies with researcher perceptions, intuition and essential knowledge of the 

context (Cronin-Furman 2018; Van Den Hoonaard 2001). Two dimensions deserve special 

attention: For one thing, the safe and respectful handling of possibly criminal research 

participants, and for another, the safety for the researcher in data collection.  

Firstly, violent non-state actors as research subjects pose special challenges and ethical 

considerations. Inherent in doing research in areas of insecurity and conflict, the participants 

are often directly involved in violent incidents. Working with ´repellent groups´ is challenging 

as the lines between perpetrators and victims are constantly blurred. A fair and accurate 

portrayal of conflict scenarios requires capturing as many different perspectives as possible and 

linking them to the context in order to avoid the danger of ‘instrumentalisation’ in a highly 

politicised arena (S. P. Campbell 2017:97-98). Further field research with armed actors implies 

precarious security situations, a general unpredictability of events and the risk of engaging with 

traumatic incidents through violence. Capturing the experiences of affected populations who 

have suffered from violence requires sensitivity and depends on the willingness of the people 

to share their stories. Although victims of violence present a highly vulnerable group that is 

particularly at risk to harm exposure “[…] this willingness is a measure of the trauma and 

change brought by the war” and should be considered as an “assertion of pride and proof of 

agency” (E. J. Wood 2006a:377). Another vulnerable group that deserves attention when 
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discussing ethical aspects of researching violent groups are prisoners. Merely due to the 

institutional localisation, prisoners suffer from multiple forms of victimisation and social and 

spatial marginalisation (Steiner et al. 2017:23). Prisons as “segregative institutions designed to 

punish [] are therefore places of exclusion at the margins of the society. They are secluded 

territorial entities which gather those people who are banished from social life for the crime 

they have committed” (Gaillard and Navizet 2012:34). Beside the long and abusive history of 

research in prison, due to internal violence and substance abuse, inmates are inordinately 

exposed to physical, psychological, social, and legal harm (Apa et al. 2012; Peter and Friedland 

2017; Pont 2008). 

The second conflict-related challenge for fieldwork refers to issues of safety and security. In 

places where violence is always possible, dangerous situations can occur, via being ‘in the 

wrong place at the wrong time’, which calls for permanent alertness and the consideration of 

local cultures and habits. Trusting in local advice, familiarising oneself with circumstances on 

the ground, knowing who controls which area and where hotspots of violence are, is essential 

in dealing with danger. This counts not only for open armed conflicts but also where gangs 

operate or for areas where general high levels of crime, robbery, and murder rates are reported 

(Goldstein 2016). Aspects of safety are also complex and require caution when doing research 

in prisons as these are places that host criminal and violent persons in a confined space. 

However, as opposed to other conflict areas, prisons compose of many safety restrictions and 

regulated security procedures to be respected at any time (Roberts and Indermaur 2008:321-

22). 

Generally, research in insecure places requires adaptability and unconventional ethics which is 

adjusted to local contexts and negotiated in interaction with the participants in the field. 

“Managing danger in fieldwork should be viewed as a dialogical ongoing process based on an 

ethical relationship with research participants, which requires recognising the shifting nature 

of danger and risk” (Sluka 2015:120). Accordingly, risk management in field research relies on 

intuition and substantive context information gained through exchange with academics, other 

locals, and the participants and snowball sampling (N. Cohen and Arieli 2011). Working with 

violent actors like gangs, the integration of local contexts aims at acting in a ‘street wise’ 

manner, considering cultural aspects of street culture, linguistic terms of gang socialisation and 

appropriate appearances (Baird 2012b, 2017; Sluka 2015:112). The support of interlocutors 

may facilitate safe research as they are connected with local networks and have deep 

knowledge on the local structures. Nonetheless, even though they are an important source for 
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learning about particularities on the ground, participants might not regard local interlocutors 

as impartial, but causing suspicion and impeding safe access (Cronin-Furman 2018:610).  

In the end, data collection in conflict contexts is a long and crucial learning process, in which 

feelings of danger and insecurity alter continuously and depend on the researcher´s subjective 

comfortability with the surrounding and the relationship with the participants (Baird 2017). 

Vacillating between empathy and distance to participants in violent and criminal settings, 

scholars need to be prepared to deal with unexpected and inappropriate behaviour. For one´s 

own well-being and emotional integrity, it is indispensable to know and understand the 

environment and the clientele. Doing research with criminal actors like gangs, a considerate 

preparation for field research also includes the ability to respectfully deal with persons who 

are intoxicate by alcohol or drugs. It also requires the spontaneity to react to sexist or 

homophobic statements from participants, and if necessary, to be able to leave immediately 

(Robson and McCartan 2016:220-21; Sluka 2015:114). 

4.2.2. Fieldwork Loop: Sensitive Acess and Safe Extit  

For the of female gang members, the ethical challenges of sensitive and safe research occurring 

in the context of the field work were related to four aspects. The first challenge was to approach 

the field of gang structures and to gain access to the living realities of gang members in the 

urban conflict settings. The second aspect was to establish a trustful relationship with the 

interview participants, on the street as well as in prison. Thirdly, beside the relationship to the 

research participants, aspects of data security and the maintenance of confidentiality and 

anonymity were important to protect the participants from any risk their participation in the 

research might carry. Finally, to make the research relationship mutually beneficial and socially 

sustainable, ethical concerns related to possible ways to value the participation and support of 

the different interview partners in order to avoid a one-sided research relation. Despite careful 

planning, the field work has brought various ethical challenges and unexpected events that 

required constant learning, flexibility, and situational adaptability. 

During my two phases of field research, the security situation in Medellín was swaying and 

intensively contextual. From previous visits, news and police statistics, I knew about gang 

hotspots of the city and decided to move into an apartment in San Javier, la ´comuna 13´, one 

of the most gang affected neighbourhoods. I made this decision to be closer to my field of 

research, and to be more related to the everyday life and dynamics in the community. This 

decision to settle in San Javier had consequences for my research as it influenced my 

understanding of insecurity. Not only armed violence impairs everyday life, but also structural 

violence imposed by non-state and state actors that determine the everyday routines, shaped 
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my field research. By that time, had I learned about the difference between daytime and night-

time routines and I always listened carefully to the security estimates from locals. These 

aspects of insecurity and the challenges of the unexpected impacted my relationship with the 

participants and resonated in my procedure of data collection in many ways.  

4.2.2.1 Opening Closed Doors – Gaining Access to the ´Mundo Bajo´ 

Safe sensitive access to the field as well as informed consent for participation, were 

fundamental parts of ethical data collection. Capturing life experiences from gang members is 

an intimate undertaking that leads the researcher into social structures that are difficult to 

approach. Gang socialisation presents a somehow closed parallel context with its own rules 

and authority structures. To interview gang members, an understanding of the local power 

dynamics is important when gaining access and conducting research in those contexts 

(Dickson-Swift et al. 2007). This can imply receiving permission by parallel authorities that can 

provoke possible tensions with state officials. Therefore, approaching the field of violent actors 

needs to be done carefully as the researcher moves in between different logics of social 

organisation which delegitimise one another (Cronin-Furman 2018:607-08).  

Frequently, access can be facilitated by competent gatekeepers and interlocutors, who 

establish contact to the different actors in the field. Depending on the population scholars seek 

to approach, gatekeepers can be high-level officials, academics, social workers, organisational 

members, activists or local habitants. They not only provide contact to official local networks 

but also enable contact to parallel structures of violent or criminal actors. Cooperating with 

gatekeepers is crucial, not only for contacting local people but also enhancing security for the 

researcher. At the beginning of the cooperation it is crucial to negotiate and clarify the working 

conditions as the presence of foreign scholars can convey hopes for funding or other 

expectations that might cause misunderstandings and, at worst, disappointments and 

frustrations (Cronin-Furman 2018:610). Irrespective of the type of gatekeeper, the researcher 

is responsible for adequate conditions, possible payment, respectful interaction and 

recognition of the gatekeepers´ contributions. In interview situations in which gatekeepers 

form part of the communication, scholars need to be aware that the consequences of a third-

party´s presence might facilitate the interaction but also shift power relations which increase 

the complexity of aspects of positioning and can impede data collection (Fujii 2018:29). 

To understand criminal structures, prisons are insightful places for doing research that carry 

special challenges in procedural ethics. First, obtaining approval from institutional authorities 

for data collection is difficult and second, during research complex internal structures make 

practical ethics even more complicated (Roberts and Indermaur 2008). Gaining access 
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permission to prisons is via contact to the official authorities. Obtaining support for the 

research project is a tedious and time-intense process aggravated by many recalcitrant persons 

who need to be convinced. Working and moving inside prison is intricate due to the 

juxtaposition of two social systems with their own dynamics. On the one hand, research is 

impacted by institutional procedures, and safety regulations including limited freedom of 

movement, temporal restrictions and prisoner obligations (Apa et al. 2012). In some instances, 

prisoners belonging to a particular group, like gangs, might be detained in a special localisation 

to which outsiders have no access (J. Wood 2006b). On the other hand, detainees are a 

potentially concealed and vulnerable group of people, stigmatised by imposed social labels and 

excluded from society. Getting in touch with inmates requires informal means that comply with 

´la cultura carcelaria´ or ´prison culture´ (Schlosser 2008:1510-12). The social system inside 

prison is composed of hierarchies and codes of conduct salient in between inmates that 

impede participation. Concerning research on prison gangs, binding codes of secrecy restrict 

the willingness of inmates to participate, to protect any information on gang activities (J. Wood 

2006b). The most likely means to motivate prisoners to participate in research is with support 

of a respected gatekeeper, someone who has credibility among the institution and the 

detainees (Roberts and Indermaur 2008:316-18). Those gatekeepers can pave the way and 

familiarise the researchers with venues and habits of the prison and establish contact to 

possible participants. However, manoeuvring within prisons, be it with or without a third 

person, the scholar needs to be aware of her or his impact on the local atmosphere inside 

prison and whether the inmates feel uncomfortable through the presence of a stranger 

(Schlosser 2008:1510-13). 

After having gained access to participants, it is important to inform them on the subject and 

background of the project. A comprehensive consent – written or verbal - containing the aim 

and content of the project, the participant’s role, the use of data and the rights of the 

participant to withdraw at every time, is obligatory before starting data collection (Robson and 

McCartan 2016). However, informed consents vary in type and need to be evaluated for 

cultural and contextual appropriateness. In conflict settings and in research with criminal 

actors, especially in prison, written information is often not suitable or convenient (Haggerty 

2004:404; Roberts and Indermaur 2008:316-18).  

My strategy to access the field of Medellín´s areas of urban insecurity was twofold. On the one 

hand, I relied on colleagues at the universities in Medellín. They supported the data collection 

with regard to a de-briefing on subjects of dynamics of local disputes and security issues as 

well as through network facilitation. On the other hand, I reached out to local organisations 
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that work in various social and political fields to establish contact to different groups of actors. 

Therefore, accessing the field started before I went to Medellín via mail and was intensified on 

site through personal meetings and the first expert interviews. Once I had established contact 

with experts and people from the gang scene, the following interview recruitment was 

facilitated through snowball networking. However, the first contacts were not only crucial for 

a safe and informed access to the field but also valuable partners for the exchange of 

knowledge and contributed significantly to diversity of participants of the data collection. 

The access to gang members was established indirectly through various gatekeepers. One 

important facilitator was the local organisation “Asociación Confraternidad Carcelaria de 

Antioquia” (ACCA) which is a Christian non-governmental organisation that works with inmates 

in prison. The organisation conducts diverse projects inside and outside prison aiming at 

facilitating the process of resocialization for offenders. They support and accompany detainees 

and their relatives during the time of incarceration and in the aftermath. Inside prison, ACCA 

conducts workshops and teaching classes on issues of theology, character building and 

perpetrator – victim agreements and is well-respected by the inmates. After a first personal 

meeting with the organisation, they brought me in contact with two former inmates of the 

women ́s high-security prison ´La Pedregal´ of Medellín. These two women became my closest 

contacts and personal guides in approaching Medellín´s bajo mundo - ´criminal underworld´. 

They introduced me to various former female gang members, who then facilitated further 

contact to other acquaintances, both former gang members and others in the gangs´ 

surroundings.  

Another important means of approaching the gang landscape of Medellín was the support of 

a prison pastor who worked in the male prison ´Bellavista´, where many male gang members 

are incarcerated. The pastor was a member of the ´Prison Fellowship International´ (PFI) who 

organised meetings with diverse male gang members in jail. For the whole time of working in 

the male prison, the pastor was my mentor and creditor, who enabled the collaboration with 

high-ranking gang leaders. The contact with them was important to get safe access to the other 

gang members inside and outside prison as their tolerance of my research facilitated the 

willingness of other gang members to participate in interviews. 

In each meeting with the former gang members – both female and male gang – I presented 

myself as a German PhD researcher, and provided an overview of the project, the desired data 

and how it would be used. I also explained that the data would be anonymised and that no link 

could be made between the statements revealed and their identities. With the inmates who 

participated, every agreement was made verbally. Outside prison, I always handed out a 
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written consent (attached in the annex) and my personal contact information for any further 

questions or queries. Inside prison every contact and meeting were more informal and 

presented loose ‘rendezvous’ rather than official meetings.  

4.2.2.2 Dyadic Research Relation – Establishing Trust to the ´Mundo Bajo´ 

Creating trust and credibility in the contact with participants is an indispensable condition for 

qualitative data collection. The revealing of life experiences is an intimate disclosure of 

information. Respect and sensitivity are the fundamental basis for protecting the participant 

and the scholar from any harm. Trust can be created in interaction based on anticipation of 

local conditions, and thoughtful dealing with local norms and social hierarchies. This includes 

an appropriate self-representation in dress and social status (Fujii 2018:22-25). Particularly in 

conflict setting, the presence of a stranger can provoke suspiciousness that needs to be 

counteracted by a transparent and credible self-contextualisation. Honesty and access to 

information about the research project and the personal affiliation help to eradicate 

apprehensive feelings towards an unknown foreign scholar (Goldstein 2016).  

Sensitive research seeks to ensure that the relationship between researcher and participant is 

of non-hierarchical character, based on reciprocal interrelation that allows mutual story 

sharing. Vulnerable people who have been exposed to traumatic situations but nonetheless 

willing to share their experiences and render their feelings, deserve to know about the 

researcher who enters their inner life. Trust and authenticity are important components for 

research that asks people to talk about things they might have never previously discussed. 

Touching on such personal experiences is only possible when the scholar and the participants 

have created a credible interrelation (Dickson-Swift et al. 2007:338). This requires awareness 

of power dynamics during data collection. Especially narrative interview situations require 

reflection on certain power asymmetries when the researcher is about to acquire information 

on the participant without rendering the same depth of information about herself. Of course, 

sharing and listening to intimate stories also carries a vulnerability for the researcher as being 

exposed to other persons´ painful stories can also be a burden (Dickson-Swift et al. 2007:338). 

Irrespective of the extent the researcher renders experiences of herself, the data collected is 

deeper when generated through reciprocity (Dickson-Swift et al. 2007:331-34).  

In prison, trust is one of the most central features that define interpersonal life. Fundamentally, 

speaking, prisons are spheres of distrust where the potential harm of social relations may be 

overweight due to harsh socialisation practices. Based on numerous meetings and progressing 

familiarisation, established trust enables “off-the-record” interviews (Roberts and Indermaur 

2008:19). In any research cooperation with criminal and violent actors, a trustful and respectful 
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liaison is the key and a precondition for qualitative data collection. The creation of sustainable 

personal interactions is based on a high level of ethical responsibility for the researcher, 

matching procedural, situational and personal challenges (Oancea 2014:47). 

Creating trust in my field research referred to three aspects. First, I had to familiarise myself 

with the general sub-scene in which the gangs relate, in order to learn about habits and 

customs of these ‘socialiations’. Secondly, it was important to establish a relationship with the 

gang members in which they could rely on my scientific and personal integrity. Thirdly, 

background knowledge and an authentic interaction with the interviewees helped me to trust 

in the gang members themselves on a personal level as it enabled a better contextualisation of 

the stories they shared. Therefore, this process of establishing mutual trust was grounded on 

many personal meetings. I spent an intensive amount of time with the gatekeepers from ACCA, 

IPE and my interlocutors. Together with the two women especially, I became acquainted with 

´la vida nocturna´ - the night street culture - in the centre of the city and in the neighbourhood 

of San Javier, where the gangs rule the drug trafficking business and prostitution. However, it 

was not only night-time excursions which helped me to become familiar with street culture and 

social norms of the gang scene. I had many informal snacks and drinks with my interview 

partners, distributed throughout the daytimes, in which I aimed to create transparency about 

myself as a scholar and my research project. Besides offering formal consents, I informed them 

about the types of questions I might ask and emphasised that they should only reveal the 

information they want to share. It was also important to stress at the beginning that, at any 

time, be it during or after the interview, they could withdraw from the project without any 

consequences. Therefore, every participant received my Colombian telephone number or my 

email address. 

However, in contact with the gang members, it was less the provision of information on the 

project but rather the personal level of interaction and the informality of the meetings that 

established trust. The more formal the circumstances of the encounters, the more ‘bearish’ 

were the gang members. The meetings outside prison always took place in spots where they 

felt comfortable, secure and unobserved. All the first meetings with new interview partners 

were accompanied by an already known interlocutor who introduced me to the participant(s) 

and served as guarantor for my trustworthiness. The establishment of trust inside prison 

functioned the same way. Frequent meetings with the members in the presence of the pastor 

and later of one of the high-ranking inmates, bolstered my credibility and assured my personal 

security inside the prison. It was important for the relationship with the inmates, to understand 

the venues and living conditions they faced inside the prison. Irrespective of the crimes the 
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gang members committed, the fundamental basis of the correspondence was respectful 

interaction without any form of judgement and circumspection for their situation. The 

collaboration with the inmates was challenging in a different way as it required a 

comprehensive understanding of the complex power structures inside prison. Although the 

overall venues are regulated by the guards from the ´Instituto Nacional Penitenciario y 

Carcelario´ (INPEC), the social interactions in between the detainees follow informal rules 

imposed by the leaders of the various powerful groups that are located in different buildings. 

Given the high level of autonomous order, enforced by the ´coordinadores de los patios´ - the 

authoritative representatives of the inmate groups, the research process not only required 

trust by the inmates but also my confidence in the inmates, as my safety depended on their 

behaviour and protection. In this regard, the shared time and the mutual exchange of life 

experiences as well as open discussions about world views, were the pillars on which I built 

trust to the gang members, both inside and outside prison. 

4.2.2.3 Privacy during Data Collection – Between Agency and Protection 

Confidentiality in field research refers to the moment of recruitment of participants, data 

collection, the documentation of knowledge generation and the analysis. People who are 

willing to share their knowledge need to be protected at any time. Thus, confidentiality 

encompasses reliable channels of contacting participants, diligent selection of safe places for 

meetings and careful notetaking of the communications to ensure privacy during the entire 

process of data collection. In conflict settings, participation in a research project that 

thematises sensitive subjects can carry unintended consequences for the researcher and her 

interview partners.  

Therefore, talking about life experiences with violent non-state actors involves security risks. 

To maintain the anonymity and secrecy of the participant identities, time and location of data 

collection is one important aspect in ensuring the safety of both the participant and the 

researcher. Beyond the important confidentiality of the event of data collection, confidentiality 

is a key issue regarding handling information about violent incidents. This stresses the dilemma 

between the adherence of confidentiality and the ethical obligation of reporting or even 

preventing crime (Oancea 2014:48). The handling of such situations requires careful 

consideration and judgement according to the concrete incidence and the possibility to react. 

In each sensitive and incriminating situation, the researcher needs to evaluate between the 

obligation to protect anonymity and the emotional costs and benefits of sharing certain 

experiences with colleagues or supervisors. Whether information should be forwarded to raise 
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awareness about violent acts and serious infringements often depends on the researcher´s 

judgment (S. P. Campbell 2017:96). 

Another aspect is to disconnect the stored information obtained from the respected person. 

Obtaining information about criminal behaviour or violent incidents is highly problematic. Data 

protection becomes especially delicate in conflict settings where belligerent or hostile parties 

seek to spy on opponents or civilians. To exclude the risk that collected data fall into the wrong 

hands, it needs to be encrypted in a way that the identification of participants remains 

confidential (E. J. Wood 2006a:382). In the context of prison research, data confidentiality is 

challenging as normally comprehensive surveillance is given and the researchers might be 

searched and controlled on the way out. Considering the violent context of the institution and 

the possible harm resulting from a lack of confidentiality, note taking should therefore, be done 

cryptically, if at all (Roberts and Indermaur 2008:316-18). For research with gang members 

inside prison, written or taped documentation of the conversation is risky and not convenient 

because of the precarious and stigmatised situation gang members are exposed to (Steiner et 

al. 2017:23).  

Data confidentiality was a crucial issue concerning all the interviews I conducted. Most of the 

experts I interviewed confirmed that their names could be stated in the dissertation without 

any concerns, others preferred to remain anonymous. Insights on topics of corruption and 

collaboration between state officials and criminal groups made it difficult for some experts to 

speak openly and to share their insights right away in an official manner. Therefore, in 

consultation with the respected persons, parts of the knowledge gained through expert 

interviews are anonymised while other parts are presented as official statements. The 

information the gang members have rendered contain many sensitive insights on their personal 

involvement in gang activities, harmful incidents they have experienced and confidential 

knowledge on internal gang dynamics. Although the stories have not included concrete names, 

activities or places, knowledge on the collaboration by third parties could expose both, former 

and active members, to serious jeopardy. Therefore, participation is based on the assurance of 

anonymity and confidential treatment during and after data collection.  

The investigation of the living realities of gang members inevitably involved information about 

criminal behaviour and violent acts, both experienced and exercised by them. Becoming aware 

of such incidents leads to two challenges: One is the dilemma of dealing with this knowledge 

concerning the moral obligation of helping to clarify offences or even prevent crimes and report 

to legal authorities. Another is the handling of listening to stories of violent experiences the 

members have experienced that cause distress through recounting them. As the information 
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sharing about criminal behaviour referred to past incidences and was expressed in vague ways, 

without concrete details that would have allowed a clear allocation, the responsibility to 

protect the confidentiality of the participants’ overweighed. However, dealing with critical 

emotional involvements and burdens was a perennial challenge. Some of the gang members 

told their story for the first time, unprepared for the emotional stress it caused to talk about 

painful experiences to a third person. As it was my responsibility to prevent the participants 

from harm, I had to decide each time situationally either to stop the conversation or to 

continue. In all the situations, the participants insisted on finishing their story and emphasised 

the need to be heard for once. During the conversation, the members underlined their agency 

of deliberately talking about their experiences in spite of all painful circumstances. For me as a 

researcher, the evaluation of the particular situations was a narrow ridge in between caring 

and domineering over them. The decisions to make, in between stopping a conversation in 

order to avoid emotional harm or continuing until it finishes, are grounded on a situational 

ethic that is evaluated case by case. In the end, it remained difficult to know from outside 

whether a situation is too burdened or whether sharing the stories is proof of the person's self-

reliance. 

All interview transcriptions were done by a professional transcription service, who signed a 

nondisclosure and confidentiality statement beforehand. Before I started with the interview 

however, I asked for the participants to opt-in to record the conversation and explained that 

the record will never be published but just used for the transcription. I further explained that 

the transcriptions will also remain confidential in their entirety and that only selected quotes 

would be used for the dissertation. Many gang members were sceptical about the recording, 

but after my explanation that I like to record the conversation because of my limited knowledge 

of ´parlache´ - the local street slang´ - and that having the record would offer the possibility to 

re-listen, in case I get lost in translation, they agreed. As some participants decided to use an 

alias they later forgot to use during the conversation, I decided to link the interviews rather to 

the place of conduction. Therefore, I stated at the beginning of every interview the date and 

the neighbourhood to identify the interview situation and to link it to other field notes that I 

took on the background situation of the interviews. For the analysis of this dissertation, all the 

personal information, statements on places and time has been reduced to an extent that 

disconnects the information from the participants in order to protect their privacy. 

4.2.2.4 Collaboration Instead of Knowledge Extraction 

The final aspect for ethical research, is promoting mutually beneficence. “Research is a two-

way street” that depends on the reciprocal interaction between the researcher and the 
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participants (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:157). Only when both sides benefit from the 

cooperation, can the risk of one-sided knowledge extraction and a feeling of exploitation be 

expelled. Ultimately, researchers take considerably more out from the cooperation than the 

participants do, but it is the researchers´ responsibility to strive for equity and seek to minimise 

possible imbalances (Seidmann 2006:109-11). It is important to clarify any expectations 

relating to the cooperation, as especially the presence of foreign researchers may often be 

linked to ideas of access to funding or other expectations (Cronin-Furman 2018:610).  

Motivations for participants can be manifold. Ranging from material incentives like expense 

allowance to the immaterial appreciation of being studied, the pleasure of interaction or the 

opportunity to sharing one's own perspective on an important event (Rossmann and Rallis 

2012:157). Prisoners may appreciate the opportunity to express themselves to an outsider and 

may perceive the participation in a research project as a conducive condition to reflect on 

matters of deep relevance (Roberts and Indermaur 2008:320). Undoubtedly, participation can 

be considered as a possibility to share personal experiences and convey the meaning of certain 

events to the participant´s life. Nonetheless, researchers should be careful about telling people 

that participation in the project can provide them a voice in public and that their stories are 

heard. The ideas that participants might have of the scope of the auditorium that considers the 

research analysis can be misleading and cause disillusions (Cronin-Furman 2018:607-08).  

During my field research I thought much about what I could offer as benefits to encourage 

participation. For me the question of mutual beneficence was not only about creating means 

of incentives, but also as a sign of respect. As the people gave their time, knowledge, trust and 

efforts to contribute to the feasibility of my research project, I perceived it just fair and 

appropriate to give something in return. However, what is perceived as possible and realistic 

mutual benefits to prevent a one-sided extraction of knowledge, was also a learning process 

and was partly discussed with the participants and my interlocutors. Regarding the expert 

interviews and the survey participants, it was easier to display gratitude. The cooperation with 

the experts from academia or institutions was basically founded on a professional knowledge 

generation and the establishment of academic networking as a basis for a mutually beneficial 

cooperation. As all were interested in the topic of female gang membership, I offered a 

continuous exchange of knowledge and to keep everyone updated on my research findings. 

With some of my interview partners I later intensified the cooperation through the organisation 

of shared congress panels. However, in order to value the time and support of everyone, all my 

interview partners received small gifts, like university cups and bags I brought from Germany 

or I brought a bag of Buñuelos – popular sweets from the bakery. The same I did with the survey 
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participants who all received small gifts, like sweets for their participation. While my students 

who supported the survey conduction received an agreed payment for their contribution, my 

gatekeepers refused any material compensation as such but at least accepted invitations for 

dinner as thanks for their constant support. 

However, incentivisation regarding gang members was more complex. One big incentive that 

motivated former gang members to support the research project was for the good of 

knowledge generation. They stressed the wish to inform people about the diversity of gang life, 

both regarding the positive aspects as well as the harmful aspects. Especially the former female 

gang members, underlined the importance of making female gang membership more visible in 

public awareness. By telling their stories they hope to prevent young girls from committing the 

same mistakes as they. Sharing and reflecting on my own experiences were strong incentives. 

As former gang members and (former) inmates they are confronted with stigmatisation and 

social exclusion, which they wanted to challenge by revealing their narratives. In order to not 

generate false expectations regarding the scope of the audience of this dissertation, I discussed 

this issue openly with the participants. Nevertheless, the fact that a German scholar paid 

attention to the topic, was for most of the participants a respectful sign that someone, though 

from far away, was interested in their living experiences. Some said ´Look, then you have a 

reason to return and continue´, a circumstance that made it difficult for me to cope with the 

expectations. Following this, I had to clarify the restricted possibility I have to raise attention 

to their situation in Medellín. 

The participants inside the prison perceived the interviews as a chance to talk about their past 

with me as a foreigner. It was an opportunity not only to present their perspective without 

being judged but also a welcomed distraction from the monotonous routine in jail. Many of 

the gang members emphasised how important it is to them to have the opportunity to talk 

about their past experiences and to shape the image of them as mere criminals and outlaws. 

In this regard, researching an issue that related to their personal lives was perceived as 

beneficial. Generally, as most of the former gang members outside prison were only recently 

released from jail, they were all in a phase in which they were prohibited from working and 

facing a very difficult material situation. Therefore, beside the immaterial benefits, each 

participant received a small gift after the interview, such as a bag filled with small gifts and 

everyday products, as a symbolic gesture for their time and effort they spent in contributing to 

the research project.  

The gatekeepers, but also the gang members themselves told me that a contribution to 

organisations that engage in prison and in community work would be a welcomed return. As 
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my successful access to the field was intensively established through the facilitation of the 

ACCA and linked to the knowledge gained in prison, a contribution to the educational work in 

prison presented a synergetic trade-off to me. In consultation with ACCA, I started to support 

their teaching classes in the women's prison and assisted in the development of a project on 

conflict resolution and disarmament in the male prison Bellavista. This engagement in prison 

also supported the trust-building process with the gang members. It deepened my 

understanding of prison structures and therefore, for gang life as such, as imprisonment forms 

part of most of the gang members´ life experiences. For ACCA my support was a sign of good 

will to value their work and diversified their teaching offer in prison. The inmates appreciated 

my presence in prison as contributing to their well-being and as a symbolic act of anti-

stigmatisation. Although very time-intense, working in prison and receiving trust from the 

inmates and from ACCA, made me feel very privileged. 

Finally, the establishment of access to the research field of gang life was time intensive and 

required thoughtful planning, spontaneous adaptations and ethical reflections in each step of 

research. It was a long learning process that implied challenges and many beneficial 

experiences. Ethical considerations were complex and required a lot of situational deliberation 

processes of what ´do no harm´ and ´be safe´ meant in the concrete situations. Basically, trust, 

authenticity and considerable familiarisation with the context have been the most important 

aspects for the collaboration with gang members and paved the way for empirical research on 

female gang membership in Medellín. 

4.2.3. Positioning in the Field – In Between Professionalism and Personality  

Knowledge production and data collection is a political act that carries different 

presuppositions that derive from the researchers´ own background. Any personal interaction 

in data collection is not value-free but conveys sympathies and is based on an individual's 

capacity to engage with the participants. These characteristics enable or impede the access to 

the field (Robson and McCartan 2016:149). Especially qualitative research, through its 

dependency on intense personal involvement in knowledge generation, needs to discuss 

aspects of reflexivity to illuminate possible biases, values, and gender norms. This includes 

information about the settings and personal aspects that impacted data generation to 

understand the situations and the context in which the researcher interprets the phenomenon. 

Rendering the process of data collection and personal aspects visible, forms part of the strategy 

to validate the data collected (Creswell 2009:177). Thus, before analysing the data, these 

implicit personal dimensions must be rendered visible in order to make meaning of the way 

data is interpreted. 
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4.2.3.1 Reflexivity in Dyadic Knowledge Generation  

Qualitative research is an interactional and constructional epistemological process. Not only 

the choice, to select interviews as a methodological tool is a subjective decision, but also the 

means of social interaction. The interactivity of communicating presents a transaction between 

epistemic subjects and objects. In a dialectical way, information is shared between two 

ontological entities that are marked by different background conditions. The way knowledge is 

co-produced is affected by subjective perceptions of the information rendered by one person 

that is immediately interpreted and integrated in the response of the other. The data arising 

from the transactive exchange of information, convey different living experiences that frame 

the way in which meaning is constructed. Thus, self-reflection is a crucial characteristic of 

dyadic knowledge production. Transparency concerning the personal, social, cultural and 

intellectual dimension of knowledge production strengthens the epistemological rigour. 

Applying this paradigm of subjectivity to knowledge production, the researcher rejects any 

superior epistemological status of science and emphasises that data must be understood 

against the background of its social generation (Breuer and Roth 2003). 

Consequently, discussing aspects of positioning and reflexivity is important, since qualitative 

data collection carries the difficulty of separating the researcher´s acting from her personal 

context. The subjectivity inherent in communication creates role relations and reaction 

patterns that also form interactive competencies and power relations during the process of 

data collection (Riley et al. 2003). However, interviews are also impacted by presumptions both 

parties bring into the conversation and the context in which the interaction takes place. 

Relational generation of data through interaction is based on reflexivity as a “critical ongoing 

examination of the way the researcher engages with others – be they participants […] or 

interlocutors. Reflexivity involves careful consideration of how issues of positionality – such as 

the researcher´s personal characteristics or theoretical vantage points – shape the research 

process” (Fujii 2018:1). Aspects of positionality refer to the array of personal traits and 

background experiences that impact the way the research interacts and the context in which 

they interrelate. Positionality implies the personal appearances and immaterial aspects that 

are brought into the conversation and impact how the researcher is perceived (Brown 2009). 

The way the researcher is judged by the participants depends on the social norms of the site 

of field research. Following, a learning process in which the researcher engages with localised 

habits, cultural impacts and norms of interaction, as necessary context-sensitive adaptation, 

forms part of positioning during field work (F. B. Henderson 2009:292). 
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The decision to rely primarily on interview data for the investigation of female gang 

membership, made my personal involvement with the participants and my appearance into 

continuous aspects that required substantial self-reflection during the field research in 

Medellín. The entire process of data collection, from gaining access and capturing the 

perspectives of the different groups of the urban conflict dynamics, depended on my personal 

relationship with participants and my ability to manoeuvre in different contexts. Bridging 

distinctive realities between interviewing state officials, NGO workers and the police and 

spending much time with former gang members, inside and outside prison, required the 

mobilisation of different personal characteristics. While the expert interviews were mainly 

based on a professional interaction, the communication in the gang milieu rather depended on 

a very personal relation that relied more on my empathic engagement than on a shared object 

of interest. However, any interaction was intensively marked by my subjective perceptions of 

the context and the relation to the interviewees that shaped the way data has been co-

produced and thus, must be made explicit for the analysis and the validity of interpretation of 

this study. 

4.2.3.2 Positioning in Conflict Settings of Medelín´s Urban Territory Wars 

When carrying out research in conflict settings that requires interaction with opposing groups, 

´neutrality is an illusion´ (Sluka 2015:116-18). In order to gain access to conflict parties, the 

researcher relies on the establishment of confidence in the groups through the conviction of 

understanding the participants. The interaction with different actors carries ambiguities of 

emotions in researching violent conflicts. As part of reflexivity in the relationship, researchers 

need to be aware of the range of emotions between empathy and fear (Shesterinina 2019). A 

sensitive knowledge of the context is important to take account of contradictions and to be 

aware of biases and mutual perceptions (Robson and McCartan 2016:184). Given the 

sensitivity of the context, the researcher must sincerely identify and understand the interests 

of the diverse groups involved in conflict and interact empathically, but always critically with 

the participants, without being ‘instrumentalised’ for inhumane positions (Sluka 2015:116-18). 

Violent incidents impede claims of objectivity during research, as the researcher is confronted 

with ethical challenges concerning the obligation to improve the conditions of security and 

social cohabitation through data gathering beyond serving her own research interests (S. P. 

Campbell 2017:98).  

Depending on the scholarly background, researchers may carry disciplinary biases that impact 

the interaction in terms of presumption on legitimacy. Scholars from the IR might have a state-

centric perspective that undermines attempts of possible legitimate non-state actors which 
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might restrict the scope of enquiry. Linked with conceptual perspectives that form part of the 

researcher’s engagement with the participants, is scientific language which also carries the risk 

of bias. The linguistic delineation of different conflict parties between state groups and armed 

non-state actors, as well as the general lines between civilian and armed actors, are more 

blurred in reality than in the concepts applied for the analysis. Reflexivity inheres a critical 

thinking about one’s own scientific background and the definitions or interrelations assigned 

to actors of different groups. In conflict settings, this refers especially to delineations of 

legitimate and illegitimate actors and the distinction between victims and perpetrators. Those 

terms, deriving from academic thinking, are difficult concepts for the application of real-life 

situations in conflicts. Often implied assumptions of the power of the armed actors on the one 

hand and the powerlessness of civilians on the other, need to be reflected in the interaction 

with participants (Zahar 2009).  

Field research in Medellín made my personality a permanently negotiated object of interaction 

processes and I was confronted with a complex constellation of demands and expectations. 

According to the context and circumstances of data collection, I felt different presuppositions 

in my relationship to the field and with the participants. In between being an academic scholar, 

an outsider from a foreign country, and a woman who settled in San Javier and worked in 

prison, people treated me differently. According to the situation, varying salient features on 

the ground and mobilised different characteristics deriving from my background. Gathering 

data on conflict realities was shifted by my altering relation to violence during field work. I 

realised that living in San Javier was not only a formative and revealing experience for me but 

also affected the way how people interacted with me. In terms of security issues, living in San 

Javier opened up a deeper understanding of the everyday struggles of the community and 

strengthened my comprehension of hte anxieties of violence, and the means and customs of 

the inhabitants to deal with it. Nonetheless, I learnt that it is impossible to anticipate violent 

encounters and that the ubiquitousness of violence leaves, to different extents, its traces on 

everyone. The way I interacted with people, made me reflect on disciplinary presumptions and 

personal biases on conflict realities.  

Coming from Europe and having grown up in a non-violent environment, it was difficult for me 

at the beginning to capture the complex realities of urban insecurity on the ground. Given my 

academic education, I approached conflict realities from a rather theoretical perspective that 

was more clear-cut in its capture of violent dynamics than the actual reality. My expectations 

on the construction of societal orders were linked to the legitimacy of statehood, to which 

gangs appeared as opposing groups of actors. However, the conversations with experts, my 
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interlocutors and former gang members unravelled these perceptions and made my thinking 

about the actors involved in the urban conflict more sensitive and nuanced. A pivotal moment 

to reflect on my expectation on statehood was when I entered the prison of Bellavista for the 

first time, realising the extent of corruption and immense power of non-state actors. Bellavista 

made me rethink the dichotomous concept of state and non-state actors. To experience the 

way the internal organisation and regulatory structures in prison were intensively provided by 

the inmates themselves, revealed the convoluted character of conflict dynamics and the 

coercive power of gangs. In the following, my perceptions of gangs shifted as I learnt a more 

differentiated thinking of them and that the term ´gang´ contains different qualities. Some 

high-ranking members I met were ruthless personalities with whom the interaction was very 

difficult, while the conversations with low-scale gang members were more authentic as I could 

relate to their realities. The more I learned about the brutality inherent in the conflict, the more 

sceptical I became of statements from any side involved and so capturing all these diverse 

perspectives turned into a personal challenge. However, the increasing criticism reminded me 

anytime to maintain a fundamental open-mindedness, especially in interviews in which my 

natural empathy was muted through derogatory statements made by participants. 

Another aspect that impacted the process of knowledge generation and my interaction with 

the interviewees was my nationality. Being an outsider in an unfamiliar conflict setting impeded 

the depth of my understanding of conflict dynamics but facilitated my access and means of 

data generation. As a foreigner I had no personal involvement in the urban cohabitation 

dynamics. A fact that made it more difficult to comprehend the living experiences in the 

affected neighbourhoods. Notwithstanding, being a scholar from abroad, brought 

simultaneously a lightheartedness into the interrelation with the research participants from 

the different groups of actors. Colleagues from Medellín pointed to difficulties in talking to 

people from the gang scene. Due to fears of betrayal and punishment, when information they 

shared became public in Medellín, they would be very reluctant to agree to interviews. In this 

sense I benefited from the fact that I was not linked to any involved party or the neighbourhood 

community as it made it easier for the former gang members to share their experiences with 

me. I felt that they were not as reluctant to talk to me as they knew I had limited touch points 

with local power structures and my presence in Medellín was temporary. However, as a 

downside of this distance to the field I sensed that some interviewees tried to ‘instrumentalise’ 

me to legitimise violent actions, assuming me to have a naïve perspective on the conflict 

dimensions. In this regard, the decision to settle down in San Javier and volunteer in prison 

helped me in my positioning as it equipped me with a certain sobriety concerning the difficult 

daily realities. In many contexts, people referred to these circumstances saying, “Ah you are 
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living in San Javier and you are in Bellavista – so you know!” Especially in the conversations 

with the former gang members these aspects facilitated the communication and provided a 

shared daily-life experience to build on. 

Being a woman also impacted the data collection in two aspects: Firstly, executing research 

about female gang membership and speaking about gender realities in conflict, I perceived my 

own gender performance as relevant for data collection. Especially in approaching possible 

female interview candidates, my interlocutors told me that they were able to convince their 

acquaintances to get to know me since I am a woman and they could point to a kind of ´female 

solidarity´. Some of the girls deeply distrusted men as they experienced severe gender-based 

vulnerabilities and would not have revealed sufferings towards an unknown male scholar. 

Secondly, the data collection inside the male prison Bellavista was equally shaped by gender 

aspects. My mere physical presence impacted the atmosphere in the wards and I either caused 

distraction, curiosity or agitation. As a woman I could not pass unnoticed at any part of the 

prison and the inmates became aware of my research. Every time I entered the gang-areas, my 

escort announced my coming by shouting ´visit of a woman! Get dressed!´ and ordering them 

to behave quietly and respectfully. When I received access to the high-ranking gang leaders, I 

believed that their willingness to listen to my concerns was intensively linked to my gender. 

Although they were critical about my interest in the gang structures, I guessed they allowed 

me to ask my questions since they did not perceive me as a serious threat due to my gender 

and my petite physical appearance. 

Finally, reflecting on my background and my outside perceptions, I sought to relate to the 

people and their realities in a multi-layered way adjusted to the particular contexts. In this 

sense, my profession, nationality and gender gave me the opportunity to apply different facets 

of my personality in between the scientific interest and the personal empathy to interact with 

the different groups. The intersection of being a female scholar from abroad appeared to 

facilitate the access to my research participants from the gang scene and the experts and I 

received great hospitality. My scholar identity helped me to approach academic networks on 

the ground that supported me to become acquainted with local dynamics. Discovering violent 

realities as foreigner, however, it was easier to elucidate the personal distance to the conflictive 

and violent contexts or even restrict the effect on me personally through returning home. Being 

a woman made it easier for me to investigate sensitive gender dynamics of female gang 

membership and provided a common ground to establish a relationship to former gang girls. 

Reflecting on the range of salient perceptions of my person helped me to navigate interactions 

in accordance to the circumstances. Nonetheless, positioning in violent contexts of gang life 
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and prison was a difficult process in which I had to constantly learn to approach different sides 

of urban conflict empathetically without partiality in acting. 

4.2.3.3 Agency and Power Relations in Conversational Knowledge Production  

Positionality is a highly relational and contextual undertaking. Not only immaterial, but also 

locational aspects impact the interaction in which insider/outsider-relations to the participants 

are created. Beside the influence the researcher´s vantage point has on the data collection, the 

physical context also stimulates power dynamics and norms that determine the means of 

communication (Fujii 2018:3). The practice of positioning stresses agency, defines rights, and 

obligations and determines the dynamically produced explanations of everyday behaviour. The 

very act of dyadic asking and responding is a means of positioning in which researchers and 

participants construct patterns of interpretations of the story-line they jointly create (Harré 

and Van Langenhove 1991:396). Researchers constantly need to relate to the context 

conditions of interaction. This demands a high level of flexibility, adaptiveness, and capacity to 

capture moods and other affecting components, in which the data collection is embedded 

(Robson and McCartan 2016:184). The physical appearance of the researcher forms also part 

of the contextual features in which the interaction takes place. Dressing adequately and body 

language are also parts of empathetic listening and demonstrate sensitivity for power relations, 

cultural differences and respect for the participants (McClelland 2017). 

Qualitative data collection through direct interaction with participants is intensively marked by 

power relations. As in every social interaction, interviews are shaped by the way the researcher 

and the participant bring in aspects of their identity and personal empathy, linked to living 

realities they come from. Similar experiences, a common ground of vantage points or a shared 

social group identity are powerful aspects of mutual understanding but can simultaneously 

impede nuanced knowledge production. While a common language is less contested to 

facilitate the communication, other characteristics can also hinder a frank exchange (Rossmann 

and Rallis 2012:263-64). Basically, socio-economic opportunities, education, ethnicity, 

nationality, class, religion, age and gender affect how participants and researchers perceive 

each other and interact accordingly. Relevant characteristics that impact power relations are 

manifold and whether they help to open doors or rather impede a balanced interrelation 

depends on the situation (Bouka 2015; Elisabeth Jean Wood 2006a:377). Concerning gender 

differences, verbal and non-verbal aspects can affect the research relationship. 

Communications can convey sexual connotations as an attempt to exercise hegemony or to 

manifest patriarchy and domination of women (Kloß 2016). But gender relations can also 
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facilitate communication through flirting as a strategy to gain access and a demonstration of 

agency in a game of power relations (Kaspar and Landolt 2016). 

Power is always part of social interactions. In research, power often depends on the possession 

of a particular form of knowledge, but also who the research serves and how it affects the 

people's lives (Robson and McCartan 2016:149). Following, reflexivity is a conscious attempt 

to identify how and what social understandings have been produced and under which 

procedural conditions and relational dynamics. It is, on the one hand, self-awareness and the 

reflection of one's own positioning as researcher and on the other hand, the consideration of 

contextual factors, as well as the communicative expressions through which meaning is 

constructed and knowledge co-produced. However, unstructured interviews, generally, tend to 

balance interests and power between the researcher and the participants as the control of the 

discourse is less located at one side of the conversation. Given the personal interaction and the 

certain level of closeness inherent in some interviews, value-laden and emotional aspects 

through intimate contents can bias the researcher (Robson and McCartan 2016:149). Further, 

the more intimate the relation in the interview, the higher the risks of vulnerabilities on both 

sites. The lines between the professional background of data collection and the individual 

involvement in the conversation become blurred and controversial statements can be taken 

personally (Riley et al. 2003). 

During the data collection in Medellín, positioning in the interactions with the participants was 

sometimes very intensive, also due to the sensitive subjects of the interviews. Here again, my 

profession, nationality and gender were salient features and relevant in the conversation as 

they impacted my own agency and that of the participants, constructing noticeable power 

dynamics. In the interaction with the experts, my academic background was a balancing factor 

that compensated for the inequality of expertise between me and the participant as the 

analytical thinking established a common ground to co-construct knowledge. I did not perceive 

gender as such an important factor of asymmetry, but rather the nationality and the ability to 

express my thoughts in a foreign language. All experts were Colombians who grew up in 

Medellín and who personally experienced the urban conflict. Their embeddedness in the local 

structures equipped the experts with intimate insights and network resources important for 

my investigations, which they shared supportively, though with reasonable limitations. And 

even though there were power differences in the linguistic capabilities in some conversations, 

these discrepancies were handled in a very considerate way. Therefore, I felt the interaction 

with the experts was predominantly balanced and professional.  
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In contrast to the expert interviews, the interaction with the former gang members was more 

complex and asymmetric in different aspects. My professional background, the academic 

network I related to, and the socio-economic differences acted at times as an irritant to 

conversations. Many of the interview partners never finished school or entered university and 

perceived this milieu as an elitist social world from which they have been excluded. They often 

expressed these differences at the beginning and stressed that they do not know about ´these 

educated subjects´ and they do not speak the same language but are simple people belonging 

to the streets of Medellín. However, starting to speak about my background, my family, how 

and where I live in Medellín and how I experience academia overcame their scepticism of my 

expectations towards the conversation. I was very considerate about my personal appearance 

and means of behaviour in the way I always dressed casually, I had a relaxed body language 

and I often started with self-mocking stories to break the ice. The circumstances that the 

interviews took place according to the participants´ conditions increased their comfortability 

and agency. During the interviews I frequently felt the power dynamics changing. As the 

unstructured interviews provided them the freedom to dominate the contents, they quickly 

became the experts of the conversation and it was up to me to follow their narrative guidelines. 

Speaking about their familiar topics in Parlache rather limited my agency. In many moments it 

was difficult to understand the way they expressed themselves or how they interrelated 

different aspects of their lives. In this regard I was often very concentrated in understanding 

and listening and so I did not seek to dominate the conversation. In contrast, asking for 

clarifications for words or expressions I did not understand made the conversations often more 

fruitful as they enjoyed giving me lessons in parlache and I learnt more about their means of 

expression and gang interaction. 

An important aspect of positioning in the conversations was gender. While speaking with the 

women and girls my gender led to a rather empathetic communication, however the male 

members perceived me in between less threatening manner, but as a nice distraction and as 

possible person to flirt with. Especially when topics of patriarchal structures or gender-based 

violence formed part of the conversation, my gender made it easier for the girls to speak to me 

as I could build social affinities, while the male interview partners reacted rather restrictedly 

on those issues. However, I realised that my gender impacted my understanding of the 

narratives and I felt biases in my comprehension of gender realities. With the women, I could 

relate to general gender-expectations but also to particular daily situations I experienced as a 

woman in San Javier. In contrast with the men, it was more abstract for me to understand the 

socialisation realities of male members and the meanings and consequences gender-role 

expectations had for them. Thus, agency and the power dynamics were shaped by entrenched 
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gender-dynamics reflected in the way I asked questions and how I expressed critical thinking 

but also the way the interviewees responded. In many moments I assumed that the male 

interview partners would have responded differently and more frankly if I was a man and the 

co-constructed knowledge would have had a different emphasis. 

Most salient was the influence of gender in the interaction with the inmates in Bellavista. 

Entering the male prison as a woman and speaking with long-term inmates, gender-based 

differences became crucial features in the conversation. Much more than outside prison, the 

inmates tried to dominate the interaction and referred intensively to aspects of my femininity. 

Some sought to flirt with me, while others were concerned to take care of me and to protect 

me. However, all forms of interaction derived from a gender-role play they seemed to enjoy. It 

provided the inmates with self-esteem in a context in which the performance of masculinity 

was otherwise limited. In Bellavista, the intersection between internal social status and gender 

performance was also reflected in the conversations. The members in powerful positions 

performed their masculinity differently and demonstrated their domination in an ambivalent 

way. In these conversations, I often felt gender was less salient as my agency and power was 

already limited due to the subordination of the internal, informal rules enforced by them. Only 

in moments of rather critical questions or comments from my side, did the members rely on 

gender-asymmetries and I felt they degraded me to an ‘entertaining girl’. Thus, positioning in 

Bellavista became a difficult manoeuvre for me, in between stressing my agency and self-

reliance or joining the ‘game’ in a context in which the gangs were clearly in charge of the 

situation. Until my second field research, I was balancing out a way of interacting with the 

inmates which I felt was appropriate for local power conditions and equally authentic for me. 

4.2.3.4 Emotional Work– Listening and Vulnerabilities during Field Research 

As with feelings of security and risk, emotional vulnerability is relative and depends on the 

individual perceptions of the researcher and the participants. Nonetheless, emotional distress 

is an important part of reflexivity and positionality in field research and impacts the generation 

of knowledge (S. P. Campbell 2017:97-98). Emotions are an inherent part of social interaction 

that is expressed in diverse ways. Although the research analysis is “grounded in evidence that 

lies outside the internal world of the researcher and is available to scrutiny by others”, 

emotions that impact the collection process need to be reflected critically (Bondi 2005:233). 

Feelings are not restricted to the internal realms but are externalised and transcended through 

communication. Emotions are the very features that enable a sensitive and responsive 

interaction based on empathy. A mutual understanding and a co-production of knowledge 

would not be possible without emotional engagement as “aspects of emotional life traverse, 
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and can be sensed across boundaries between supposedly ´internal´ lives of different people” 

(Bondi 2005:233). 

While positive emotions like excitement, pleasure, curiosity and enthusiasm are often 

preconditions for an empathetic interaction, alienation, anxiety, fear and discomfort also form 

a part of field research that needs to be discussed. Field research can be very challenging and 

may cause a ´fieldwork blues´ in which the researcher is affected by emotions of loneliness and 

depression. Doing research in different contexts away from home and accustomed 

surroundings, scholars face difficulties in bridging living realities during data collection or after 

returning. The transition between cultural settings demands intercultural competences but 

also emotional reserves when engaging empathically with the participants on the site.  

In conflict settings, scholars must additionally deal with emotions of fear, anger, outrage, grief, 

pity and effects of violence that can cause at worst a secondary trauma (E. J. Wood 2006a:377). 

Social scientists who investigate living realities in violent contexts often ask people to talk about 

experiences they might have never previously discussed. Sharing and listening to such intimate 

stories can also burden the researchers themselves. The privilege of being entitled to listen to 

other persons´ joy, pain, sorrows and strengths makes the researcher equally vulnerable as the 

process of knowledge production depends on their personal commitment to the subject. 

Hence, listening and reacting to other people's stories instigates a learning process in which 

the researcher empathises with the severe experiences of others (Dickson-Swift et al. 

2007:338-42).  

Given personal involvement, an important part of reflexivity is to reflect on one's own 

experiences and emotions. Instead of striving for objectivity, the researcher benefits from 

acknowledging the centrality of the inner life and reflects the duality of vulnerability in the 

dyadic research process. Not only listening but the very process of questioning and entering 

the intimate sphere of people can be very challenging. Although it is difficult to prepare for 

listening to life stories about grief, fear and anxiety, by reflecting on the impacts of the field 

research and accepting the risks of listening to difficult material, one's own personal resilience 

and agency can be improved (McClelland 2017). Painful stories may even hurt long after the 

interview when revisioning the material. Here again, instead of distancing from the transcripts, 

engaging in emotional work encourages caring for oneself, colleagues and participants. 

Furthermore, recognising one's own reaction to the data collected, leads to new thinking that 

goes beyond questions about the comfort of the participants but also regarding the 

construction of meaning in the context of painful experiences. Thus, empathy and reflecting 



120 
 

vulnerabilities in violent settings form a crucial part to understand and interpret the data 

beyond the mere statements (McClelland 2017). 

Partly resulting from the violent context of the field research and partly from the power 

dynamics in the interviews, different vulnerabilities impacted my data collection in Medellín. 

Irrespective of careful considerations of the conflict setting, the ubiquitousness of violence 

exposed me to difficult situations, I was not prepared for when I started the data collection. 

Choosing San Javier as a living areas where various gang disputes broke out, the nights were 

often burdened with gun shorts and military helicopter operations that impacted my life in the 

field. While I refused to acknowledge the severity of daily violence at the beginning, this 

personal naivety and clumsiness in handling violent circumstances turned into consternation. 

This applied to my personal dealing with violence and my approach to life experience in the 

contexts of gang life and prisons.  

During the six months of field work, the local news reported homicides on a daily basis, and I 

was deeply shocked when the first assassinations took place in my neighbourhood and the so-

called ´embolsados´ - dismembered corpse put into plastic bags- appeared at the corner of my 

housing block. My feelings were exacerbated by the casual remarks of the inhabitants. Despite 

my efforts not to react too emotionally to these incidents, it was very difficult to establish a 

distant relation to this violence I was not prepared to experience in front of my doorsteps. In a 

moment when the turf fights came to a crisis, threats escalated, and anonymous Whatsapp 

messages entered my phone containing self-proclaimed curfews and death threats, I had to 

feel by which means violence affects the inhabitants of gang-prone neighbourhoods. This 

psychological subjection was a very depressive feeling that made me understand on a very 

personal level, how far reaching violence functions in Medellín and how powerful gangs are in 

the neighbourhoods. Over time, my reactions to violent incidents decreased and I also learnt 

how people can speak about lethal violence in a rather circumstantial way. I started to surmise 

the complex relation to physical and psychological violence that flagellates the inhabitants of 

Medellín for decades. Becoming vulnerable however, helped me to listen differently to the 

experiences of my interview partners. My emotions opened new perspective to listen to painful 

stories of the former gang members and to understand their membership and the linked 

consequences from another point of view.  

Working in prison was another aspect that made me reflect on violent dynamics and the power 

of gangs from within gang socialisation. Although I was never in personal danger neither in La 

Pedregal nor in Bellavista, to experience these locations with their power structures and 

anxieties, influenced my means to approach gang life. While La Pedregal as a high security 
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prison is rather controlled by strict security measures in the hand of the state, Bellavista 

extremely outlined the hierarchical structures and violent potential of gangs and how fights 

and serious violations formed part of life in prison. Nowhere else, I learnt about the relentless 

means of internal organisation, the lack of real solidarity and the great vulnerability inherent 

in gang life. Bellavista presented a personal challenge I confronted to strengthen my emotional 

resilience, to prove my agency and to understand how prison shapes the lives of inmates and 

their relation to their (former) gangs.  

In the end the experiences in San Javier and prison deepened my understanding of the urban 

conflict and were decisive for my means of co-producing knowledge. In all the time of data 

collection I was supported by friends and colleagues in Medellín and at home with whom I 

exchanged experiences and developed important coping strategies. This conscious process of 

reflexivity of my relation to the violent dynamics in Medellín and to the research participants 

was very important for my positioning in the field and informed the interpretation of the data. 

4.3. Interpreting In-depth Data Transparently 

The analysis of the collected data on the phenomenon of female gang membership in Medellín 

was a multi-stage procedure in which the empirical data has been interpreted and abstracted 

in accordance with the developed framework in order to create a more general interpretation 

of its meaning. In order to do so, the analysis required an accurate account of information given 

through the strategies of data triangulation (Creswell, 2009:87-93). According to the mixed 

method design, the data is divided into the different qualitative interviews and the 

standardised community survey that have been analysed separately. While the different types 

of interviews were analysed against the background of the previously outlined framework, the 

survey evaluation presented an independent process in which the questionnaires have been 

reduced in their response complexity and converted into charts. 

4.3.1. Analysing and Interpreting Data on Social Complexity 

Analysing the complexity of social behaviour implies multiple perspectives embedded into 

different contexts. Accordingly, the validity of the interpretation depends on the external 

circumstances and the internal rigour of data coding. The external validity of qualitative data 

refers to its context in which the statements of the interviewees have been made and relates 

to information about the interaction between researcher and participants. The impacts 

addressed in the previous section are further cautiously reflected in interpretation and 

generalisation of the interviews. The internal validity depends on the transparent coding 

procedures and the extraction and interrelation of statements. Additionally, the interviews 

reveal different in-depth perspectives, while the survey illustrates a further analytical level that 
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integrates tendencies in perspectives of the broader community. The different data sets are 

then integrated in the empirical chapters (Robson and McCartan 2016:149). The challenge of 

this approach is that different methods produce different types of data that need to be 

transformed in a common language in order to integrate the insights in final analysis. This is 

especially challenging when the databases contain discrepancies or lead to difficulties of 

interpretation that are discussed in detail in the section of data analysis (Creswell 2009:215). 

4.3.1.1 Thick Description, Coding and Interpreting Interviews 

As a first step of analysis, the contextualisation of the interviews provides information about 

relationship of the date produced to the overall background of the empirical situation. Thick 

description reveals the details of the surroundings like time, place, action, participants and the 

means of interaction to support understanding on the means of data collection. Through 

tracing the pathway of knowledge generation, relevant patterns of interpretation can be 

identified linked to the context. This improves the transparency of interpretation of the 

inductive interview built from bottom up organised data (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:263-64). 

The thick description of the interview analysis has been documented in the previous part 4.2 

that described the process of data collection during the field research. Additional to the 

contextual information, the personal reflection of my roles as researcher has been outlined to 

provide possible biases in the interpretation deriving from my background and means of 

interaction with the participants. In prison the reconstruction of complex data like narratives is 

challenging because it is based on a mere note taking (Schlosser 2008:1517-18).  

The second step of analysis is the transformation of the dyadic conversation into a unilateral 

interpretation (Harré and Van Langenhove 1991:396). This transformation as well as the 

interpretation is based on a systematic and disciplined process of data presentation that does 

not focus on its reproducibility but on the transparency of the analytical framework (Punch 

2014:167-69). An important part of the interpretation is the coding of the interviews that 

systematised the data into salient patterns. Coding means the formal numeric or acronymic 

representation of analytical thinking that allocates qualitative data to different content issues 

from big chunks to finer frames (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:263-64). 

Ultimately, coding aims to reduce the amount of data, to display main contents and to draw 

and verify conclusions. The initial step is to assign codes to different aspects of information in 

order to create clusters and general patterns of subjects that are conceptualised and explained. 

Reducing the data to the most meaningful content is an inductive process in which the entire 

data is read with an open mind that is not firmly focused on the analytical framework at the 

first glance. In repetitive readings, the data is scanned for matches with the framework but 
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equally open to new aspects that are beyond expected topics (Seidmann 2006). Subsequently, 

the coding allows pulling together different themes by identifying the patterns that are 

organised in a matrix and displayed in tables, graphs or charts. Finally, based on the structured 

and systematic refurbishing of the data into meaningful pieces, the conclusion is drawn (Punch 

2014:167-69; Walliman 2011:142). 

The coding procedure can encompass diverse levels: A first level that marks the themes of 

topics and chunks, and a second level of subdivided aspects inside a chunk that relate to each 

other (Elliott 2018:2852-55). The coding linked to the framework that represents the overall 

sensitising concept facilitates to focus on different facets of phenomena. Therefore, the 

analysis already started with setting of the framework for data collection suggesting directions 

along which to look for the potential categorisation. It is the basic matrix to examine how far 

the different interviews and the multiple perspectives match, spread and deviate from these 

content patterns (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:263-64).  

The process of interpretation involves alternating inductive and deductive steps in which the 

data is analysed back and forth between the framework and the interview statements in order 

to make sense of what is seen, heard and observed (Creswell 2009:175). This procedure raises 

the data to a higher level of abstraction and enables to identify interrelations between the 

different contents in which deductive steps are needed for the cross-checking and verification 

(Punch 2014:167-69). Basically, organising the interviews is a generic process that contains an 

ongoing reflection of data to transform it from raw data, based on transcripts and notes, into 

the bigger topics and key themes (Kohlbacher 2006). After scanning the entire material, the 

data is sorted and arranged into big chunks and then segmented into more detailed categories. 

A category refers to a unit of information that can entail different codes disaggregated to a 

form of common idea (Elliott 2018:2852-55). Within the big themes drawn from the 

framework, the multi perspectives are displayed by diverse quotes to the topics that are first 

assigned to the sections, then cross-checked in between the different interviews and related 

to the existing literature (Creswell 2009:178-89). 

The expert interviews and the focus group are interpreted according to the different levels and 

dimensions of analysis that is displayed in table 2. In the first coding phase, all information 

referring to the state policy has been coded with ´SP´, all information concerning community 

realities has been coded with ´CR´, all information that focuses on gangs has been coded with 

´CO´ and all statements on gang girls with ´GG´. All codes assigned in the first phase had capital 

letters. In the second coding phase, the level codes have been further disaggregated into three 

analytical categories ´eco´ with all economic aspects, ´soc´ pointing to social aspects of 
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cohabitation and ´sec´ outlining security aspects. In a third phase all levels have been scanned 

on contents about gender-sensitive realities marked with the codes ´SP-g´, ´CR-g´, ´CO-g´ and 

`GG-g´. Following the assignments of levels and categories, the fourth phase engaged with 

more detailed categories that refer to a common content inside the thematic chunks marked 

with ´/#´ in the matrix.  

CODING MATRIX FOR EXPERT INTERVIEWS 

 CODING PHASE 2 + 3 THEMATIC CHUNKS ASSIGNMENT ! marked by ´- x´ 
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!

 

m
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d 

by
 ´X

´ 

PHASE 4 
Categorisation 
! ´/´ 

Economic 
´eco´ 

Social 
´soc´ 

Security 
´sec´ 

Gender 
´g´ 

Extra 
´e´ 

Community 

Level 

´CR´ 

CR-eco CR-soc CR-sec CR-g CR-e 

CR-eco/1 
CR-eco/2 
CR-eco/3 

CR-soc/1 
CR-soc/2 
CR-soc/3 

CR-sec/1 
CR-sec/2 
CR-sec/3 

CR-g/eco 
CR-g/soc 
CR-g/sec 

 

Gang Level 

´CO´ 

CO-eco CO-soc CO-sec CO-g CO-e 
 
CO-eco/1 
CO-eco/2 
CO-eco/3 
 

CO-soc/1 
CO-soc/2 
CO-soc/3 

CO-sec/1 
CO-sec/2 
CO-sec/3 

CO-g/eco 
CO-g/soc 
CO-g/sec 

 

Gang Girls 

´GG´ 

GG-eco GG-soc GG-sec GG-g GG-e 
 
GG-eco/1 
GG-eco/2 
GG-eco/3 

GG-soc/1 
GG-soc/2 
GG-soc/3 

GG-sec/1 
GG-sec/2 
GG-sec/3 

GG-g/eco 
GG-g/soc 
GG-g/sec 

 

Tab. 2 Coding Matrix Expert Interviews. Source: Author. 

Finally, the transcripts have been searched for other relevant information that has not been 

included in the analytical framework but nonetheless important to understand the 

phenomenon. These statements have been coded with ´extra-e´ that marked a bigger theme 

like for instance ´e-prison´. All information has been listed with relevant original quotes in a 

coding matrix that served as basic data accumulation for the analytical chapters. Based on this 

matrix the extracted information has been checked for commonalities and differences among 

the expert statements. The cross-checking has not revealed considerable disagreement among 

the experts´ analytical evaluations but rather different emphases in their perspectives on the 

urban insecurity dynamics and the actors involved. 

4.3.1.2 Making Sense of Living Experiences 

The narrative interview data capture people's living experiences aiming at extracting themes, 

structures, interactions and performances to explain people's behaviour in past and present 

(Walliman 2011:142). Like in other interview forms, the data on narratives is generated along 
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a set of questions drawn from theoretical propositions from the review of existing literature 

that relate to further studies as well as theoretical vantage points (Yin 2009:33). However, the 

analysis reveals individual experiences from particular stages of life linked to the broader 

context of personal development. The interpretation of narratives focuses on the meanings 

behind the data by putting together parts to make whole piece and attaching meaning to it. In 

order to make sense of the findings, different experiences and life stages are linked in 

accordance to the meaning the narrators assign to different events and the impact these events 

have on other living spheres. For the connection of content patterns and the construction of 

meaning in narratives, it is important to reflect on why the narrator links different aspects and 

in which context. It is further crucial to think about possible alternatives of interpretation made 

at the first sight (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:263-64).  

Therefore, coding narratives must be done carefully in order not to decontextualize the 

information. To understand the patterns of narratives implies a holistic analysis which includes 

the consideration of language and metaphors that convey meaning (Punch 2014:167-69). 

Nonetheless, the narratives can be coded into sets of codes that mark meaningful patterns or 

refer to particular aspects of the narration that relate to the analytical framework (Yin 

2009:33). Caution must be given towards possible social biases or inconsistencies in the 

statements that indicate towards answers that might be adjusted as appearing more socially 

acceptable (Halperin and Heath 2017:286-87). In the end, the reflective analysis relies on 

decisions from the researcher´s own intuition and personal judgement to analyse data based 

on the accumulated knowledge about the interviewees and the data collection context rather 

than on technical procedures (Dooley 2002:343). This counts especially for the analysis of 

narrative interviews conducted in prison, where inmates often correspond to the institutional 

context as they internalise the institutional rhetoric. Prisons as institutional settings impact the 

expression of living experiences and the reflection of the past and can be blurred by 

subjugation to institution's goals and framings. In consequence, the location can cause tensions 

between agency and authenticity that makes it difficult to anticipate how much of the 

institution's philosophy has been internalised and slipped into the narratives. It is therefore 

part of the analysis to critically reflect the ´level of participant´s institutional embeddedness´ 

as possible impact on the narrative reconstruction of past experiences (Schlosser 2008:1506-

07).  

Table 3 displays the coding schemes of the narrative interviews according to the life period and 

different dimensions of experiences related to gang life, the relation to the community and to 

the state. Like the expert interviews, the analytical interpretation of the narratives was a multi-
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layered process. After a careful reading of all transcripts, the interviews have been roughly 

divided into three time spans; the early childhood before joining the gang coded with ´A´, the 

active time of membership coded with ´B´ and the time afterwards coded with ´C´. These three 

major periods served as basic coding periods and were indicated in capital letters. Following 

the temporal divisions, the narratives were scanned on the three chunks of economic features 

coded with ´eco´, social aspects coded with ´soc´ and information on security coded with ´sec´. 

Besides the narrative chunks, a third coding phase scanned the transcripts for information on 

other actors that were assigned into three further chunks. One includes the statements on 

other gang members to capture what female members stated on their male counterparts and 

vice versa and is coded with ´gen´. The other two chunks listed any information given about 

the community coded with ´com´ and the state coded as ´stat´. In the fourth coding phase the 

time content chunks have been sorted according to the life periods and divided into content-

related categories that provide information about similar ideas and meanings illustrated in the 

matrix with ´/#´.  

CODING MATRIX FOR NARRATIVE INTERVIEWS 

CODING PHASE 2 + 3 THEMATIC CHUNKS ASSIGNMENT ! marked by ´- x´ 
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!

 ´X
´ 

PHASE 4 
Categorisation 
! ´/´ 

Economic 
´eco´ 

Social 
´soc´ 

Security 
´sec´ 

Group gender 
´gen´ 

Community 
´com´ 

Before 

´A´ 

A-eco A-soc A-sec A-gen A-com 
 
A-eco/1 
A-eco/2 
A-eco/3 
 

A-soc/1 
A-soc/2 
A-soc/3 

A-sec/1 
A-sec/2 
A-sec/3 

A-gen/1 
A-gen/2 
A-gen/3 

 

Active 

´B´ 

B-eco B-soc B-sec B-gen B-com 
 
B-eco/1 
B-eco/2 
B-eco/3 
 

B-soc/1 
B-soc/2 
B-soc/3 

B-sec/1 
B-sec/2 
B-sec/3 

B-gen/1 
B-gen/2 
B-gen/3 

 
 

After 

´C´ 

C-eco C-soc C-sec C-gen C-com 
 
C-eco/1 
C-eco/2 
C-eco/3 
 

C-soc/1 
C-soc/2 
C-soc/3 

C-sec/1 
C-sec/2 
C-sec/3 

C-gen/1 
C-gen/2 
C-gen/3 

 
 

Tab. 3 Coding Matrix Narrative Interviews. Source: Author. 

However, statements on the community or the state were very limited and not as easy to assign 

to clear life periods but rather of general content and therefore, not disaggregated into smaller 

categories. As the interviews made in prison have not been recorded but rather memorised in 

a few hand notes, they are not transformed into the same detailed matrix. The few quotes 
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noted during the interviews as well as the bigger thematic contents have been added to the 

interview tables after analysing the transcripts. 

4.3.1.3 Integrating the Data Sets - Commonalities and Inconsistancies 

Coding procedures aim to provide a ground for comparison. Coding, thus, allows outlining 

different statements as well as similarities and differences among the data based on the 

analytical categories made. By cross-connecting these categories perceptions or living 

experiences can be compared (Rossmann and Rallis 2012:263-64). Therefore, based on the 

interview matrixes, after analysing each interview individually, the interviews have been cross-

analysed. Firstly, the expert interviews were compared in accordance to similarities and 

commonalities among the coded categories. All information was newly sorted in accordance 

to the analytical levels of community realms, gangs and girls as well as general gender realities. 

Each analytical level was listed in its own table and then further compared in terms of the 

chunks and categories built in the matrices that revealed similarities and divergences of the 

experts´ perspectives. This information served basically for the analysis of urban insecurity 

features on the state and the community level as well as with regard to gender inequalities. 

Following this, in order to outline different perspectives on female gang membership, all 

interviews were divided into outside perspectives that contained the statements of the experts 

and the male members´ narratives on the one hand and inside perspectives drawn from the 

narratives of the female members themselves on the other hand. Therefore, the statements 

on female gang membership from the experts and the male members were cross-checked 

according to the chunks and categories and then listed in tables in which the similarities and 

differences in perspectives were outlined in between these two kinds of interview participants. 

The same cross-checking has been made between the women's narratives to reveal the 

common threads but also the plurality of life paths female gang members have experienced. 

Parallel to the interviews the community survey was evaluated. Its analysis also followed the 

logic of coding procedure, though less complex. As the survey is already composed of closed 

questions, the coding is done in numbers whereas the sets of answer categories were 

combined into a smaller number of categories in which the responses have been sorted. By 

limiting the response choices of the original research questionnaire, the analytical insights 

became clearer and can be easier displayed into charts (Robson and McCartan 2016:149). Thus, 

first of all the relevant personal data was reduced to gender, divided into ´men´ and ´women´ 

that present the main two categories of analysis. In the next step, depending on the question 

type, the answer choices were reduced. The different steps of complexity reduction are 

outlined in table 4. 
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Tab. 4 Survey Evaluation. Source: Author. 

The reduction of ratings was only applied to questions composed of five estimation ratings that 

were been reduced to three, while all other answer options remained the same. This step was 

necessary to create a clearer picture of tendential perceptions. In the following, the answers 

that had not responded based on the pre-defined options were listed under ´not specified´. 

Surveys in which this extra-categorisation was not possible as they were too unclear, or 

STEPS OF PROCEDURE OF THE COMMUNITY SURVEY EVALUATION 

Steps of 
data processing 

Refurbishing data 

 
1st step 

Reduction of personal 
data 

Original Questionnaires:  
gender, age, civil status, 
children, neighbourhood, 
employment situation, social 
association membership, 
personal affection of urban 
violence 

Refurbished Data:  
Gender: male/female 
evaluated 
All other categories in the final 
evaluation not considered 
anymore 

 
2nd step 

Reduction of ratings 
 

Original rates: 
Very positive, positive, neutral, 
negative, very negative  

Refurbished rates: 
Positive, neutral, negative 
All other answer selections 
remained  

 
3rd step 

Creation of a column 

Categorising unclear responses: 
Single answers that did not 
correspond to the response 
options or with high uncertainty 
(noted in the questionnaires) 

All accumulated under the 
category named ´not 
specified´ 

 
4th step 

Data cleansing 
 

Deletion of very incomplete and 
unclear questionnaires 
eliminated N=11 

Only complete questionnaires 
N=155 

 
5th step 

Transformation of 
data into tables 

 

From the questionnaire to excel 
table 

Creation of three excel tables 
divided into ´total´, ´men´, 
´women´ listed in absolute 
numbers of answer categories 

 
6th step 

Transformation of 
tables 

 

From absolute numbers to 
percent value  

Tables with percentages N 155 
= 100%, rounded to two 
decimal places 

 
7th step 

Data division 

Redivision of total, men and 
women 

Creation of three excel tables 
divided into ´economic´, 
´social´ and ´security 
questions, each according to 
´total´, ´men´ and ´women  ́

 
8th step 

Visualisation 
 

From the tables to charts Creation of charts for every 
individual question according 
to ´total´, ´men´ and ´women  ́
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incomplete were eliminated. After data cleansing, the questionnaires were transformed into 

excel tables that divided the data in absolute numbers in accordance to the three participant 

divisions of ´total´ responses and disaggregated by gender listed into ´men´, and ´women´. In a 

next step, the questionnaires were subdivided into the three question topics of economic, 

social and security questions while maintaining the participants´ threefold division. In order to 

transform the tables into charts, the absolute numbers were transformed into percentage 

values and then displayed in individual charts, each of them illustrating one question divided 

into ´total´, ´men´ and ´women´.  

Finally, given the mixed method design, each method provides one dataset that is first analysed 

independently and then integrated into the empirical chapters. Decisive for the arrangement 

of the chapters was the analytical framework and the cross-analyses of the interviews in 

accordance to the corresponding themes and content patterns. These different data approach 

the different perspectives on the phenomena of female gang membership and provide a 

multidimensionality analysis revealing different aspects on different levels of the living context, 

the gang girls are embedded in. Possible discrepancies or inconsistencies between the findings 

of the data, thus, indicate different perceptions by different actors deriving from divergent 

living experiences.  

4.3.2. Changes and Limitations of the Approach 

After the outline of the analytical procedure, the study must be considered towards its scope 

of significance that relates to the methodological design. Reflecting on the significance and the 

limitations of this study, three aspects need to be stressed. Firstly, the internal validity of the 

analysis must be discussed concerning possible alternative interpretations of the data. 

Secondly, it must be made clear, to what extent aspects of reliability account for the qualitative 

data collection. And thirdly, the scope of generalisability of the findings must be critically 

reflected beyond the particular case study of Medellín.  

4.3.2.1 Internal Validity of the Study 

Validity refers to the evaluation of the accuracy of the findings in accordance with the 

procedure of collection (Creswell 2009:190-94). Constructing validity thus, means to identify 

the correct operational measures for the conceptual framework. This implies multiple sources 

of evidence to encourage convergent lines of inquiry (Yin 2009:33). Internal validity inside the 

case study depends on the relationship of internal conditions and the discussion of alternative 

understandings of the data. By means of triangulation, different pieces of evidence are 

generated that demonstrate internally linked conditions (Dooley 2002:340). Triangulation of 

the data sources and methods, therefore, captures multiple perspectives through the number 
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of interviews, mitigates possible biases of the researcher deriving from the closeness to the 

participants and enhances the scientific rigour (Robson and McCartan 2016:149). However, 

incompleteness of data description or a lack of traceability of the means of interpretation can 

threaten the validity of the data. Therefore, the validity depends on assiduously tracing a route 

to analysis and justifying steps towards contingent findings (Robson and McCartan 2016:149). 

In this regard, the thick description of the settings of data collection previously outlined, 

provides a comprehensive picture of the context of the interpretation of perceptions and 

addresses aspects of personal biases and subjectivity (Syed and Nelson 2015:383).  

Based on the mixed method approach, the study collected data by different means and from 

manifold sources of evidence to establish a broad basis for the interpretation of the data. On 

different levels of analysis, the data generated through expert interviews, the focus group 

discussion, the illustrative community survey and the narrative interviews exposed the 

phenomenon of female gang membership from diverse angles. Through the semi-structured 

expert interviews, divergent main points were teased out that reduced the comparability of 

the contents but strengthened the analytical depth of the insights. The focus group discussion, 

likewise, consolidated the internal validity of the findings through its multi-perspectivity on the 

object of interest. Through the illustrative survey, trends in the perspective of the general 

community could be added to the findings. The survey captured a broad rather than deep point 

of view on the phenomenon of urban insecurity and the actors involved. However, the survey 

had limited informative value through its small-N and the purposive sampling strategy that did 

not completely represent the population structure of Medellín. Thus, the survey served as a 

complementary tool of illustration rather than being able to claim a high level of 

representativeness of insights. Finally, the completion of narrative interviews of former gang 

members, provided insights on gang life from multiple perspectives. Both male and female 

members were interviewed to create a comprehensive picture of internal gender dynamics in 

gangs and the different perceptions of the women’s roles inside the group. Therefore, the 

triangulation of methods and multiple sources validated the findings of the study.  

The internal validity was strengthened by the outline of the process the context of data 

collection and a detailed reflection on the co-production of knowledge. Closeness to the 

research participants was not considered as a hindrance to validity but rather as an important 

aspect of the data generation. Possible analytical biases deriving from this close interaction 

have been discussed in terms of positionality and reflexivity in order to render factors of 

subjectivity visible. The analysis of the interview data, nonetheless, is based on the 

construction of meaning by the researcher as a single interpreter of conversations. As the 
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transcriptions have not been re-discussed with the participants subsequently to the interviews, 

the findings remain one possible means of interpretation of multiple perspectives. However, 

the outline of the coding procedure served to demonstrate the means of interpreting of the 

qualitative statements to strengthen the rigour of analysis.  

4.3.2.2 Reproducibility of the Data 

Reliability generally refers to the consistency of the approach across different scholars. In 

flexible qualitative designs, it is not possible to recreate the identical circumstances of the data 

collection process. Especially the particularities of social settings and the unique relation 

between researcher and participants cannot not be copied and constrain reliability (Robson 

and McCartan 2016:149). Classical reliability of the collection procedure that can be repeated 

by another scholar with the same outcome, is not in the foreground or prime concern of 

qualitative research but rather a detailed documentation of how data has been collected and 

analysed (Yin 2009:33). Especially in terms of narrative data, insights can neither be separated 

from the context of analysis nor from the entire process of collection that relates to the 

presence of the researcher and the particular nature of interaction between the researcher 

and the participant. It is therefore more important to focus on the replicability and consistency 

of analysis among the narrative data itself and the scholarly rigour in researching qualitative 

narratives (Syed and Nelson 2015:383; Yin 2009). Following, it is rather important to set up 

protocols of data generation and provide thick description as well as to evaluate the 

consistency of coding in order to verify reliable insights (Creswell 2009:190-94). Given narrative 

coding, the interrater reliability refers to the extent to which the codes are consistently applied 

to the same units of data the same way (Elliott 2018; Syed and Nelson 2015:383). This includes 

the transparency towards any refinements in the coding procedures based on a revalidation of 

codes through going back and forth in the analysis (Elliott 2018:2852-55). A good database 

documentation with notes, documents and tables of survey, supports the outline of the chain 

of evidence (Yin 2009:33). 

In this mixed method study, the reproducibility of the data itself is rather limited. Beside the 

survey as a standardised tool, the qualitative methods applied are based on the subjective 

engagement in the field. The survey does not imply the same level of subjectivity but is based 

on a standardised procedure with unknown participants and is conducted by more than one 

interviewer. Following, its degree of reliability is higher. Nonetheless, the purposive selection, 

the impact of the locations and the particular time of collection, restrict the reproducibility of 

its findings. With regard to the interviews, the high contextuality of the co-production of 

knowledge and the centrality of the personal interrelation with the participants constrains the 
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reliability of data generation. However, the data documentation, thick description of the 

procedure of knowledge generation and the outline of the coding support transparency in the 

means of interpretation. Due to the design of this case study with qualitative methods as main 

sources of data generation, scientific rigour refers less to the reproducibility of the data but the 

consistency of the findings based on comprehensive coding and documentation.  

The coding procedure was carefully developed and refined in various steps of analysis that 

generated chunks and categories that serve for a higher level of consistency of the data guided 

by analytical framework. The documentation of the data further encompasses handmade field 

notes, a researcher diary and comprehensive transcripts. Whereas the field notes were partly 

made during the interviews in prison and serve as basis for the inclusion of the main statements 

made by the inmates, the research diary contains personal impressions on the entire data 

collection procedure that was used for the thick description. Although almost all interviews 

have been transcribed, due to reasons of confidentiality and the security of the participants, 

the transcripts are not attached to this dissertation. However, to ensure the traceability of the 

findings, the means of coding the interviews has been documented and the empirical analysis 

draws on manifold quotes from the transcripts. The fact that the quotes used were translated 

from Spanish to English might limit the linguistic conveyance of the means of expression by the 

former gang members. Nevertheless, in order to stick as close as possible to the original 

expressions, I discussed the translations with bilingual natives from Medellín to convey insights 

on the illocution of the participants as well as the meanings of the many parlache words. All 

quotes are provided in their originality. While the short quotes included in the continuous text 

are inserted as footnotes, the more comprehensive quotes are listed in the annex to provide 

insights on their linguistic expressions. 

4.3.2.3 Transferability of the Insights of the Study 

A high level of generalisation of the findings is basically not the claim of case study research. 

Instead of questions of generalisability of results, the concerns of the case analysis refer to the 

transferability and confirmability of the findings to other contexts (Robson and McCartan 

2016:149). Given the uniqueness of a case through the empirical particularities of the context 

conditions which are investigated to understand a phenomenon in its complexity and entirety, 

generalisation is limited. By focusing on the particularities of the case conditions or possible 

commonalities, generalising aspects refer to a rather abstract level of the insights gained. More 

broadly, developed propositions and concepts can be put forward and accessed concerning 

their applicability and transferability to other context situations in further studies (Punch 

2014:167-69). Therefore, generalisation from case studies relate to the comparison of either 
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analytical themes and categories to other cases, or to a previously developed theory that 

serves as a template to evaluate the empirical results (Yin 2009:33; Creswell 2009:190-94). 

However, the findings can be referred back to existing literature and particular results can be 

linked back to broader theories, improving the external validity of the study (Yin 2009:33; 

Dooley 2002:340). 

Concerning the case study of female gang membership in Medellín, the investigation 

considerably addressed the phenomenon in its complexity and contextuality. Given this 

multilevel and multi- perspective approach, the generalizability of the findings has clear 

limitations. The gang landscape of Medellín is intensively linked to the particular history of 

urban warfare and cannot easily be transferred to other contexts. However, the analytical 

framework developed as a guideline for the data generation is based on previous studies and 

existing literature. Therefore, the insights linked to the levels and dimensions of analysis can 

refer, on a rather abstract level, to other contexts beyond Medellín. The study provides 

different points of references that can be transferred to other empirical cases and also be 

referred back to theoretical assertions. Thus, the findings can be divided into insights on 

relations of fragile statehood and its relation to violent non-state actors in terms of governance 

as well as gang and community interrelations that can be confirmed in other settings. The 

transferability can also relate to the theoretical perspectives in IR that engage with deprivation 

structures on the state and societal level. Therefore, insights on exclusion dynamics can be 

reflected concerning assumptions on political and social participation in the decision making 

process as well as critiques on economic inequalities. The revealed knowledge on gangs can 

contribute to a deeper understanding of informal governance structures and the impact of 

violent non-state actors in the urban poor neighbourhoods with regard to their socio-economic 

and security function for their members. Further, the knowledge generated on gender relations 

in gangs and the roles of girls in the groups can be investigated in other cases. Another basis 

for further comparison is the group-based gender dynamics and the roles women assume 

internally. This can inform other studies to investigate women´s delinquent and violent 

involvement as well as vulnerabilities they might be exposed to in armed groups.  

Finally, the study focuses on the complexity and embeddedness of female gang membership in 

the particular context of Medellín illuminating the interrelation of different analytical levels 

that limits a high level of generalisation. Nonetheless, the findings in its partial aspects can be 

abstracted and investigated in further research as well as linked back to theoretical concepts 

of governance, social order, insecurity structures, and gender dynamics in conflict applied in 

International Relations and beyond. 
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4.4. Conclusion – Mixed Methods and Multiple Perspectives in Urban 
Conflicts 

The investigation of female membership in the case of Medellín applies a mixed methods 

research design in order to capture diverse perspectives on the living realities of the gang girls 

in their broader context. Based on the assumption that women’s membership is impacted by 

deprivation structures on different levels, the analytical framework that guides this study seeks 

to outline the role of state governance, the living realities in the poor communities, the internal 

group dynamics of gangs and the individual experiences of the girls themselves, which are 

approached by different methods. The evidence from the expert interviews illuminates the 

quality of governance provided by the state and the dynamics of social order in the poor 

communities. Experts with different backgrounds, such as state officials, academics, NGO 

workers, community leaders, and the police provide multi-layered insights into the 

construction of public order and the power of gangs as violent non-state actors. Furthermore, 

a focus group discussion with feminist activists discusses aspects on gender-based deprivation 

structures, role expectations and vulnerabilities faced by women, but also men in Medellín´s 

society. In order to capture the voices of community members, an illustrative survey reveals 

trends of perceptions among the inhabitants regarding their satisfaction with state 

performance, their opinion on gender inequalities, the power of gangs and the situation of 

female gang members. Finally, group dynamics of gangs in Medellín are investigated through 

narrative interviews with former male and female members who share their personal 

experiences and perceptions of the meanings and consequences of their membership.  

Another aspect of data generation which has been illustrated in the research design refers to 

the ethical implication of collecting data and generating knowledge in conflict settings. 

Especially when gathering qualitative in-depth data in collaboration with violent actors, 

different ethical concerns need to be addressed as they influence the means of co-producing 

insights. Conflict settings require sensitive access to the field, based on the creation of trust in 

the relation to the participants. It is not only issues of security which require trustful interaction 

in the field; investigating the living experience of people is an intimate subject that depends on 

a mutual commitment to the interrelation. For participants in conflict contexts it is often an 

intensive act to share painful experiences, requiring a high level of confidentiality and 

protection of privacy in the conversation, as well in the evaluation of the data in the aftermath. 

In order to create data collection which is not simply one-sided extraction of knowledge, 

mutual beneficence also forms also part of a sensitive approach to field work, whereas the 
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means to acknowledge research participation are manifold and contextual. Despite ethical 

considerations, intense interrelation with participants also calls attention to the reflection of 

their own personal involvement in the knowledge production. Dyadic conversational means to 

generate data, as in interviews, which are impacted by the researcher´s own background and 

personal engagement with participants. Therefore, positionality and self-reflection were 

further criteria specified in the research design, to render visible possible biases and personal 

influences during data collection and interpretation.  

Finally, the data analysis of the mixed methods presented a multi-level process in which the 

different data sets have been separately scanned, coded, evaluated and interrelated. 

Following, the data has been analysed in accordance to statements concerning the different 

levels of analysis, from the state, the community, the group to the individual. Furthermore, 

inside the levels, the data has been clustered regarding economic, social and security features 

also with focus on gender-related statements. The different data sets of the interviews and the 

survey have been merged in the analytical chapters, each of them focused on a different 

contextual level to which the phenomenon of female gang membership in Medellín relates. As 

the investigation of this study relies on predominantly qualitative data that imply a high level 

of particular in-depth knowledge, triangulation, thick description, and a transparent procedure 

of coding provide validity to the findings. The scientific rigour derives from transparency of how 

the data has been generated and through which procedure it has been analysed. To make more 

generalising statements of the findings, the data can be abstracted into particular schemes of 

content and transferred to other contexts. In this way the findings can serve to refer back to 

theoretical concepts and contribute to theory refinement or be used to instigate aspects in 

further studies. 
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5. URBAN INSECURITY - HABITUATION AND RESISTANCE TO COMBOS 

Today´s urban insecurity structures in Medellín´s neighbourhoods are severely impacted by 

the presence of the city´s street gangs – the so called ´combos´. Especially in the marginalised 

neighbourhoods of the outlying districts, the combos characterise the public scenes of daily 

cohabitation. They impose parallel structures that take effect in different ways: Firstly, they 

control considerable parts of the informal economy and even undermine legal businesses. 

Secondly, they impact social interaction and even establish norms to regulate daily 

cohabitation in the barrios. Thirdly, the combos are responsible for a high level of violence in 

the neighbourhood but simultaneously provide security to the inhabitants. The existence of 

the combos and their present power to influence the living realities of the inhabitants to such 

an extent results from a long development of violent structures. They evolved in the context of 

the presence of various belligerent but also collaborating armed groups over the past decades. 

In this sense, their societal position is intimately linked to the broader structures of organised 

crime. 

 

Map 1 Colombia. Source: www.tripsmaps.coms 

As the second largest city in western Andes of Colombia, Medellín´s evolution to an urban 

metropole with over 2 million people was marked by a high level of violence and deep societal 

rifts that were heavily impacted by the complex emergence of armed groups (CIA 2019; Durán-

Martínez 2018; Thoumi 2005). However, Medellín also witnessed an outstanding positive 

change turning from the most violent city on earth to the most innovative city in 2013 and 

gained international recognition (Citigroup Inc. 2013; Doyle 2019; Garcia Ferrari et al. 2018; 

Silva 2015). This transformational effort labelled as the ´Medellín miracle´ resulted from 

comprehensive reforms of the ´social urbanism´ and marked a paradigm shift towards a more 

inclusive urban policy. The aim was to decrease violence by fighting its root causes of exclusion 

through the socio-economic integration of the most deprived neighbourhood (Bateman et al. 
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2011; Maclean 2015). Notwithstanding, the long history of violence and insecurity adheres to 

the transformation and is reflected in the manifested inequalities inside the city where the 

economic, the social and the security situation deviates immensely among different 

neighbourhoods and marks the living conditions of the inhabitants. 

“The imbalance and social and economic inequality are prevalent in Medellín. It´s one of the 
most unequal cities in Colombia and Colombia is one of the most unequal countries in Latin 
America. And likewise, among the communities, on a micro level you can see this inequality.” 
(SISC, 2018) i 

Given the city´s history, the presence of combos and their links to the broader structures of 

organised crime have highly ambivalent effects for the existing order: they are deeply 

embedded in the social structures providing order and insecurity through cooperation and 

coercion – accepted and disapproved of by society and the state. According to Dr. Davila, the 

community structures result from a complex interplay of criminal norms imposed by armed 

groups and state-based principles of order provision. Although violence has calmed down 

somewhat, many neighbourhoods are still dominated by organised crime structures and 

diverse armed groups that affect the life of Medellín´s inhabitants. 

“There are amalgamated orders, hybrid orders in which the rules of criminal groups and the 
rules of the state have fused and this creates new orders which are different to the constitution 
and rule of law, [] there are laws that generate homicides as a part of order that also generate 
processes of agreements, pacts, contention, regulation to which the police also enter as a social 
actor. It´s a game of regulations.” (Dávila, 2018)ii 

In order to understand these urban structures of insecurity and the impact of the combos in 

Medellín this chapter outlines the living reality in Medellín´s communities, in its economic, 

social and security facets regarding the interplay of general deprivation and far-reaching 

presence of violent orders. It aims to illustrate in detail how this ´paz criminosa´ is reflected in 

the social order that prevails in the city. Focusing on complex relation and arrangements 

between the inhabitants and combos the chapter demonstrates that the interaction is not only 

characterised by antagonism but also by intimate linked to collaboration. In order to do so, the 

chapter starts out with a brief overview on the evolution of violence in Medellín and the 

different types of violent non-state actors that shaped the history of the city. In the following, 

the next sections discuss the economic, the social and the security dynamics of the 

neighbourhoods of Medellín. Each section starts with an introduction on the living conditions 

of the communities and explains in a second part how combos impact these dynamics. Since 

combos do not operate independently from the superior criminal structures, the subsections 

contextualise the combos´ range of action to organised crime. Each subsection outlines the 

community perception of the living conditions in the community and their perspectives on 
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combos and closes with an evaluation of the daily challenges to live with the differently 

imposed orders. To do so it draws on insights from academic studies, official documents from 

the Mayor´s office, NGO reports as well as on collected data from expert interviews. 

 

5.1. A Brief History of Violent non-state Actors in Medellín 

Colombia has a long history of insecurity, violence and organised crime. The fight between the 

state and Marxists guerrilla movement ´las Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia´ 

(FARC) founded in 1964, caused the longest civil war in Latin America that officially ended with 

an accord in 2016 but the violence did not stop (Arias 2017:46-47; Flores 2014; Rojas Delgado 

et al. 2017:28; Cairo et al. 2018; Céspedes-Báez and Ruiz 2018; Gavina Mesa et al. 2018,Villegas, 

2018 #1515; Muñoz 2018). While the civil war scourged all regions across the country, the city 

of Medellín became the epicentre of drug violence (Becker 2013). From the 1980s onwards 

diverse violent non-state actors like ´drug trafficking organisations´ (DTOs), urban militias, the 

guerrilla, paramilitary groups and successor organisations of the cartel have controlled the 

various neighbourhoods of Medellín to different points of time (Dávila 2016). Today Colombian 

government differentiates between three different types of past violent perpetrators in 

Medellín: criminal gangs (bandas), left-wing militias, and right wing paramilitaries (Doyle 

2019:154). 

 

Tab. 5 Homicides in Medellín 1985-2014. Source: Dávila 2016:110. 

During the 1980s and 1990s Medellín became globally famous for its extreme level of violence 

caused by competitive armed actors, a flourishing illegal drug industry controlled by the 

Medellín cartel under Pablo Escobar (Di John 2010; Duncan 2014; Durán-Martínez 2015). DTOs 
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started co-opting poor neighbourhoods applying the approach of carrot and stick and relied on 

collaboration with barrio-based groups called ´bandas´. 

“This [narcotraffic] started as similar experience of cohabitation, like with the other illegal 
presence, but the narcotraffic groups rely more on daily violence and delinquency. Thus, they 
compose of territories based on their presence of insurgency and bandas and narco-traffic. Their 
function refers more to the overall dynamic of the big traffic and simultaneously they organise 
the barrio-parties. [Escobar] functioned as the great patronage of the lives of the people 
because he was the one in control of the combos.” (Región, 2018)iii 

This control of the ´bandas´ through ‘easy’ money has permeated the entire society and 

aggravated a process of social decomposition and set the stage for a deep rooted habituation 

of criminal structures. It widespread a mentality of “growing social tolerance for criminal and 

deviant behaviour and a get-rich-quickly mentality […] and destroyed the social fabric and 

institutions” (Thoumi 2003:200). Based on his power and his partly benevolent self-

representation, Pablo Escobar promoted the establishment of violence and crime as a 

legitimate means of a rapid upward mobility channel, especially among youth in poor 

neighbourhoods. As a role model for many young men, he conveyed the possibility of finding 

a way out of socio-economic deprivation beyond persistent education and legal working labour. 

Instead of social solidarity, the DTOs imprinted an extremely individualised and criminal culture 

lacking any human solidarity but legitimated egoistic socio-economic improvement strategies 

at any cost (Thoumi 2003:201).  

During this time more than 100 ´bandas´, composed of young men, violently provided services 

to the cartel and competed over the control of barrio-based illicit markets. Their repertoire 

included drug transport, the collection of extortion money or even to regulate everyday 

activities like the distribution of clothing and monitoring mobility and other community 

activities (Moncada 2016:65). Based on the immense economic profit margin, the Medellín 

cartel set up the stage for the highly dynamic criminal market and transformed the 

neighbourhoods into job centres and recruitment pools for sicarios (Moncada 2016:65). The 

lack of any monopolised territorial control in the barrios caused a diversification of criminal 

ideas in service provision to the cartel (Jaramillo Arbeláez and Perea 2014; Jaramillo Escobar 

and Jaramillo Morales 2015). Besides the individualised criminalisation, different forms of well-

structured criminal service provision have been developed. While the ´bandas´ aimed at 

territorial control and the large-scale criminal activities across the city, other structures called 

´oficinas´ became specialised offices that offered non-territorial criminal operations that are 

dedicated to particular illegal acts such as collecting debts or carrying out assassinations (Arias 

2017:45-46).  
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Following the capture of Pablo Escobar, the ´Perseguidos por Pablo Escobar´ (´los pepes´) 

reassembled themselves to the cartels succession called ´la oficina de Envigado´ (´la oficina´) 

(McDermott 2013a). Under the leadership of Diego Murillo Bejarano alias Don Berna - a former 

sicario, los pepes started to control the illicit markets in Medellín. Adapting to the new power 

structures, the bandas started to work for the oficina (Doyle 2019:155). However, from the 

1990s onwards, the oficina had numerous violent encounters with the left-wing militias who 

emerged in Medellín in the 1980s as a consequence of the national negotiation with the 

guerrilla group 19th of April Movement (Movement Abril de 19 or M-19) (Moncada 2016). They 

established ´peace camps´ in the peripheral neighbourhoods and fought everyone who 

threatened the security of their communities or worked with the bandas (Doyle 2019:155). 

Additionally to the bandas and the militias, there emerged the United Self-Defence Forces of 

Colombia called the ´Autodefensas Unidad de Colombia´ (AUC) on a national-scale that aimed 

to counter left wing-guerrillas (McDermott 2016; Perez-Santiago 2012). In Medellín there were 

two big paramilitary AUC groups, the ́ Bloque Cachique Nutibara´ (BCN) and the ́ Bloque Metro´ 

and other mafia-like groups like ́ las Terrazas´ and ́ los Trianas´ (Durán-Martínez 2018:130). This 

constellation of different violent non-state groups resulted in many conflicts between the AUC, 

the militias and the state but also between the AUC groups as such. While the ´Operación 

Orión´ in the barrio San Javier heralded the end of the militias in the city, the paramilitary 

groups underwent a process of assimilation. Don Berna as leader of la oficina forced a process 

of successive integration with the ´Bloque Cachique Nutibara´ (BCN) that partly eliminated and 

partly integrated the members of ´Bloque Metro´ and ´las Terrazas´ (Durán-Martínez 

2018:130). However ´los Trianas´ remained independent but subordinated themselves the 

command of Don Berna after his victory over las Terrazas (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 

2015).  

“When they took power in all these neighbourhoods, it was the government itself who backed 
them to fight the militias. When the military removed the militia, the paramilitaries united all 
under the bloque Cacique Nutibara, they demobilised and [the state] handed over the power in 
the barrios to maintain order.” (Bellavista, 2018)iv 

By 2003 all paramilitary groups in Medellín were united as AUC under Don Berna who remained 

as the main conqueror of the paramilitary take over. At this time he controlled approximately 

more than 650 different armed groups and accumulated unprecedented power in Medellín 

(Moncada 2016:78). Don Berna was able to maintain his power even after having been 

arrested, until his extradition to the US in 2008 (InSightCrime 2017; McDermott 2013b). His 

extradition caused a new power struggle between two of his successors alias ´Valenciano´ and 

´Sebastian´ that ended in 2012. However, the power of the oficina was promptly challenged by 
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´Urabeños´, one of the nation-wide operating groups that are labelled under the umbrella of 

´bandas criminal´ (BACRIM). This violent confrontation between the ´oficina´ and the 

´Urabeños´ ended in 2013 with the ´pacto de fusiles´ in which they agreed an end of fighting in 

favour of a collaborative business relationship (McDermott 2016; Perez-Santiago 2012; Tobón 

Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 2016).  

Presently there are two big groups of BACRIM, ´Los Urabeños´ and ´Los Rastrojos´ which 

dominate organised crime in Colombia (Bargent and Charles 2017). In the urban area of 

Medellín los BACRIM control the black market by means of collaboration with local 

´Organizations Delincuencial Integrada al Narcotráfico´ (ODINs) that form part of the broader 

structure of BACRIM. ODINs in Medellín are long existing local groups like `Las Terrazas´, or `La 

Oficina de Envigado´ that coordinate the barrio-based illegal markets. On the street level these 

organisations control the black market and their diverse illegal and illicit businesses through 

controlling and collaborating with the ´combos´ backing their power in the barrios through 

their coercive strength. Historically the combos derive from the `chichipatos´, former loose 

street gangs and are characterised through their street presence, though they are much more 

organised than their predecessors from the 1980s (Maclean 2015).  

“Combos are the operational part of these youngster groups, but there are leaders that are not 
visible; these are the ones who think, who are the strategists, the directors of those ́ muchachos´ 
who are out on the playground. These youngsters are the visible face of criminality while the 
leaders are the invisible face of it, but with the major power, they are the ones who accumulate 
the power.” (SISC, 2018)v 

Thus, by no means, combos can compete with the organisational force of ODIN or BACRIM but 

they are most visible actors that characterise the appearance of the criminal structure in public 

and indispensable for the operational level of organised crime. Like the ´chichipatos´ the 

combos have become specialised to criminal activities like rent extraction and robberies inside 

their limited territorial control (Moncada 2016:78). The necessary equipment for their rent 

extracting activities, such as drugs and weapons are provided by the ODIN and BACRIM (Tobón 

Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 2015:79-80). 

 

5.2. Economic Deprivation and Widespread Criminal Rent Seeking 

Economic precarity and informal income generation are widespread and deep-rooted 

characteristics of the realms in the peripheral neighbourhoods since the start of rapid 

urbanisation and the creation of illegal settlements on the hillsides. The initial lack of the state 

was quickly occupied by the diverse armed actors that controlled the economic resources and 

the black market. For the unemployed dwellers, participation in informal markets provided a 
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necessary income opportunity. By now the poor communities have increasingly been 

integrated into the formal labour market, nonetheless, old structures remain, and the OC and 

the combos have easily adjusted their income generation to any structural transformation.  

5.2.1. Precarities in Peripheral Neighbourhoods 

From the very beginning of urbanisation and migration, informal construction workers and 

autonomous settlement organisation built their barrios detached from the rest of the city. 

Almost inaccessible on the hillsides, those neighbourhoods have been called ´urbanizaciones 

piratas y barrios de invasión´ characterised by the absence of statehood and an absolute lack 

of any state-based services (Maclean 2015:133). The settlers not only built up their living 

facilities but also created their own independent economy. 

“The hillsides of the city of Medellín started to be constituted like small circles of exclusion that 
expanded, and later one could observe how they became overcrowded and expanded. [] Certain 
informal economies started, not illegal but informal subsistencies, private estate to construct 
houses, communitarian unions. [T]hus we have these irregular economies, but also illegal ones 
like the selling of marijuana, and the products of coca” (EAFIT, 2018)vi 

As the settlements were built by peasant migrants from rural areas, they maintained the 

customs of drug cultivation as an acceptable economic income resource. This peripheral illegal 

business had two consequences for the dwellers and the economic structure of the city: Firstly, 

it facilitated the state justification of exclusionary practice towards these neighbourhoods 

accusing them of being criminal breeding grounds and secondly, it opened the door for 

organised crime in the city. Given the lack of formal opportunities, the informal economy grew 

since the people relied on it in order to survive (Gómez, 2018). Considering the persistence of 

only 41.9% of working labour being located in the informal sector and the limited rate of 40% 

of working population that is affiliated to the pension system, the economic conditions are still 

marginal in 2017 (Cómovamos 2018:81).  

Even after efforts to integrate the peripheral neighbourhood, stigmatisation remains towards 

the hillside shanty towns that exaggerated the economic deprivation: 

“Some of these neighbourhoods are not recognised as such but rather referred to as subnormal 
settlements that are not legalised, so they are not barrios. So, in this sense there are neither 
sewerage nor basic sanitation, not even legal electricity, the people need to attach to any source 
of energy even by illegal means. And if there had been legal ones, they disconnected them due 
to a lack of payment. Job opportunities and education are very rare, so to say, the people are 
vulnerable in many senses” (Robledo, 2018)vii 

 



143 
 

 

Map 2 Medellín. Source: I, SajoR - Wikimedia Commons 

Given the spatial dimension of deprivation, not only unemployment and income differences 

correlate with community-based locations but also the overall living quality. The `Indíce 

Multidimensional de Condiciones de Vida de Medellín´ (IMCV) that relates to the human 

development index emphasises the extreme inequalities in living conditions among the 

comunas. While the southern-centred neighbourhoods like El Poblado and Laureles have an 

index rate from in between 70-77%, peripheral neighbourhoods like El popular, Doce de 

Octubre or San Javier vary in between 31-39% (Cómovamos 2018:17). Even for those who have 

a formal labour, living in these neighbourhoods remains nonetheless, difficult. 

“The middle class has been battered a lot, and yes there is great inequality; [consequently there 
are] people with high income and people with very scarce income, very regrettable. And I believe 
that the people with low incomes face difficulties in accessing basic goods and services, amongst 
others security” (Dávila, 2018)viii 

The spatial detachment of many barrios that still have a particular informal parallel economy 

also affects the people integrated in the formal sectors. The neoliberal market policy fuelled 

income precarity from two sides: On the one hand, people face difficult labour conditions and 

low-wage job opportunities on the formal market and on the other hand, they need to cope 

with forced contributions to the informal economy that steadily grows through lack of formal 
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opportunities. Thus, even having a regular income, people are exposed to extortion practices 

in their neighbourhoods: 

“The people who live from a minimum salary, if they have a formal labour, that is also difficult 
since their neighbourhood is far away. They have to pay transport and when they get ill, the 
access to health care is very bad, there is no health service and if there is one it is deficient. 
When these people return to the barrio, [difficulties remain] because in the barrio - as you have 
a job - they [the combo] come and say, ‘Hey you have a job, well, you must give us a percentage 
of it’” (UdeA, 2018)ix 

As those conditions have combined, illicit income opportunities have become more and more 

attractive to young people who suffer from a lack of legal perspectives. Given the juxtaposed 

logic of legal and illegal income opportunities against the background of inequality, people 

decide to work informally, as it does not require formal prerequisites. Facing limited legitimate 

possibilities and capacities to satisfy their basic needs on the formal market, the illegal 

economy becomes more and more attractive alternative. 

“This has consequences in the barrios. For instance, you encounter high levels of unemployment, 
you see ´barrios populares´ in which you find many youngsters who should work or go to school 
but they are in the street doing nothing or doing illegal activities” (UdeA, 2018)x 

Criminal groups know about the needs of the poor youth and are willing and able to offer 

means of satisfaction. 

“There are many possibilities in which a person with socio-economic difficulties can be recruited 
either forcefully or voluntarily by an illegal group offering certain economic stability. The degree 
of territorial control and the presence of criminal structures also depend on the socio-economic 
differences. [T]hey are kids with precarious alimentation and precarious familiary conditions 
that won´t allow the physical or emotional development to adequately perform in an 
educational context. That´s why they are stuck in a permanent cycle of debility and violence” 
(SISC, 2018)xi 

Finally, the remaining inequality among the communities of Medellín, coinciding with spatial 

segregation of many poor neighbourhoods, provides the breeding grounds for illegal 

economies. Due to the widespread low socio-economic capital and a historically given cultural 

tolerance for informality and illegality among the dwellers, criminal actors easily recruit 

workers, above all at-risk youth. 

5.2.1.1 Economic Orders and Community Perceptions on Income 

In the middle of economic deprivation derived from formal labour market precarities and the 

barrio-based coercive informal rent extraction, the community members must find their ways 

to cope with both. As the community members are the main targets of criminal rent seeking, 

they forcibly or voluntarily nourish combo informal economic control. At the same time, 

against the background of the neoliberal market policy and the state withdrawal from different 
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service provision, the combos have established themselves filling this vacuum. Therefore, they 

offer services that have been privatised anyway. Generally, given the economic deprivation in 

many neighbourhoods and the range of income activities and profit margins of the combos, 

the economic gap between legal and illegal income exaggerate inequality in favour of the 

attractivity of illegal income generation. Asking the community members about their 

perception on the income situation in their neighbourhoods the opinions were divided. 

 

Fig. 2 Survey Data: Economic situation of the community. Source: Author. 

Surprisingly, the majority of the survey participants perceive the economic situation in their 

own communities as positive or neutral. Only 23% percent responded that the barrio-based 

economic situation is negative. Interestingly, there is no considerable difference in between 

the perceptions of men and the perceptions of women. Nonetheless, women have a slightly 

more positive perception of the economic situation. Thus 38.8% of women and only 32.9% of 

men stated that they see the economic opportunities in the neighbourhood as positive. 

Correspondingly 26.8% of men and 20.8% of women selected negative as their answer choice.  

5.2.2. Illegal Markets and Organised Crime 

The actual illegal economic structures in Medellín cannot be detached from the long history of 

drug traffic that has captured the city for decades. Criminal groups have proved their constant 

ability to adjust their means of income generation to external changing structures and political 

countermeasures. Powerful actors like the cartel and the ´oficina´ have always known how to 

‘instrumentalise’ deprived youth as vulnerable frontmen of their businesses. By now, the 

combos regulate the everyday illegal activities while the leaders of OC remain in the 

background. All daily criminal activities in the neighbourhoods are conducted by combos that 
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maintain varying relations to the ODINs. Sometimes they operate as independent service 

agents, and sometimes they rely on intimate ties to the ODIN and work under their supervision 

(Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 2016:88-89). However, the structures of OC are 

constantly altering and adjusting to socio-economic changes. 

“[The structures are very dynamic] since the violence arising from the narcotraffic requires this. 
It´s impressive because, if we speak about the perspectives of social change, these organisations 
demonstrate most typically what social change here is; every time something alters they extract 
new things. Or they do reversible practices to return to classic mafia logics, based on family 
structures, territorial control and a specific rent to extract” (EAFIT, 2018)xii 

The existing OC can be best explained in loose network structures that have sometimes clear 

hierarchical and sometimes horizontal alliances between different groups with divergent reach 

of activities. While the BACRIM are highly militarily organised and operate nationwide, the 

ODINs are deeply embedded in the local neighbourhoods. Finally, the combos are small groups 

in very limited territories where the members collect and distribute any illicit goods. Normally, 

the combos receive their goods from the ODINs and pay fixed contributions in return. 

However, they also change their patronages from time to time (Giraldo Ramírez et al. 2017; 

Mercado Pérez 2019; Juan José  Moncada Carvajal et al. 2018; Tobón Orozco and Valencia 

Agudelo 2016).  

5.2.3. Combos at the Frontline of Criminal Diversification 

Today, the present criminal operations in the barrios are almost exclusively controlled and 

exercised by combos. While in the past, the illegal economy was centred around the drug 

industry, the new generation of crime almost limitlessly penetrates all aspects of the legal 

economy. The diversification results from two classical abilities inherent in criminal structures 

and illegal economies, for one thing, the high level of flexibility and adaptability of the illegal 

economy that results from the absence of any regulation. Following, violent competition 

requires constant adjustment to demand and supply conditions. For another thing, the groups´ 

capacities to discipline the income generation through increased organisation maximises the 

level of operation.  

Therefore, ODINs and combos collaborate and compensate each other in order to exercise 

great power. The more organised ODINs guarantee the supply chain and the potential for 

systematic threats and the less structured combos take care of the executive responsibilities. 

Due to their high dynamic adaptation, they not only respond to barrio-based transformation, 

but they also permanently adjust their operations in accordance to the superior criminal 

structures that are reflected in the alliances they enter or alter (Tobón Orozco and Valencia 

Agudelo 2015:80-85). Irrespective of the limited level of organisation and territorial control, 
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the combos are able to accumulate criminal power beyond mere petty theft. This capacity of 

adjusted service provision distinguishes the criminal quality of combos from unorganised 

spontaneous delinquency. 

“Combos are criminal groups, or let´s say, structures with great power, while delinquent groups 
compose of persons who commit a delict but with very limited power. Here we speak about a 
power issue. A great power. Articulated by the small groups but basically, they are capable of 
confronting the state. Mere delinquents are not able to encounter the state; they are weak 
against state forces.” (SISC, 2018)xiii 

The OC in general, learned very efficiently to diversify their portfolio of rent seeking activities, 

incentivising obedience and membership of combos through monetary tidbits (Tobón Orozco 

and Valencia Agudelo 2015:80-85). While the BACRIM and ODINs engage in the broad-scale 

crimes like weapon trades, human trafficking, prostitution and sexual child labour, the combos 

focus on diverse local rent extraction (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 2016). Nonetheless, 

their criminal portfolio has equally grown to the demands of the ODINs. 

“What do we have? Robberies, homicides, extortion, sexual exploitation and child trafficking, 
drug trafficking, arms trade and dispossession of property of any kind. In the end it’s a 
conjunction of delinquent practices developed to a framework of economic activities articulated 
in between them. This is basically the situation here. They have territorial control in all economic, 
social, political, geographical – the mobility by means of extortion.” (SISC, 2018)xiv 

Irrespective of the young age of many of the combo members, they have accumulated great 

powers in their communities. Their territoriality is limited, though inside the few blocks they 

control they have an immense impact on the population. Having the heavily armed and brutally 

acting ODINs as backing, the small combos dictate income structures and social mobility.  

5.2.3.1 Plazas de Vicios, Prostitution and Extortion as Key Businesses 

A key field of income generation for combos remains in the control of drug trafficking in the 

city. Although not comparable to the periods of the Medellín cartel, running plazas where the 

combos sell diverse drugs is still a lucrative business. In the entire city of Medellín, there are 

an estimated number of 700 plazas de vicios dispersed in many small-scale sectors. Each sector 

is controlled by ODINs and subdivided into barrios, of which each barrio can have about 15 

plazas. Depending on the size and location of the plazas de vicio, one plaza can generate an 

income of about 6 million - 104 million COP a month. Considering that one ODIN controls more 

than just one plaza, their monthly income gain can be approximately 1.514 million COP (Tobón 

Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 2015:90). This presents for the combos an informal income 

amount of 131 million COP a month, counted per gang member per day, it is a daily income of 

about 54 000 COP. Despite the organised illicit business, they can use their position and access 

to drugs to make extra money by selling small joints or even sweets below the control of the 
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ODINs. Those extra income generations mainly take place in educational institutions where 

the combos can operate outside the radar of the ODIN (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 

2015:90). 

Another classic income managed by combos is sex labour, both forced and voluntarily 

exercised. The combos take advantage of the increasing sex tourism in the city, even willing to 

satisfy the international demand of illegal paedophilia. The community leader in Robledo 

outlines the extreme and perverted dimensions of child trafficking organised by the combos in 

the communities: 

“Many of the combos are dedicated with human trafficking, actually some of them have 
catalogues of very young girls almost children that are handed out to foreigners and people 
come to access the girls for a determined price. We can even say that when a [gang] leader sees 
a girl who is still very young he sends a message to her mother saying: ´take care of this girl [] 
because her virginity belongs to X, she is already sold.´ These things happen a lot and they are 
not a new phenomenon. These things happen since Escobar, but just recently they become more 
visible. They hide these activities just superficially to some extent, for instance at the bloque X 
there is a ´model agency´ for trafficking; they take the pictures there, put them into a catalogue 
for the presentation of the offers. Many of these dynamics happen around here. Most of the 
clients are in Poblado where the actual trade happens because many foreigners are located 
there” (Robledo,2018)xv 

In contrast to the drug trafficking, there are no concrete numbers of income margin available 

in the business strand of sex labour. And although prostitution belongs to the traditional 

business that is controlled by larger criminal groups, the way combos engage in this business 

has pushed moral boundaries and revealed the highly economically driven character of those 

groups aiming at income generation by any means. 

A third major income source for combos derives from extortion and violent protection mainly 

targeted at the public transport system and the commercial sector. Both extortion and violent 

protection methods as income generation refer to the payment of vacunas. While vacunas in 

terms of extortion are claimed for the safe passing through the combo-controlled territories, 

vacunas that relate to violent protection apply to the securing of property and parking spots. 

“[A combo] can have from five up to ten or twenty ´muchachos´ involved in the entire process 
of controlling the interstates. Why ´controlling the highways´? That´s because the bus passes 
many sectors where other combos control and charge taxes, so the one combo has to make sure 
that nobody except them charge the buses” (Bellavista, 2018)xvi 

The public transport is the most competitive extortion sector since buses and cabs that pass 

various combo territories pay a high level of vacunas as they get charged several times 

depending on the numbers of territorial borders they have to cross (Juan José Moncada 

Carvajal and Lopera Tobón 2017). Although the individual charges are not high in sum 
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however, the income amounts are incredible: 36,000 COP a week for one bus multiplied by 

3,200 buses in Medellín creates 460 million COP a month (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 

2015:93). The other considerable part of violent protection extracts money from parking 

facilities, local shops and commerce. Combos have privatised and almost monopolised the 

security provision of legal businesses in the city and even established themselves as 

entrepreneurs that subcontract people to expand their forced service offer like maintenance 

and cleaning. 

“They stopped charging ´vacunas´ in the houses, yet they are still charging for the security of 
the shops and supermarkets. But the biggest tax income they gain depends on the bus stations. 
In one barrio where a bus station is, the business is very lucrative for the combo because they 
charge for various processes. Within the bus station, for instance, they charge for night-time 
vigilante service till dawn, and they charge per hour. At dusk when the drivers come with the 
daily taking, the combo comes to ´take care´ of it. And in the morning the combo makes the 
parking station ready for action. They clean the buses. It´s called the bus-conscription, thus they 
charge for cleaning, monitoring and anything else” (Bellavista, 2018)xvii 

Violent protection has deep roots in the city´s history. Almost all violent actors have justified 

their armed presence due to the need for protection of entire neighbourhoods or businesses 

(Gómez, 2018). Following the coercive logic "I take care of your car so that I myself do not 

damage it, so pay me. It´s a dissimulated, euphemistic and disguised manner of extortion” 

(UdeA, 2018)1. For the combos, however, the new vigilante services - only in the transportation 

sector - generate great income margins up to 22,000 COP per day per car. Nonetheless, 

compared to the traditional violent protection of inhabitants, business extortion is less 

lucrative in sum. While the former sector generates an annual income amount of estimated 50 

million COP, the latter only achieves 8.900 million COP (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 

2015:96). Given the gap in income margins between violent protection of the population and 

businesses it is doubtable whether the alleged departure from the extortion of the population 

is trustworthy.  

5.2.3.2 Widespread Penetration of the Legal Economy 

By now the ODINs have almost perfected the penetration of legal production markets, at 

different stages of the production – distribution - consumption chain. They have reached 

monopolising different economic sectors either through eliminating market competitors or 

violent intimidation. If they find no way to infiltrate legal business, they simply boycott or hog 

the product distribution inside their territories and force community members to purchase the 

products from them. Another instrument is the control of legal business production for 

instance the commercial nutrition industry where they charge extra taxes on products, or they 

 
1 “te cuido el carro para yo no hacerle daño, entonces dame algo. Es una forma disimulada, eufemística, disfrazada de extorsión” (UdeA, 2018).  
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oblige individual street food sellers to pay value added taxes (Tobón Orozco and Valencia 

Agudelo 2015:91).  

“It even happens with the distribution of the family basket. [] Criminal groups take care of the 
distribution of eggs, chicken, arepas, any domestic products, propane gas, even granting of 
credits, which they call ´gota a gota´ -´a constant drip´ or ´pago diario´ – ´daily payment´” 
(Dávila, 2018)xviii 

Extra tax charging is widespread and covers real estates, cars, furniture, and consumption 

products like nutrition. Depending on the amount they charge, the income can reach up to 2 

million COP a month (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 2015:96). Basically, there is almost 

no legal market that has not been undermined by the parallel economy by an ODIN and their 

combos. In their flexibility and adjustment capacity they have steadily broadened their 

business fundaments. They further seek to present themselves as benevolent service providers 

who care about the community concerns and the needs of society (Juan José  Moncada 

Carvajal et al. 2018). By means of ´carrot and stick´ they offer people loans to demand their 

obedience and abuse the situation that people are in their debts to claim favours. 

“Nowadays, [] they demand or in another way, substract, or impose on a person to hold sway 
over them. This also affects the social and socio-economic dynamics, without a doubt, they also 
use it for self-financing in addition to the many forms of financing they have.” (Robledo, 2018)xix 

Finally, combos have also infiltrated legal money distribution systems via programmes like the 

community budgeting where they defraud and embezzle money from public community funds. 

They either establish acquaintances in distributive positions or they simply extract money by 

means of threats or harassments (Quijano Moreno 2015). Irrespective of the sector of income, 

combos extract money from the population by means of coercion, structural threat and 

intimidation. 

“How does it become visible? By two means, because they have the potential to exercise 
violence. The people know but it has also become a standardised way of extorting tax that turns 
out to be nothing else than a forced tribute.” (SISC, 2018)xx 

The tragedy and severity of this violent character once again became clear in 2018, when 

several bus drivers were assassinated in San Javier linked to their resistance to paying vacunas 

to the combos (El Colombiano 2018). Although not officially confirmed, experts have stressed 

that the systematic murder of bus drivers is not committed by individual perpetrators but 

presents a clear signal to the community that they better pay their vacunas (Robledo, 2018, 

SISC, 2018).  

Given the lucrative businesses operated by combos and the relational alliances with the ODINs, 

the winners of the large profit margins are not the gang members themselves but the ones 
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who pull the strings in the background. However, the individual members of the combos have 

other advantages due to their criminal belonging: 

“The ones who earn money are the ones in the ´cupola´, all others gain very little, this is why 
some of them go and steal and the leaders authorise it. To one of the muchachos they pay 
seventy thousand COP a week, but they can have a revolver, or a pistol, they can smoke joints.” 
(Robledo, 2018)xxi 

Beside the organised crime the combos engage in, their members commit several rather 

unorganised crime acts. Mainly outside their own territories, they are active in robbery and 

theft to generate extra income on their own account (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 

2015:80-85). 

“These ´pelados´, in fact, have created problems between the combos since they go out and rob 
in another barrio and those who rule this barrio think they have been sent, though they acted 
on their own. They get a motorbike organised, gun and play wild west.” (Bellavista, 2018)xxii 

Finally, ever since the 1980s, violent non-state actors have established economic parallel 

structures and undermine the legal economy by different means. Their manifold appearances 

and complex constellations in between hierarchical collaboration, network structures and 

competition have created a widespread, dynamic informal economy with considerable profit 

margins. Although combos cannot compete with DTOs, BACRIM or ODIN in their organisational 

strength, they have nonetheless achieved an indispensable place in the illegal income structure 

of Medellín. Due to their barrio-based knowledge, combos can offer operational executive 

services to the ODIN and extract some of the profits. Beside the control of the plazas de vicio, 

the recruitment and management of prostitution as well as the collection of vacunas, they 

have constantly found means to expand their businesses. By now, in cooperation with ODIN, 

combos have undermined fundamental production supply chains that affect almost every 

parts of the domestic economy. In addition to the highly organised economic activities, combos 

still rely on individual petty theft to increase the amount of income independently of the 

superior control of the ODIN.  

5.2.3.3 Community Perceptions on Economic Income of the Combos  

On asking inhabitants about their estimations of the economic situation of members of the 

combos, the above outlined illegal economic power was confirmed.  
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Fig. 3 Survey Data: Economic situation of combo members. Source: Author. 

overall majority of 60% participants promptly answered that the combos have a good income 

situation. Many of those who replied with neutral, negative or not specified explained their 

selected answers with internal income distribution inside the combos and pointed to the facts 

that only the leaders gained the bigger sums, while the lower street-based ranks are exploited 

by those above. The fact that every respondent knew about the broad income activities of the 

combos and everyone had an idea about internal income distribution of combos was striking. 

 

Fig. 4 Survey Data: Economic situations in comparison. Source: Author. 

An even clearer picture of the public perspective on the income situation of combo members 

results from a comparison. Asking about a comparative income relation between community 
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members and members of the combos, the gap becomes clear: 70% of the respondents did 

not hesitate to say that compared with legally working people, combos earn more through 

their illegal activities. Such statements by the community members underline that the illicit 

economy enacted by combos is not only widespread and lucrative but also publicly known, as 

clear perceptions exist on their activities and profit margins. Ultimately the tendencies 

outlined in the survey also indicate the existence of a high tolerance and habituation, or at 

least a limited resistance towards the illegal and illicit income economy exercised by combos.  

5.2.4. Evaluating the Power of Informal Economy 

The criminal markets cause a huge damage among the communities in Medellín and it appears 

that the illegal economy continues to flourish. The analysis of the effects of these structures 

focuses on two challenges to fight the criminal structures: one is the convergence of 

necessities and habituation of crime in the society and the second refers to the collaboration 

of inhabitants that derive from a lack of opportunities rather than a conscious support of the 

combo economies.  

Over the last decades, due to the continuous presence of violent actors in the city 

predominantly located in economic deprived neighbourhoods, two economic branches have 

been developed. They exist partly parallel and partly intimately linked to each other. Excluded 

by the state economy, criminal groups took advantage of the lack of economic control and the 

lack of formal possibilities and established their own businesses. However, the lucrative 

criminal income generation offered attractive alternatives for many of the deprived dwellers, 

above all the disenfranchised youth. For some of them it is the only way to survive and 

maintain their families: 

“These groups are the only economic alternative for many families. These muchachos end up 
working, packing drugs, transporting them or functioning as intelligence. [A]ctually, all this has 
to do with a lack of economic opportunities, up to cultural [aspects], in fact, the lack of imagining 
distinct possibilities.” (Región, 2018)xxiii 

It follows that the informal and criminal economy is to a certain level tolerated or even 

welcomed by the population since it provides means of income generation. Combos have also 

changed in their character and organisational capacities and became increasingly profit 

seeking actors in the areas of urban insecurity. Thus, participation in organised crime has also 

increasingly attracted clientele which not only considers crime as a source of income but also 

as entertainment and means of status provision by obtaining power. 

“The crime changed in Medellín in a way that there was a moment in which the many bandits 
fused. They stopped being the poor ones, they had a different vision for their life, namely to 
engage in narcotraffic. This marked a new generation which we call ´los plays´ or ´los puppies´, 
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and we speak about them ten years ever since. From this perspective, these people did not have 
any need, but they decided to take this way because of the adrenaline.” (Pol Nac, 2018)xxiv 

Nonetheless, the increased organisational capacity of the combos, combined with their 

learning process led to a level of self-discipline and professionalisation. By this time, they 

understood that they rely on a certain acceptance in society. Business activities like the 

collection of vacunas are easier exercised when they are perceived as a legitimate actor of 

service provision. Therefore, combos started to adapt “the very techniques of the militias – 

illegal activities at night, social work by day –and were vigorously promoting communitarian 

causes to win the support of the population. They learnt self-discipline and started to impose 

some basic regulations on criminal activity ´like you shall not steal in your own barrio´” 

(Gutiérrez Sanín and Jaramillo 2004:25). This adaptation enables the combos to continue to 

pretend to have a social character taking charge of community sorrows, while increasingly 

turning into mere economic entrepreneurs not at all interested in any social compatibility of 

their action. The unscrupulous means by which combos enforce their bottom-lines and the 

undermining of the legal economic branches tellingly reveal their callousness when it comes 

to profit generation. Capitalising from established tolerance of informalities in many 

neighbourhoods, combos gradually transformed into the ´civilised foot soldiers´ of the large 

ODINs savouring their operational executive function as self-proclaimed community-based 

distributors and debt collectors. Resistance against the criminal rent seeking is difficult as their 

branches are widespread and their tactics perfidious. The inhabitants´ lack of trust in the state 

institutions thereby aggravates the fight against those activities. Instead of denouncing 

criminal activities many rather prefer to pay the combo than to collaborate with the police. 

“Yes, there are people who resist the criminal power, sure, but very few compared to the 
magnitude of the problem. Of course, you find social organisation, or community groups who 
report crime and indicate actions by organised crime, but very few have the capacity of 
advocacy. [] Concerning acts of extortion, they do not report – and we have thousands of cases 
in the city.” (SISC, 2018)xxv 

Today, although not all of the combos´ activities are equally tolerated, their imprint on the 

everyday barrio-based economy has become normalised. It is not only the plazas de vicios that 

form part of the city´s landscape, the collecting of vacunas has also been absorbed into the 

daily routine of the inhabitants.  

“For the authorities this is not a major motive of preoccupation, for the majority of people 
neither. We get used to it. People say: ´Here came the muchachos to charge the taxes´, and this 
is extortion, but you know when you do not pay, maybe one or two or three times and you tell 
them that you won´t pay you get even greater problems.” (Región, 2018)xxvi 
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The fight against the economic attractivity of the informal economy and the power of their 

actors is difficult as criminal rent seeking, by now, is deeply entrenched in the daily routines of 

the dwellers in many barrios of the city. A considerably small part of society actively takes 

action against drug dealing or extortion, but many prefer to accept the extra tax-paying in 

order to avoid problems with the combos. The economic evolution of informal markets and its 

growing powers is a process that cannot only be explained by the profits offered but has to be 

understand as intimately interrelated with the social orders in the barrios that have been 

dominated by combos and other armed actors for decades. 

 

5.3. Social Orders, Habituation and Collaboration 

The social order in Medellín´s comunas presents a complex interplay between increasing civil 

society engagement that is reflected in a growing number of NGOs and community 

representatives and the presence of armed actors. Resulting from the history and the 

urbanisation process, many neighbourhoods developed their own social dynamics that 

compose of a merging civic culture within the coercive order. The long absence of state 

regulation opened the space for diverse violent actors to establish themselves as norm 

providers. While militias as urban guerrilla units, DTOs and paramilitary groups dominated the 

hillside barrios for a long time, today combos regulate and coordinate many aspects of social 

life. Their increasing organisational capacity and the community´s habituation have permitted 

the combos to become an integral part of the everyday life. They exercise social control the 

same way as they achieved economic power, based on a combination of coercion and 

collaboration with the community through service provision. 

5.3.1. Para-states, Distrust and the Difficult Fight of Civil Organisations 

Since the early moments of urbanisation, the informal settlements have not been integrated 

into any social order by the state. Facing exclusion, these neighbourhoods created a culture of 

territorial autonomy and self-determined life. 

“There are expressions of sociabilities that are not yet violent, but irregular in the appropriation 
of territory. Many of the communities have been a sort of small para-state or proto-state in their 
way of regulating the internal social orders. For sure, coercion was one of its elements, no 
fundamental one, but yes coercion formed part of this regulation.” (EAFIT, 2018)xxvii 

Although the custom of self-organisation was widespread, the development of a vital civil 

society has been difficult due to various dimensions of oppression and stigmatisation. The 

presence of opposing armed groups created a climate of distrust and vulnerabilities that 

impeded free speech and deliberate discourses among neighbourhoods. An eligibility criterion 



156 
 

for the participation in public spaces was rather marked by obedience and strong constraints 

than by the ability for critical action let alone the ability to claim citizen’s rights. Public social 

life was subordinated to the logic of mutual suspicion and betrayal. The community leader in 

Robledo describes the atmosphere in his neighbourhood in the 1990s as follows:  

“It started with the trepidation of not knowing who your neighbour is, your neighbour could be 
in the paramilitary, or somebody else and people started to look at each other with great 
suspicion. When participation is so much disturbed, few places of liberation remain, places to 
speak about propositions. Sometimes people come to places for reunions without frankly 
speaking about what they really think… [] This destructs any social network. People started to 
distrust each other, although the social fabric in Medellín has been a strong one in the past.” 
(Robledo, 2018)xxviii 

Civil activism was a dangerous undertaking as people were exposed to resistance from 

different sides. Claiming human rights and denouncing infringements were systematically 

suffocated through targeted violent attacks against activists, both by the state and by 

operating armed groups. Because the left-wing guerrillas ruled violently in large parts of the 

city, the engagement in social rights organisations became equalised with being part of the 

guerrilla. The state discredited those movements as advocates of criminals and protectors of 

the FARC. Furthermore, the paramilitaries and the DTOs attacked those groups as they did not 

tolerate any criticism against their orders but systematically intimidated and persecuted any 

civil activists (UdeA, 2018; Región, 2018). Such extreme and forceful social polarisation brought 

high thresholds for the development of a civil society to establish norms of equality and non-

violent means of interactions in the communities. Instead “[v]iolence and assassinations 

caused a high level of intimidation and erosion of social structures in society” (Maclean 

2015:15). Universities as locations of critical thinking and the main driving force of organised 

resistance against the extreme violence became targets of violent attacks and assassinations 

during the 1990s (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historíca 2018).  

“Imagine what it means for a university when sixteen people got killed in one term. [] We 
stopped investigating the armed conflict, we did not report everything because it was 
dangerous. Absolute silence! I remember when I returned to university; it appeared like a prison. 
People didn´t dare to speak, they rather whispered. In the student assembly nothing happened, 
no mobilisation, no protest, no graffiti, it remained an absolutely intimidated university. The 
former intellectual centre muted.” (Región, 2018)xxix 

Given the violence, people did not dare to participate in civil movements or even less to 

denounce violent or criminal acts (Moncada 2016). Nonetheless, civil organisations endured 

difficult periods and found their way back to public civil engagement, advocating and claiming 

non-violent means of social interaction against all odds of systematic violence. 
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“Many organisations survived but, indisputably, the city felt a collective impact of the violence 
on the dynamics of the city, above all, on the organisational dynamics, on values, on 
associations. The idea grew that participation and [social] leadership was highly dangerous.” 
(Región, 2018)xxx 

A turning point of social orders in the city was the year 2002 and the defeat of the militias in 

San Javier. Whilst until then, joint actions against present armed groups had almost ceased, 

the new constellations of actors - both in the political and the informal sphere - finally re-

empowered social organisations to act in the poor neighbourhoods.  

5.3.1.1 Revitalisation of Social Movements and Active Citizenship 

Despite all obstacles, many civil organisations have been (re-)established to strengthen the 

societal discourse of human rights and development since the 1980s. Although civil rights 

movements like the ´Corporación para la paz y el desarrollo social´ (Copardes), or NGOs like 

Corporación Región had and still have to persist against threats of violence and intimidation, 

they have become fundamental actors in the fight against violence (RCN Radio 2018). Like the 

Instituto Popular de Capacitación (IPC), these organisations encouraged the people to think 

critically and to take part actively in public life to shape the community-based coexistence 

(Moncada 2016:56). Along with many other civil organisations they claimed back public spaces 

and promoted the idea of social inclusion in society. By offering a platform for social 

participation they achieved that people have become increasingly involved in community work 

to reconstruct social networks. Furthermore the IPC has bridged the big gap between society 

and state institutions and facilitated a process of rapprochement (Corporación Región 2019; 

IPC 2019). 

In a close cooperation with universities and other research institutions, civil organisations have 

created a broad network for community-based activism that has promoted sustainable 

development and social participation as a baseline for a peaceful cohabitation. Besides the 

cooperation with schools, they have founded different training facilities for community 

members to become more skilled in strategic social and political participation (Maclean 

2015:104). Despite the obstacles the NGOs still face, Corporación Región presents a powerful 

institution that impacts policy processes and functions as a critical observer and analyst of 

politics. Like the OSH, these institutions raise consciousness of the challenges of human 

security, investigate and analyse the human rights situation and address problems in the 

communities. In a comprehensive manner, Corporación Región and the OSH publish on policy 

progresses and setbacks in the fight against violence (Corporación Región 2019; Gil Raminez 

2014; OSH 2019). 
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Today, the NGO-landscape is manifold and community-based organisations like Convivamos 

with its local branches in poor neighbourhoods, engage in important social and cultural 

activities. Convivamos facilitates the community-based budgeting on the ground, promotes 

education and seeks to strengthen community networks via sport events targeted in particular 

but not exclusively at youth (Convivamos 2019). 

“Many NGOs are active here, locally, nationally or internationally, like the International 
Committee of the Red Cross. Many organisations have a good reputation and are warmly 
received because they play a neutral role and strengthen some social and communitarian 
processes that do not generate conflict with the present criminal structure. So to say, multiple 
actors can cohabit, and all types of organisations can participate parallel with the state 
institutions and engage in cultural, recreational, educational, infrastructural and sport activities 
in the city. They won´t clash.” (SISC, 2018)xxxi 

Today the civil society organisations contribute to all parts of societal life and constructively 

support different aspects of cohabitation on the ground. Especially in the context of the peace 

negotiation and reconciliation, civil participation has presented a fundamental contribution 

(Cárdenas 2019; Ministerio de Justicia 2018). Equally, diverse religious organisations support 

the process of reconciliation in society. Many Christian organisations engage in community-

based activities to promote peace and solidarity cohabitation in Medellín. Some further 

engage in advocacy for prisoner rights, like ACCA, that seeks to facilitate a normative change 

to stimulate a culture of empathy among inmates (ACCA 2019). However, irrespective of the 

impressive and vibrant landscape of civil movements in present Medellín, deep-rooted 

problems of the infiltration of violent norms in social spaces remain.  

“Historically we are a violent society, used to a lack of strong points of citizenship, formal 
regulation, legal social relation or lawful cohabitation, people have inured to the use of force to 
solve conflicts and to impose powers. This also facilitates that the conflict increases.” (SISC, 
2018)xxxii 

As the sector of civil society organisation grew, so did the inventiveness of armed actors to co-

opt gained civil spaces and infiltrate community organisations. One typical example presents 

the repressive and violent occupation of the community-based budgeting in several 

neighbourhoods of the city that forced NGOs and community members to find ways of dealing 

with these groups (Arias 2017).  

5.3.1.2 Community Perception on Social Integrations of the Barrios 

The communities in the peripheral neighbourhoods have experienced social exclusion and 

deprivation for decades. Many of the established orders have been developed and enforced 

by armed actors that filled an institutional vacuum. After the widespread effort of social 

urbanism, the poor neighbourhoods were spatially connected and increasingly integrated into 
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society. Nonetheless, social erosion of community networks occurred also in interrelation with 

the coercive enactment of violent groups. 

 

Fig. 2 Survey Data: Social integration in the community. Source: Author. 

Asking the community members how they perceive the social integration in their community, 

the range of responses between positive, neutral and negative is almost balanced with a light 

tendency towards negative. A difference in negative perceptions exists between men and 

women, whereas men express a more negative feeling regarding the social integration. Still it 

should be noted that the overall majority expresses their attitude concerning social integration 

between rather positive or neutral than negative. Nonetheless, the negative responses might 

indicate the long-lasting fear of conspiracies in a society that impedes people from trusting 

each other. 

5.3.2. Revival of the Combos and their Imprint on Society 

During all the periods of organised crime and altering power structures that Medellín has 

witnessed, the combos have proven their flexibility in adaptation and forming alliances. They 

have constantly found their place in all the violent structures in Medellín’s deprived 

neighbourhoods where they severely imprint the daily social order and cohabitation.  

“They advanced due to an historical absence. [T]here have always been different illegal powers. 
What´s the difference now? In the past there weren’t structures and powers to articulate, they 
were mere groups of delinquents with limited power, but later they became stronger, 
coordinated and manage to dispute the power of the state. A power that was never in the 
peripheral neighbourhoods before.” (SISC, 2018)xxxiii 

Characteristic for Medellín´s mundo bajo remains the high level of dynamic social order. 

Combos act extremely dynamically and interactively, consistent in their stability of persistence, 
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while simultaneously inherently fragile. The security analyst Dr. Dávila describes the 

interactions in between the combos as “[] there might be in some moments, hierarchies, in 

other moments cooperative relations, in other moments they might turn into competition. 

These relations are always dynamic and never static” (Dávila, 2018)2. It is basically this dynamic 

capacity of the combos that ensures their challenge to any countermeasures. The appearance 

and composition of armed groups constantly changes sometimes due to external factors like 

successful persecution or turf wars, sometimes because of internal fragmentation or personal 

replacements. However, any voids are immediately filled and the structures are quickly 

adjusted to new circumstances in politics and society. Following, combos have become more 

short-living groups that often emerge but also dissolve within a short period of time or at least 

change in their personal composition (EAFIT, 2018). Irrespective of their limited territorial 

reach, especially the combos count as the actors in Medellín that have never been eliminated 

at any point of the last four decades. While the big structures have constantly changed, the 

combos remained at the ground level and filled an institutional vacuum at the forefront in the 

communities (SISC, 2018). 

“A delinquent combo is usually a structure of young boys in between seven and fourteen that 
regulate the drug traffic inside two or three blocks and achieve controlling or intimidating, but 
that also have certain legitimacy in some sectors or the city.” (Dávila, 2018)xxxiv 

Disregarding the very young age of the members, the combos have achieved a serious level of 

respect in the communities. This is almost no block of houses that is not occupied by a combo; 

so “one barrio with a few thousand inhabitants may have several rival combos” (Arias 2017:45) 

5.3.2.1 Street Appearance, Internal Command and ´Fronteras Invisibles´ 

Combos are always present on the streets hanging out at the plazas de vicio, public places like 

the libraries, or they patrol on their motorbikes inside their barrios. Unobtrusively or discretely, 

the small groups of youngsters observe the barrio and any public activities in their 

neighbourhood. They monitor ongoing businesses, check public transport and pursue who 

enters and leaves their territory, anxious to control that no foreign gang members appear inside 

their blocks. In strategic points like viewpoints or at the external borders they place surveillance 

groups that report any conspicuities. Basically, every street combo reports back to its leader, 

or duro, who remains rather in the background. Thus, each combo is subordinated to “one of 

the duros of the barrio, that already belongs to another type of structure, another type of 

organisation, not anymore to the combo which runs the block. That´s to say, the combo is like 

 
2 “[] que pueden ser, en algunos momentos, jerárgicas, en otros momentos pueden ser relaciones de cooperación, en otros momentos pueden ser 
relaciones de competencia. Pero esas relaciones son dinámicas, no son estáticas” (Dávila, 2018). 
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a small cell, it´s like the minimal structure of the organisation” (San Javier, 2018)3. The duros 

are often older combo members who have already passed the street-based stage, moved up in 

the ranks and accumulated administrative functions. 

“[T]he combos will always hang out in small groups. When you say ´the combos from X part´ it 
refers to one sector or a place and they will always have more ´patrones´. So, how do we define 
this? One barrio has various combos, and every combo has somebody who administrates it. This 
is how one barrio can be divided. One combo is from this part and the other from that part, but 
they will all have a leader, an invisible head behind the scenes.” (Pol Nac, 2018)xxxv 

One duro can be responsible for diverse combos in the neighbourhood and fulfil a kind of 

intermediary function, bridging the localised combo to the ODINs. Given the history of 

organised crime and the period of paramilitary takeover that impacted the power structure in 

the city, the duros as intermediaries mainly inherit their positions from former patronages that 

reach back to the time of the Medellín cartel and los pepes. For instance, one of the high 

leading duros ́ Carlos Pesebre´, who was captured a few years ago, is the nephew of the former 

fellow of Escobar ´Carlos Lehder´. At a certain level of command, old networks or families 

reoccur that have been involved in OC for decades (Pol Nac, 2018).  

“Some of the combos and structures have existed for more than thirty years and can be seen as 
co-governments as they are deeply rooted in certain zones and exercise control, duties of the 
state, solving problems, even conjugal ones, and if some people, let´s say, lack alimentation, the 
combos provide it. Let´s say they do many tasks of the state in their zones and the government 
does not attack them when they have the control in their zone. They do not allow that certain 
things happen so that the state forces would have to enter.” (Robledo, 2018)xxxvi 

To a certain extent, for members of a combo, incarceration forms an intimate part of the 

lifestyle. Almost every ODIN and every combo has considerable numbers of fellows in prison 

who run the structural branch from inside prison. There is a fundamental lack of control of the 

inmates by the ´Instituto Nacional Penitenciario y Carcelario´ (INPEC) that fosters dangerous 

collaborations between guards and criminal groups of the incarcerated who continue their 

business from the inside (UdeA, 2018). Inside prison, the state partly withdrew from its judical 

responsibility and handed over control to incarcerated members from powerful ´cachiques´, 

parts of the BACRIM who run the wards and solve any internal issues between inmates (Bargent 

2017; Lis-Gutierrez et al. 2017; Pachico 2011; Robbins 2019).  

“One assumes [] that the state should have the control, at least in the prisons. Well the control 
INPEC has relates to outside [of the walls], controlling that nobody escapes and pays for what 
has to be paid. In this sense, at least it is guaranteed that nobody leaves prison. [But] the prison 
itself is run from outside, from the streets. Somebody X out there runs the ward no 8, somebody 
ward no 4, and the ones who rule supply the drugs for the wards. These outside persons belong 

 
3 “uno de los duros del barrio, pero que ya pertenece es como a otro tipo de estructura, a otro tipo de organización, ya no al combo que maneja la 
cuadra como tal. O sea, es que el combo es como la célula pequeña, es como la estructura mínima de una organización” (San Javier, 2018) 
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to one of the combos [and pay] 1,000 million COP for the wards [they rent] from representatives 
of the state, or those who represent the state behind the curtains, well it´s obviously an illicit 
and unofficial negotiations.” (Bellavista,2018)xxxvii 

This demonstrates that the combos and the OC structures today are organised in a way that 

individual loss through imprisonments, even of high-ranking leaders, do not cause an 

organisational breakdown. According to the dynamisation of internal structures and the 

diversification of responsibilities, the distribution of knowledge ensures the continuation of 

operationality in the case of personnel changes. Given the incidence of captures, the members 

do not necessarily exit the combo this way. If one of the big duros is arrested, he will not lose 

his status in the chain of command unless he is not deported Depending on the former status, 

the basic hierarchical structures do not lose validity. Nonetheless, in order to protect the 

operational function, every high-ranking leader has a surrogate commanding outside prison. 

Irrespective of being imprisoneed, the duros only intervene when basic rules are violated 

(Bellavista, 2018). Consequently, despite the hierarchical relations between duros and 

combos, a certain level of autonomy remains with the barrio-based combo. In a way combos 

exercise power against the leadership through changing alliances playing different ODINs off 

against each other. The expert who works in Bellavista with combos and the duros for many 

years, explains how an ODIN seeks to control combos on the ground: 

“[A duro offers]: ´You are from the neighbourhood, you have a combo, you control ´la vuelta´. 
I´ll patronise and provide weapons and everything. You´ll have the power and you pay me a 
certain percentage, we supply drugs and everything. Don´t rob the people, don´t blackmail the 
inhabitants as you will sustain yourself from the drug traffic and the highway control of the 
buses and the stores. [] So, we are gonna sell eggs from house to house and out of this money 
others will be sustained. Out of this money a percentage will be for the people in prison, our 
boys. And if they say: ´We don´t accept!´ They get war. They start a dispute, people die, until 
somebody achieves occupying the sector and installs one of their men. This is what happens 
with these small-scale leaders, the big ones, however, must be strategic in order to control 
them.” (Bellavista, 2018)xxxviii 

Even the assignation of a duro conveys varying qualities. Duros can refer to established gang 

members that moved up from the front level of street work to a low administrative position 

responsible for several street units or to the high-ranking members of the ODINs. Inside prison, 

the term duro is used for the ward administrators who have a far-reaching commanding 

competence over an entire cell block (Bellavista, 2018). Basically, while the powerful duros of 

an ODIN rely on long-established power structures and have mainly a paramilitary background, 

the low leaders of the combos are much younger. Instead of being skilled they are rather 

adolescents with guns and ambitions (San Javier, 2018).  

“These small combos coordinate themselves with other ranks or a centralised leadership. Finally, 
everything ends up in a pyramid, a big collegiate structure, a great regional directive that unites 
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all the powers. Therefore, it is not only one power, it´s a ´cupola´ that represents all these 
powers.” (SISC, 2018)xxxix 

Due to the combo street appearances and their front position in criminal activities coinciding 

with a less professionalised organisational basis, the small-scale individual duros get captured 

much faster. However, on the group level, the combos have increasingly learned to 

compensate the loss of individual members. In consequence the combos shifted to a rather 

horizontal leading structure in which each one has its area to manage. Although the 

interrelations between members are much more regulated in economic terms as the combo 

functions like a small company where everyone has a task assigned, internal rivalry is 

widespread (EAFIT, 2018). 

5.3.2.2 Territoriality and the Combo´s External Social Performance 

More consequential than internal competitions over responsibilities are the external effects of 

the combos´ interactions in the community. Rivalries with other combos set invisible borders 

that impact the community´s mobility. Through this inside-outside dynamic, combos 

immensely shape social network structures as they define their in-group that is entitled to 

services in accordance to external boundaries that determine their sphere of the daily 

activities. Following, geopolitical realities imposed by the territorialities of combo structures 

affect daily mobility.  

“What does each of the small combos have? Illegal territorial control in which they, to a major 
or minor extent, control or pretend to control to the social, economic, and political relations 
inside the territory. Moreover, they [control] mobility of the population, in some places more 
than in others, in accordance to the power of the group.” (SISC, 2018)xl 

These invisible borders have consequences like the greater territorial rivalries of OC where 

BACRIM fight over control (IPC 2010, 2017). The invisible but widely known frontiers are 

established in accordance with the combo´s territory and not following the higher 

organisational reach. These many frontiers determine the economic sectors, inside which the 

combo collects vicuna and sells drugs, but also regulate social relations and restrict mobility. 

Combos can present themselves in this social manner through their accumulation of coercive 

powers that all to enter almost every sphere of cohabitation. Having the territorial control, 

they widened their influence from public interaction to domestic relations. 

“This is why, in many places of the city, criminal powers provide order, force, security, justice, 
rules of cohabitation, determine the use of public places, urban furnishing, territorial order even 
the disposal of waste. Finally, they present a parallel state.” (SISC, 2018)xli 

However, an important aspect is the barrio-based solidarity many community members feel. 

Very ingrained barrio-based feelings of belonging are widespread in Medellín´s society and 
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many people somehow have social ties to combos that increase their entitlement. The expert 

from Región elaborates that the social identity of the majority of the citizens is a local one, 

where solidarity refers primarily to the neighbourhood they live in, including the combos that 

form part of it. This local affinity even trivialises a certain coercive enactment of the combos. 

“Before we identify ourselves as Colombians, we are Paisas, [] this is a weak part of our social 
structure that we have a high level of recognition. [I]f you are the mother of the ´duro´ of the 
banda, the girlfriend [or] the sister you possess a higher status in the communitarian hierarchy. 
[W]e all belong to the neighbourhood, us and them. My kids play football with the kids of the 
´pillos´ and we get drunk in December at the same places, and their mother is cousin of my mom. 
That´s to say, it´s like an extended family net that provides an understanding how things work 
out here.” (Región, 2018)xlii 

But not only the local embeddedness assures the combos their space in society, they have 

increasingly presented themselves as social actors both for their members and the 

communities.  

“Sometimes, or once a year they give them clothes, so they feel thankful, because they have 
given them an ´event´ and in December they hand out new clothes. There is so much ignorance 
from their side, in some combos they only remain for this reason, waiting for December and the 
clothes to get dressed and go partying. And therefore, they assassinate the entire year.” (San 
Javier, 2018)xliii 

A debate between the two community members in San Javier reveals the ambiguous character 

the combos have nowadays. To the question of whether combos also pursue political 

ambitions beyond the establishment of coercive order in a society that allows them a particular 

status two social workers discussed:  

Author: “Do you think that the combos have a political aspiration? Not all of them but some?” 

Participant 2: “They are adolescents. What political aspiration should they have? The maximal 
political aspiration they might have is having ´fierro´ so that all are armed. In a combo not all of 
them possess a gun. So, their first motivation is getting a gun, being equipped. The second 
aspiration is getting a motorbike and the third aspiration is to lead the combo.” 

Participant 1: “Well what she [author] said is right….Politics and the authorities influence a lot 
the way they are allowed to act, for example in la comuna 13, where you [author] have been, 
close to my house up the hills, ´me and these pelados?´. Ok, we let them be there in the barrio 
and so on…but looking how the NGOs and human rights groups managed to integrate them into 
society and socialise with them in order to change them, away from the stigma of violence [] 
through participation to make them do good things in their barrios like ´peace tutors´.” 

Participant 2: “What? Peace advocates?” 

Participant 1: “Yeah advocates, peace advocates. Or persons who can generate good things or 
events for the community, not having them as combos but as imposing advocates inside the 
community for example.” 
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Participant 2: “Like a win-win change that do not disarm them completely.” 

Participant 1: “Yes like that and they enrol. They enrol. Absolutely recognised. I observed it last 
year in a meeting on community activism I attended, and I was like ´How can that be? These 
guys here with their faces towards the cameras signing official documents and showing their 
real ID cards? ´.” (San Javier, 2018)xliv 

The fact that combo members have achieved obtaining such status in society demonstrates 

again their fixed place in the criminal structures, the intimate relations OC maintains with state 

officials and the widespread acceptance of the combo´s social claim to shape public order 

(Clavel 2016). As they have learnt before, the generation of income is easier when their 

presence conveys a certain level of legitimacy, they again demonstrate their adaptability to 

altered context conditions since the fragmentation of OC structures in 2008. The experts are 

very concerned about this development as, whether more civilised or not, the combos 

maintain their fundamental criminal and coercive character and increasingly occupy 

community spaces: 

“[T]he role of the combos is that in many ways they replace the state. This is what they want 
you to feel, they are doing everything to strengthen that the people take them as a reference of 
authority. First, they intimidate and spread fear, later they solve problems, they even contribute 
to economic situations, but they also affect social participation and the construction of social 
and communitarian proposals as they impose things. These are the most severe effects and I 
feel that this is the most delicate point as they pretend to replace the state, awarded to take the 
role of the authority or let´s simply say: they are the authorities.” (Robledo, 2018)xlv 

Nonetheless, despite the increasing social behaviour the combos have adopted into their 

agenda, the decisive factor for their imposition of social order is still their criminal powers. 

Because “a combo without weapons is a social collective. Yes, a ´junta´ of friends” (Dávila, 

2018)4. Finally, after so many armed groups that have determined the community realities for 

decades, the process of habituation has become very advanced, and both the inhabitants as 

well as the violent actors have submitted and adapted to constantly changing context 

conditions. Combos have always been part of the city´s bajo mundo, but especially after the 

last structural fragmentation, they have gained considerable power on the ground in the 

communities. Concerning their daily activities, they have learned not only to rely on coercion, 

but also to incentivise their communities through a more social representation.  

5.3.2.3 Community Perception of Combos Social Standing 

Today combos as street-gangs impact the daily social order, between intimidation and service 

provisiion. Asking the community members about the social situation of combos, the negative 

perceptions overweighed. Men tend to evaluate the combos´ social integration as rather 

 
4 “un combo sin armas es un colectivo social. Sí, es una junta de amigos” (Dávila, 2018). 
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neutral or even positive than negative. Women, compared to men have a clearer tendency 

towards a negative view of the social situation of combos, however, 30% of the women 

answered that they perceive a positive situation of combo members in society. 

 

Fig. 3 Survey Data: Social situation of members of the combo. Source: Author. 

The comparative question, of whether a difference exists concerning the social situation of 

combo members, juxtaposed to non-combo members in the community, reveals a clear 

division. A majority of about 50% responded that the social situation of members of the combo 

is more difficult. Nonetheless, almost 30% of the participants think that combo members have 

an easier social situation than ordinary community members.  

 

Fig. 4 Survey Data: Differences in social situation. Source: Author. 
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Many people asked whether the question refers to the social status the combos have. 

Confirming that the social status is understood as one firm component of the social situation, 

many participants added that ´yes, they have a certain status, but only due to intimidation´. 

People who stated that the aspects of coercion are important answered both, ´yes -easier´ and 

´yes-more difficult´. The one side explained that coercion allows them to accumulate respect 

and the other half explained that due to coercion they have a difficult social situation as they 

must turn threats into consequences.  

5.3.3. Evaluating Social Orders and the Embeddedness of Combos 

The social situation in the communities is marked by historical integration and persistence of 

the elements of coercion. Intimidation by and collaboration with combos has become an 

established element of cohabitation. Both sides, for one the civil society and for another the 

ODINs and combos, have increased their organisational potential to enforce their interests. 

While many community organisations and NGOs have demonstrated their perseverance 

against intimidation, combos have equally successfully used coercion as an instrument of 

ordering. Nonetheless, they are permanently adjusting in an innovative way, constantly 

surviving. Although a hierarchical interaction defines the relation between combos and 

BACRIM and ODINs via the duros as intermediaries, combos have made their appearance in 

the communities more sophisticated.  

 

Unlike the majority of the literature that stresses the limited social character of the gang for 

the members, this section rather illustrates the social entanglement of the gangs and the 

society. It became clear that, even from an outside perspective, it is undeniable that gangs in 

Medellín are established actors of social ordering. In a highly complex way, gangs impact the 

social dynamics of the communities. The institutional deficiencies of the state, combined with 

their local embeddedness, enable the gangs to appropriate a certain level of entitlement. They 

are also able to establish themselves as norm providers and influence the actions and 

behaviour of the community members. The society partly accepts and complies with the orders 

of the combos and partly rejects their imposition. However, given the long absence of state 

order and the proven efficiency of coercive governance by combos, the community faces 

merging orders.  

“[People collaborate in] some ways with the combo and others with the state. This is the option. 
Therefore, in the barrios you cohabit with various powers. This you must keep in mind. The habit 
and the possibilities do not give many choices. For some things, the state guarantees certain 
things but only some. In other issues the state is very very slow and does not have high 
credibility. The state could do anything the combos do, but in a selective manner, in a slow 
manner and in a partial manner. [T]hus, they fill an institutional gap. They [the combos] resolve 
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problems of cohabitation. [The combos] solve conflicts between neighbours. The use of public 
space is regulated by them. So to say, any aspects of daily life of the people are solved by the 
combos.” (SISC, 2018)xlvi 

Combos have become seemingly legitimate actors in the community due to their 

unbureaucratic, immediate and efficient actions. Combos know how to take advantages of 

institutional discrepancies between them and the state. Once the local population rely on the 

combos to solve their problems, they at some point force them to return the favour and 

thereby create dependencies.  

“These groups started to provide welfare to the community, in the medium or long-term they 
end up offering or superimposing their services. [] Those who offer protection claim obedience. 
´So I protect you, but you stay´.” (UdeA, 2018)xlvii 

Basically, the territorial control the combos exercise remains an instrument to ultimately 

assure their illegal activities against others. Although there are no territorial areas where 

community organisations cannot enter, they neither can confront the violent action from 

armed actors directly.  

“Everything interweaves there, and if you come down and make a report, stating for example, 
´La Terraza´ did X…. You won´t reappear, and if you do, you cannot go back there. So, what you 
need to do is always enter with people from the community that accompany you. There are 
things you cannot say or speak about or do anything about. So to say, it´s beyond your impact. 
The people from the local organisation have learned to cohabit, we can go where we want 
knowing that we are monitored.” (Región, 2018)xlviii 

Undeniably, combos fundamentally shape the social order forcefully, but the consequences of 

their action cannot be reduced to mere coercion, reliant only on intimidation, against the will 

of the inhabitants. Whether they intend to or not, combos, even with their very young 

members, provide order and regulate cohabitation and criminal action. 

“[They] instil anxieties, but there are people who accept this as they prefer this resolution, 
although it might be violent, instead of uncertainty. I think with the combo; it is a situation that 
is ambiguous because, on the one hand they generate disorder but on the other they generate 
order. Without recognising what they are doing, they contribute to configure order. It is neither 
an order á la Max Weber nor an ideal situation, but rather an amalgamated order, a hybrid 
one.” (Dávila, 2018)xlix 

Finally, it appears that the combos have intensified their coercive strategic activities to 

undermine civil society since the last presidential election of Ivan Duque in 2018 (Robledo, 

2018). Increasing intimidation and targeted assassinations of community members 

predominate the interactions between el mundo bajo and the civil society (OSH 2019).  

 

 



169 
 

5.4. Urban Violence, Private Protection and Perpetration 

Eventually, the salient image of Medellín as one of the most violent cities in the world belongs 

to the past. Nonetheless, the level of violence in the city is very dynamic, linked partly to the 

state´s security performance, but more intimately to competitive encounters between 

belligerent violent groups. The more groups compete over territorial control for criminal rent 

seeking, the higher the risk of violent conflicts. Generally, violent incidences take place in 

public, so community members are in considerable danger of becoming victims of crossfire. 

Violence in Medellín has a clear spatial and age dimension. Especially youths from poor 

neighbourhoods are involved in lethal violent incidences, both as victims and perpetrators. 

Beside the extreme lethal violence, the general society is exposed to additional forms of 

brutality and violent crime. Of course, not all criminal activities are linked to combos, 

nonetheless, insecurity and violent dynamics present intimate components of gang life that 

also affect entire communities. This section explores how the community is affected by 

violence and by which means violence is linked to the lives of combo members.  

5.4.1. Community Youth at the Frontline of Urban Warfare 

Dimensions of insecurity in Medellín´s comunas are manifold and reach extreme levels of 

violence, to which the inhabitants are regularly exposed. There are many aspects of security 

and violence that impact an analysis of urban warfare. One perspective of analysing refers to 

the concept of human security, raising three fundamental questions:  

“First question: What is the good that is protected? Second question: What is the threat and 
who is threatening? From whom they are protecting? Where does the threat come from? Third: 
By which means do they do this? By the means of force? By means of psychological violence or 
dialog?” (UdeA, 2018)l 

Following this logic, possible answers to the problem of insecurity could be: Firstly, it is life 

itself that is to be protected. However, it is not only about the right to live or the right of 

physical integrity but also material property, emotional freedom, free movement and privacy, 

which are all threatened in the context of urban violence. Secondly, armed groups of every 

type form an inherent part of the threats, but also individual perpetrators. During this urban 

warfare, violence has been exercised by manifold different groups including state forces, with 

the communities always caught between the fronts. Thirdly, physical violence, especially gun 

violence, presents the most obvious form of insecurity, but psychological dimensions of 

violence, though more difficult to capture, also form an inherent element of the lethal results 

of urban insecurity caused by turf fights and coercion (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historíca 
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2018). Therefore, most of the citizens of Medellín have either a direct or indirect relationship 

to the many violent conflicts fought in the city  

5.4.1.1 The Death Toll of Young Men in Poor Neighbourhoods 

Compared with the extraordinary violence in the 1990s, the death toll of Medellín has 

decreased and stabilised around approx. 600 homicides a year, with a minor increase in 2018. 

However, not all citizens are equally targeted by violence. Given the focus of the age ranges of 

the homicide victims, it is predominantly the youth of Medellín, between 14 and 28 years of 

age, who lose their lives at the frontline of urban warfare (SISC 2016). Noteworthy is the peak 

in numbers after a sudden rise in 2009, when annually about 1200 adolescents were murdered. 

These high numbers result from the paramilitary takeover in 2003 and the succession battles 

inside ´la oficina´ between Valenciano and Sebastián, after the extradition of Don Berna 

(Macías 2011). 

 

Fig. 5 Homicides according to age. Source: Dávila 2018:100. 

While at the worst times of broad confrontation the entire city was awash with violence, on 

average homicides tend to be spatially concentrated. In 2018, beside the centre of La 

Candelaria, the main incidences of homicide took place on the borderlines of the hillside 

neighbourhoods in the notoriously affected neighbourhoods of San Javier, Robledo, Belén 

Rincón and Altavista. These four neighbourhoods alone accumulated 36% of the total 

homicides, an absolute number of 230 deaths out of 634 (SISC 2019:8). A graphical overview 

of the spatial concentration of homicides is also displayed in the annex. 

“The majority of the dead people are poor young boys. Thus the assassinated are young boys 
that fall in certain low income margins […] This does not mean that poverty is equal to violence 
and homicide, absolutely not, but there exists a certain proclivity, and certain factorial relations 
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between economic deficiency and closeness to criminal structures and the proclivity to 
homicides.” (Dávila, 2018)li 

 

 

Fig. 6 Homicide rates in most and least affected comunas. Source: Dávila 2018:106. 

Regarding the age and spatial distribution of homicides in Medellín, it becomes obvious that 

even today the overall targets of lethal attacks are adolescents in the peripheral 

neighbourhoods. However, the fact that not all poor neighbourhoods are equally affected by 

homicides underlines that poverty as such, is not a driving force for lethal violence.  
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Tab. 6 Homicidest by comuna, 2018. Source: Own Interpretation, based on SISC 2019:8. 
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Concerning the second question about the source of the threats, the data from SISC 

unequivocally point to criminal and delinquent groups as perpetrators of violence. From the 

634 homicides committed, 57%, (359 in absolute numbers) relate to lethal violent acts in 

related to delinquent groups. In the four most violence prone neighbourhoods of San Javier, 

Robledo, Belén Rincón and Altavista alone, 166 out of the total number of 230 were homicides 

in the context of organised crime, committed by organised criminal groups (SISC 2018:8). Such 

linkages to armed groups refer mainly to the members of the combos recruited in the same 

impoverished neighbourhoods (Giraldo Ramírez et al. 2017:178-92). Although no clear link can 

be drawn from these numbers, the juxtaposition between the spatial localisation and the 

reference of homicides in the context of organised criminal groups indicates where major 

territorial fights or internal restructuring processes are ongoing in Medellín. 

 

Fig. 7 Homicides by modality, 2018. Source: Own Interpretation, based on SISC 2019:12. 

With respect to the medium of violence, the overall majority was realised through the use 

firearms. About 70% of homicides were committed in this way, while only 20% of homicide 

cases were conducted with stabbing weapons. According to SISC, the fact that the majority of 

lethal violence related to small arms and light weapons is an indicator of the high level of 

involvement of organised criminal groups as perpetrators (SISC 2019:12). Finally, it is the 

combination of all three dimensions of lethal violence that allows a clearer picture of the 

insecurity situation in the peripheral communities of Medellín. A high percentage of violence 

is directed at residents, targeted at young dwellers of the poor neighbourhoods. Most of the 

lethal incidences occur in the context of organised crime group committed with firearms. Taken 

together, criminal groups strategically and systematically exercise violence to enforce their 

business-related interests. The lethality and determination of such acts demonstrate the 

intensity in which communities have to deal with the normalisation of violence as an inherent 

element of urban insecurity structures.  
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5.4.1.2 Spatial Concentration of Physical and Material Violence 

In almost every category of insecurity, the city centre in La Candelaria is at the head of the 

crime lists. The extraordinary crime rates in La Candelaria can be explained by its geographical 

and economic centrality in Medellín. As the business centre of the city, the overall majority of 

economic power, both legal and illegal, is concentrated there. Irrespective of this exception, 

the rest of the statistics underline the high exposures of the poor neighbourhoods where the 

inhabitants suffer from physical and material insecurity (SISC 2018). Despite the many 

homicides other severe forms of brutality, such as domestic and sexual violence are 

widespread. Such cases of violence also are concentrated in the neighbourhoods on the 

hillsides of Medellín. While the main cases of domestic violence occured in the occidental 

neighbourhoods, in 2018 San Javier, Belén and Robledo, reported sexual violence occurring at 

a higher concentration in the northern-oriental barrios of El Popular, Manrique and Aranjuez 

(SISC 2018:52). 

Furthermore, the inhabitants are exposed to a high level of robbery, property crime and forced 

displacement. In one year, the incidences of armed robbery significantly increased from 28,914 

cases in 2017 to 34,724 in 2018, a variation of 20% (SISC 2018:24). Here again, a spatial 

distribution is striking. However, differently to the homicides, cases of robbery against persons 

take place, besides in la Candelaria, in the wealthier neighbourhoods of Medellín, like El 

Poblado and Laureles, but also in Belén and Castilla (SISC 2018:27). In the same year a total 

amount of 578 cases of extortion were exposed. Mainly business owners in the 

neighbourhoods of Laureles, San Javier, Belén and of course La Candelaria, took legal actions 

against extortion, while the northern-oriental neighbourhoods, like El Popular, Manrique and 

Aranjuez report the lowest rate of reports denunciations (SISC 2018:63-65). 

Another severe characteristic of Medellín´s urban insecurity dimension is intra-urban 

displacement. A phenomenon normally linked to the dynamics of civil wars, took place on a 

large scale and in a strategic manner inside Medellín, even after the period of armed 

encounters ended. The exact number of those manifold cases over time is difficult to quantify 

(Centro Nacional de Memoria Historíca 2018). However, over the last nine years forced 

displacement has decreased from 17,954 in 2011 to 3828 cases in 2018. Here again, Medellín 

witnessed a spatial concentration of intra-urban forced displacement (IPC 2018; SISC 2018:70-

72). The most affected neighbourhoods of displacement are Robledo, San Javier and Altavista, 

a tendency that points to a clear correlation with the presence of armed groups. Only in San 

Javier, where combos have recently fought over territorial control, the cases of forced 
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displacement have tripled in the last year, from 102 in 2017 up to 303 cases in 2018, caused 

by threats and intimidations (SISC 2018:70-72). 

Finally, Medellín´s population has been and is still today exposed to manifold and severe forms 

of physical and material insecurity. The statistics revealed by SISC outline the dimensions of 

insecurity, in terms of the aspects of life that are targeted by violence. They further link these 

threats to particular groups of perpetrators and demonstrate by which means violence and 

insecurity is exercised. Not included in the comprehensive statistics of SISC are the 

psychological dimensions. Following, Medellín is not yet close to overcoming the burden of 

chronic violence (Pearce 2006), as it remains deeply entrenched in social structures. 

5.4.1.3 Community Perception on Security in the Barrios 

Statements from community members underline the multi-layered insecurity in their 

neighbourhoods. In between a tolerance towards informal security enforcement by combos 

and the rejection of the violence they enact, dwellers compose of a recalcitrance to cope 

insecurity. Thus, in a conversation in the context of the OSH, inhabitants from the middle-class 

barrios in Niquía and Bello expressed the knottiness of the daily security situation: 

“´Now we are more relaxed here because there are barely robberies, and security has improved. 
One question: ´Who is providing security? and they answer: ´Well, these paramilitary groups´, 
and you wonder: ´Don´t you see a problem with that?´, and they respond: ´What does it matter 
that they´re paramilitaries?´ Yeah, they do it well, including that they installed some shops that 
sell the products a bit cheaper, so they do what the state is not doing.” (UdeA, 2018)lii 

The participants of the survey also portrayed the security situation in their neighbourhoods as 

by no means extraordinarily negative. On the contrary, two thirds either responded that the 

security situation in barrio is neither positive nor negative. However, there is a difference in 

security perceptions between men and women. Women have a slightly more critical 

perspective of security, while men tend to evaluate the security as positive.  
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Fig. 8 Survey Data: Perception of security situation. Source: Author. 

Asking about the reasons for insecurity, where the participants were able to select multiple 

answer options, the most stated security threat was theft, followed by gang violence, extortion 

and finally sexual violence. Regarding the hierarchy of causes of insecurity, there is no 

considerable difference between men and women. Men seem to regard gang violence as a 

little more worrying than women. 

 

Fig. 9 Survey Data: Reasons for insecurity. Source: Author. 

Basically, all agreed that robbery is one of the great problems and slightly fewer people named 

gang violence as a problem in their community. Extortion follows gang violence and sexual 

violence is then perceived as a less pressing problem with no differences in opinions between 
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men and women. In this regard, there is no considerable gender-difference in the perceptions 

of insecurity reasons among the participants. 

5.4.2. Organised Crime, Violent Protection and Ongoing Urban Territorial Fights 

From the beginning of the settlement in the peripheral hillsides, armed groups claimed 

territorial control and established themselves as private security agencies. In an effective but 

predominantly abusive way, they controlled the population inside their territories. While in 

the past, security providers, but simultaneously the perpetrators of insecurity, have been the 

bigger groups like the militias, the Medellín cartel and the AUC, today the combos are at the 

forefront of urban conflicts. Over time, urban warfare established violence as a normal means 

of societal interaction and alleged appropriate conflict solution strategy, from the combos 

today still benefit. 

The involvement of combos in the violent encounters of organised crime has a long history. In 

the 1990s when the Medellín cartel dominated the urban conflict, violence was fuelled by the 

outsourcing dynamics to deprived and desperate youth. Escobar implanted a culture of 

violence amongst the youth, inherited by combos and sicarios. At times the supply of sicarios 

was so bloated, that a life was only worth 20 000 COP, and it was easier to contract a siciario 

than somebody for debt collection (Gomez, 2018). The proliferation of weapons, combined 

with the hope of earning easy money through violence and drug traffic, blighted a whole 

generation. The violent socialisation of a war ´all against all´, extraordinarily targeted youth in 

the poor neighbourhoods, who became the sad numbers of lethal statistics. Initiated turf wars 

along the ´fronteras invisibles´ determined the logic of this second barrio-based conflict and 

exposed combos and young men to violence and acts of retaliation. After the capture of 

Escobar, the death rates decreased but still remained three times over the national average 

(Durán-Martínez 2018:129).  

Later on, when the paramilitaries under Don Berna entered the city from outside without local 

knowledge, the AUC relied on the incorporating and disciplining of combos on the ground to 

facilitate their assumption of power (Durán-Martínez 2018:133). By the year 2000, more than 

8,600 sicarios younger than 25 years of age were spread among the city, divided among 138 

armed groups. About 84% of them engaged in individual criminal services or low organised 

crime structures. They were distributed along the hillside neighbourhoods of the northern-

oriental and northern-occidental barrios and only a very small number located in the southern 

areas of Medellín (Vélez Rendón 2001:65). In the aftermath of ´operation Orión´ violence 

became less visible but the numbers of forced displacement reached an unprecedented level, 

especially in 2002, also the incidences of disappearance peaked in the same periods (Centro 
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Nacional de Memoria Historíca 2018:225-31). In the context of the successor fight, the combos 

regained importance in the urban warfare, as conflict was once again outsourced to the 

combos which were ‘instrumentalised’ by the powerful opponents to fight their war at the 

´fronteras invisibles´. In the following the combos underwent a notorious transformation and 

reorganisation that caused a great part of the waves of violence occurring in the context of 

territorial disputes (Tobón Orozco and Valencia Agudelo 2015:80-85). Generally, the structure 

of collaboration between the combos, the ODINs and the BACRIM became more complex via 

more intermediaries. Thereby, the leadership could relinquish the responsibility for violence, 

as the detachment caused rather autonomous low-level disputes beyond the past chain of 

command. Combos started to enact rather independently as territorial service providers that 

can be ´contracted´ by the superior ODINs and BACRIM but without being disciplined as they 

were under the control of Don Berna.  

“The outsourcing of drug violence thus implies that street gangs know who they work for, and 
they are punished if they don’t remain loyal, but many layers of authority separate them from 
those giving them instructions. Thus, when criminals outsource violence to youth gangs, they 
may increase their firepower but lose ability or willingness to control their ´soldiers´ because of 
the high transaction costs of dealing with many small organisations.” (Durán-Martínez 2018:15) 

In consequence, the autonomisation of combos to regulate territorial control and the illegal 

markets, increased and intensified turf wars (Durán-Martínez 2018:141). Disputes over 

succession of leadership positions demonstrate the very brutal face of violence. By means of 

´los embolsados´ to send messages of signalling effect to competitors, succession fights 

escalate the level of brutality (Restrepo 2017). 

“What happens is that this is already part of the organisation. When they do things like that 
[massacre people] than it´s directed at the bosses, or let´s say, the narcotraffic as such, the 
bosses themselves do these things. The ´embolsados´ themselves are delinquents, almost 
always they are leaders, commanders of the organisation. [The combo does this to 
demonstrate] how strong it is, so powerful that it is not only able to kill but to cut someone into 
pieces. Yes, this is what happens, they are men, those who take care of the organisation and 
they receive the deadly repercussion– the matada.” (San Javier, 2018)liii 

Such extreme violent demonstrations are rare and mainly happen when high ranking leaders 

are involved. Those incidences indicate broader transformations of power concerning greater 

territorial reach in between los duros of the neighbourhoods, rather than small turf fights 

between combos. 

5.4.3. The Daily Violent Dynamics Enforced by Combos 

Given the long history of armed actors and the past periods of conflict, combos today present 

the continuation of violent order in its visible appearance on the ground. Combos function as 
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protection for their members, but create a severe threat to the security of every outsider who 

interferes the interests of the group. Notwithstanding loyalties, violence functions also inside 

the combo as means to enforce obedience and respect to the rules. Members of combos 

internalise violent means of interaction to enforce orders and protect their territories for 

criminal rent seeking. Thus, along the ´fronteras invisibles´, new highly fragile and flexible 

conflict lines have been established and instead of massive confrontations, insecurity refers to 

small-scale turf wars along these ´fronteras´ where the combos seek to shift borders to 

increase their profits from the ´plazas´ and extortion. 

5.4.3.1 Externalised Violence - Power Struggles and Retaliation 

Compared with the intensity of past conflicts, the level of physical violence exercised by 

combos on a daily basis is relatively low. Violence is always applied when processes of 

transformation start that open up possibilities for reordering the ´fronteras invisibles´. The 

breakdown of informal institutions causes a power game in which every small combo seeks to 

gain territory and influence. Irrespective of belonging to the same superior patronage, on the 

street level, the combos try to push the borders bloc by bloc in order to incorporate even a 

single new lucrative source of income. This could be seen in an exemplified way when ´Carlos 

Pesebre´ a duro from San Javier was captured. Given the extraordinary density of competitive 

combos in San Javier, his incarceration instigated a violent process of reordering in which 

combos fought each other for more influence. 

“[In] the case of Pesebres, when the guy got caught, violence started to govern there. It was 
generated inside the same armed organisation as part of the institutional disorder. Who 
dominates there? Which rents remain? This process of confrontation was very severe, months 
of heavy confrontations.” (EAFIT, 2018)liv 

In moments in which a capture leaves a power vacuum behind and a barrio remains 

uncontrolled for a short period, new duros strive to co-opt the street combos under their 

commands. However, as the combos meanwhile strengthen their positions in the criminal 

structures of the city, they make strategic use of their local embeddedness and play several 

duros off against each other. Sometimes, they reflect pressure back to the duros, in the way 

they threaten to cooperate with a hostile group. 

“The problem always remains with the small combos that suddenly have this special knowledge 
about their neighbourhood, and that they do not allow others to locate there but instead defend 
their barrio or their barrios [] ´So if you won´t support me, well than we will for somebody else, 
if not the ´paracos´ [paramilitaries] - than maybe the guerrilla.” (Bellavista, 2018)lv 
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In some cases, a transformation process opens the door to new formations of combos that 

suddenly claim territorial control and seek to displace or eliminate existing ones. But unlike 

transformations on the higher level of ODINs, small-scale fights never escalate this way. 

“[W]hen do we have disputes in a barrio or a sector? Always when small combos seek to emerge 
or a pandillita of thieves or when one of them seeks to dominate. But there is always a greater 
structure that says: ´Come here my son, things are not like that´ and when they nevertheless 
start a fight it won´t last long. These fights in Medellín last about three or four days.” (San Javier, 
2018)lvi 

Combos not only react to informal power transformations but also to formal ones. In contexts 

of political elections, combos seek to take advantage of the change in governance.  

“I would say that politics in Medellín, whoever is in office, is subservient to the organisation that 
has the power in this moment. In situations of political change, sometimes you see that war 
starts again. The first months or the first half year after a government transition goes along with 
an approval of powers that is marked by a high level of delinquency because again, the fights 
and negotiations start with the combos about what remains and new pacts to be brokered.” 
(San Javier, 2018)lvii 

However, this violent restructuring predominantly takes place at the lowest level of street-

block division in the barrios. Young combo members use such moments to rebel against the 

present conditions and power divisions, demanding more power and authority. High ranking 

leaders, however, channel their interests in new political power structures behind the curtains, 

by means of non-violent negotiations or pacts with intermediaries on the political spectrum. 

“The small-scale leaders are not interested in any offers. Instead when the issue of money 
making comes up they say: ´Well they are making money and now they want to make peace but 
we just started and we also want to benefit´ and everyone who seeks to make the easy money 
way will say this and simply accept war. Thus, the big leaders are not fighting anymore but the 
small-scale groups are on permanent fight modus. The small ones that are ready to fight 
anytime anyone must be castigated and sanctioned and this is what happens in this city.” 
(Bellavista, 2018)lviii 

Basically, due to the less sophisticated structure of young combos, their violence is not as 

severe as large-scale disputes but much more frequent. Unlike the ODINs that sometimes 

resort to negotiation as means of conflict resolution, combos have a lower inhibition to 

applying violence and to threaten competitors. A particular scenario in which the fatal effects 

of the violent socialisation manifest is the dynamic of retaliation acts. Means of peaceful 

conflict settlement between combos is, even after times of disciplining, rather the exception. 

While the higher leaders appropriate negotiations and truces as strategies of conflict 

settlements, disputes between the street-based combos are characterised by escalating 

retaliation. Those acts are often lethal and might even involve targeted assassinations 

culminating in the elimination of an entire combo. One escalated conflict between combos 
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took place in San Javier in 2018 when a dispute erupted between two opposing combos that 

battled over territory and provoked each other. The background of this conflict was with the 

assassination of a relative of a recently captured duro, to announce new territorial orders that 

were about to come. 

“[W]hen they start a dispute casualties follow until somebody takes the places or installs 
someone from the same sector. This is what happens with the small leaders. [W]hen they were 
the ones who started the war. When they want war they will get it. ´Those who want to come, 
here I am waiting for you´ and basically the war is not over it´s just divided. The more 
fragmented the groups, the more war there will be, and this is what happens right now. [S]o 
youth underage are going to war and the ´pelados´ do not want to subjugate, not even to 
mention negotiate. This is why all the ´pelados´ who got killed were kids in between 14 and 20 
years, it was kids who died. And everyone who died is a tremble for the community, 
demonstrating that we continue to have war in the community and it’s severe, as youths or even 
kids died. [A]s a part of war, the fatalities [are] in the families, the ´sons´ as we call them. The 
saddest is that nobody knows why we still must witness this war.” (Bellavista, 2018)lix 

In some situations, combos outsource organised fights to prison in order to spare members in 

the communities. “When they give an order to fight from outside, they must fight; when they 

give an order from outside to kill, they must kill” (Bellavista, 2018)5. Fights in prisons pursue 

three goals: First, the settlement of outstanding debts to stop dynamics of retaliation and 

spare lives. Second, the achievement of quid pro quo in the combo´s structures for the support 

inmates receive from outside. Third, to make violence less visible in public, with the goal of 

increasing the combos´ legitimacy in communities. For the civilised reputation the combos 

desire, fights that are out of sight of the public help combos to establish themselves as reliable 

law enforcers (Bellavista, 2018). However, attempts of solution in prison or interventions by 

duros can stop retaliation dynamics but re-eruptions are common. It is not rare, that turf wars 

only end when one of the combos involved is fully displaced or eliminated and the territory is 

taken by the remainders. Often retaliation does not spare relatives or intimate partners of 

combo members. “The retaliation that they exercise over the people that infringe their rules 

[is far-reaching]; it refers to expulsion or even up to elimination” (Robledo, 2018)6. Presenting 

easier targets, combos take revenge by killing or displacing entire families or impeding any 

possibility of return to the neighbourhood, irrespective if the affected have been involved in 

combo activities or not (San Javier, 2018). 

5.4.3.2 Combos Security Relations to the Community  

Disregarded the violence the combos cause, almost every combo claims to be a security 

provider in the community. Generally, combos claim legitimacy in their neighbourhoods and 

 
5 “[C]uando de afuera dan la orden de pelear, tienen que pelear; cuando de afuera dan la orden de matar, tienen que matar” (Bellavista, 2018). 
6 “Las retaliaciones que le hacen a la gente que infrinja esas reglas que ellos imponen, que son desde la expulsión o hasta la eliminación también” 
(Robledo, 2018). 
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seek to demonstrate that under their control a certain rule of law is enforced at any time. 

Combo members know that they are tolerated or even supported as long as they are able to 

provide order and quell violence and crime in the community. In order to pursue their criminal 

rent seeking in their neighbourhoods, combos have a considerable self-interest in proving their 

efficiency as community protectors towards the inhabitants and towards the police.  

“Nothing happened here, everything is fine here, so we do not need the police to come in and 
control´. This is why I said they are a co-government [following the logic] ´You respect me and I 
respect you – I control here´ This is basically why the police do not enter and this happens in 
many areas of Medellín.” (Robledo, 2018)lx 

Although there is, in many aspects, a silent tolerance or even secret truce with the state, when 

the combos misbehave or lose control and people complain the police are forced to persecute 

offences.  

“There are many combos who know that in case of fatalities or when disputes escalate, the 
police interfere, thus they strive to control [their barrio] well, without complaints. In many places 
you have the impression, that they remain but nothing bad happens there. So they all live in this 
cohabitation. But in the places where we know that people report crimes, where illicit acts take 
place we must go and intervene.” (Pol Nac, 2018)lxi 

In many neighbourhoods on the hillsides, the police presence is of meagre quality. To a certain 

degree, the police collaborate with combos or are perceived as ineffectual. In the absence of 

a trustworthy relationship to the state authorities and increased privatisation of the security 

sector, community members are in need of protection. In consequence, for many dwellers the 

combos present the only available source of protection from crime. “For many of them, the 

possibility of security is not provided by the state nor by the public forces, it´s provided by the 

´muchachos´. That´s why they have a level of legitimacy that is important to consider” (Región, 

2018)7. Sometimes the rejection of the police is so deep and the embeddedness of combo 

members so strong, that community members even protect the combo members in front of 

the police. 

“Sometimes when revolts take place and the police capture a ´muchacho´ a woman comes, or 
other kids, throwing bottles from the balconies or setting the [police] car on fire. And we do not 
speak about the other ´muchachos´ from the combos but from their mothers, aunts, sisters, 
cousins because they captured a muchacho who belongs to the barrio.” (Región, 2018)lxii 

The community leader in Robledo emphasises that even when the police take action, people 

feel abandoned by the officers or not taken seriously in their sorrows, so that they prefer to 

rely on combos to protect them.  

 
7 “Para muchos de ellos, la posibilidad de la seguridad no proviene del estado ni de la fuerza pública, proviene de "los muchachos". Entonces por 
eso, tienes niveles de legitimidad que son muy importantes considerar” (Región, 2018 
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“Who protects me from what? This happens with the police that should protect the people, but 
sometimes the police themselves generate the risk of violence, it´s an ambivalent situation. 
[T]he question is what legitimates the existence or the participation of other actors when the 
state is not complying with its duties. Who must compensate this finally? To some extent this 
type of persons resolve it and act quickly and effectively, actions that are not taken by the 
authorities here. The people see it pragmatically and based on that, sadly, they legitimate their 
presence as authorities inside their territories.” (Robledo, 2018)lxiii 

The difficult relationship between the community and the police has facilitated the combos to 

establish themselves as co-governance actors that offer private security services and protect 

people from robbery, attacks or even domestic violence. As measured by means of efficiency 

and reliability, combos have demonstrated their capabilities to establish order and generate 

protection. Their output legitimacy refers to the avoidance of major problems and chaotic and 

arbitrary criminal activities by petty thefts. Inside their territories they effectively enforce their 

orders and regulate punishments in the case of infringements. 

“For the daily things – which are many – mainly concerning the social order [the combo takes 
care]. Thus, they are illegal actors but necessary ones. They are violent actors but not chaotic 
ones. Violent, why? Because the people know that they act violently, and they have 
demonstrated it and still demonstrate it all the time, but they impede that greater violence 
spreads out in the territory because the state does not guarantee order. Hence, any actor can 
generate greater violence when nobody regulates it. This is way the [combos] regulate these 
things in between them. So, there is a sort of regulation.” (SISC, 2018)lxiv 

However, following the logic of violent protection, combos impose their security concept on 

society also against their will. The system of vacunas forces the inhabitants to pay and assures 

primarily that the combo itself does not commit any violations or damage property. 

“The combos protect the people from aggression from other combos and the payment of 
protection money protects them also from violence by the same combo who collects. So to say, 
the fact to pay the combo is first of all to be protected from the very combo itself. They speak 
about vigilance acts and activities of ´gaminería´ - means their use of free time when they use 
their weapons to rob the people or attack. So, they distinguish between surveillance and 
´gaminería´.” (Dávila, 2018)lxv 

However, even against the violent and criminal acts committed by the combos themselves, 

people often depend on the collaboration with the same combo. Due to corruption, 

denouncing combos can have severe consequences for community members as they are 

exposed to retaliation for alleged betrayal. Thus, people rather prefer to pay the combo for 

their protection than to rely on the police force that is inefficient or at worst corrupt.  

“Sometimes it is riskier to call the police than the ´muchachos´. The people turn to the 
´muchachos´ to complain and to requets protection as they are more scared to go to the police 
because the [police] will tell [the combo] ´this person made a report and this person has said 
these and that….” (Robledo, 2018)lxvi 
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The security provision by combos may be widesly tolerated by many community members, 

and even highly efficient. However, the output legitimacy they claim to provide order by any 

means necessary, underlines the abstruse ambiguity of the security concept combos establish. 

Nothing can detract from the fact that their security provision system is based on coercion and 

intimidation and is forcefully imposed on society. They provide security from their own 

threatening behaviour in return for money and obedience  

Lopera: “´There is one thing that should claim our attention, one thing all of us who seek to 
study [the violence] should focus on and that´s the coercion as a fundamental factor. The direct 
and factual coercion that occurs [the way, they threaten] ´I kill you, I beat you, I find you, I 
displace you´.” 

Author: “But they know well how to play with the fear of the people.” 

Lopera: “Exactly. That´s why I think that it´s one of the fundamental elements that relates to the 
legitimacy they can have inside their territories.” (EAFIT, 2018)lxvii 

The way inhabitants are exposed to the paradox security situation in between protection and 

perpetration is illustrated in an intimidating warning message that circulated the combo areas 

of the north-occidental neighbourhoods in April 2018. It outlines the extent to which the 

communities get caught in the crossfire of combo violence and by which means the combos 

feel responsible for the security of the inhabitants: 

“To all the persons in the barrios: Olaya, Calasanz, Colinas, Robledo el Pesebre, Villa, Florida 
1,2,3, Ferrini, Soledad, Pozo, Santa Lucía, Sanjacho, Socorro, Pradera, Divisa, Metro, Cristo and 
ANYONE in the surrounding areas we recommend firstly to maintain discretion about who sent 
this message, secondly remember that this weekend is scheduled a broadcast of lead and 
military cleansing…I send you this message to make you realise that this is not a joke, watch 
out, we do not want to see any kids in the streets after 7p.m., we neither want to see any 
´parceritos’ (homies) as there will arise unrest and this will burn. This is not an oration; you have 
seen how many deaths it will take. Don´t use public transport after 6p.m. and don´t walk around, 
it´s better when you stay at home, better taking this compromise than to lose your lives….no 
such ´visages´ as they will come down, watch in the comuna 12 and 13 the bullets are gonna 
fly!” (Anonymous WhatsApp message, April 2018)lxviii 

The combos present themselves as benevolent caretakers towards society, pretending to be 

worried about the safety of the inhabitants, especially of children. Simultaneously they do not 

hesitate to articulate death threats to anyone who does not obey their orders. As a matter of 

course they communicate the lethal consequences for society, in case anyone seeks to 

interfere with their planned armed confrontation in the middle of dense residential areas. 

Although it is realistic to assume that the one who sent the message rather relates to an ODIN, 

combos are the ones who control the territories, monitor social mobility and react to any 

infringement of the imposed orders. In the following fights several youths died in San Javier 
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and Robledo, the community was intimidated, and schools and shops remained closed. Finally, 

this message and any aligned warnings that were distributed in the respective 

neighbourhoods, provoked the state for a military counterinsurgency that resulted in many 

incarcerations (El Tiempo 2018). 

5.4.3.3 Combos and Victimisation – Dead or in Prison 

External and internal fights form an integral part of combos´ coercive orders. The internal 

communication is equally characterised by a high level of violent socialisation marked by 

ubiquity in the application of force. Violence is either applied in order to assert personal 

interests and material enrichment or as means of punishment and disciplining. Internally, 

problems result from rivalries between members as well as the desire to earn more or 

accumulate powers to replace one of the duros and take over control (Pol Nac, 2018). In their 

self-understanding as agents of order and security, combos make use of force to counter any 

struggles, both internally and externally. Although the times of public castigations ended, 

combos do not hesitate to execute violence against anyone who infringes their rules, 

irrespective of being a member or not. 

“Somehow or other they have evolved, or humanised, or let´s say they have simply changed the 
rules of this type of conflict. Everything depends on the level of offence and urgency that the 
respective person is looking for a fight and then one has to do ´it´.” (Robledo, 2018)lxix 

Although the majority of combo members are targeted by external violence in turf wars, even 

inside the same combo, the exercising of violence is extremely likely. Internal competition, a 

lack of solidarity and/or misbehaviour of combo members are punished inside the same group. 

Dissention and jealousy easily contaminate and provoke discord between members of the 

same group. The police state that combos apply internal violence for different reasons:  

“Out of vengeance. Due to quarrels in the combo, or debts because people borrow money and 
later they cannot pay it back and the best way to make them pay back is threatening the family 
or killing them. It doesn´t matter to lose the debts, this is not something solomonic. The majority 
of homicides are because of such fights.” (Pol Nac, 2018)lxx 

Finally, given the overall logic of violence as ubiquitous strategy to solve problems, to obtain 

control and to enforce a space in society, the same people who exercise violence are exposed 

to it. As long as security remains a private good provided by combos which consist of young 

unskilled but armed adolescents, victimisation will always be an inherent part of alleged 

protection. “Where illegal territorial control is a part of the structure, problems of security are 

resolved by them without a guarantee of the means. It rather often includes severe violations 
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of fundamental rights” (SISC, 2018)8. The highly paradoxical understanding of security in the 

combos is demonstrated in their double role as perpetrators of violence and protectors against 

violence enacted by themselves. Under the guise of protection, they do only present a threat 

to society but primarily to themselves. They coerce the inhabitants to subordinate themselves 

to their violent protection and become at the same time victims of this assumed and 

indoctrinated role. 

5.4.3.4 Community Perception of Combo Members Security 

Asking the community members about their estimation of the security situation of combo 

members, a clear tendency is visible: 50% of the respondents said that combo members are in 

a bad security situation. Nevertheless, almost 30% have the opinion that the security situation 

of combos is neutral and 17% think that they are in a good security situation. Men tend to 

estimate the security of combos much more optimistically than women. The ones that stated 

´not specified´ often explained their choice by stating that it makes a difference to whom in 

the combo it refers, because the duros would be well protected, while the youngsters are 

highly at risk of being caught by the police or killed by rivals. 

 

Fig. 10 Survey Data: Combo members’ security situation. Source: Author. 

The responses were even clearer concerning a security comparison between combo members 

and non-combo community members. The overall majority of 70% is convinced that combo 

members face more security threats than ordinary community members. Nonetheless, 20% 

think that being in a combo provides more protection from threats. 

 
8 “En donde hay control territorial ilegal de parte de una de estas estructuras los problemas de seguridad los resuelven ellos, sin garantizar el debido 
proceso, violando derechos fundamentales” (SISC, 2018). 
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Fig. 11 Survey Data: Differences in security situations. Source: Author. 

In this case there is no noticeable difference between men and women as both are very 

sceptical towards the security of combos. Few men however, stated that they do not know 

whether combos are safer or not, as it depends on the internal rank whether a member has a 

high risk of becoming a victim of violence or not. 

5.4.4. Evaluating Private Security and Violent Protection by Combos 

Security on the community level is determined by a complex constellation of actors and a long 

history of urban warfare that has scourged the inhabitants and especially youth through a high 

level of violence. Medellín´s communities have witnessed different periods of violent disputes 

that have not only claimed many people´s lives but also eroded society of its cohesion and 

network structures. Outsourcing dynamics have established extreme forms of violent 

competition and manifested an inhumane normative culture of sicariato. Paradoxically, society 

has accustomed and accepted armed actors as private security, even though they impose highly 

coercive orders, systems of violent protection and ´fronteras invisibles´. 

Arising out of a long history of neighbourhood-based criminal groups, combos found their way 

to the centre of the daily life routines in the communities. In their role of self-proclaimed 

security providers, combos punish mere criminals who try to steal or violate in their 

neighbourhoods. At the same time, it is the combo itself that applies severe violence against 

any opposing actors. Turf fights determine the security structure in many neighbourhoods and 

cause a high level of violence. Death rates have never since reached the level of the 1990s, but 

perennial increases remain and occur any time the mundo bajo transforms. While the big 

waves of violence are linked to competitions or restructuring processes of ODINs, combos 
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continuously engage in small-scale fights. Although combo members themselves are the main 

victims of their exercised violence, both externally and internally, the community is regularly 

caught in the crossfire. Nonetheless, they profit from their embeddedness that allows a self-

representation as security provider due to their potential coercion. Despite the ambivalence of 

security enforcement through threat and intimidation, people rely to a certain extent on gangs 

and partly privilege their presence instead of calling on the police. Finally, the habituation and 

gradual collaboration of inhabitants enables the manifestation of the logic of violent 

protection as a community-based concept of security. 

“How is the appearance of the threat? ´I take care of you, but I am the threat. That´s to say, they 
demonstrate it in the practice of social control that is sufficiently widespread and recognised, so 
that the people consider it as secure and good that the barrio belongs to ´THE man´ who can kill 
you.” (EAFIT, 2018)lxxi 

Like almost all literature on gangs, the case of Medellín demonstrates once more that violence 

inherently forms part of gang life. In many aspects, the analysis confirms the violent 

socialisation of gangs, their territorial competition and the devastating dynamics of retaliation. 

In this regard, combos like other gangs rely on violence as means of ensure their businesses 

and demand internal order. The particularity of combos in Medellín, however, is their long 

existence and their special position in the multi-layered landscape of violent and armed actors 

in the city. Not only have the combos survived periods of different superior armed groups and 

constantly adjusted to external circumstances, they are backed by the communities. Despite 

their limited armed powers and lack of training, combos achieved establish themselves as local 

powers that are even party tolerated by the state. As executive and partly autonomous groups 

they indeed provide certain security and accountability. Inside their territories, combos do not 

tolerate individual crime and petty thefts and punish contraventions by different degrees of 

severity. The fact that combos have often proved their coercive powers with their reputation 

implies an intense psychological moment of threat that facilitates their enforcement 

strategies. In the end, compared to an inert state force, the effective way of the combo violent 

order contributes that community members even rely on their enforcement instead of 

demanding that the police investigate and react to offences. 

 

5.5. Conclusion – ´Combo-unities´ - Amalgamation, Collaboration and 
Resistance 

Insecurity in the urban neighbourhoods of Medellín has many appearances, encompassing 

economic precarities, coercive social orders and diverse sources of physical and emotional 

violence merged at the local level of the communities. During the long and difficult history of 
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urbanisation, many of the peripheral areas emerged beyond the state control but under the 

influence of different violent non-state actors. From militias, DTOs, paramilitaries and combos, 

varying orders have been established that have lately diffused with state powers. Instead of a 

power replacement, the different logics of governance have become intermingled constituting 

the framework for community realms in which dwellers and combos cohabit on the ground. 

These ´ordenes amalgamados´ relate to the economic structures in which the ODINs, the 

combos and the citizens generate their income. Further, this cohabitation is grounded on a 

complex mixture of norms that encompasses degrees of social and political participation but 

equally on a hierarchical thinking of subordination under the rules of force. Finally, the 

amalgamated orders become most visible in the provision of security that increasingly refers 

to responsibility of the state but is highly impacted by the behaviour of the combos on the 

ground and their self-proclaimed entitlement to provide security provision. 

This entanglement of order provision has different consequences for the community realities 

and for the combos as alternative governance actors. The general precarious economic income 

situation of community members has been characterised through informality ever since the 

emergence of hillside settlements. The literature of development studies illuminated the 

informal economic circumstances salient in slums. Transferred to the study Medellín´s 

peripheral barrios, two aspects must be mentioned: Today, Medellín´s peripheral 

neighbourhoods do not fully correspond to the understanding of slums as illegal settlements 

beyond state control as they have been intensively integrated into the state-based 

infrastructure. However, given the history of settlements and the remaining difficult economic 

circumstances, in which most of the dwellers rely on illicit or informal means of income that 

are beyond state regulation, many neighbourhoods still match the considerable deprivation 

structure linked to slums. 

 

Beyond the general level of informality, this situation in Medellín was worsened by the 

extremely resourceful drug industry that has conquered many of the barrios the way it 

recruited unemployed youth for its illegal activities. Given the economic strength of the drug 

industry and the weak formal economic integration, drug traffic presented an important 

income source that were available for any labour forces without skill-based job requirements. 

This reliance on informal income opportunities opened the door for armed groups to establish 

themselves as income providers. Offering increasingly diversified income alternatives through 

illegal markets, they satisfied fundamental needs and thereby achieved controlling parts of 

society. The attractiveness of illegal income opportunities must also be considered from a 

contextualised perspective of deprivation. As critical theorists have emphasised, the 



190 
 

perceptions of material inequalities relate to the dynamics of exclusion from formal 

opportunities in combination with acknowledgement of lucrative options provided by 

alternatives actors that are willing to integrate dwellers into their business chains. Applying a 

constructivist perspective on this dynamic of informal cooperation points to the recognition of 

shared values and the meaning poor inhabitants link to the armed groups that have controlled 

these areas for so long and created on this basis commonly shared living realities that foster 

the acceptance of illicit economies. 

For the combos, however, this economic informality and the powerful presence of OC in the 

city of Medellín has different impacts. As combos cannot compete with the greater criminal 

structures of ODIN or BACRIM, they have established a rather flexible but somehow dependent 

business relation shipwith ODINs. They take advantage of their local position and function as 

executive enforcement groups that control any illegal market in Medellín. They not only run 

the drug traffic and consumption in the city via the plazas de vicio, but they also undermine 

legal businesses by extortion, violent protection and forced distribution mechanisms. 

Following, given the business-oriented character the ODINs and combos, together they have 

developed a second pillar of entrepreneurship that takes advantage of formal structures 

established by the state. Instead of remaining in the mundo bajo or attempting to replace 

formal institutions provided by the state, combos have learned to co-opt existing official 

structures and extract the resources from them. 

 

Reflected in the literature of violent non-state actors and Gang research, the case of combos in 

Medellín outlines a particular economic quality of the gangs as local armed groups. Due to the 

salient history of the accumulation of economic powers by armed groups in the city, combos 

compose of an extraordinary economic component. Their embeddedness in the OC structure 

impact their organisational and criminal capacity far beyond the quality of petty thefts or actors 

who arbitrarily engage occasional crimes on an induvial basis. In contrast, the immense cash 

flows of Medellín´s bajo mundo rather transformed combos into small-scale entrepreneurs that 

achieved maintaining control of the operational level of large scale national and international 

OC groups. This level of professionalised organisation also impacts the social share of 

community life, as the combos have widened and deepened their order to the sphere of social 

cohabitation based on their economic power. Following, it cannot clearly be concluded that 

combos are criminal groups that are opposing the state structures, nor do they comply with 

the criteria of exclusively resource-oriented criminal groups that take advantage of conflict 

settings in order to get rich at any expense of society. Such a characterisation of combos, as 



191 
 

often applied in the debate of violent non-state actors would mislead the complexity of combos 

in their social function. 

 

Regarding the social deprivation structures prevalent in Medellín´s hillside neighbourhoods, 

different aspects deserve special attention in the analysis. First, the impact of the long-standing 

refusal of the state to integrate these neighbourhoods in the formal decision-making process. 

In contrast, many of these neighbourhoods remained under the control of armed groups. This 

history implemented normative orders and social networks that have been intensively 

impacted by coercive means of interaction and still are. Although civil participation is steadily 

increasing among the citizens in the poor neighbourhoods, these civilised means of interaction 

face long established powers that do not hesitate to rely on the use of force. Second, the 

normative ideas of identity, status and belonging that has been developed in the hillside 

barrios, relate to these powers structures and impact the perceptions of young people 

regarding what means of social interaction is appropriate or even successful. Third, the combos 

must be considered in this juxtaposition of prevalent power structures of ODIN and their local 

embeddedness in the community. While their link to ODIN provide the combos with a 

particular potential of enforcement orders, their localised identity links them to the social 

network structures in the neighbourhoods. This combination of localisation in a social order 

enables combos to proclaim the status of intermediaries between OC and the communities, 

doing the necessary to maintain order.  

As a consequence of paramilitary takeover and the part legalisation of their organisational 

branches, armed actors became manifested as salient actors of social norm setting. Following, 

as their appearance became more civilised, combos equally changed their representation in 

society. In accordance with transformed external circumstances, combos slowly expanded their 

competences and started to intervene in regulating social interrelations in the community. As 

the community inside these barrios have become accustomed to these means of interactions, 

combos have been accepted as order providers. Deprived and disenchanted by formal 

participation, dwellers could rather rely on a certain shared identity with the combos that was 

based on the geographical attachments. As local norm setters inside their territories, combos 

became a point of reference for youth and received a certain level of legitimacy. By the time 

the state reached out to the hillside communities and opened more means of participation, 

the combos had proven their adjustment to a complex constellation of actors and reacted to 

more prevalent claims of a civilised appearances in order to be accepted in society.  

 



192 
 

Following, combos adapted a more social public behaviour and professionalised their 

interaction with the community members anxious to present themselves as benevolent actors 

that seeks the best for their community. Analysing the social role of combos from a perspective 

of Critical Theory, it can be stated that combos understood how to take advantage of the social 

exclusion of the communities. They nourished a form of resistance identity that reacted to 

devaluing practices by the state elite and provided a localised point of reference. Considering 

the Constructivist emphasis on identity and values, combos equally established accepted 

means of behaviour and feelings of belonging that relate to shared barrio-based experiences. 

In different ways combos became more sophisticated taking advantages of the historical 

discords between society and the state. Skilfully navigating in between, the aim to extract 

illegal rents, even at the expense of the community, and simultaneously to provide services, 

the combos used the omissions of the state to tend the deprived inhabitants. Given the 

marginalisation in many neighbourhoods, and non-reliable state institutions as providers of 

social order, people turned to combos. Equipped with the coercive backing of ODIN, combos 

understood how to convey the image that they are more committed to the community and 

poised to fill the state void. Although by illegal means, the presence of the combo had also the 

identity component of creating a social in-group based on territorial localisation. 

 

Finally, aspects of territoriality that relate to criminal rent-seeking and established coercive 

means of interaction severely impact on the security situation of the community and links gang 

life so intimately to violence. Disputes of income sources and competitions over social order 

have plagued Medellín´s hillside barrios ever since their emergence and turf fights have a 

historical dimension. As in the analysis of economic and social order, the security deprivation 

structures must be understood against the background of a fragile state that has not provided 

security as public good in the peripheral neighbourhoods. Instead, other armed actors 

occurred and privatised security in accordance to territorial control. The particular security 

dynamics of combos, therefore, relate to their position within the criminal hierarchies both, as 

‘instrumentalised’ street-based operational units as well as partly autonomous barrio actors 

with own interests. Here again, the combos´ intermediary position between being attached to 

a greater ODIN and their independent territorial frontier dynamic, impact the security situation 

of combos. For the community members, the absence of a monopoly of force is severe as they 

find themselves in the crossfire of armed conflicts they are continuously exposed to. Given the 

long period in which privatised security services were fostered by the state, combos 

understood the demand of protection and combine their criminal activities with the provision 

of security in terms of violent protection.  
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Backed by the ODINs in thecity, combos have accumulated sufficient power to exercise 

territorial control, assertive enough to assume the core competence of a monopoly of force 

and substituting a legal justice system. This concept of the ´paz criminosa´ has permeated 

normative and moral thinking in society in a way that even acts of vigilante justice are 

condoned. Security and insecurity are therefore, not one-sidedly imposed from combos over 

the community but also approved by the community the way the dwellers use the combos as 

enforcement actors when criminal engagements take place. Simultaneously, the problem 

remains that combos protect the community but predominantly against combo-based criminal 

activities, either committed by the own combo or combo members from other territories. 

Taking the law into their own hand has repercussions for the combos themselves as they are 

the main victims of turf fights or retaliation. Whatever causes a conflict between combos or 

the ODINs, the young members receive protection from their groups but are always at the 

forefront of the violent encounters and it is not rare that pay with their lives for the very violent 

order they themselves have established and enforced.  

 

Truces, increasing state enforcement but also socialising effects impact the violent dynamics 

combos are caught in. It is undeniable that violence forms inherent part of gang life, but 

increasing organisational capacities have opened up other means of interaction as they 

regulate external and internal means of behaviour also by non-violent means that challenge 

the realist assumed exposure to an anarchic structure. Further, approaching gang violence from 

a constructivist perspective, violence is understood as result from socialising powers and norms 

that guide the interaction and the understanding of appropriate behaviour. The fact that 

combos use violence externally but also internally and react in their degree of applied violence 

to external circumstances reduces the consideration of combos as rationalist-power driven 

actors but rather points to the long history of violent order in which many of the young combo 

members have grown up and therefore reproduce violent behaviour they themselves are 

exposed to. 

 

In summary, the poor hillside neighbourhoods of Medellín still suffer from multiple deprivation 

and insecurity. Economic informality and a structural lack of formal income opportunities push 

people into the informal sectors that is occupied and regulated by armed actors. Combos as 

the enforcement groups on the groups compose of considerable economic powers and can 

offer their members income means, which sometimes entire families depend on. From an 

outside perspective, thus, combo membership appears as a powerful reference in Medellín’s 
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poor urban barrios. It enables especially unskilled youth to quick money-making means that 

lead out of short-term deprivation. Socially, the neighbourhoods lack stable and reliable 

democratic structures to establish participatory construction of social order. Instead the long 

period of coercion has left its traces and combos as powerful criminal actors have accumulated 

a certain social status. Many duros have become local elders and role models for the 

adolescences in their neighbourhoods. Being part of the combos then offers means to be part 

of a widespread network with normative impact and respected among the inhabitants. 

Furthermore, long established violent socialisation processes have formed violence as part of 

the barrio life. Being in a combo offers to a certain degree protection against outside threats 

but also increases the risk of being target of violence. However, in the context of chronic 

violence, membership and being affiliated to a strong social group seems to be a possible way 

to cope with the ubiquitous insecurity dimensions. 
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6. SOCIETAL GENDER DIMENSIONS IN MEDELLÍN 

The previous chapter has presented the complex constellation of actors that constitute order 

and regulate daily cohabitation in Medellín. It outlined that community life is still intensively 

shaped by a variety of violent non-state actors. For the investigation of female gang 

membership, however, gender is an important analytical category for understanding how 

perceptions and norms convey gender expectations that influence the living realities among 

Medellín´s inhabitants. Basically, all human living dimensions here carry gender-based 

dynamics which are often characterised by inequalities that deprive women in their deliberate 

developments. Given the comprehensive challenges the communities face; gender issues 

often do not have priority. Nonetheless, it is not only the high level of informal (and criminal) 

economic income generation and social coercive orders which manifest power asymmetries. 

Widespread violence as a naturalised means to enforce interests and settle conflicts marks 

societal cohabitation which is also reflected in gender-relations. Various entrenched gender 

perceptions and role divisions in society equally impact on precarities and structural 

inequalities. The tendency is that the widespread traditional role understanding still locates 

women rather in the domestic sphere, where they fulfil the roles of housewives and social 

carers, which limits their social participation. However, given the high homicide rates, other 

violent crimes like gender-based violence appear less significant or urgently pressing to be 

countered in society. 

Therefore, this chapter focuses on gender-based differences in society and discusses a variety 

of gender-relations that shape socio-economic and security aspects of daily cohabitation. This 

includes economic labour disparities, social participation and gender identities, as well as 

security dynamics. Starting with a gender-sensitive statistical outline that reveals general 

trends of actual gender discrepancies in the communities. The main aim of this chapter, 

however, is to discuss underlying gender roles in different aspects of social cohabitation and 

to reveal contrasting consequences of gender identities and social perceptions. Besides the 

data drawn from statistics and expert interviews, some important analytical input for the 

critical gender analysis is derived from the focus group discussion conducted with the grass-

roots collective ´Identidad Mujer´. The discussion approaches gender-features under the lens 

of cultural aspects of gender-performance and outlines persisting ideas and consequences of 

´machismo´ and femininity embedded in ´la cultura paisa´ in Medellín.  
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6.1. Women in the Labour Market and Female Headed Households 

Inequality and structures of deprivation in Medellín contain a clear gender component. Recent 

statistical data show that despite empowering efforts, considerable gaps remain in income and 

labour structures. Economic gender-inequalities fundamentally derive from role assignments 

and are reproduced in daily interactions in the communities. Therefore, this subsection 

outlines the gender-based differences in income generation, as well as interrogating whether 

and how the state corresponds to these. It also discusses the economic disparities with a focus 

on community cohabitation in the poor neighbourhoods and the way that certain gender-

inequalities are reflected and reproduced in the daily life. 

A measurable dimension of gender-based inequality which has been statistically captured, 

demonstrates labour market inequalities between men and women that reflect three different 

kinds of structural economic asymmetries. Firstly, divided employment and education rates, 

secondly, income disparities, and thirdly, unequal distribution of unpaid labour and domestic 

responsibilities. In addition to formal differences between the economic inequalities, informal 

dynamics enforced by armed actors have shaped the communities´ relationships to work and 

income generation, which is also determined by a deeply embedded understanding of gender 

which assigns men and women different opportunities. While 66.9% of the male population in 

Medellín was working in 2017, only 48.3% of their female counterparts had a statistically 

recorded employment the same year (DANE 2018). Youth unemployment is constantly higher 

and women´s disadvantage in the labour market is already noticeable at this stage of life. At 

21.8%, the unemployment rate for young women is clearly higher than the 15.3% rate of 

unemployment amongst young men (Cómovamos 2018:100). Furthermore, of the 

unemployed population, 20.3% of the women and 36% of the men declared themselves to be 

temporarily unemployed in order to study to increase their labour skills (DANE 2018:36). 

Looking at the educational level of the working population, we witness that there is a 

difference in higher education and school desertion between men and women. While 

education between girls and boys is almost balanced at primary school, more boys than girls 

quit their secondary school education. Almost 16% of working men but only 10% of working 

women do not finish mid-level education. Nonetheless, 24.3% of women and 27.5% of men 

have completed secondary school on entering the labour market. It is striking however, that 

more women start high school education, though almost a third do not complete this level of 

education. In comparison with men, with a 19.7% rate of desertion, 26.8% of working women 

leave high school without graduating. Irrespective of the high percentage of female ‘drop-

outs’, women still represent the more educated gender in the labour market. While 22.4% of 
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working women have graduated high school, about 18.2% of their male counterparts also 

possess a high school degree (DANE 2018:23). 

Even the increasing economic involvement of women cannot obscure the deeply entrenched 

gender-based reservations and prejudices which impede a truly equal labour division beyond 

the perception of women as possessions of men. Another aspect of economic-based gender-

inequality existing between the employed labour forces is reflected in the significant income 

difference between men and women, in that the latter only earn only 85% of the salary of the 

former (Cómovamos 2019:101). This gap can partly be explained by the varying added value 

which is derived from labour sectors where men and women predominantly generate their 

income. According to DANE (2018), the income gap of 15% between men and women points 

to a general gap in payment that causes an over-representation of women in the lower and 

least income strata (DANE 2018:20). This income gap is a recurring theme. Disregarding the 

level of education that men and women achieve, women still earn less than men. The lower 

the educational level, the bigger the income gap. Among the ‘drop-out’ labour forces, the 

income gap between men and women is about 35%, while it decreases with the degree of 

professionalisation. Among more highly educated workers the gap is still around 17% 

difference in income (Cómovamos 2019:102). 

Medellín: Labour income by level of education and sex, 2018 
 Labour income monthly average Gap 
Secondary school incomplete Man 933.547 33,5% 

Woman 620.661 
Secondary school complete Man 1.125.176 29,7% 

Woman 791.338 
Technician/ Technologist Man 1.461.178 22,8% 

Woman 1.128.429 
Academic/ Professional Man 2.753.410 17,2% 

Woman 2.280.529 

Tab. 7 Income by Sex. Source: Own Interpretation, based on Comovamos 2019:102. 

However, income differences do also exist in a spatial dimension, reflected in the discrepancies 

between neighbourhoods like El Poblado or Laureles, where traditionally the more highly 

educated middle and upper class is located, and the periphery neighbourhoods on the hillsides 

(Cómovamos 2019:89). Although no statistical data is available that outlines the income 

differences according to community and gender, the expert from the international community 

stresses an emancipatory development for women. Linked to their social background, women 

in the middle and upper class tend to claim more economic rights than women in precarious 

neighbourhoods with lower education levels and where traditional values are more prominent 

(Gómez, 2018). 
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6.1.1. Widespread Gender Perceptions and Conflicting Expectations 

The lawyer, gender researcher and one of the founding members of ´Identidad Mujer´ Sahara 

Mancera (Sahara FG) argues that income and educational differences can be explained by role-

assignments. Thus, the tendency for women to disproportionally enter higher education 

derives from the social pressure on men to be the breadwinner in the family. Men often do 

not have time to study, as their social gender role determines that they must earn money from 

their early youth onwards, to support and maintain the family. 

“Women attend higher education more than men because of a social pressure on men to be 
productive. Once finished school or the Bachelor´s degree that is required for many labours, the 
social pressure claims that men start quickly to be productive, while women rather are able to 
matriculate for university.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)lxxii 

However, Ana Lucía Morales (Ana Lucía FG) a founding member of ´Identidad Mujer´ and 

psychologist who engages in gender-sensitive lifelong learning processes, emphasises another 

aspect of the statistic which demonstrates the high percentage of desertion of young women 

from high school. According to Ana Lucía, many of the women who enter higher education feel 

great social pressure to fulfil their traditional role in the family. Women’s desire to be educated 

not only clashes with domestic responsibilities, it also threatens, to a certain extent, the gender 

identity of men as the breadwinners. 

“Some of the statistics on abandonment of studying point to social or family related pressures 
that consider studying at university or for a career as unnecessary. But those statistics also 
reinforces the stigma of mental incapacity of women. It´s like, ´What for?´ It´s better to search 
for a quick job that keeps you afloat. ‘There is no time to wait five years to learn something. We 
need something productive that brings you money quickly´. Moreover, as a woman you are still 
stigmatised and this pressured comes from husbands. That is to say, there are women who have 
projects, get married and then the husband says, ´You don´t need to know anything. I´ll take 
care of everything, I´ll sustain us and take care of the expenses. You don´t need to study 
anything´ and women succumb to this pressure.” (Ana Lucía, FG, 2018)lxxiii 

Another aspect discussed in by the focus group participants was the fact that some women 

start studying at university in order to increase their attractiveness, in order to find a highly 

educated partner. From this perspective, one motivation is the increased likelihood of 

appealing to a more educated man who will be able to provide a higher living standard via his 

higher level of education. For the economic elites, so the argument, it has become increasingly 

important to demonstrate a sophisticated living standard that implies a higher education. 

Irrespective of the pursuit or profession, even when a woman is located in the private 

economic sphere and not responsible for the generation of the family income, an academic 

education has become an important resource. It either increases access to secondary 
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economic resources through partnerships or it is a sign of social status. Ana Lucía points to the 

cultural and habitual demands of the middle and upper classes: 

“Now it´s different, they study to be qualified, but to be qualified wives. This does not only 
happen in Medellín, it happens worldwide. You cannot simply be married to just anyone. Women 
are starting to access education, precisely because important men cannot be married to a 
woman that is not sophisticated or who doesn´t know about the academic world []. Because the 
woman is the one who raises the kids, she should be prepared, and that´s the approach for 
women accessing education.” (Ana Maria, FG, 2018)lxxiv 

The increase in women accessing education can partly be explained through increasing 

emancipation and a fight for economic self-determination, but is also linked with the changing 

perception of men regarding which female qualities are considered to be a good match. 

Therefore, women´s increasing economic responsibilities coincide with deeply embedded 

notions perceptions of femininity and ideas about the traditional position of the wife, who is 

subordinated to the desires her husband. An expert from Región expresses his observations 

on the cultural context of increasing the education of women as follows: 

“[A] cultural change in Colombia, a great one, that is the major access of women to education, 
especially to secondary and university education. [T]here is a kind of syncretism between the 
professional woman and a woman as object” (Región, 2018)lxxv 

Accordingly, women can improve their educational level and their skills to be better prepared 

for the labour market. Nonetheless, their achievements are still related to an affiliated or 

complementary role in a male dominated system. Consequently, women often disregard the 

education they have, do not earn the same credits for their expertise and face financial 

disadvantages on the labour market. 

“Generally, there are still many inequalities in income and opportunities. For example, and this 
is often the case, in the same job, a woman earns a certain salary and a man earns a bit more, 
just because he is a man.” (SISC, 2018)lxxvi 

This reflects structural inequalities that remain on the formal market, though they are slowly 

diminishing. Beside asymmetries of unemployment, differences in the educational careers 

show that certain gender expectations impact on the transition to the labour market. 

Furthermore, education is not only a means to improve direct income opportunities, but also 

indirect access to a better life style through partnership. However, in the professional sphere, 

it appears that women still have to prove their capabilities at a higher level in order to be 

judged equally appropriate for a job and deserving of the same payment as men.  
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6.1.1.1 Housewives´ Unequal Burden of Unpaid Domestic Labour  

Besides the formal discrimination affecting women´s access to equal income opportunities, 

they are also intensively located in the private sphere of domestic work. Thus, a further aspect 

of gender-based economic inequality is linked with the dimension of unpaid labour. The 

statistics available regarding uneven distribution of unpaid work are striking. From the total 

population that is listed as unemployed or inactive, 61% of the women but only 8.7% of the 

men are recorded to as engaging in domestic unpaid labour and classic housework (DANE 

2018:36). This imbalance in domestic work cannot only be explained purely through unequal 

access to the labour market. Instead, it relates back to gender-assignments of domestic 

responsibilities which are widespread in society, especially in poorer neighbourhoods where 

traditional values are more salient. 

Locating women in the domestic sphere as housewives has a long tradition and is still one core 

aspect of traditional gender role division. Irrespective of women´s educational background and 

employment situation, domestic responsibilities are often predominantly or exclusively 

assigned to women. This conceptualisation of the role of the housewife is intimately linked to 

the perception of motherhood. Family support, childcare and caring and child children’s 

education are mainly the responsibilities of women. Many women interrupt or end their 

educational or professional career when they become pregnant and start to engage in 

domestic responsibilities full time. Therefore, for working women, pregnancy marks a turning 

point that shifts their life to the domestic sphere. Once out of the educational or professional 

system it is difficult for women to return after they have become mothers. “Concerning 

desertion, for instance, one of the reasons that women do not finish their studies is pregnancy. 

So yes, once a woman is pregnant, she loses the possibility to do something else in her life” 

(Sahara, FG, 2018)9. Consequently, whether it is foreordination or a lack of economic 

opportunity, women´s economic location in the domestic sphere continues their fundamental 

dependency on men. Even when women are employed and are able to generate income, their 

intense orientation towards the domestic labour and responsibility reproduces severe 

economic inequalities where men are much more independent than women. 

“[Women] remain dependent on men. When the man is not available, they do not have a life, 
no own life project of their own. They never take care of creating their own life project, nothing 
apart from what their husbands tell them to do. Or at least, their only project is based on their 
role as a woman, because they take the housewife position.” (Ana Lucía, FG, 2018)lxxvii 

 
9 “Al tema de la deserción, por ejemplo, una de las causas por la que las mujeres tienen que terminar y nunca culminan sus estudios es por el embarazo. 
Entonces claro, una vez la mujer se embaraza, es como que pierde ya toda posibilidad de hacer algo más en su vida” (Sahara, FG, 2018). 
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Such differences in domestic engagement, are especially strong in the periphery 

neighbourhoods, where multiple factors of economic deprivation are exaggerated. The 

community leader in Robledo describes the labour inequality as a problem that derives from 

the structural deprivation of women, which is intimately linked to their social role. 

“The empirical situation of many women is very precarious, it´s difficult and full of shortfalls and 
necessities. I believe it´s difficult to imagine the daily situation of these women exclusively from 
the system and it is characterised by a lack of opportunities, many misogynist actors, and abuses 
that constantly characterise their circumstances. [T]he poverty indices of women are higher 
than those of men. It is more difficult for women to find a dignified job with an adequate salary 
and it is difficult to maintain the family while working at the same time.” (Robledo, 2018)lxxviii 

In this respect, economic gender-inequalities in poor neighbourhoods are more serious. Lina 

Correa, a political scientist and social worker from ´Identidad Mujer´, stresses the tension 

between the traditional orientation of domestic responsibility and economic autonomy that 

extraordinarily determines many women´s lives in poor neighbourhoods. 

“In the hillside barrios [] there are barely any women that achieve the step away from the 
tradition that women should be dedicated to their families. The expectation is: ´First dedicate 
yourself to being a mother and then go to work and make other things´. So, I think there are 
many impacts, but one of the root causes [for the economic inequality] can be referred back to 
this family-based traditionality.” (Lina, FG, 2018)lxxix 

The generally difficult economic situation is further worsened by gender structures that 

reinforce fundamental dependencies. Women not only need to cope with already limited 

economic opportunities, they are also responsible comprehensively for the household and 

domestic labour. In this sense, two aspects are especially relevant when thinking of structures 

of economic deprivation structure in the domestic sphere: Firstly, role expectations pressure 

women to take care of unpaid family tasks like parenting and housekeeping, which require 

considerable effort, and secondly, in terms of income generation, additional to their unpaid 

work women face a difficult situation on the formal labour market or depend on the income 

gained by men.  

6.1.1.2 Conflict Consequences - Loss of Men and the Objectification of Bodies  

Another aspect that fuels economic precarity is the informal labour market dynamic imposed 

by armed actors. Especially in poor neighbourhoods, where women lack the social capital to 

cope with difficult socio-economic circumstances, they are exposed to an insecure informal 

economy. Two economic realities resulting from the presence of armed conflict affect 

women´s economic vulnerability. Firstly, the forced double burden of domestic and wage 

labour prevalent in female headed households often results from the war-related 

assassinations of men. Secondly. the armed presence exaggerates the gender-exploitative 
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informal income businesses of sex labour controlled by armed groups like the Combos. Given 

the many female headed households, many women face economic pressure from two sides. 

On the one hand, they face difficult conditions on the formal labour market, and on the other 

hand, they need to support their families. Beside dealing with traditionally female domestic 

tasks, these women have to take care of income generation, maintenance work in the house 

and other tasks that have previously been assigned to men. In the end, women who take care 

of all domestic necessities and wage labour adapt to a double role of care work and income 

generation, as they fulfil the classic gender-role of mother and housewife, as well as taking on 

the traditional male role of breadwinner. 

The community leader in Robledo highlights how gender-based economic vulnerabilities are 

still intrinsically linked to the continued territorial presence of Combos in the periphery 

neighbourhoods. Given the coercive parallel economy they enforce, Combos take advantage 

of women´s economic precarity and exploit their vulnerable situations. 

“The majority of people in these places are women heading the households and families and 
these women must sustain their families on their own. They must take care of the children, they 
must work, they must organise ‘alimentation’, so to say they must comply with the role of the 
housewife as well and work at the same time is a very difficult situation for them as such. The 
support for them is very limited and they are exposed to many dangers, amongst others from 
armed groups. Some of the groups reach out to the kids and abuse them from an early age on. 
In other words, they attempt to traffic their bodies.” (Robledo, 2018)lxxx 

In the consequence, the lack of economic opportunities and the presence of illegal markets 

controlled by Combos causes a gender-based economic exploitation that targets 

predominantly young girls from poor neighbourhoods, who are forced into the widespread 

juvenile (or even child) prostitution (El Diario 2019). However, the impact of the gender-

incentivised ‘narco-economy’ goes far beyond the mere business of prostitution. The ‘narcos’ 

have implanted a particular gender image in society that is linked to different economic 

realities. On the one hand, ‘narco-economy’ has almost perfected the concept of heightened 

masculinities, based on a seemingly easy and quick money-making drug-business which is 

propped up by the underlying assumption that men have the ability to possess and control 

everything they desire, including women. Through a coinciding habitus of their ‘toughness’ and 

cunning economic patronage, young men learn to acquire attractive women by an aura of 

dominance. Economic success is conveyed as a question of assertiveness by any means 

necessary. On the other hand, complementary to the idea of masculinity, the ‘narco-economy’ 

has also fuelled ideas of femininity that focus on the female body as economic capital. Women 

have learned that appealing to men´s desires, through striking the right attitude, gestures and 

movements and that flaunt their body effectively, presents a profitable income source. Such 
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an objectified image of femininity is especially attractive in poor neighbourhoods where other 

formal means of income generation are scarce. 

“It´s the ‘narcotraffic’, so to say, the easy money. Keeping in mind what Lina said [about 
traditional expectations], that the husband, the men must provide everything in the house, 
sometimes through easy money. The women here have internalised one idea since Pablo 
Escobar: The idea that the perfect woman is one with ´boobs´, ´buttocks´ and a body you can 
earn easy money with it. So, I believe some think a bit like: ´I’ll go to bed with this ‘narco’ and 
raise more money.’” (Estefanía, FG, 2018)lxxxi 

Fundamentally speaking, even after the immense diversification of illegal economies in recent 

years going far beyond prostitution and drug money, criminal rent seeking still has a strong 

gender component. The actual gender-dimensions are less obvious than the simple 

objectification of women, but instead are manifested in a subtle way of ´machismo´. Thus, 

masculinity is evaluated and extended by the extraction of resources for the private 

enrichment of men. In undermining the processes of any social solidarity related to a sense of 

femininity or ´marianismo´, combos disparage the important economic contribution of 

women´s unpaid economic community work. The fact that combos often seek to present 

themselves as benevolent economic patronage actors degrades any solidarity in income 

generation. The curtained celebration of a fundamentally egoistic and reckless enrichment at 

the expense of others conveys notions of ´machismo´ following the logic of ‘the stronger will 

triumph’. Dr. Dávila stresses the link between resource extraction and the economic derivative 

of ´caudillo style´: 

“What I see in the Combos is that they are no ´Robin Hoods´. Let’s say these criminal groups of 
Medellín are far away from being revolutionary, anything but revolutionary. Instead they rather 
constitute an extractive institution, [] they do not have a political project. The only thing they 
want to do is to extract rents and to reproduce this model of extraction, it´s a model ́ machista´.” 
(Dávila, 2018)lxxxii 

Beside their prevalent objectification as trophies, women also understand how to take 

advantage of their perception in public and have learned to play their roles in operational 

activities of trafficking, intelligence and financial administration. Nonetheless, in accordance 

with the male gender performance of hetero-patriarchal patrons, women still tend to remain 

in the private sphere of criminal business (EAFIT, 2018). Accordingly “given the nature of 

criminal commerce, the women have less income than men inside these criminal structures” 

(Dávila, 2018)10. Given the logic of the extracting business, the criminal economy also requires 

 
10 “[d]ada la naturaleza de los negocios criminales, las mujeres pueden tener menos ingresos dentro de las estructuras criminales que los varones” 
(Dávila, 2018). 
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a direct submission of women´s social capital. Even the women who actively contribute to the 

informal economy do not receive the same remuneration as men.  

6.1.2. Community Perceptions of Economic Gender Divisions 

Asking the community survey participants how they estimate the economic situation in regard 

to a difference between men and women, 57% responded that men occupy a more favourable 

economic position than women. Only about 6% stated the opposite.  

 

Fig. 12 Survey Data: Economic situation for men and women. Source: Author. 

Nonetheless, 35% of the respondents stated that they did not perceive an economic difference 

between men and women. Interestingly, almost no deviation exists in the perceptions 

between men and women. The fact that the men admitted that women have a more difficult 

economic situation indicates to a consciousness of inequalities at least with regard to 

economic imbalances. 

6.1.3. Evaluating Women´s Economic Situation away from Equality 

Gender realities in Medellín are reflected in income structures that privilege men´s economic 

independence and locate women over-proportionally in the informal or domestic sphere. As 

outlined by the gender-sensitive literature of the slum realms, poor neighbourhoods especially 

apply those traditional systems of value in which the role division of breadwinners and 

housewives is salient. The case of Medellín demonstrates that education levels are not directly 

linked to access to income sources on the formal market. While men typically leave school 

earlier to enter the job market in order to fulfil the responsibility of breadwinner for the family, 

girls instead tend to quit school early because of pregnancy. But equal access to education 

does not ensure equal opportunities in income generation. Even inside the same educational 
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level, women who graduate from secondary school or university have more difficult labour 

situations and still earn less than their male counterparts. 

The gender-based expectation that women are responsible for domestic work is deeply 

embedded in economic structures. Against this background, even women with a higher 

education level understand their degree as a resource for better partner selection. In 

relationships, regardless of having a job or not, women assume the roles of housewives and 

caretakers while men are more likely to work in a paid employment relationship. The moment 

of motherhood determines most of the income role division, as parenting is clearly assigned 

to women and reinforces income dependencies upon men and their income sharing. While 

women in partnerships may face dependencies, female headed households must tackle the 

double burden of income generation and family management. In this regard, the economic 

gender situation in Medellín confirms the analysis of the development literature, as well as 

feminist IR approaches, that point to a precarious income situation for women and their 

assignment to the private sphere, imposed by overall patriarchal economic structures. 

However, the investigation of Medellín further points to the effects of the power of armed 

groups concerning the informal economic dynamics they foster in society. Two major impacts 

can be identified in regard to gender-based economic structures of deprivation structures. One 

is that violent orders force women into the position of single earner through the loss of their 

partners. The other feature is the imposed and self-proclaimed right of appropriation and 

possession of women that derives from a widespread idea of 'narco- masculinity’ linked to 

economic powers. Both aspects are linked with each other. Women in the poor 

neighbourhoods who need to support their families on their own, rely on informal labour that 

is dominated by the Combos. In order to generate income, women depend on the imposed 

conditions, exposed to the ‘good will’ of the Combos. This economic power asymmetry 

coincides with the male gang members` drive to possess what they desire, including women 

and their bodies. This objectification of women in the context of economic needs fuels 

prostitution and likewise women´s self-reduction to their appearance and sex appeal, hoping 

to live from the men´s income. 

Finally, income dynamics are severely impacted by gender-relations and traditional ideas of 

masculinity and femininity. The dominant thinking that men must assume the role of the 

breadwinner, while women remain in the domestic sphere taking care of the family and the 

housekeeping, reinforces income inequalities and dependencies. Consequently, women have 

less economic self-determination and face difficult circumstances on the labour market. Armed 

actors and Combos further impact economic relations by extractive norm settings and the 
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coercive regulation of the informal economy, which is for many women the only available 

source of income source. 

 

6.2. A Social Upgrade for Gender Diversity 

As demonstrated in the economic sphere and visible in the breadwinner/housewife construct, 

the social and political structures convey certain gender perceptions. Here again, ideas of 

´machismo´ are widespread and dominate not only the public perception but also daily 

community interactions and intimate partnership dynamics. Over the last two decades the civil 

organisations have increasingly addressed issues of gender inequality reflected in many 

programmes and community actions, sensitising the public for imbalances and women´s 

submission to men. However, identity building processes impacted by gender norms and 

enforced by combos as norm setters that convey particular ideas of masculinity and femininity 

are not easily altered in such a society. 

Beyond the dimension of self-identification, societal gender norms influence how people treat 

each other and shape expectations that are either implicitly or explicitly expressed in the 

interaction. Nevertheless, on the way to equality, gender-stereotypes of strong men and 

vulnerable women are still being reproduced. Focusing on the social abilities of women and 

suggesting that they simply just need to be empowered pushes a one-sided representation of 

the discourse in society. The members of the focus group criticised the enforced image of 

fragile women and dominant men, emphasising that profound change must critically address 

all role-taking and deconstruct stereotyped gender-dynamics in a mutual way. Therefore, this 

section discusses the gender identities embedded in society. It thereby, not only problematises 

machismo against the local background of ´la cultura paisa´ but also reveals generational shifts 

and new understandings of gender. 

6.2.1. Adressing Gender Inequality in the Societal Landscape 

The society organisations and combos are involved in the social construction of gender norms. 

Manifold civil society organisations engage in the empowerment of women, claiming a 

conscious consideration of women´s perspectives and needs in concerns of daily cohabitation. 

In recent decades, gender aspects have become fixed components of the societal discourse 

and women´s voices have found their way into the core of the societal debates. However, the 

social framework of gender perception has been ambiguous. It fluctuates, moving between a 

strengthened civil engagement for greater visibility of women in social participation and the 
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normative imprint of armed actors which reinforce gender stereotypes of subordinated 

women. 

6.2.1.1 Women´s Rights and the Internalisation of Patriarchalism  

Over the last decades the civil society in Medellín has witnessed a widespread transformation, 

increasing gender-sensitive movements and actions that have shed light on women´s roles in 

society, and articulating aspects ranging from structural deprivation and role stereotypes to 

emancipatory goals. The NGOs and women´s organisations have mobilised against the 

discrimination of women and called for attention to gender-based violence (Maclean 2017). 

By now, NGOs and associations like, ´Vamos Mujer´, ´Mujeres que Crean´ or ´Ruta pacifíca de 

Mujeres´ have gained space within the formal political framework. These civic groups fight for 

a more visible presence of women´s needs and desires in society and engage in diverse policy. 

Their topics range from economic aspects, issues of health care and education to the 

consolidation and reconciliation for peaceful community interaction in Medellín (Mujeres que 

Crean 2016, Ruta Pacifíca de las Mujeres 2019, Vamos Mujer 2019). Furthermore, many 

comunas have so called ´coordinadoras de mujeres´ who bundle and articulate gender-based 

problems of women in their respective neighbourhoods and function as representatives and 

contact persons for NGOs as well as for political actors (UdeA, 2018). 

Much progress has been made towards an open debate on women´s living realities and their 

vital agency to shape community networks. However, the cultural and social context in which 

all the gender concerns are addressed is still characterised by a dominant presence of 

´machismo´, i.e. gender images that tend to reduce women to affiliates. The perception of 

women as weak and vulnerable and needing protection also resonates in these discourses. 

Beside the sensitisation of gender-realities, women are still located in the stereotyped role of 

the social carrying ‘soul of society’, partly because their agendas are considered against the 

background of the armed conflict that generally rather presents men in the protagonist roles. 

“They play a fundamental role, let´s say on the organisational level, the proposals of the women 
in the NGOs and the community organisations, they have all very much contributed to 
reconstructing the social networks. In the Colombian society we are overprotecting the women, 
in some way we consider the women as debilitated, someone who constantly needs help, being 
protected and pampered and maybe their intelligence and capacities are ignored. All these 
elements, let´s say, outweigh the NGOs. They seek to reduce this but it is a big problem. What I 
observe is that they are not achieving a reduction, but are containing it, that´s the difference. 
Thus, these are important efforts, but insufficient ones because it´s a cultural problem, a 
problem of violence and of organised crime.” (SISC, 2018)lxxxiii 

NGOs have achieved the bringing of important concerns of exclusion to the centre of the 

political discourse, but the root causes of gender inequality lie in the culturally embedded 
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norms in society. Additional to the general social asymmetries resulting from patriarchal 

structures and the dominance of men in society, criminal actors have fostered the 

objectification of women. Their long- term presence has manifested gender-relations of ruling, 

patronising men on the one side and serving or even promiscuous women on the other side. 

The degradation of women to pleasurable objects for men, has been exaggeratedly promoted 

by criminal groups. 

“In the recent years, we had important work from certain organisations, NGOs, foundations, 
and women’s associations. I believe there is an important participation of the women, who do 
participate significantly but undoubtedly Medellín and Colombia continue to be very 
conservative and very macho, grounded in those old ideas. I believe that culturally we still have 
not rattled this image of the patron, the man, or from the new ideas introduced by the mafia, 
of the strong men and the women as objects, covered in of plastic surgery, presented as an 
object of desire for men.” (Dávila, 2018)lxxxiv 

Criminal actors have impacted gender-relations in Medellín through the installation of men as 

ubiquitous decision-makers that enforce their interests and regulate social interaction, while 

women remain in the background. The deep-rooted idea of men as leading actors deriving 

from the ´caudillo culture´ that determines social orders, is especially visible in the structure of 

command in the armed groups where leadership positions are almost exclusively occupied by 

men. Power depends on physical strength and the readiness to exercise force and coercion.  

“The great powers are in the hands of men, in companies, in the state, in between criminals, at 
all levels there are cultural transversal reasons. For example, in the guerillas you can observe 
this, their leaders have primarily been men. The participation, the combatants, primarily men. 
In the recent years there have been women but, historically, in the guerrilla they were all men.” 
(SISC, 2018)lxxxv 

Nonetheless, it would be mistaken to portray armed actors as social groups that are composed 

solely of men that merely consider women as objects of sexual desire. Women have always 

played a role in armed groups in Medellín. The militia groups of the ELN and the FARC have 

included women ever since, strategically, to control their territories. They have taken 

advantage of gender-perceptions that proclaimed an alleged female sociability in the 

communities. In a certain manner, the militias have used women in their ranks as their bridge 

to society, staging women as members which care about the daily concern of the population. 

“Women as combatants in the city of Medellín have accompanied [the fights] since the riots and 
combats but they [rather] tended to support the processes of intelligence thinking. They are less 
visible and it´s more difficult to label them as combatants or not, they assimilate easier in 
between people, we would mistakenly assume, in a serious mistake, that the people speak more 
easily [with women] or that it is easier to approach them as they look beautiful or because they 
are polite or because they are good students. But this is as I told you, a hetero-patriarchal 
perspective, which continues to be applied.” (EAFIT, 2018)lxxxvi 
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The reproduction of gender-hierarchies is thereby irrespective of the ideological orientation of 

armed groups. Left wing-parties may include women into their ranks, but they are restricted 

to subordinated positions. The fact that insurgency groups base their social orders on coercion 

and the use of force evoke masculine patterns of behaviour that determine the relationship 

between men and women. Nonetheless, the expert from Región states that, compared with 

past groups like ELN or FARC, the aspects of machismo are much more intense among the 

present combos. 

“Although the [guerilla] are leftist groups, the role of the women is subsidiary. In others it´s much 
more evident. I´ll tell you with all my certainty, I think that the armed groups tough insurgent 
[rebelling] – normally they present an obstacle for the transformation of gender equality 
relations. Those of today are, even worse because they are ´hijueputas machos´ - damn 
machos.” (Región, 2018)lxxxvii 

Given the normative emphasis and hierarchies of armed groups, they privilege enforcement 

as means of interaction and take it as source of respect. This perception fuels ideas of 

heightened masculinity and devalues social characteristics of tolerance, caring, compromise 

and dialogue that are traditionally linked to feminine gender performance. Instead, physical 

superiority, strength, self-control and toughness mark the principles of respected interaction 

of armed groups. Armed actors have not established gender-inequalities but have instead 

rather intensified the gender-based subordination of women, through highlighting and 

praising classical masculine modes of behaviour as effective and more relevant for social 

orders and more successful for enforcing one´s own interests. 

6.2.2. A Discourse on Machismo and Women´s Empowerment in Society 

Gender differences derive from a distinct role understanding that determines acceptable 

means of societal relations and modes of behaviour. The discussion of gender-based social 

identities touches on different facets of social interaction. Three aspects will be discussed in 

the following: Firstly, the elaboration of the cultural constructs of breadwinners, housewives 

and forced emancipation through conflict in female headed households. Secondly, recent 

developments of gender identities in the societies and how young women deal with external 

role expectations, including the deconstruction of stereotypes and the liberalisation of gender-

based self-definitions. And finally, the consequences of gender-transformation for the concept 

of masculinity and the challenges young men need to tackle, given a society in which they 

equally need to find new points of references.  
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6.2.2.1 La ´Cultura Paisa´, Machismo and Forced Emancipation 

The prevalent socio-cultural dynamics in the city, inherent in the expression ´la cultura paisa´, 

are difficult to capture. The term conveys versatile cultural aspects that are sometimes in 

contradiction. Medellín as the capital of the Department of Antioquia has many progressive 

but also deeply conservative and even right-wing influences, which that are reflected in a 

complex constellation of cohabitation. Equally vital are the gender understandings that vary 

significantly from sub-culture scene to sub-culture scene, though the cultural dominance of 

´machismo´ is still widespread and deeply embedded in everyday interaction. In the 

juxtaposition with progressive politics, conservative rationales have always prevailed in their 

dominant anchoring in mainstream society. “The great nucleus of Uribe, the paramilitarism 

and the reactionary thinking in Colombia is in Medellín. This is a bastion of the right in Colombia 

and ultimately of the extreme right wing” (Región, 2018)11.  

This reactionary political orientation promotes gender conceptions that are marked by 

´machismo´ and has further been exaggerated through the presence of the diverse armed 

actors that foster a split role for women. “The women´s status in the basic ‘comunatrian’ 

culture is inferior to that of men. Well, you know, it´s a strange thing as the mother is a saint, 

but at the same time all women are whores” (Región, 2018)12. Although these are extreme 

forms of role perception, the bipartite understanding of women as either assigned to the 

strong position of the mother, which is highly respected in society, or the reprehensibility of a 

promiscuous woman, is subliminally present. Beside this extreme framing, women 

nonethelesss, tend to be essentially located in relation to men, either as serving the family and 

being protégés of men or as objects of desire. The community leader of Robledo confirms that 

patriarchal thinking is “deeply embedded culturally among any socio-economic income classes, 

but in some social upper-classes it dissimulates more or is just easier to hide” (Robledo, 

2018)13. Concerning the relationship of socio-economic difference and gender perceptions, 

Sahara further explains that the strong persistence of conservative thinking in poor 

neighbourhoods also stems from the spatial segregation and a lack of mobility that limits 

cultural exchange and the entry of new normative perceptions. 

“In Medellín nothing else than the patriarchal system is visible. The same questions, at any time 
and in all conditions, ever since you were a girl, or as an adult, or as an elder, in all spaces. The 
school, the university, in all houses, it´s the same system. The particularity of Medellín is that as 

 
11 “El gran núcleo de Uribe, del paramilitarismo y del pensamiento más reaccionario en Colombia está en Medellín. Este ha sido un bastión de la 
derecha colombiana y de la extrema derecha en el último tiempo” (Región, 2018) 

12 “El estatus de las mujeres es inferior al de los hombres en la cultura comunitaria en general. Pues, tú sabes, es una cosa muy rara porque la mamá 
es la diosa, pero al mismo tiempo todas las mujeres son putas.” (Región, 2018). 

13 “Es muy arraigado culturalmente en todos los extractos socioeconómicos, pero en algunos extractos altos se disimula más or se esconde mas fácil” 
(Robledo, 2018) 
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it is in between the mountains, the barrios with few economic resources that are located at the 
hillsides. We say that the people of Medellín do not see past the horizon line.” (Sahara, 2018)lxxxviii 

In consequence, many women orientate their lives in accordance with the roles as mothers 

and housewives. From early on, women grow up under the guidance of male relatives which 

intensifies personal identity developments linked to the domestic contexts. Given the spatial 

dimension and limited mobility of many inhabitants, the community-based immediate 

surroundings define the main context of youth education and adolescence. Socialisation 

processes are characterised by an intimate adherence to available traditional role models. 

Therefore, young women often either actively adapt, or are externally determined by 

conservative gender-perceptions conveyed by their surroundings, that highlight the centrality 

of family-oriented values. 

“[Many] women cannot have their own life-project as their role is a reproductive one. So to say, 
mothers, wives, and this is their life all the time with a masculine tutor. When you are a girl there 
is the father, when you are a wife there is the husband and when you a widow there are the 
male children. So, they are restricted from creating their own agency, they do not have 
autonomy.” (Región, 2018)lxxxix 

Another context-dimension that impacts on gender-realities, is related to family compositions. 

Conflict-related assassination of young men marks many families in Medellín. The urban war 

has eroded family structures and shaped the gender relations, as well as the assigned 

responsibilities in the domestic sphere. The female surviving dependents have to fill the voids 

the loss of fathers, sons, brothers and breadwinners has left in their homes. A great part of 

Medellín´s inhabitants has either directly or indirectly been affected by the lethal violence. The 

community leader in Robledo says that for the majority of people in Medellín´s comunas, 

violence has disrupted families “[] It´s a profound cultural impact, but reality has also thrown 

in many aspects. Many men, many male heads of households, or older children have been 

assassinated, this is the reality of many families in Medellín” (Robledo, 2018)14. 

Beside the immense emotional burden, the kinswomen have to cope with, they also have to 

learn to substitute for the male roles in the family structure. Like the economic double burden, 

when confronted with circumstances of heading households, women face deep shifts in their 

social roles and are forced to fulfil a double role. Ana Lucía explains the consequence of death 

tolls through urban warfare for women as an externally forced expansion of women´s 

responsibilities: 

 
14 .“[...] una huella profunda de lo cultural, pero también la realidad ha arrojado algunas cosas, muchos hombres, muchas cabeza de familia, o hijos 
mayores asesinados, esa es la realidad de muchas familias” (Robledo, 2018) 
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“It´s not an empowerment from the role of a ‘woman’, we cannot say that there is one single 
role of ‘woman’ - but from how they auto-identify as being women. They must internalise 
masculine values to obtain another position and to sustain the family that remains without a 
father.” (Ana Lucía, FG, 2018)xc 

In the absence of support, women have adopted different responsibilities they have not been 

prepared for. Sahara described the situation as an externally forced empowerment of women, 

to which they have been exposed through conflict: 

“Unfortunately, in Colombia we witnessed a woman´s empowerment that was actually none, 
but was forced through war. Yes, we have many conflict victims, in the majority, women who 
were left behind without a house leader because of this war. So, they had to start to assume 
many activities they had not been prepared for. So to say, there has been a sudden 
empowerment they have been confronted with, that has made them think about [economic 
and] productive activities or to have training or something. But this was rather due to necessity 
and as consequences of war, and not the kind of empowerment in which women strive for 
selfrealisation.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)xci 

Forced autonomy has caused an increasing accumulation of responsibilities in order for the 

women who must now attempt to be able to sustain the family on their own. This expansion 

of the scope of their functions has altered the external perception of women in society. 

Although this shift was forced through external circumstances, it has detached women from 

the mere traditional domestic field, made their role more visible in public and caused a new 

external recognition. 

“But they say: ´I´m on my own, I have to do [these things]´ and so this is also a certain image of 
women that has been created, so ´berraca´ – tough because she did all this without a man´. So, 
some women have gained this adjective because they have achieved many things without the 
support of a man, something that has actually not been necessary.” (Lina, FG, 2018)xcii 

However, even in this context, the recognised autonomy of women has strange connotations 

as it is not perceived as equality or independence, but rather as unnecessary burden caused 

by the loss of men. Behind this perception lies the assumption that a woman belongs to a man 

and not having this intimate relationship is a loss for a woman that needs to be filled. As Lina´s 

quote outlines, in some contexts the discourse of female headed households conveys this 

image of a ´tough´ or even ´stubborn´ woman. It also indicates that the transformation of 

gender-performances is of ambivalent character for many inhabitants of Medellín and carries 

changes as well as challenges for social reordering. 

6.2.3. Departure of Stereotypes and the Antagonism of Female Identities  

By and by different aspects have caused modifications in gender-perceptions among 

Medellín´s society. Caught between longing for conservation and the modernisation caused by 

the internal and external pressure applied to older and younger generations, Medellín´s 
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inhabitants witness a constant social development. Globalisation has impelled socio-cultural 

diversity but also sharpened social fields of tension through growing contrasts that are difficult 

to reconcile. In consequence, the irresistible processes of modernisation have contradictory 

effects regarding gender-based identities. Social transformation offers opportunities to 

dismantle inequalities, but it can simultaneously cause insecurities and feelings of alienation 

and abandonment through new demands or a lack of orientation. Especially the juvenile 

population appears to be exposed to contradictory or inconsistent expectations, caught 

between traditional thinking and the longing for the adoption of modern lifestyles. In their 

search for social orientation, youths need to find a balance between adaptation and deviation 

when developing their own life concepts and locating themselves in society. 

Grass-roots organisations like ´Identidad Mujer´ provide a platform for community based 

exchange and reflection on different concepts of gender, aiming at deconstructing stereotypes 

and developing a sensitivity for diversity and tolerance. ´Identidad Mujer´ therefore, focuses 

on the social perceptions of women but equally seeks to address the variety of gender 

identities, the social limitations, pressures and consequences that derives from traditional as 

well as from modern gender expectations. 

“The idea we aim for within this group is that every woman identifies herself as a woman based 
on her position and her own conception of being a woman. The invitation is that this conception 
offers different possibilities of being a woman which are not based on a classification. As we 
said at the beginning, the initiative emerged with concern for the hillside communities and the 
people that are far away from resources. We want to show these girls that there are other 
possibilities, not only this [traditional] way [of becoming a housewife] because they give you a 
financial support. We want to show them that there are other possibilities, possibilities they can 
choose themselves.” (Estefanía, FG, 2018)xciii 

Their call to reflect on gender aims to instigate an empowerment from below. It strives to 

motivate women to break free from narrow ideas on gender roles and to divert from binary 

thinking around gender performances, including the dissolution of what is regarded as 

masculine or feminine. Their approach to gender diversity encompasses the disengagement 

from those determinants, to the self-realisation of uninhibitedly engaging in any activity, 

without feeling pressured to assimilate in accordance to expectations. By raising consciousness 

of the determinations deriving from stereotyped thinking, ´Identidad Mujer´ attempts to 

deconstruct essentialist gender attributions and capacities. In the end, their forum and actions 

are concerned with disparaging existing gender taboos in order to free identity performance 

and self-definition from those restrictions. 

“´What is a masculine role? We can identify ourselves within a variety of ways, [based on 
gender] there are many possibilities. [] I´ll call it a ´fight´ but it´s the encouragement to defend 
some things or to support [other women] or to outline that there are exclusions. [] So, we want 
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to highlight this [reality of women] to show that there is an opposite. Beside black there is white, 
and where masculinity is, there can also be femininity. It´s about breaking down barriers, as it 
happened in other aspects before.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)xciv 

All participants of the focus group agreed that altering gender-perceptions and creating new 

breeding grounds for deliberate self-determination is a slow process which takes place parallel 

with an intergenerational change. Deeply embedded patterns of role division are difficult to 

replace, but younger generations can easier integrate new ideas and perceptions that emerge 

in open societal transformation. Globalisation and increasing mobility have brought the 

possibility to overcome the ´horizontal barriers´ of the city and allowed the discovery of other 

cultures. 

“The generational change linked to globalisation has influenced us a lot. We came from a very 
macho and conservative culture, which was a catalyst for many things that happened. But this 
has started to alter and every time women are getting more educated, step by step. Well, 
keeping in mind that men´s [education] is likewise improving. [] Every time the succeeding 
generations have better access and more things, more education. Now the new generations are 
travelling. [] Yes, we are part of a generation that wants to get to know the entire world, having 
more possibilities, knowing other cultures, having an exchange, learning other languages.” (Ana 
Lucía, FG, 2018)xcv 

Emancipatory processes are therefore, facilitated by improved education or increasing 

transnational interconnectedness, but the actual access to such opportunities also depends on 

the socio-economic background. The majority of Medellín´s inhabitants do not have access to 

such sophisticated means of emancipation. The living realities in poor neighbourhoods are 

characterised by multiple precarities that superimpose concerns of gender equality. Struggles 

to satisfy daily basic needs do not leave much space for gender-reflections. However, social 

transformation of gender understanding is taking place, albeit slowly. Ana Lucía underlines the 

difficult context in which the appropriation of new roles is located: 

“The new roles women assumed by women are also transforming in Colombia. For us as third 
world inhabitants, it´s a slow process because we must cope with other necessities that are not 
resolved yet. First of all, we have to resolve [problems related to] the family, to the city, the 
region and the country. All those problems [dimensions] we must approach first, but we can 
already see that everything is changing, the position of women and beyond.” (Ana Lucía, FG, 
2018)xcvi 

In precarious local contexts where the satisfaction of basic needs overarches gender issues, 

demands of emancipation brought from the outside, can be counterproductive. Therefore, 

increasing transferability of lifestyles, discourses and development of gender equality between 

different cultural contexts carries challenges that need to be carefully considered. For a 

tolerant and socially acceptable transformation of gender role division and identity concepts, 

recognising local capacities and different compatibilities at ground level is essential. Isabel, a 
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social worker from ´Identidad Mujer´ argued that a critical approach to gender roles at the 

community-level will become possible when the wide-ranging extreme social issues are 

vanquished. 

“When do [things start to] diversify? or when do we need to adapt or maybe unite ourselves 
with all the women in Colombia, to identify ourselves or have a conversation or at least start to 
think about it? I think [such steps] can be achieved when the social gaps become smaller because 
right now the social gaps are giant, although now, we receive any information from all corners 
of the globe due to globalisation.” (Isabel, FG, 2018)xcvii 

Given the prevailing precarities that characterise the living realities of many people, and 

keeping in mind the female headed households, externally created claims for gender equality 

and self-realisation have been very contested and sometimes even been seen as inappropriate. 

Instead of promoting alleviation from an unbalanced role division, women feel exposed to 

pressure to depart from accustomed roles. A transformation, they are not prepared for, given 

the major problems they face. Lina explains that emancipatory demands from different levels 

cannot necessarily be reconciled and can even be overloading or even harmful in some local 

realities: 

“Likewise, when capitalism reached us, we were not prepared for it. So we have been confronted 
with feminist voice streams that question machismo when we didn’t even know it was 
necessary. I speak in general terms because the majority of the Colombian population does not 
even have sufficient means to satisfy their daily basic needs, living from informal labour. And 
then ´they´ come and tell us, ‘A woman must leave X’, and this generates constraints and masks 
for women, because they say: ́ I have nothing to feed my kids. I´m waiting for the drunk one who 
beats me´, issues that need another type of attention. So this feminist stream becomes like a 
prison because [provokes the impression] that you do not want to change think - what you do 
not want to change – you do not think. Well this also contributed to devaluing the role of 
women.” (Lina, FG, 2018)xcviii 

Thinking about gender issues should always be an opportunity and it should not become a 

matter of forced assimilation under the guise of false universalised or westernised 

expectations. Therefore, the members of ´Identidad Mujer´ also discussed the impact of 

modernity on traditional concepts concerning vulnerability or even the risks of stigmatisation 

for women who support the conservation of traditional role divisions. The debate was linked 

to rapid changes and the challenge of keeping up with these quickly transforming expectations 

and moral evaluations of gender performances. 

“I totally agree with Isabel, the society is yet not prepared for it, neither in economic terms, nor 
in social terms, to debate the issues of women. And sometimes we claim too much from women, 
that they are supposed to have another type of orientation more related to their ´being´ than to 
´having´ or presenting oneself as a sophisticated woman of the world.” (Lina, FG, 2018)xcix 
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In some aspects, discourses of emancipation miss the important question of whether women 

perhaps are content with their traditional social roles. Any social transformation process 

causes uncertainties, as do gender discourses that instigate reorientation in one of the most 

intimate social relations. Many women feel pressured to amplify their activities even though 

they do not have any internal motivation to depart from traditional roles. Lina expressed that 

feminist demands also carry the risks of condemning the continuation of traditional roles and 

devalue the ones who finds stability in those practices. Especially young women are confronted 

with the balancing act of finding their own way in the middle of rising opportunities and 

expectations of what ´successful´ women in modern society need to possess and fulfil. 

“The moment comes in which society starts to claim something [from the women] and they start 
to question many things and they will say: ´No, I studied this but I´m not yet a mother and I´m 
missing out on this and that….´ It´s like the woman´s identity, although we´re all different, there 
is still a big umbrella [of expectations] with which we must comply. So we compel ourselves all 
the time to be good mothers, good children, good friends, good at work, good wives. That´s to 
say, it´s like there would be a chip and one says: ´I´m the liberated woman because I can comply 
with anything, I´m the perfect woman because I´m doing this and that and I´m engaged in 
everything´. But actually it´s not. I think that a woman of a variety of identities can say: ´Look, I 
want to be housewife and I´m happy with it´. But then she sees a friend who tells her that …..and 
one she is being judged from outside: ´How can you be a housewife in this era?´ How can you 
dedicate yourself only to taking care of the kids?´. So, there is also a fight in between women 
and how we want to comply with everything while at the same time while continuing the same 
pathway.” (Lina, FG, 2018)c 

Ultimately, emancipation, women´s empowerment and the development of a new gender-

based identities are multi-layered and complex processes that are influenced by many 

components. In the course of globalisation, new ideas of femininity and womanhood have 

entered the consciousness of many young women in Medellín. However, the proclamation of 

increasing independence as an emancipatory goal of self-realisation neither consistently 

corresponds with available resources on the ground nor a generalisable desire or experience 

of every woman. Nonetheless, gender identities in Medellín are undoubtedly in transition, and 

women are discovering new approaches to moulding their life concepts, even though these 

concepts are sometimes in conflict with external expectations.  

6.2.3.1 New Demands to Masculinity and Diversity in Conflict 

It is not only female gender identities which are being modified. Concepts of masculinity are 

also facing the challenges of social transition processes. The gender-based impacts of armed 

conflict not only refer to heightened masculinities as they are intensively exposed to violent 

socialisation, but also to the difficulty of reintegrating men into society in the aftermath. There 

are discussed aspects of gender-reality in the societal discussion in Medellín that refer to men´s 
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roles in the domestic sphere once they return home. Although men may temporarily leave 

their homes for several reasons, in Medellín many men have been absent because of conflict-

related dynamics that make their return back home often more difficult. Depending on what 

men have been experienced in the time of their absence, they may be very likely have been 

exposed to difficult circumstances and may carry severe traumatic experiences. Given the 

societal gender-roles men are expected to meet, falling short in their responsibility of being 

the protector and breadwinner, presents considerable challenges for their self-esteem. 

Different precarious identity problems multiply the social challenges in such constellations. 

Besides the already existing tensions, a reunion of long-term relationships that have been 

separated for a time, can further be burdened by unheeded gender-identities. 

“Due to the violence we have experienced, the man, in many cases, has been out of the house 
and thus, lost his domestic role. So, the mother has great power in her role of a mother in 
Medellín. [] What happens? When the man wants to return home after war, or after leaving or 
having abandoned his home because he had to earn a livelihood, or perhaps for another reason, 
as he was in prison for example, in many cases the means to return and re-obtain his place at 
home is based on violence.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)ci 

During the time of separation, both the man and woman will have adapted to different roles, 

which may collide with their old habits. On the one side, whilst managing the household on 

her own, a woman will have adopted roles that were formerly assigned to the man. This change 

may cause dissonance when the man claims back his previous position as head of the 

household. While women can often rely on the identity provided by the social roles of mothers 

and care takers, hegemonic ideas of masculinity tend to depend on the rather fragile position 

of head of the family, which might have been threatened through their absence. Therefore, 

Sahara emphasises the importance of equally considering the risks factors of fragile 

masculinities and identity challenges faced by many young men. Especially coinciding 

patriarchal norms and the violent socialisation dynamics of armed conflict increase the risk 

that a man will use coercive behaviour to compensate for his endangered performance of 

masculinity. 

“Violence sticks to men. Men have also had a difficult role in this society that was not 
recognised. In many ways the value assigned to a man is only based on what he has. What he 
possesses defines his value. [] Therefore, it is difficult for a man in this society to identify himself 
in another way, this is one of the reasons why we women should work on our self-identification, 
to permit men to identify themselves by other means.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)cii 

Without a comprehensive perspective on gender-based identities, that includes the 

vulnerabilities inherent in concepts of masculinity, the debate on gender equality is misleading. 

The key argument stressed by Sahara in the focus group discussion, highlights the fact that 

gender-expectations are mutually reproduced in society. The subordination to and 
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dependency of women on men correspond with the expectations that men provide a certain 

level of material and immaterial security. When men do not meet these expectations of the 

role of the ‘strong bread winner’, widespread patriarchal structures limit the social sources for 

the preservation of their self-esteem, especially in precarious contexts. The pressure on men 

to guide and control are also perpetuated by the social claims made by women. Given self-

esteem, respect and reciprocal discursive as well as performative acceptance as key aspects of 

social gender equality, a holistic consideration requires a debate around a perception of 

gender diversity that includes various concepts of masculinity, beyond the performance of the 

‘strong man’. Especially in heteronormative contexts, women have a considerable impact on 

masculinity performances, in the way their expectations of men´s characteristics and 

responsibilities influence men´s means of interaction in domestic relationships. 

“In the moment we choose our partners, in many moments, although we have criticised things, 
we want a man who conveys all these values of masculinity as they have been ´sold to us´. So, 
we ourselves reduce the possibilities that they can identify themselves by other means. It should 
be a general goal or effort or motivation to allow ourselves to identify ourselves and to live more 
as we feel [more liberated].” (Sahara, FG, 2018)ciii 

The reproduction of machismo, therefore, is reciprocal in character. Without a mutual 

reflection on the causes and consequences of gender-expectations, young men will also 

remain in the same dynamic of following traditional roles, as alternatives are rarely available, 

let alone accepted. As long as society continues, consciously or unconsciously, to demand a 

strong performance of men, the discourse on gender-equality will continue to lack substantial 

elements. Here again, emancipation from traditional thinking of manhood is also a question of 

capacity. Two elements increase the risk of a constant reproduction of machismo: Firstly, the 

presence of armed actors that heavily fuel concepts of heightened masculinity and exercise 

coercion as a legitimate means of enforcement, tolerated by the societies in the 

neighbourhoods where young men grow up. Secondly, the lack of alternative role models at 

home and in public, that would demonstrate different images of manhood. Without 

alternative means to guide gendered identity building, inequality patterns of machismo and 

subordinated women will constantly be reproduced. 

“I think it’s a basic conflict of machismo and how it is expressed, because we have these giant 
gaps and we cannot define it as we do not challenge it. So what of course, now we have a 
generation that studies more, and now more spaces are opening up, but they have not reached 
out to the domestic sphere, not yet.” (Isabel, FG, 2018)civ 

As with the emancipatory process of women, that is generally facilitated by a generational 

change and increasing education, a transformation of men´s roles in the younger generation 

has taken place and men are starting to engage more in the domestic spheres. 
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“What I observe from our brothers and, our friends, is that they have already been confronted 
with professionalised women, who they work shoulder to shoulder with, and so they have also 
learned to share responsibilities that men haven’t had before. Now we see among our friends, 
brothers and so on that they are working together with women in things they are doing, in the 
tasks they have, they are also taking care of the kids, doing domestic work and similar tasks.” 
(Lina, FG, 2018)cv 

It is not only women who must tackle new demands to their societal gender roles, taking on 

the image of the self-realising, yet familiarly attached woman, who also participates in the 

sphere of the family. Men equally are also being confronted with new determinants of 

masculinity performance. Gender understandings of man and womanhood are constituted 

mutually and react to each other. Based on the assumptions of a binary gender composition 

as is prevalent in traditional thinking, when one concept alters it automatically shapes the 

counter-concept. Therefore, it is important to understand gender in its dynamics as a social 

feature that shapes daily interrelations and also develops far beyond binary interpretations of 

what gender means.  

6.2.3.2 LGBTIQ*, Diversity, Tolerance and Acceptance by Combos 

Beside the challenges linked to gender-inequalities between men and women, another 

interesting aspect raised and discussed by the focus group, off the record, referred to the 

gender-relations inside LGBTIQ* partnerships and their position in society. The focus group 

members elaborated that likewise, as with inequalities in heteronormative relations, LBGTIQ* 

partnerships are equally burdened by power asymmetries, though these are less discussed 

because they are less visible in public. Those imbalances often derive from internal role 

assignments that restrict certain behaviours. Externally, especially bisexual couples suffer from 

the stereotyped thinking about the way recognised role assignments follow a heteronormative 

logic. Often the external perceptions point to a bisexual role division in which one partner 

incorporates the role of the ‘sensitive feminine’ person, while the other partner performs the 

‘strong protector’. These stereotypes demonstrate how deeply certain binary gender-based 

images are entrenched in everyday thinking around human interrelations and social orders. 

Although the society has opened up somewhat and a considerable LGBTIQ* scene has been 

established in Medellín, through my field research I have become aware that non-

heteronormative persons suffer severely from harassment and stigmatisation. The deviation 

from dimorphism and binary partnerships is still rejected or at least regarded with 

astonishment by large parts of the society. Nonetheless, the city´s nightlife has an increasing 

availability of LGBTIQ* clubs and bars which are much more than just tolerated underground 

locations. Also, in public places often referred to as ´zonas de tolerancia´ where youths 
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congregate in the afternoon and at night in an exuberant atmosphere for a drink or music 

performance, LGBTIQ* meetings have become an integrated fixed component of those public 

events. Here again, it appears that the younger generation, which predominantly frequents 

respective night clubs and public places, is either more tolerant, or even actively encouraged 

to announce their intimate relationships in public, than the older generations. 

Another aspect I observed during my field research experiences in bajo mundo, is linked with 

the apparent tolerance of, or even integration into the LGBTIQ* scene by armed actors. As 

LGBTIQ* relationships are still often not tolerated in the conservative families and 

neighbourhoods, many LGBTIQ* people are expelled from their homes and end up in the city 

centre. By now, at places like Prado, the hotspot for street prostitution, LGBTIQ* groups have 

created networks that are well informed about incidents and happenings that are of interests 

for combos. Between the combos and the LGBTIQ*scene there exists a business-oriented 

relationship that provides a certain degree of protection and collaboration. Furthermore, an 

interaction between LGBTIQ groups and the becomes observable in prison, where 

homosexuality and transsexuality are more noticeable than in public. In contrast to the public 

self-representation, gender performances change in prison when men or women are only 

among themselves. Binary gender concepts become less important as a social delineation 

mechanism, and lose, to a certain extent, their communicative function in creating social 

order. Since prison is a harsh place with its own rules, all inmates need to cope with the 

different vulnerabilities and challenges that shape social behaviour and blur gender-

differences. Women in prison learn to act in an aggressive manner, but also build reliable 

protection networks and take care of each other. Likewise, do men. Men in Bellavista divided 

all the roles inside their patios in groups and acted in solidarity, cooking and cleaning together. 

Detached from the outside world and in a confined space, vulnerabilities become more visible, 

prejudices easier to overcome and LGBTIQ* individuals find their place in those solidarity 

groups that are controlled by Combos. In the women´s prison it was less the integration of 

LBGTIQ* into bigger solidarity groups but rather the development of homosexual or bi-sexual 

relationships, or partnerships among former Combo girls that defined the gender-based 

diversity relations.  

6.2.4. Community Perception on Gender-Based Social Integration  

In the focus group discussion, it became clear that gender inequality is a critical topic in 

Medellín, though it is subordinated to more pressing concerns. When probed about their 

estimation of the social integration of men and women and whether they perceive a 

difference, the greater number of survey participants responded that they did not perceive a 
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difference. About 42% percent of participants saw a relatively balanced level of social 

integration between men and women.  

 

Fig. 13 Survey Data: Social integration for men and women. Source: Author. 

However, 35% of the respondents perceived a social advantage for men in their ability to 

participate in society, whereas only 19% had a contrary position. Interestingly men and women 

had the same response distribution among the possible answer options. Both sexes had similar 

opinions concerning social integration. Even concerning differences in social integration, men 

and women agreed that men are in a better situation in favour of men. 

6.2.5. Evaluating the Challenges for Gender Emancipation   

Assessing gender inequalities with reference to a social role assignment often points to the 

subordination of femininity. Women in their roles as family carers and mothers are deprived 

of the public social life which dominates the social structures. Especially in poor 

neighbourhoods, women and girls are limited in their scope of action due to an either 

essentialised gender-understanding that defines their capacities or a less essentialised but 

equally defined role expectation. Consequently, the living realities of women are often less 

prioritised in the social discourse and women´s participation in the political debate is 

restricted. The literature from the development studies which apply a gender-sensitive focus 

outline those deprivation structures, especially in the context of poor neighbourhoods and 

slums, where traditional role understandings dominate daily cohabitation. 

Feminist studies in IR have also revealed different aspects of gender inequality, though from 

alternative angles. While liberal feminists stress the importance of equal social representation 

and participation to promote more peaceful social interrelations, post-structuralist or 

postcolonial feminists underline the multi-perspectivity of femininity and the danger of 
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dominant understandings. Therefore, the analysis of gender-roles must consider the inherent 

concepts of gender applied in the discourse. Those vary between essentialist binary 

perceptions of femininity and masculinity or include ideas of multi-perspectivity which are 

confronted by the domination of a particular type of gender role expectation that possibly 

does not correspond with cultural and contextual determinants. 

The case of Medellín shows that society and civil organisations have increasingly adapted and 

addressed women´s living realities and concerns. By now gender equity forms a firm part of 

the social debate promoting women´s empowerment, even in the poorer neighbourhoods of 

the city. But deeply embedded gender perceptions need time to transform and the entrenched 

patriarchal power relations are not easy to deconstruct. In particular, the younger generations 

are confronted with diverse expectations that carry conflicting demands, in between 

traditional norms and modern thinking. The means by which gender equality is best achieved 

varies and the focus on women´s neediness can also reinforce dependency structures. Thus, 

one-sided representations of gender-inequality in which women are portrayed as less capable 

and reliant on external forces for empowerment are being contested. Instead, a perspective 

which considers gender in a more dynamic interrelation and therefore, takes concepts of 

masculinity and femininity into account, allows a critical analysis of the reproduction and 

contestation of existing norms. Transforming gender relations towards equal partner relations 

that allow diverse performances beyond stereotypes must equally address ideas and 

challenges of breadwinners and ‘machos’, as well as the housewives and vulnerable women. 

More broadly, equality thinking must offer space for deviating performances beyond 

traditional roles whilst simultaneously respecting those who do wish to assume these classic 

roles. However, transforming the social gender perception of womanhood must include a 

flexibility around the performance of manhood. 

Another aspect revealed by the investigation was the impact of armed groups on gender 

identities. As strong social actors and norm-setters in the communities, they influence the way 

adolescents develop their concepts of manliness or femaleness. For many young men, 

members of armed groups like the duros present a kind of role model, exemplifying masculine 

performances and characteristics necessary to receive respect and attract or even obtain 

women through domination. For women, imposed gender norms often mean that they are 

judged and assessed on the basis of their physical appearances. This objectification of their 

bodies leads to a strong designation of their social status depending on their external 

recognition in terms of their desirability. Consequently, instead of empowering each other, 

women align their gender performances to the demands of men. When we understand gender 
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performances in terms of power relations in society, any deviation from the dominant models 

is conflicting. In this regard, behind perceptions of masculinity and femininity is the very idea 

of heteronormativity, which serves as baseline for gender concepts. Deviations from binary 

compensating thinking challenge the prevalent norms of gender interrelations and threatens 

social power and order. Finally, analysing identity concepts and domination structures are 

multi-layered and include the suppression of gender forms that deviate from heteronormative 

performances. 

The discussion with the focus group underlined above all, that the mere focus on womanhood 

and homologised ideas of femininity is very problematic and contributes to manifestations of 

gender binarities. Instead, they argue rather in the logic of post-structuralist and post-

colonialist thinking and claim a more comprehensive construction of gender that denies 

hegemonic concepts thereof and instead approaches social gender as a versatile and 

heterogeneous interaction dynamic that provides space to step out of established role 

assignments. However, it has become clear that such a discursive engagement with gender is 

currently considered to be misleading, as especially poorer people must tackle fundamental 

living challenges. Therefore, with the idea of plurality of gender in mind, debates on gender-

equality should consider the concrete contextual conditions and understand a balanced 

gender relation against this background. Appropriate and truly deliberating gender debates 

recognise the individual living contexts without ignoring general asymmetries inherent in 

traditional role assignments and also acknowledge the challenges masculinity bears for men. 

 

6.3. Gender-Based Insecurity, Victimisation and Perpetration  

Urban insecurity dynamics have obvious and less obvious gender-based aspects of violence 

which are differently recognised and discussed in public, in accordance with their visibility. 

While physical violence like domestic and sexual violence is recorded in the crime statistics, 

other forms of gender-based violence do not receive much attention. Discussions around 

gender-based violence tends to almost exclusively address actions against women. For 

instance, domestic violence is often associated with violent acts committed by men against 

female family members and is rarely linked to violence against male relatives. And although 

the high homicide rates are over-proportionally linked with young men, in this context gender 

dynamics are not particularly considered as an important background. Much more salient in 

the public discourse is gender violence, in terms of acts of femicide, domestic and sexual 

violence or violent criminal acts of forced prostitution or trafficking girls as sexual slaves. 

However, gender-based insecurity goes beyond those forms of violence and include verbal or 
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emotional violence which is not recorded in security statistics as it is often silenced and hence 

difficult to capture. Therefore, after outlining available statistics on displays of gender-

violence, this section also elaborates on those aspects of non-physical violent dynamics based 

on the critical perspectives gathered in the focus group discussion and the expert interviews. 

6.3.1. Multilayered Gender-Based Violence 

Given the background of urban warfare, gender-based violence is only one type of severe 

violence the community suffers from. In this context the majority of social violence is framed 

by the ideals of masculinity and power recreated by war. Masculinity as a fuelling factor of 

violence is, for one thing, reflected by the fact that the victims of homicides are young men 

from predominantly poor neighbourhoods, and for another, the fact that violence is used to 

suppress women. Accordingly, the violence women are exposed to relates to fractured family 

structures and can be understood as coercive attempts by men to (re-)gain power and 

dominate women (EAFIT, 2018). The reality of criminal behaviour, perpetration and 

victimisation portrayed in the statistics points to violent young men that engage in crime and 

delinquency and are thus, simultaneously the predominant victims of certain violent acts. 

Although lethal violence like femicide occurs, it is limited in frequency, and the major violence 

against women involves domestic and sexual violence (SISC 2018). 

“[Violence] is more visible in the poor neighbourhoods but machismo is deeply rooted in all 
socio-economic groups. In some higher income classes, it´s maybe just more dissimulated, some 
women do not make a report, perhaps in pretence or out of fear of losing economic benefits, to 
puts it rather crudely. But in the low-income groups it´s notorious, in the sense that problems 
more easily exposed and more difficult to hide. There are other means of manifestation like the 
femicides. But it´s simply not true that these types of violence don´t exist among higher income 
classes, they have it likewise, but just know better how to hide it.” (Robledo, 2018)cvi 

With a focus on the spatial dimension of sexual violence, the division of concentration of 

incidence deviates a bit from the lethal violence, as ´La Candelaria´ in the centre of city leads 

the records. Due to forced sex labour, trafficking of boys and girls in the centre, the numbers 

in ´La Candelaria´ exceed the cases in the different poor neighbourhood districts (SISC 

2018:56). 

With regard to the urban context of Medellín, however, women´s involvement in criminal 

undertakings and as perpetrators of violence, have no priority in the security debate. The 

community leader in Robledo points to the paradoxes of the discursive frame towards a 

restricted recognition of women in violent groups and the evidence of women as perpetrators 

of crime: 
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“[Some officials] think that the women associated with them [combos] are women of the 
guerrilla [from outside the city] and therefore do not see that it could be possible that women 
here in Medellín in the territories participate in direct actions. However, in the prisons here there 
are so many women that have participated in direct action, but nonetheless, nobody perceives 
[women´s delinquency] as a profound problem or as something that should be considered or 
resolved.” (Robledo, 2018)cvii 

6.3.1.1 Community Perceptions on Gender-Security Policy 

Among community members, trust in gender-sensitive security policy is not prevalent. The 

majority of participants stated that they have a negative perception of gender-sensitive 

security policy. Women´s perception thereof is somewhat more pessimistic than men. 

 
Fig. 14 Survey Data: Security Policy and gender. Source: Author. 

While only 8% of those questioned trust in gender-sensitive state intervention measures, 61% 

of the women perceive the state policies as negative. And although men are minimally less 

critical, still 53% of men responded also that their estimation of gender-sensitive security 

policies is negative. Nevertheless, a quarter of the participants see the state´s performance as 

balanced or neutral.  

6.3.2. Violence and Unnoticed Protection and Vulnerabilities  

Urban gender-based violence can be distinguished in three main categories: Firstly, the most 

extreme form of lethal violence, often referred to as femicide; secondly, less extreme but more 

frequent is domestic or intra-family violence, and thirdly, sexual violence that can occur in the 

private but also in the public sphere. Violence against women is therefore considered as the 

most extreme physical means of enforcement of the culturally based idea of men´s social 

dominance. In the context of Medellín, violence against women forms part of a coinciding 
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culture of patriarchalism and general widespread familiarisation of violence. “This tradition 

that men “are” superior to women and, that men are aggressive against children is culturally 

established and traditional in these places. It’s repeated equally here, but additionally, you add 

on the urban violence” (SISC, 2018)15. However, missing from the statistics are violent acts 

against LGBTIQ* persons that are not yet captured under the term gender-based violence. The 

main focus is either on men or on women, but an awareness of violence against LGBTIQ* does 

not really exist (UdeA, 2018). The director of the OSH underlines that binary thinking is still 

very prevalent in these societies, and an expansion of gender categories is still needed, 

especially in regard to state records of violence.  

6.3.2.1 Gender-Based Violence, Intimate Relations in Numbers 

In the statistics, deadly violence against women appears differentiated between homicides and 

femicides. While the homicide rates of women correlate with the general decrease over the 

last decades, though far less, the femicide rate remains constant in between 20 and 30 

reported annual cases. But one exception is the drastic peak in 2017 that reported an increase 

from 39 to 61 cases in homicides between 2016 and 2017 (SISC 2018:13). With respect to the 

reported femicides, these are predominantly committed in the context of domestic violence 

and intimate partner violence. SISC listed that out of the 24 cases of femicide in 2018, 13 

occurred in intimate relationships and 11 in relationships with acquaintances (SISC 2018:16-

17). The overall victims of femicide violence are women in between 18 and 38 years (SISC 

2018:19). 

The second and third forms of non-lethal gender-based violence of domestic and sexual abuse 

are higher in numbers. Both acts are seen as strategic means of women´s oppression. 

Nonetheless, children are also affected by these forms of violence. “Intra-family violence is 

very prevalent, especially against children and women. These are the principle groups of 

victims of intra-family violence” (SISC, 2018)16. Only in 2018, 8,946 cases of domestic violence 

were reported, marking an increase of 14% compared to the previous year. Disaggregation 

from a gender perspective, reveals that 75% of the victims of domestic violence were women. 

“The situation confirms that the intrafamily violence is a manifestation of relations of power 
inequality between genders that is reflected in institutions like the family, which are more 
affected by conditions of vulnerability and/or submission to men that are culturally assigned.” 
(SISC 2018:50)cviii 

 
15 “[E]sas tradiciones de que el hombre es superior a la mujer, de que el hombre agrede a los niños y a las mujeres es cultural y es tradicional en esos 
lugares. Aquí se replica, aquí se repite igual, pero a eso le sumas la violencia urbana” (SISC, 2018). 

16 “Violencia intrafamiliar es muy fuerte, especialmente sobre niños y sobre mujeres. Esas son las principales víctimas de la violencia intrafamiliar” 
(SISC, 2018). 
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Those high levels of domestic violence, coinciding with the clear gender dimension, 

demonstrate that the culture of violence combined with cultural ´machismo´ is widespread 

among the population. Violence is perceived as a legitimate tool to settle conflicts, as a means 

of education and discipline and as an instrument applied by men to punish and subordinate 

women. Given the different domestic dependencies deriving from the socio-cultural 

asymmetries, taking legal action against intra-familiar abuse is difficult for the women 

affected. 

“There exists this fear that this fear is stronger than oneself. As a woman you do not feel capable 
of acting differently. ´If I report him he will break up with me and I cannot sustain my children 
anymore.’ Well legally he must account for them financially. But she feels incapable of being 
without him. Who is this woman when he is not there?” (Daniela, FG, 2018)cix 

Beside the challenges of dependencies inside the family, often acts of domestic violence are 

not recognised as illegal or as crime. In order to fight domestic violence, a public debate and a 

sensitisation in society are needed to raise consciousness of the acculturation of violence in 

order to recognise those acts inside homes as domestic violence. Such sensitisation is twofold: 

On the one hand it is important to address issues of intra-family violence with the respective 

perpetrators and on the other hand to encourage the victims not to accept or tolerate any kind 

of inter-personal violence. Cultural habits of violent behaviour against women must be 

unmasked as illegitimate means to settle conflicts or counter frustrations. 

“We still have high indices of intra-family violence, sexual violence, sexual abuse, street-related 
and sexual harassment, as the cultural situation – in the bad sense of ´culture´. So, we [try to] 
break with these schemes for many years. These are challenges of human inequality.” (Sec Juv, 
2018)cx 

Additional to gender differences, domestic violence has a sharp age component. About 45% of 

the victims of domestic abuse are children and youth under 17 years old that suffer from 

violence exercised by their closest relatives. 

“[I]t converts into a risk factor for the under-ages, who are later absorbed into other vulnerable 
situations concerning their rights, like sexual exploitation, recruitment by organised criminal 
groups or in the situation of living on the streets.” (SISC 2018:51)cxi 

Children are the most vulnerable group affected by domestic violence. The consequences of 

this social violence are dramatic, as the very persons who should offer protection and raise 

children through non-violent norms, turn the home into the place of insecurity and deny 

children the right to grow up safely. Without the protection by the most intimate social 

relationships, they are defencelessly exposed to the culprits. Lacking protection at home, 

young girls and boys flee to the streets where they are further dependent on the mercy of 
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others. In terms of socialisation, violent behaviour is shown from early on as a legitimate 

means of social interaction (Pol Nac Prev I, 2018). 

The third and frequent dimension of gender-based violence that might overlap with the 

domestic sphere is sexual violence. The statistics do not clearly delineate where the recorded 

acts of sexual violence take place and whether they are committed in the domestic sphere. 

Among gender-based violence, sexual abuse is one of the most manifested and objectifying 

practices for devaluating and controlling women and their bodies. Access to data is difficult 

and the estimated dark number is high (Maclean 2015:49). In the annual report on security 

2018, SISC stressed that sexual abuse as a classical incident of gender-based violence is a major 

but also under-reported problem in Medellín. A total number of 2,074 cases of sexual violence 

against women were reported, a percentage of 86% of the total reports. However, the 

estimated number of total cases is much higher. As with the cases of domestic violence, 

reported crimes of sexual abuse relate predominantly to young women as victims. Another 

parallel to domestic violence is the age distribution of the overall victims. 2,055 of the total 

reports of cases are recorded in the three youngest age categories of zero to five years, six to 

eleven and twelve to seventeen years (SISC 2018:54-55). 

However, the statistics also demonstrate that 25% of victims of domestic violence are male, 

predominantly boys, who are exposed to abuse in the intimate sphere of households (SISC 

2018:50). Furthermore, also among the cases of sexual violence against children, 295 of the 

reported cases were sexual abuse of boys, accounting for a relative number of 14% of the total 

reports of sexual violence against adolescents and children (SISC 2018:54-55). Clearly the 

violent acts against boys are in the minority, but nevertheless this demonstrates that violence 

is not exclusively used against women but is instead a general means of domination in 

parenting and ‘education’ of children. 

6.3.2.2 Armed Groups as Classical Frame of Perpetration  

However, what the statistics do not reveal is a gender-differentiated perspective of who are 

the perpetrators of violence are, they only indicate that the overall reported incidences of 

domestic violence are concentrated in the spatial areas of the north-eastern hillsides (SISC 

2018:54-55). Likewise, reported cases of sexual violence occur in the hillside of the north-

eastern and north-western territories. According to the information published by SISC, the 

majority of perpetrators of sexual violence were from the victim's immediate circle of 

acquaintances (SISC 2018:54-55). Taken together with the statistical information, the different 

forms of domestic and sexual violence cannot clearly be separated from each other as the lines 

are blurred. However, it reveals that most violence is enacted inside intimate relationships 



229 
 

predominantly in precarious neighbourhoods, where different dimensions of gender-based 

socio-cultural deprivation converge and expose women and children to violence. A salient link 

that can be made, although not clearly outlined in the statistics, is the relationship of gender 

insecurity dynamics with the violent acts exercise by armed perpetrators. Of course, conflict 

dynamics and the ubiquitousness of coercion also exaggerate gender-based violence. Male 

dominated armed groups systematically use violence to control society and to suppress 

women inside and outside their organisation. 

“Thirty-three percent of the demobilised FARC combatants were women. Well, it´s a high 
number and many of them are ´sure´ female combatants. For example, they have experienced 
horrible things like sexual violence inside the FARC. It´s [sadly] impressive. [] The violence 
reinforces stereotypes of gender inequality in general, for example, in common violent 
environments. [I]n these generalised environments women suffer the worst.” (Región, 2018)cxii 

Irrespective of the ideological orientation of armed groups, also left-wing groups like the FARC 

are confronted with severe accusations of sexual violence. The human rights expert from 

Región explains the intense use of sexual abuse, as in other contexts of violence against 

women, through the general habitus of violence as normalised means of behaviour, combined 

with a heightened understanding of masculinity that is further exacerbated by the belonging 

to an armed group (Región, 2018). All armed groups that have exercised territorial control and 

have used sexual violence to intrude upon the most intimate spheres of social relations, in 

order to demonstrate their powers over any aspect of social interaction. Sexual violence is not 

only a demonstration of the suppression and abasement of the female sex but also targeted 

erosion of social networks through the humiliation of both men and women. While women 

suffered from direct stigmatisation through sexual abuse, men were indirectly humbled or 

shamed as having failed in their role of protectors (Centro Nacional de Memoria Historíca 

2018). Like in other conflict contexts, sexual violence in Medellín can be understood as a co-

product of armed violence through militarised masculinities, though not exclusively. It is 

equally linked to the widespread cultural of gender inequalities that convey women´s 

belonging to men and causes morbid ideas of the legitimate appropriation of the women´s 

bodies by men. 

However, women cannot be reduced to victims of violence, as they also appear as perpetrators 

in armed groups as well, as in the everyday context of community-based violence. In all conflict 

parties, women have contributed to the enforcement structures and are equally protagonists 

in the history of violence. Not at the forefront, but instead in the background, women in their 

roles as associates have pulled, and still pull, the strings of internal violent dynamics. By 

backing organisational capacities, women prop up the intentions of the armed groups they are 
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part of. Being the wives of leading males, women play a key role in the emotional support and 

backing of men, as they are in the middle of the social nucleus (Pol Nac, 2018). Given the 

double morality especially prevalent in the DTOs, women are not only objects of amusements, 

but also the social reference point for morality and the sanctity of the family. One famous 

named case is that of Griselda Blanco, the niece of Pablo Escobar, who instigated the criminal 

expansion of drug traffic to the US and supported the ‘sistema-mula’ in which predominantly 

women swallowed drug-bags for smuggling. However, still today women support the planning 

and organisation of armed operations, though this is less discussed in public (Pol Nac, 2018). 

In charge of ranks of command at the low and mid-level of ODINs, some women have not only 

consulting, but also executive powers, and are in charge of intimate responsibilities which 

include the logistics for violent attacks and weapon supply (Pol Nac, 2018). 

6.3.3. Behind the Numbers of Gender-Based Victimisation 

A qualitative perspective on violence further considers the context of victimisation and allows 

an elaboration on the dynamics of perpetration. In contrast to statistics where women appear 

as victims but barely as offenders, the focus group discussion raised consciousness to a 

comprehensive understanding of violence that includes the enactment of women. It revealed 

the complexity of victimhood and the problematic discursive assignment of women as passive 

victims of male violence. Women are also perpetrators, though female violence is exercised 

less visibly and often unheeded in society. Looking beyond numbers and in a more 

contextualised way, thus, renders visible how violence is shaped by gender and how both, men 

and women use violence as a means of control and are also exposed to those coercive 

behaviours. 

6.3.3.1 Gender-Based Violence and the Complexity of Victimhood 

A critical perspective of gender-based violence not only sheds light on issues and perceptions 

of perpetration, but also reflects the subject of victimhood. Maybe the denomination of who 

is a victim appears as clearly assigned at first glance, but a closer inspection reveals the 

complexity behind the concept of victimhood. For the focus group, the subject of victimisation 

carried problems and challenging consequences, as they stressed that victimhood, equally with 

perpetration, can also be understood as a question of discursive hegemony, regarding who is 

entitled to be recognised as a victim in the context of social violence. Especially in relation to 

gender-realities, victimhood has different qualities that need to be considered. 

“Who are victims? This depends on how you look at it. If you look at the persons that survive 
and remain, let´s say, in this world, I don´t know but then there are more women victims because 
generally, the victims of homicides are the men. So, those who remain as victims are their 
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families generally, women and children. So, from this perspective the women are not considered 
as the victims but only because they are not generally the general deceased victims. The threat 
for women is different to that for men. Generally, the constant threat for the women is their 
integrity, so above all, sexual violence. In contrast, the most threatened aspects for a man is his 
very life. So, concerning victimhood, you must contemplate who is more the victim than the 
other.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)cxiii 

In general, victimhood is a concept that needs to be contextualised. Like two sides of the same 

coin, the habituation of violence in the community goes along with a habituation of 

victimhood. From a gender-sensitive perspective certain ambivalences come to light. The circle 

of mutual reproduction of gender-inequality includes assignations of perpetration and 

victimhood likewise. A constantly emphasised aspect of the ongoing dynamic of victimhood, is 

that societal demands on masculinity permanently facilitate perpetration and degrade 

feminine concepts to association with weakness and defencelessness. Sahara argues that 

victims unconsciously recreate their exposure to violence to a certain extent. Through the 

habituation of violence or even the social support for conflict resolution strategies of ´la mano 

dura´ sufferers of violence also reproduce the logic of enforcement as means of interaction. 

“Historically, violence is validated in this country. If one exercises violence we accept this. So, the 
majority of people vote for the president that proposes violence. We like the rude men that 
appear to be strong, because the violence validates everything. So, it is about separating these 
things; to understand that violence is not a validator and to depart from this role of victims, it 
does not matter if we are men or women.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)cxiv       

As long as violent behaviour is tolerated, respected or even demanded in social relations, 

respective concepts of masculinities will continue be reproduced. The association of violent or 

aggressive determined behaviour with strengths that provide leadership and protection 

manifests general societal and thus, gender-relations and dynamics of victimisation. 

Suppression and victimhood correspond with each other and victimhood can also become an 

accustomed identity. Departing from this position demands an active rejection of oppressive 

culture and the adoption of non-violent social interactions based on norms of equality. Sahara 

illustrates how there is a risk that victimhood is solidified as a fixed social role, that manifests 

passivity instead of active agency against unjust social relations. 

“[T]he victims and their perpetrators are equally culpable []. You as victim also shape yourself 
and you start to comply with thing that you do not consent to because it´s like a need to call 
attention to or to be present with something. Being a victim is better than being nothing, 
something we must comply with, irrespective of being men or women.” (Sahara, 2018)cxv 

In regard to both intertwining logics of perpetration and victimhood, many unconscious but 

mutual dynamics determine each other. In order to alter gender-based violence, both 

masculinity and femininity concepts need to be reflected and detached from reinforcing role 



232 
 

divisions. Although gender-asymmetries linked to strength and domination are subject to 

intense criticism, some women also savour certain role divisions. The characteristic of needing 

protection is often an appreciate division of responsibilities promoting gender qualities which 

demand that men perform the stronger role and provide protection. 

“Nonetheless, I can notice the other roles that women keep assuming and that we ourselves do 
it unconsciously. For example, the role of the protector is always taken by men. So you will never 
find a woman, unless the man is drunk, saying: ´You´re going out with your friends, okay I´ll 
come and pick you up at two in the morning. ´ No! Much more likely that the man, when the 
woman is going out with her friends says: ´I´ll come and pick you up, it´s very late already´. Yes, 
this happens, these roles, that the man is the protector and so on they continue, and we are 
very comfortable with things we could also call ´machismo´, but in this context we call it 
´caballero´ - gentlemen.” (Lina, FG, 2018)cxvi 

Deconstructing societally embedded juxtapositions of violent or protecting men and 

vulnerable or helpless women depends on an active shaping of gender-relations. This includes 

a comprehensive consideration of mutual performative demands and scope of action available 

to both men and women. As both roles and perceptions correspond with external expectations 

that concede or relate to a certain type of behaviour toward the other, violent dynamics are 

reproduced. Although it is a complex interaction, Daniela raises the underlying point that 

victims facilitate violent oppression as long as they themselves believe in their defencelessness 

and permit others to dominate. 

“In the past, it was more the man who beat the woman in the house. But the person who takes 
the beating is accepting the beating. Moreover, we lack the consciousness of what to do in such 
a situation. So, women or men that take the beatings comply with the role of a victim and do 
not know what to do. In fact, in history we all know, history in which the woman doesn´t do 
anything, not even the minimum that would be to report it, stating that she has been beaten, 
due to so many fears. Moreover, she feels more comfortable in the position of a victim, from 
which it is difficult to depart, as it permeates over time. [] So, she starts believing in this 
victimhood and does not have the tools to depart or to deserve being protected and valued. The 
woman is devaluing herself a lot, we devalue ourselves extremely. But I believe that we learn 
this, having our own value for what we are doing, for who we are, for how we know ourselves.” 
(Daniela, FG, 2018)cxvii 

Therefore, a sustainable means of empowerment has to stress that only when women depart 

from victimhood to regain their agency by making a stand against gender-based violence, can 

they escape the role of victimhood and violent gender-dynamics, and instigate change. 

6.3.3.2 Female Perpetration in the Violent Interplay of Gender Roles 

Linked to gender related victimhood, the role of women as perpetrators should be considered 

more comprehensively, beyond women´s violent agency that relates to the belonging to armed 

groups. Depending on the perspective, female perpetration is more widespread and forms part 
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of the ordinary community-based violence. Violence as such does not know gender but rather, 

the external implementation has a gender-based foundation regarding how force is exercised 

(Bauer 2013). The spectrum of female violence composes of acts linked to a traditional 

feminine gender performance of emotional or verbal violence to physical force. Within the 

scope of the focus group discussion issues of violent enactment and delinquency were 

controversially discussed from an interactive gender viewpoint. One common ground was to 

stress that violence needs to be recognised beyond the extreme and visible forms of physical 

violence to understand gender violence as a dyadic dynamic often between sexes, though 

performed differently. 

“Violence has different pigeonholes, but anyone can exercise any type of this possible violence. 
But inside in these different roles, one might have a role in which one can be violent through 
words, or through manipulation based on reproduction or based on the children, and you can 
be violent through action. Action can include issues of economic sustainability, action like a 
punch, or any action of force or imposition. The means that to exercise violence depends on the 
role of self-identification. A woman can be violent by any means. So, violence is nothing exclusive 
to masculinity, everyone’s simple intentions, based on the own respective role, can be violent. 
We are all violent in our way.” (Ana Maria, FG, 2018)cxviii 

With a focus on intimate partner violence in heterosexual relationships, Ana criticised the 

reduction of violence to the performance of masculinity. Instead the concept of violence must 

be broadened to actions taken to hurt, control or refuse the partner emotionally. Often gender 

identities and role divisions impact the exertion of violent performances. Problematic, 

however, is that in many incidences, violent acts committed by females are not taken seriously. 

The trivialisation of female violence can also be seen as a form of gender inequality and 

devaluation of women´s agency, as well as a rejection of the recognition of the victims exposed 

to female perpetration. Therefore, it is a societal problem that violence and delinquency of 

women are ignored or de-emphasised, as the appearance of female coercion is not manifested 

in the same visibility as physical violence committed by men. Those prerogative perceptions of 

what is considered to be violent reproduce a gender-based subsumption of behavioural 

patterns that dismisses other forms of aggression, except the ones appropriated by men. 

“It´s just that given the role assigned to women, the violence of the woman is not considered 
much as violence. That´s to say, the situation of the woman is not worth it or their strengths, 
not even her violence it considered as violence. In many cases, generally, when we speak about 
gender-based violence we speak about the male violence against women as it’s more frequent, 
yes. Because physical violence is more evident than verbal violence, but violence is exercised 
from both sides. Maybe things are criminal acts that are committed frequently by women, but 
they are not considered as severe as those committed by men.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)cxix 

Given different degrees of visibility of violence that highlight physical aspects which are then 

published in statistics, the attention on violence focuses on those acts committed by men. But 
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limiting interpretations and claims of validity of violence to ascertainable physicality disregards 

a variety of interpersonal aggression and bereaves us of important nuances of communication 

and interaction. Therefore, speaking about gender-based violence taking place in the 

communities of Medellín also includes aggressive means women appropriate against men. 

From her perspective as lawyer, Sahara explains that in the discourse of gender-based violence 

in a legal context, it is difficult to capture types of enactment that are less evident in a physical 

sense, but preferably exercised by women. 

“So maybe the man assassinates someone, but the woman covers it up, and the cover-up is not 
considered as severe as the assassination. Maybe this is partly linked to the perception of 
women. Generally, when we speak about departing from [violence] as a cycle of violence we 
refer to women and we do so as she is exposed to physical violence by men, but any other types 
of violence, in legal terms, are difficult to prove in court. [] That´s why, the role that corresponds 
to us or that´s assigned to us as women, not even this [type of violence] is validated or given 
relevance.” (Sahara, FG, 2018)cxx 

Sahara concludes that such perceptions of aggressive behaviour once again locate women in 

a subordinated role in society as their actions, though violent, are considered extraneous. In 

consequence, women´s perpetration of violence against men often remains unreported and 

thus, unreflected in society. In the public discourse, the image of physically violent men 

persists, while women´s acts to hurt or humiliate men disappear in the societal analysis of 

gender-based violence. By relegating violent performances from women, men remain the 

hegemonic actors that define the discourse of violence, but at the same time this dominance 

impedes any sensitisation of men´s suffering and denies them to be recognitions as victims. 

Other forms that were debated in the group discussion were self-harm or emotional abuse as 

means of gender-based violence. Daniela argues that women, in their roles as an 

accompanying persons to men, and physically incapable of externalising violence in the same 

way as men, they direct violence against themselves or they use means of betrayal to hurt 

men. In other words, although physically less violent, women learnt to pursue a rather 

perfidious way of controlling men. Knowing about their objectification, women seek to take 

advantages of men´s desires and make strategic use of their bodies to harm men and to 

humiliate them emotionally. 

“There are many moments in which women take advantage of their physical attributes to cheat 
men and this in many occasions. I could say, without having a statistic on it, I believe that it´s 
rather likely and closely linked to the subject of violence as it´s something very constant that a 
woman leverages power from this, simply because she does not have the capacity, or she feels 
like she does not have the capacity for other means, other than selling her body and cheating 
on men. And this is also an act of violence when she drugs him and robs the man.” (Daniela, FG, 
2018)cxxi 
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Reflecting in detail on these different forms of violence that are often not subject of discussions 

of gender-based violence, the intention was not to obscure the empirical evidence of the 

manifold and extreme cases of violence against women. Instead, the discussion touched on 

gender-based performances that also form part of the everyday dynamics of violent 

interaction. Although these acts are considered as less severe physically and fewer in numbers, 

they should not be ignored only because they do not appear in the statistics. This debate 

illuminated rather the active role of women in the overall analysis of interpersonal violence, 

beyond the stereotypes of women as passive actors exposed to external coercion, and 

emphasised their agency to cope or even enforce violent circumstances themselves. 

6.3.4. Community Perceptions on Gender-Based Security  

When community members were asked about gender-based insecurity, the majority of survey 

participants responded that the security situation for men is worse than for women. More than 

60% of the participants perceived a higher level of security threats for men than women. 

Nonetheless, 30% were of the opinion that men were more protected then women and just a 

small percentage of respondents felt there was no difference. 

 

 

Fig. 15 Survey Data: Security situation for men and women. Source: Author. 

Interesting here is that, compared with the men´s opinion, the women tended to estimate that 

men were under threat than women. About 43 % of the women and 40 % of the men assigned 

women the safer situation. Men, however, stated to a higher percentage than women that 

they did not recognise a difference in the security situation. 
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6.3.5. Evaluating the Qualitative Dynamic of Gender Violence 

Gender-based insecurity structures encompass different levels and dimensions in which 

violence takes place. In the broader context, violence is a learned means of behaviour that can 

be linked with the history of war in Colombia. By now, programmes have been instigated that 

address the root-causes of violent socialisation linked to the identity development of manhood 

and provide emergency intervention support in the case of urgent violent incidences. 

Nonetheless, the way women´s agency is portrayed relates often to a stereotyped perception 

of women that automatically promotes a more social or harmonious cohabitation, based on 

their essentialised supposed peaceful characteristics, and not on gender as social construct. 

Therefore, many programmes reproduce gender roles to a certain degree that rely on the 

men/war and women/peace nexus, without questioning traditional concepts of masculinity 

and femininity. 

Furthermore, the ideas of masculinity which were intrinsic in the civil war, have also fostered a 

hyper-masculine culture, which is disseminated by the armed groups located in Medellín´s 

poor neighbourhoods. The analysis of gender violence in Medellín´s communities confirms 

statements made in literature of development studies that stress a relationship between poor 

neighbourhoods, traditional role thinking, and a more general habituation of violence as a 

means to order gender relations. Especially in deprived barrios where many expressions of 

violence collide with one another, gender-based violence is likely to be involved and women 

are extraordinarily exposed to it. Clearly the presence of armed actors, intensifies the 

exercising of violence generally, and therefore also the risk of gender-based victimisation. 

Nevertheless, gender-based violence cannot be reduced to the activities of armed groups 

alone, though their imprint is considerable. The effect armed groups have on women´s 

victimisation is complex to evaluate, as women have also participated, by diverse means, in 

many of the city´s armed groups. Their historical engagement in these groups reveals a multi-

layered connection between gender, armed groups and victimisation. 

Generally, violence against women is widespread in many communities, perpetrated by 

different actors in different contexts and certainly not exclusively by armed groups. The 

statistics on gender-based violence and the experts’ views on it do not allow a clear statement 

regarding the question of whether gender-based violence is clearly linked to poor 

neighbourhoods and the presence of armed groups, or whether it is simply more visible in 

these areas of urban insecurity. Looking beyond the numbers also reveals aspects of violence 

that point to a mutual dynamic in which gender-interrelations turn violent. Women´s impact 

on violent dynamics is twofold: For one, they can reinforce violent behaviour by men in the 
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way they confirm or promote certain ideas of masculinity which demand an image of strength 

and leadership. For another, although not exerted in the same intensity or quality of violence, 

women nonetheless also apply violent behaviour, especially in intimate partner relations. This 

ordinary community-based violent behaviour by women stresses the violent potential of 

women which is often not taken into consideration as it is externalised via different means. 

However, when understanding violence as a method for asserting social power, not only the 

perpetration and domination should be considered, but also the way victimhood is understood 

and assigned. Despite all the dynamic aspects outlined, violence against women is clearly a 

severe and widespread social problem that should not be trivialised. Nor should women´s 

agency in violent situations be reduced to one of ‘helpless victims’. This argumentation relates 

to post-structural and post-colonial approaches to analyse women in their intersectionality 

and their heterogeneity, equipped as they are, with an agency to position themselves in 

relation to coercive gender-relations and to act accordingly. Ultimately, women can also make 

use of strategic gender performances to exercise power. 

Finally, focusing on the numeric means to capture violence reveals two aspects that are 

dominant in the statistics: The physicality of violence, and the binary gender relations that tend 

to portray men as perpetrators and women as victims. These representations of gender-based 

insecurity tend to sideline other forms of violence, such as aggressions exercised by women, 

or violence in non-heteronormative partnerships. The discussion has also outlined, from a 

post-structuralist approach, how violence, victimhood and perpetration are framed, and which 

perceptions dominate the discourse. As a result, the recognition of violence and the evaluation 

of violent acts are interpreted within a male dominated discourse that reproduces a binary 

dynamic of violence in which men are the dominant actors, while women´s performances 

remain passive or trivialised. Violence beyond the traditional concepts of masculinity and 

femininity, that also includes LGBTIQ*-based violence, is not yet a firm component of the 

statistical record on insecurity in Medellín. 

 

6.4. Conclusion – Mutually Constructed Gender Inequalities 

When we analyse the societal realities from a gender-sensitive perspective, deprivation 

becomes significantly more complex. Beside the general exclusionary dynamics that poor 

community members must tackle, gender adds another distinct layer. Considering economic 

income relations, social power structures and aspects of insecurity, gender matters in the way 

economic resources are divided, social dominance is practised, and violence is exercised. Based 



238 
 

on a distinction between men and women and the roles both sexes are assigned in society, an 

asymmetry in power becomes visible. 

Considering the income relations in Medellín´s communities disaggregated by gender, women 

still have still more difficulties on the labour market in seeking equally paid employment. A 

high percentage of women only has access to precarious income sources, many of which are 

situated in the informal economy. In addition to paid labour, housekeeping responsibilities are 

predominantly assigned to women. Based on traditional gender roles in which men are the 

breadwinners earning the family income, women engage in domestic labour and are 

dependent on the men´s salaries. While these assignments are subject to the critique of 

development studies, as well as feminist IR critique, as they manifest inequalities and 

dependencies, the Medellín case outlines two aspects related to this inequality: Firstly, these 

role divisions can also rely on conscious decisions by women who chose to fulfil the role of 

mothers and housewives without being restricted by external determinants. Secondly, besides 

role aspects, the context of the urban conflict has exaggerated the ‘precarisation’ of income 

dynamics through the loss of male family members and the imposition of the informal 

economy controlled by combos. Consequently, the number of female headed households has 

grown, and many women have to manage to income generation as well as carrying out 

domestic work on alone. Furthermore, the alternative income structures for women on the 

informal markets present predominantly the opportunity to participate in sex labour, where 

they are forced to sell their bodies. 

These insights underline the importance of contextualised considerations of gender 

inequalities. Gender based economics has a considerable material aspect but also an 

immaterial dimension of denied recognition of economic contributions. It is falling short to 

reduce economic deprivation to the question of access to resources, since it also includes the 

relative acknowledgement of achievements in the domestic sphere. This relates to the 

critiques by feminist IR scholars, that point to a problematic division of the public and private 

spheres, which does not recognise the value of domestic labour. However, this discourse fails 

to address the considerable pressure that is on young men to generate income and be 

responsible for the financial maintenance of the family. Additionally, the case of Medellín 

shows how gender-based economic role division is impacted by urban conflict. Not only the 

loss of men in the domestic sphere results in precarities for women, but also the coercive 

imposition of an informal labour market that often exposes women to highly vulnerable 

income situations such as prostitution. Thus, beside the general economic deprivation of 
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women in poor neighbourhoods, armed actors and informal economic structures further 

burden women´s economic situations. 

In regard to the social dimension, gender is an important component of a person’s self-

concepts, influencing how they position themselves in society and how they interact with 

others. Patriarchal power structures characterise the interaction between men and women, in 

which men dominate the relationship. Feminist IR scholars have fundamentally criticised the 

state as being a concept that reproduces masculine power structures, and excludes women 

from processes that determine the social order, and imposes rules of cohabitation. The case 

of Medellín confirms this critique and outlines the long-established culture of ‘caudillo’, which 

has characterised politics as a clearly male dominated sphere that enforces masculine means 

of societal ordering. As the development studies have revealed, in poor neighbourhoods the 

societal preconditions for social participation are especially characterised by gender-based 

inequalities which locate women in the private sphere of the neighbourhood in a ‘caring’ 

capacity, rather than in public life. Nonetheless, the case of Medellín demonstrates that, based 

within a vital civil society, women from poor neighbourhoods can claim their place in politics 

and participate in decision-making processes. Their discursive role tends to be linked to the 

promotion of peace and improvement of social networks on the ground, a representation of 

femininity which reinforces a traditional picture of womanhood. Given the prevalence of 

armed power in Medellín´s social orders it must be acknowledged that they have managed to 

draw attention to women´s realities in the neighbourhoods where armed groups and combos 

otherwise work to further reinforce certain detrimental gender asymmetries. 

In order to understand the dynamics of representative and integrative gender-based 

deprivation, the investigation of Medellín also underlines the importance of considering 

gender perceptions in society and how femininity and masculinity are constructed. Traditional 

male socialisation processes emphasise the characteristics of being determined, responsible, 

economically successful, strong and protective in order to lead and maintain the family. Female 

socialisation dynamics, however, prioritise personal aims and life concepts of becoming a 

mother, having a family, and taking care of domestic relations. Of course, these images are a 

limited portrayals of traditional gender understandings, but they indicate broad tendencies 

among self-concepts. Generational transformations and increasing global interconnectedness 

also disseminate these ideas of masculinity and femininity amongst the younger generation 

and instigate new gender norms and values. 

This shifted interrelation between expectations of men and women has some empowering and 

yet also some endangering effects. It challenges the performance of traditional concepts, with 
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a focus on a more sophisticated femininity that impacts on the scope of performance for 

masculinity. With women stepping out of their traditionally assigned domestic sphere, men 

also need to tackle these changes. Likewise, as with all modernisation processes, new gender 

concepts bring uncertainty, especially in poor neighbourhoods where the inhabitants 

experience a daily battle to satisfy their basic needs. In such environments the dissolution of 

established structures can further cause further social frictions. Therefore, gender 

transformation must apply to both ideas of masculinity and femininity alike, an important 

aspect that appears to be somehow missing in feminist IR debates, as they often focus on 

female realities but less on challenges for masculinity. Although it is important and justified to 

highlight dynamics that subordinate women, a sustainable transformation that aims for gender 

equality must consider the duality of gender construction, in order to promote not only an 

empowered femininity, but also a versatile masculinity. 

Two aspects matter when focusing on security aspects of gender in the case of Medellín. 

Firstly, the community dynamics of violence that involve societal familiarisation to violence 

and the role of armed groups in the exercise of gender-based violence. Secondly, widespread 

understanding of what is perceived as violence, who are the victims and who are the 

perpetrators. Such a perspective of violence goes beyond the statistical capture of violent 

incidences in Medellín´s society and seeks to approach violence from a qualitative angel, which 

also includes non-physical means of violence in relation to masculinity and femininity 

performances as dyadic aspects of gender-based aggressive dynamics. 

The governance in Medellín regularly publishes crime statistics that portray a comprehensive 

picture of violent dynamics in the city. The statistics demonstrate that lethal violence in 

Medellín extraordinarily targets young men and happens in the context of urban conflict. This 

severe form of violence, however, is not categorised as gender-based crime, though it is linked 

to concepts of heightened masculinity and gender socialisation dynamics in armed groups and 

combos. The clear allocation of gender-based violence refers to femicides, as well as sexual 

and domestic violence targeted at boys, girls and women. These forms of violence reflect the 

attempts to control and subordinate women by force, to satisfy a male pretension to power. 

Acknowledging this gender insecurity dynamic, prevention programmes should sensitise the 

public to these means of culturally embedded violence. 

Focusing on community dynamics, the statistics point to a spatial concentration of sexual and 

domestic violence, which takes place in poor neighbourhoods where violence as means of 

interaction is more chronic. Although crimes by delinquent or violent groups are often listed 

in a separate category regarding gender-based violence, no such information is consistently 
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available and the link between these forms of violence and armed groups remains unclear. The 

overall violent dynamic addressed by the development studies literature as well as by feminist 

IR scholars is also reflected in the statistical data outline on gender-based violence linked to 

poverty and the problematic division of public and private spheres of victimhood.  

A deeper understanding of the underlying societal causes and dynamics of gender-based 

violence was provided by the insights from the qualitative approach of the focus group 

discussion. A core scheme to understand societal implications of violence was to illuminate the 

conceptual interrelation between masculinity and femininity. The discussion revealed how 

violent interaction results from gender-based expectations and how different gender concepts 

result in different externalisations of violent behaviour. Women are often the victims of 

physical violence, however, there is also a feminine gendered exercise of violence especially in 

intimate partner relations which is less recognised as it is less visible in its physicality. Similar 

to a post-structuralist and post-colonialist perspective on violence, the group revealed aspects 

of dynamic framing and how the application of violence is linked to dominant discursive 

understandings of violence. In accordance with perceptions of perpetration, the discussion on 

gender-based aspects of the frame of victimisation further problematised the framing of 

violence. It follows that the concept of victimisation is not critically reflected and tends to 

convey a passivity to female victims that is misleading regarding the level of agency that victims 

of violence have. Drawing the conflict line in accordance with the men/war – women/peace 

nexus not only reinforces the limitations of agency that are inherent in the concept of 

victimhood, but also ignores female violence and thus reproduces the discursive domination 

of the role of the active man / passive woman. 

 

Taken together, these three gender-based dimensions of deprivation at different levels, 

illustrate the transversal power asymmetries which impact on women´s living realities in 

Medellín´s poor neighbourhoods. Accordingly, women have a structurally disadvantaged and 

marginal position in society that is reflected in community practices. Exposed to economic 

dependencies and dual burdens, socially subordinated to patriarchal structures and at risk of 

sexual or domestic violence, women’s gender-based realities of insecurity have a different 

quality to those of men. Nonetheless, two important aspects must be considered: Firstly, the 

critique of many post-positivist feminist IR scholars, that women cannot be represented as 

homogenous groups, is reflected in the analysis of the gender realities in Medellín. Women are 

by no means a homogenous group in society and this chapter is only able to outline general 

trends that can be identified by analysing discrepancies between male and female socialisation 
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processes. When interrogating gender realities, it is important to look beyond binary 

perceptions of gender to understand how the dominant masculinity and femininity are framed 

and constituted. Secondly, beyond structural differences that point to power asymmetries, 

fulfilling traditional gender roles can be a conscious independent decision that is not 

necessarily equal with subordination. Medellín´s women have proven strong agency. Facing 

gender-based inequalities, they have started to tackle structures of societal deprivation by 

increasing mobilisation and discursive sensitisation to gender-relations. Finally, in regard to 

the presence of violent actors and their enforced gender concepts, the history of armed groups 

in Medellín has demonstrated that women also join armed groups, participate in their 

activities, fulfil a social role in their ranks and even exercise violence as groups members. 

Considering that today combos have considerable power in the neighbourhoods that can offer 

various benefits, female gang membership must be analysed against the overall background 

of deprivation many combo members originate come from, and the gender dynamics revealed 

in between structural disadvantages, increasing transformation and their scope of agency. 
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7. INSIDE – OUTSIDE PERCEPTIONS ON FEMALE MEMBERSHIP 

The previous two chapters have illustrated the living realities and systems of order in Medellín´s 

society on different levels. An inherent part of the socio-economic and security order is the 

power of the combos which control many aspects of daily life. Another part is the gender 

inequality in the communities which is reflected in transversal deprivation of women. Taking 

these factors together, this chapter explores different perspectives on the lives of women in 

the combos. The question of why they join or rather affiliate with the combos, how their 

membership shapes deprivation structures, which roles they fulfil as members and how they 

are involved in violent engagements will be interrogated. Drawing on the expert interviews as 

well as on the narrative interviews with male members, this chapter, differentiates between 

outside and inside perspectives in order to reveal discrepancies in perceptions and to delineate 

external assignments or recognitions from self-perceptions. Following this, the analysis 

demonstrates how girls in combos are perceived in the community as well as from the group 

perspective by their male counterparts and how they experience the women´s membership. 

The guiding thread of this chapter presents a comparison of outside and inside perspectives. 

The first section starts to reveal the differing opinions on the girls´ economic activities in terms 

of income and the tasks they fulfil, on the illegal markets and also in the combos´s operational 

businesses. Subsequently, the experts and combo male members illuminate different social 

forms of girls´ affiliation and social status inside the group. The section finally discusses aspects 

of security and violence inherent in female membership. Beside the different perspectives, 

each section is structured in the different stages of membership in order to encompass the 

early motivation to join, the dynamics during active membership as well as the consequences 

when girls exit or disengage from the combo. The comparison aims to reveal commonalities 

and discrepancies from different angles amongst gang girls, in order to understand the social 

recognition female gang membership creates in their surroundings, both between experts and 

male members inside each group. 

 

7.1. Hoping for the Better - Money Making on the Illegal Market 

Given the power of the illegal markets run by combos, this section discusses the options of 

informal income generation for girls in combos, from an outside perception. Based on two 

different perspectives, the section outlines different economic labour opportunities for girls 

and the respective income they might generate through their participation in the criminal rent 

seeking structures of the combos. The possible economic attraction is discussed under the 
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aspect of basic motivation for joining, the respective tasks they fulfil once they join, as well as 

with respect to their income when leaving. 

7.1.1. Experts´ Perspective on Girls Criminal Carrers in Combos 

In all expert interviews conducted, the questions regarding female participation in combos 

included reference to the economic incentives combos might offer. Some interview partners 

stated that they did not have profound knowledge on the topic and preferred not to speculate 

on it. However, especially the experts who engaged in community work, but also the police, 

both from the operative and prevention units, shared their observations and experiences with 

combos and the participation of women. 

7.1.1.1 Attracting Girls with Gifts and Money 

The question of why girls join combos is intimately linked with the economic expectations they 

have when joining. “They join the combo with the illusion of gaining money, as the economic 

aspect of their affiliation” (Robledo, 2018)17. Growing up in neighbourhoods where combos 

compose of considerable power and material advantages, girls approach combos hoping for 

the same material benefits. However, it is not merely the income opportunity the girls are 

looking for, but also economic privileges linked to a certain lifestyle. 

“Sadly, the girls start relating with the guys, as they have fun in doing so. The boys buy them 
things, offer certain small luxuries and take them to new places. They feel cared for but they do 
not imagine what it costs to live this life. Thinking of the money they could have, that in reality 
is nothing. They are betrayed” (Robledo, 2018)cxxii 

Not knowing what consequences these small benefits and luxuries carry, girls slowly slide into 

a business that cannot be detached from criminal activities. The longing for an opportunity to 

step out of their daily routine and to enjoy the freedom of ‘hanging out’ with the combo blinds 

them to the subtle drift into dependency. The community member in San Javier explains the 

shift into criminality in a captious manner: 

“Being with the combo partying, going out on the ‘razzle’ and everything is cool. But when they 
start taking drugs, they start changing. Due to the lack of money and the slow addiction to 
drugs, they start actively engaging in criminal activities. That´s the beginning of their career of 
drug selling.” (San Javier, 2018)cxxiii 

The aspect of drug taking appears crucial in creating the initial dependency. In this sense it 

causes a double dependency as the girls not only need the combo to get the drugs but also to 

earn the money to buy the drugs. Beside the more or less voluntary involvement in the drug 

business, the combo sometimes also abuses the addiction, or the debts the girls might have 

 
17 “entran a los combos con esa ilusión (de ganar plata), que también esta esa parte económica” (Robledo, 2018). 
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through the partying and shared drug consumption to oblige the girls to work for them. “They 

start voluntarily, sure, under the protection of the ´fool´ who provides everything, but when it 

does not last for both he begins to oblige her to play her part and sell drugs” (San Javier, 2018)18 

Both community members agree that membership often starts innocently with the mere 

desire of having fun, enjoying apparent freedom with the ´powerful´ boys. Without any real 

connection, the first links are made based on nightlife activities and parties. Once drugs form 

part of the relationship, whether they realise it or not, the girls get involved in the criminal 

structures. Firstly, through consumption and then through active participation in selling. An 

important aspect of this dynamic is that, at the beginning the combo offers something the girls 

cannot otherwise afford and they feel privileged to experience this freedom. Unfortunately, 

this often unwittingly leads to dependencies. 

7.1.1.2 Being Catched Up in Illegal Economies 

After the first approaches with the combo, the girls fulfil various roles in income generation. 

Even if the girls start through a personal relationship with one of the combo members, they 

quickly get into the business and the combo takes advantage, using them for either their 

personal or their business desires. More or less the experts distinguish two typical roles women 

take in the combo. The police officer from the operational unit explains the subtle passage 

from a personal relationship into a more or less forced, abusive relationship in regard to sex 

labour: 

“These girls, when joining the combo, in the majority of cases they need to offer themselves. 
After a while, the guys get bored of them and say: ´Hey we are gonna make her ´la vuelta´ and 
when they realise, she is cunning, then they tell her to bring other girls. Like a catalogue in their 
favour, what they desire, the girls go and search for.” (Pol Nac, 2018)cxxiv 

The young girls often do not know about the coercive powers combos have or they have no 

other options. It is not always clear how the trajectory of prostitution functions and whether 

the girls slide into it, whether they are forcefully recruited or even sold by their own families. 

However, observable from outside is the dimension of sex labour and even the trafficking as 

inherent part of the combos´ activities. The community leader in Robledo says the outward 

reach of the prostitution business of combos has increased. 

 
18 “Ellas empiezan primero, claro, con la protección del hamponcito (vergewaltiger) este y les da todo, pero ya cuando ven que no está alcanzando 
para los dos ya es empezar a obligarlas, sí o no, a vender vicio” (San Javier, 2018). 
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“The combos have engaged in human trafficking. Obviously they started with catalogues of very 
young girls, almost children, to offer them to foreigners. These business branches have become 
quite visible lately.” (Robledo, 2018)cxxv 

In both statements the coercive background becomes clear. Both the police and the expert 

from Robledo imply a considerable level of forced labour in the prostitution business of the 

combos. From their perspective the combo works with perfidious means to recruit young girls 

for their sex markets. The focus is not on the income opportunities for the girls, but the rent 

extraction via exploitation, for the combo itself. The girls are understood as purely a means for 

income generation. 

“What, above all, the combos are doing with the women, is instrumentalising them for 
trafficking. First, for their bodies, and second, for drug selling in the plazas where they vend 
marijuana or cocaine” (Robledo, 2018)cxxvi 

The second role girls often fulfil is the task of the jibara, the so-called drug seller. It is one of 

the most common jobs for girls to ‘hang around’ the plazas and participate in the widespread 

network of drug trafficking in the city. Here again, especially young girls are assigned to the 

task of public drug provision as they strategically deploy people underage who are less in 

danger of prosecution. “The combos mainly use the young girls in micro-traffic. It is perfect for 

them. Before they come of age it´s an excellent time for delinquency and for activities in the 

micro-traffic” (San Javier, 2018)cxxvii. However, unlike in the sex business, girls working as 

jibaras have the chance to make a criminal career. Doing a good job at the ´plazas´ can open 

up the possibility to acquire more responsibility. As part of the criminal life where competition 

and certain hierarchies impact economic income, the job of jibara can present the first step in 

upward mobility. 

“For survival, the girls convert...it´s part of the power. They will never command like boys, no. 
But they will reach being a jibara, which is like having a title. It is an award for running micro-
traffic of drugs” (San Javier, 2018)cxxviii 

This perception is supported by the police, who say “above all, they give the girls the 

responsibility to engage in business coordination of drug selling and storage, all the way up to 

some negotiation duties” (Pol Nac, 2018)19. In this regard, starting as jibara may lead to an 

expansion of responsibility. Depending on the girl’s capacity and ambitions, it is also possible 

that at some point she will acquire the permission to run her own small team. Soon they start 

recruiting themselves and gain a certain independence from the combo. At a later point, when 

the initiation into the drug business has been successful and the girl is acquainted with the 

 
19 “Mas que todos es que le dan la responsabilidad de ser las encargadas de coordinar el microtrafico, casas de juicios incluso hasta negociaciones” 
(Pol Nac, 2018). 
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rules and procedures she will rise in the hierarchy. With this promotion, she starts to support 

the combo business on another level where she commands a bit more power. 

“A woman who spends many years in the organisation has experienced a lot and thus her 
ambition is to command. So, she says: ´I need more women to continue the micro-traffic´ and 
they start recruiting girls which they control. And they say: ´Look where I am today, what I have 
achieved, I do not need any support from my parents. Come with me and you won’t miss 
anything. They brainwash the young girls the same way” (San Javier, 2018)cxxix 

The third, classic task women undertake is the role of the carrito, which is a traditional entry-

level assignment. Carritos are the young members who carry all kinds of objects from one place 

to the other. Or they store the products, money or weapons for the combo. This logistical task 

is often done by young boys but can also be carried out by girls. Asking Dr. Dávila about the 

membership of girls, he responded: 

“Well usually it’s the boys between fourteen and twenty-eight years who participate. But there 
might also be women which are the wives of the members or even in the role of ´carritos´ who 
carry and bring the goods or store them in their houses or carry them into prison in their vaginal 
or anal cavity. This is how they fulfil the transport as part of the illegal merchandise.” (Dávila, 
2018)cxxx 

Even if this appears trivial, smuggling into prisons is of great importance for the combos as the 

prison drug market plays a very crucial role in combo structures. For one, because those 

inmates who possess and control drugs gain power and respect, and for another, because 

drugs in prison generate immense income through the high prices charged. In this moment, 

women as carritos fulfil a key function in the internal supply chain (EAFIT, 2018). 

The fourth role women accept in combos is a contribution to the operative business that is 

normally exercised by men. Women function as carnadas, a term for decoy in robbery 

undertakings, or they do the watchdog jobs. Both tasks are commonly assigned to women. 

“The ones installed as ´carnadas´ on guard duty watching out for the police are girls. They are 
just sitting around talking with a friend, normally girls the police wouldn’t search or look at. So 
they simply comply by making a signal, like raising a hand or whistling or whatever to signal, 
and that´s it.” (San Javier, 2018)cxxxi 

As banal and as easy the task sounds, its function is fundamental for an ongoing illegal 

business. A good vigilance system is indispensable for all the criminal activities the combo is 

undertaking. The fact that such tasks are often trivialised has a gender component. “One of 

the principle functions is intelligence services, one of the constitutive elements of drug-traffic: 

knowing, not only knowing the enemy, but maintaining all tasks of logistic and operative work. 
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It is reproducing the role of the mother. It sounds cruel but it´s basically this” (EAFIT, 2018)20. 

In a perfidious way, combos reproduce civil gender role-play in a criminal and violent world. 

Sr. Lopera emphasises parallels between the traditional gendered role of carer and mother 

who coordinates and maintains structures in the background and the instrumentalised and 

simultaneously devalued responsibilities of monitoring and surveillance in the criminal 

business. Furthermore, the job of carnada implies the classical decoy role to attract male 

targets of assaults. Based on strategically applied feminine characteristics, the girls lure boys 

or men into empty streets or into particular corners of combo territory where their male 

counterparts are waiting to attack. “The girls sometimes seduce the boys for the robberies. 

Attractive girls seduce boys with drugs – escopolamina – in their drink and then call on the rest 

of the combo.” (Dávila, 2018)21. But women are equally sent to operations that require more 

active involvement. In this regard, the fifth role women fulfil in the combos is exercising 

robberies and assaults. Either on their own or in teams and by different means. “Some of them 

engage in the positivos that are robberies. They are women who do not have any problem with 

that” (Robledo, 2018)22. Often they are sent into other neighbourhoods to do so, or into the 

city centre in order to maintain the own territory. (San Javier, 2018). 

Finally, beside the classical tasks of prostitution, jibaras, carritos and carnadas, women have 

increasingly expanded their scope of action. By now girls are participating in any operative 

criminal income branch “from hiding weapons, in charging vacunas, ambushing, intimidating 

or threatening” (San Javier, 2018)23. In doing so they have professionalised a lot. So the police 

from the prevention unit underline “they are the experts in their businesses. It doesn´t matter 

whether in transport, extortion or weapon storage, they became passionate and excel” (Pol 

Nac Prev, 2018)24. All these statements indicate an increasing professionalisation of girls’ 

engagement in criminal activities of the combos. Compared to the process of slow and often 

unnoticed drifting in the bajo mundo and crossing the line of legality, the participation in 

robberies and extortion demonstrate an unconscious agency and commitment to combos´ 

criminal rent seeking. However, the expert from SISC points to the fact that the women who 

participate are not manifold, and the jobs they do are all at the lower level of business: “The 

 
20 “unas de esas funciones principales fue hacer inteligencia, y ése ha sido siempre uno de los elementos constitutivos del narcotráfico: poder conocer, 
no sólo el que se le considere enemigo, sino mantener todas esas tareas logísticas y operativas en orden. Eso es reproducir la noción de mamá. Eso 
es una mamá. Eso termina siendo muy cruel, pero es reproducir ese esquema” (EAFIT, 2018). 

21 “también que seducen a hombres para que luego sean asaltados, o sea, mujeres atractivas seducen a los varones, les ponen una droga – 
escopolamina - en el trago y llaman al resto de la banda para que los atraque” (Dávila, 2018). 

22 “Algunas también hacen lo que llaman ellos los positivos, es decir un atraco, ellas tampoco tienen problema” (Robledo, 2018). 

23 “Eso, a esconder armas, a ir a cobrar, por ejemplo, extorsiones, o ir hacer los robos, o a intimidar, amenazar” (San Javier, 2018). 

24 “Ellas son expertas en su tema. Si es en transportar droga se vuelven passionadas y excelentes en eso; si es en extorsionar o en guardar armas...” 
(Pol Nac Prev, 2018). 
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participation of women in the criminal structures is seldom. So far as I know, few reach a leader 

position. Normally girls participate in logistics, and the low level of criminal operations” (SISC, 

2018)25. Given this contribution to illegal income structures, Sr. Lopera links the present 

activities to the history of organised crime in the city. 

“Women started to fulfil the administrative tasks. They started to represent an evolution of the 
bureaucratisation of crime as they are in all the positions of intermediation and administration 
of the resources. They are further in the inferior part of the production chain, selling drugs, 
storing weapons; sicarias have been some very interesting cases, but that´s it. They fulfil the 
domestic function.”  (EAFIT, 2018)cxxxii 

What the combo girls are doing in the illegal business is not new in this regard. It is a 

transformed participation as already witnessed in the time of the DTOs. To some extent the 

combo still reproduces the structures of the big male ‘kingpins’, although today it is ´la cúpula´ 

- composed of men, using women either as aesthetic entertainment or at low-level operational 

functions in drug trafficking (EAFIT, 2018).  

7.1.1.3 Business Instrumentalisation in Place of a Steady Income  

Consequently, roles adapted by the girls have an effect on whether the combo provides a 

source of income generation for the girls or whether their participation instead deteriorates 

into a kind of unpaid free-time activity. From the perspective of the experts, all the activities 

the girls engage in are only minimally lucrative for them in the end. The expert from SISC 

estimates that “for being part of a low level criminal structure, the economic conditions inside 

the group will also be low” (SISC, 2018)26. Dr. Dávila agrees on this assessment and states “given 

the nature of criminal business, the women will have less income inside the criminal structures 

than the boys” (Dávila, 2018)27. The community member from San Javier has a similar appraisal, 

as he confirms “yes they engage in money making business to administrate it and deliver the 

money. They are like a management system, but retain nothing for themselves” (San Javier, 

2018)28. 

Given the unprofitable income situation of the girls, the police deduce that their participation 

is less likely a reaction to poverty but rather a question of the personal positioning to legality. 

In the end it cannot be a means to cope with economic deprivation as the combo structures 

 
25 “La participación de las mujeres en las estructuras criminales sí está, pero es poca, desde mi conocimiento, es poca, y muy pocas veces tienen un 
rol de líderes. Normalmente participan en la logística y en la parte más baja de la estructura criminal” (SISC, 2018). 

26 “las relaciones económicas, no conozco al respecto sobre eso, pero imagino que por estar en la parte baja de la estructura criminal igualmente sus 
condiciones económicas dentro del grupo también son bajas”  (SISC, 2018). 

27 “dada la naturaleza de los negocios criminales, las mujeres pueden tener menos ingresos dentro de las estructuras criminales que los varones” 
(Dávila, 2018). 

28 “Si la manejan, la manejan para administrarla y entregarla. Son como un canje en el dinero, pero ellos no la retienen e sí” (San Javier, 2018). 
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reproduce deprivation in a way. The officer asserts that “there are so many people who do not 

live but survive. So, what´s going on? They have the absolute necessities but they ain´t do 

engage in criminal activities or prostitute themselves, or engage in a combo. And those who 

do, and they exist, they do so for a lack of basic principles” (Pol Nac, 2018)29. 

Finally, the experts have basic agreements in their perspectives on the economic performance 

of gang girls. While they testify that criminal engagement begins slowly and often 

unconsciously, entry processes might go along with forced dependencies. At some point the 

criminal activities turn into an actively driven undertaking. Although many of the tasks they 

carry out with are somewhat innocuous, they form an important part of the combos´ 

operational business. The fact that many women also gradually expand their business ground 

in the jibara-scene or actively help ambushing and stealing and storing weapons allows the 

experts to conclude that gang girls do so with a certain attitude. Taking the low or unappealing 

payment into account, parallels can be made with general economic role divisions. Those 

parallels with formal gender-based economic structures can indicate that gang girls almost 

fulfil traditional female responsibilities, but in a criminal income structure that offers certain 

access to drugs and temporary luxury goods. 

7.1.2. Combo Boys´ Economic Perspective 

In regard to the opinions of the male combo members, they also raise aspects of the girls´ 

motivation to join, the tasks they fulfil and whether they earn adequate money for their jobs 

or not. Basically, the comments from the combo boys refer less to the motivation girls have 

than predominantly to the tasks they take. Statements on the girls supposed income were 

barely made at all. 

7.1.2.1 Money does not Know Gender – Joining for the Easy Money 

One prevalent reason for girls to join is the ‘harsh street life’ and the lack of any other options 

for cash generation, for those coming from a poor background. Andres, a 22-year-old alleged 

former combo member, said: 

“Life on the street is harsh. The necessity brings many things. For example, in my neighbourhood 
you see many cases of pregnant girls that are alone and maybe under-age. They were kicked 
out of the house: ´Why didn´t you want to study, why didn’t you do anything for your life, now 
you´re pregnant so go leave!´ So what do they want to do? Like I said, there is always an 
opportunity. She pregnant, won’t get any legal job as she is already condemned, she´s already 

 
29 “hay mucha gente que no vive sino que sobrevive. [...] ¿Pero qué pasa? Tienen las necesidades de las necesidades, pero no lo hacen: no se 
prostituyen, no se meten en ningún combo. Que las hay, las hay. Los que hacen eso es porque están faltos de principios más que todo” (Pol Nac, 2018). 
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judged. In ´la vuelta´ we won´t say this to her, we would offer her an opportunity, we would give 
something to eat and if needed some shoes to wear” (Andres Poblado, 2018)cxxxiii 

Andres points clearly to difficult family background and the even more difficult situation of 

finding a legal income once a woman’s pathway has deviated and the person has fallen ‘in 

disgrace’. He emphasises three aspects he thinks form a pathway into gang activities. First, the 

abandonment of the family and the fact that many girls lose the support of their home or, even 

worse, end up in the street. Second, the precarious income situation in Medellín that is difficult 

for young people and even more so with the stigmatisation of young pregnancy. Third, the 

informal labour market dynamics that follow alternative logics. In this case, he presents the 

mundo bajo as being in solidarity, not discriminating but supporting young girls. 

Other gang members rather underline pure materialistic motivations for girls to join. For Carlos 

it is clear that girls are searching for money rather than escaping from precarities. “Everyone 

is ambitious for the money and the neighbourhoods make money, so this is why they are 

there” (Carlos Floresta, 2018)30. His statement stresses the materialistic thinking he feels as 

one of the greatest driving forces that attracts not only but also the girls. Steven, another long-

time member, agrees with the attraction of luxury and sees it as the main reason for women 

to join combos. However, he stresses that the primary providers are the male members the 

girls take advantage of. 

“There are women engaging because of serious motives who really love you and they don´t 
want anything bad to happen. But there are some really materialistic ones: ´This one has a 
motorcycle, wow what a great motorcycle. I´ll come for a ride´, what an adventure in Medellín. 
´He has money and a motorcycle. I need this guy. ” And it´s a fraud, getting a working guy who 
gives them money. No, they won’t. Instead [he will say] ´ [take] this little bit and back home 
babe. Go and get clear and don´t come back.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)cxxxiv 

Steven speaks about women´s attempts to live off the boys more harshly than the other two 

interviewees. Girls, in his perspective, are keen for the material benefits they can get from the 

male members and do not search for their own income but instead simply extract the 

resources. In this regard, girls neither flee from deprived structures nor do they look for an 

income generation. They hang out with combo members according to the material luxuries 

and excitement they have to offer. Steven perceives the income dynamic as unjust, as the boys 

risk a lot and work hard so that girls can temporarily appreciate their company, whilst their 

intentions are short term and far from a serious commitment (Steven Calnaz, 2018). 

 
30 “Eso. Todos son ambiciosos por la plata, y como el barrio dejaba plata, entonces por eso es que se mantenían así” (Carlos Floresta, 2018). 



252 
 

7.1.2.2 In between Prostitutes and Homegirls 

Concerning the girls who remain within the combo, many of them start working in the sex 

labour industry as prostitutes. Nobody said anything about how the girls start or who 

approaches who in order to involve the girls in the business. In the centre of statements of the 

male interviewees are the arguments of promiscuous girls engaging in combo life doing as they 

like. “Women have another role in the combo: the prostitution. They prostitute for the same 

people of the combo. They go with one or the other, you never know with whom they are” 

(Denis Floresta, 2018)31. Asked about the typical career of a prostitute, Denis, an older long-

term member said: 

“They can start from fifteen on, also girls. Because they want to do it. Clearly for women it´s 
easier to be safe than men. They hang out with everyone. If she is a prostitute than it’s a 
prostitute. They go along with everyone, they are the women of everybody. Sometime it’s 
because of their drug consumption, because of the parties, because of the atmosphere, they 
hang out with everyone. It’s the women of nobody” (Denis Floresta, 2018)cxxxv 

Denis outlines the role of a prostitute as being their ‘own business’ which the women 

themselves maintain, and not something that is run by the combo. Instead, the women who 

enter the combo do so in order to please themselves. At the same time, he indicates two 

aspects, one is the availability of the women and the other is the uncontrollable behaviour of 

the girls. But clearly, he does not give the women a fixed role in the business structure of the 

combo. On the contrary, his description of the prostitution rather refers to a loose interrelation 

that is based on partying and the satisfaction of the combo boys, but not as an integrated role 

in the combo´s income structure. In another statement he underlines the voluntary character 

of the relationship. 

“Obvious. Of Course. Mess with the old lady. Although you account for her and ´hang out´; try 
to mess with her and you will see that this old lady makes you ´wonder´. You cannot oblige her 
to have sex with you, no. Forget it. They are part of the combo, sure, but no obligation. The 
women today are very rebellious” (Denis Floresta, 2018)cxxxvi 

Taken together these statements of Denis, it does not become clear in what relationship the 

prostitution business has with the combo. On the one hand, he stresses the free-lance 

character of the prostitutes with a promiscuous connotation and on the other hand, he 

emphasises the integrative character they have as members of the combo. 

The second and third roles the boys assigned to the combo girls is equally the ones of jibara 

and carrito. David responded to the question of girl´s jobs: “For women, irrespective of being 

 
31 “Ah, ese es otro papel de las mujeres en los combos: la prostitución. Ellas se prostituyen para la misma gente del combo; ellas se van con el uno y 
se van con el otro; no saben ni de quién es mujer” (Denis Floresta, 2018). 
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a girlfriend or any member at the start, they are likely to carry drugs or arms. To a certain extent 

they are jibaras” (David San Javier, 2018)32. Steven explains it as a process or like an entry test 

to prove whether the girls are able to participate in the business more broadly. 

“We start to take the women for drug selling, then they will carry the weapons later. Yes, we had 
women as ´carritos´, those who carry drugs from one place to another. You know as such there 
are more boys involved in the drug business, so it’s ́ Come here for a spontaneous search, please´ 
and thus they find a package, a weapon or drugs and it’s ´Hey come here papi´. For a woman 
it´s different you know, they put on a skirt and a belly top and we say to her ´mami will you carry 
this for me? Don´t take it away and I’ll pay you 100,000 bucks and you carry it to X place.´ So 
they bring two or three weapons and two pound of weed. ́ Sure papi. No worries.´ So they deliver 
and say: ´Everything fine count on me next time´ and so you say ´Mami you are the one I need´.” 
(Steven Calnaz, 2018)cxxxvii 

Thus, women at the beginning are tested with one or two tasks and if they can do a good job, 

and if so they get involved more intensively. They then can take the role of carrito transporting 

goods for the combo. Important for the assignment of carrito is that the combos calculate that, 

with a girl´s less suspicious appearance the risk of being searched is lower, and thus so is the 

risk of losing the products. Therefore, they all stress the innocent image of young girls dressing 

cheerfully and as femininely as possible. Jimmy argued as follows: 

“The women have another role. Women, just for being women, can pass a police control point 
super easily and much more discretely, more subtly. The women have more malevolence, they 
have the advantage of being women. A police officer would not search a woman just because 
of having the right to do so. That´s the job the girls have. For some things they are necessary.” 
(Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxxxviii 

Also, in other contexts, the presence of women facilitates the operations of the combo. Denise 

emphasises that generally the combination of a guy in the company of a woman is always less 

suspicious:                                                                                                     

“It´s easier to ambush when a guy goes with a woman. If there are two guys alone, [the police 
will say]: ´Hey tsss come here´ but if you go with a girl nothing happens. It’s so much easier. 
That´s the role of women: transporting things, to arm, to measure the grains and put them 
away.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)cxxxix 

However, these jobs require a certain type of woman that suits the tasks, explains Steven. 

Although women in general have a certain image of being less delinquent, the more innocent 

the girls appear, the easier the job will be. Often it´s more convenient to have different girls 

for different responsibilities he says: 

“It would be ´way out of order´ that a police officer searches a schoolgirl. So, in this sense they 
use often women, as ́ mulas´, ́ carritos´ and prostitutes. More the ́ loose´ ones because you have 

 
32 “Lo de las mujeres que sean novias de alguno de los partícipes del combo es un comienzo, como quizás lleven vicio o armas. En cierto modo quizás 
sean unas de las jíbaras” (David San Javier, 2018). 
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your wife at home and you´re searching for another girl in street and after that in another place 
you put another.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)cxl 

Whether this rotation system derives from reluctance to involve friends or girlfriends in a 

possible troublesome undertaking or is a mere tactical strategy of not using the same person 

each time is not clear. However, Steven makes a difference between the girls he has a private 

relationship with and the ones he would recruit for a mula or carrito job. Beside the jobs of 

prostitution, mulas and carritos, the combo boys list the job of the carnada. Asking Jimmy 

whether the combo girls engage in any outwards jobs or contributing to the maintenance of 

order in the community, such as mediation between neighbours or incidences of domestic 

disputes he contested: 

“No, the women don´t. The women have their role in the combo, the women don´t engage in 
these problems. The women have their special tasks, so to say. Although it would be easier for 
a woman to speak with another woman, yes. But the women are combo members and so don´t 
have such a task but the special ones. For example, if we need somebody to ´catch up´ the fool 
over there, but a guy obviously cannot as he would be noticed, we send the women. These are 
all coordinated tasks. This is where women enter. For the rest, you won´t see women walking 
around ‘taking care’.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxli 

This response implies that women do not engage in the tasks the combo carries out in the 

community related to the maintenance of order and solution of problems. Although he admits 

that in some instances, women could be capable of mitigation between the combo and female 

community members. Carnadas are also often required when the boys need to comply with a 

sicariato job they have been ordered to do. As men are much more restricted in their mobility 

due to the fronteras invisibles, they send the women to entice the respective person into their 

own combo territory. Ultimately women fulfil the duty when men are unable to do a job on 

their own and need assistance, especially with reference to the territorial border crossings. 

“A guy cannot pass, as he would risk everything. So, they send a woman. A beautiful woman so 
that the man gets attracted for a reason. This is where the woman comes into play. She has the 
ability to reach out to the man and convince him to come with her to an apartment. Everything 
is coordinated. So, she brings him, and they are already waiting to kill him. Yeah this is the task 
the woman has to accomplish.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxlii 

Here again, the combo makes use of women as decoys based on the idea of seemingly innocent 

women who know how to seduce and disarm men. Jimmy describes it as an easy job in which 

women only need to take care of preparatory work while men fulfil the main task. To the 

question of whether women themselves would undertake such an ambush or sicario job on 

their own Steven responded as follows: 
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“Well it must be a really rebellious woman, for example ´Mami accompany me for a robbery. 
Stay at the corner and take care of the police and let me know immediately”. And so the guys 
say: ́ This is the right ́ fool´, sure. Mami come you are the one we need.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)cxliii 

Andres explains the situation a bit differently than Steven and says that some women do the 

same job as the men: 

“Yes, about 5 percent do so. Because today it has become so normal and we call [these girls] 
´sornería. They are women who can develop the same job a guy does, like my fellows here [he 
points to the four women who accompanied him that to the interview]. The same or even worse 
than a guy, as it is much more unpredictable…” (Andres Poblado, 2018)cxliv 

Talking about women´s involvement in the different kinds of jobs with the combo members in 

Bellavista, their perceptions deviated even more. Two of the interviewees, both long-standing 

members and former duros, stated that it would be mistaken to think that combo girls just 

fulfil the innocent decoy roles. Cielo, formerly leading in Manrique, a hotspot for combos said: 

“B*******! What an illusion to think anyone could control these women. They take the gun 

and do what they feel like”33. In his opinion, things have changed lately and women have 

stepped out of their ‘lady-roles’ and stand up even against their male counterparts. Therefore, 

he stated, the idea that girls only get jobs assigned belongs in the past. Whether they want to 

do a job or not, it is their decision and they are free to choose. If they like a task, it is more the 

question of whether they are good at it, and if so, they engage in everything, also in collecting 

extortion money (Cielo Bellavista, 2018). Chulo, the other incarcerated duro from San Javier 

confirms this, reporting that girls are searching for danger and they join in search of an 

adrenaline rush. They are looking to join in with robbery and blackmailing and the combo 

offers them the chance to do so (Chulo Bellavista, 2018). 

In contradiction to the other combo boys who perceive a difference, Andres also underlines 

the equality between the combo girls and the combo boys. He, however, rather speaks about 

responsibilities and not explicitly about the same jobs. 

“The function that a woman performs won´t be the same that a guy performs. But we don´t 
speak about less responsibility than a guy or that we assume more responsibilities as men than 
women. No, she performs, and delicate things, no baby-stuff no ´culicagado- kidstrash´ 
everything is valued. If we put it into balance, we must level it, nobody is less worth it than the 
other [] Yes in the end the women comply with the same function of men. Yeah, she does the 
same. They will give her the same they give me, the only difference is that she has hair. 
(laughing) ´Camellar es camellar – working is working´ and what you got to do you got to do.” 
(Andres Poblado, 2018)cxlv 

 
33 This is not a direct quote and does not represent the original wording since it is drawn from the notes taken in prison by the author. 
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Finally, David argues that irrespective of the task division and varying capabilities, all they do 

is business, though everyone might be incentivised differently. And in order to maintain the 

business, different tasks need to be accomplished, like in a production chain. 

“[S]o, until a certain point, the girls can look for drugs or maybe others see it as business. There 
are women who come and sell, other take care of the weapons. It’s a business that has many 
jobs and is dependent on the job the person is doing, because you don´t have to be a guy to go 
and carry money to another place, illegal money, or to assassinate anyone or anything else.” 
(David San Javier, 2018)cxlvi 

In sum, all statements of the male interviewees indicate certain, classic tasks that are mainly 

taken by the girls or the women entering the combos. The relationship between prostitution 

and the combo has not completely been clarified. Thus, the question of whether prostitution 

is seen as a business run by combos or rather a service that is used by combo members remain 

unclear. Nonetheless, it has been outlined that combos and prostitution are intimately linked 

and that prostitutes, to a certain level, form an inherent part of the combo lifestyle. All male 

interviewees agreed that girls often work as jibaras and fulfil the job of carnadas for robberies 

and assassinations but also as watchdogs, sounding the alarm to any police presence. The 

opinions and experiences diverge when it comes to the degree of independence women have 

in the combo. While many of the rather low-level members interviewed tended to describe 

the job assignation as being controlled by the male members, the duros in prison contested 

these narrow representations of girls´ participation. In their assessments, female performance 

has increasingly uncoupled from the assignments of the boys to a reconcilement of 

responsibilities. 

7.1.2.3 Collaboration ever Continues even after Leaving the Combo  

In the discussion with the combo boys about economic consequences when someone wants 

to leave the combo, no-one had much to say about it. The most stated response was ´nothing 

– nothing happens then. You leave and that´s it´. Only Jimmy said that leaving the business as 

such is not possible as you will always remain involved as women to a certain extent. 

“If she doesn´t know many things, yes she can go. If she knows a lot, they won´t let her go, they 
would rather kill her. [] She won´t be able to go when she was part of the combo and knows 
many things. She can stay, will have her place and so on. But as she was ´there´ and knows so 
many things she will always continue to collaborate, not like working for the combo. She will 
always be ´there´, be it to store guns or to store the drugs.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxlvii 

Accordingly, there are means in which women can quit their active engagement but they must 

nonetheless, passively continue to collaborate when the combo claims their support. As long 

as the women remain in the neighbourhood, the combo will utilise their places for businesses 

and for storage. At the end, the main topic discussed with the boys referred to issues of carritos 
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and carnadas and how the combo uses girls to carry their goods and catch their victims for 

ambushing or assassinations. Common ground for many aspects of the role divisions was the 

different image males and females have in the society and how the community members, 

alleged opponents and especially the police react to them. A second point was that many of 

the men stated that the women ´do not have to do this and that´. The boys perceive the girls 

as less obliged and less burdened with the operational responsibility of a robbery or an 

assassination but rather privileged in accomplishing their contribution with less brutal ‘pre-

work’. Few women would voluntarily engage in the same jobs as their counterparts, though it 

is possible and does actually happen occasionally. However, if Combo girls engage in such tasks, 

they are especially ‘cunning’ girls and they do it of their own accord and never in duty of the 

combo. 

7.1.3. Community Perception on the Combo Girls’ Income 

Asking the survey participants about their perceptions on the economic situation of combo 

girls, resulted in a mixed picture. Almost equally distributed with about 30% among the three 

answer options positive, neutral and negative, their opinions are spread. By a minimal 

percentage of 2% difference, ´positive´ is the most selected answer choice. 

 

Fig. 16 Survey Data: Economic situation of female combomembers. Source: Author. 

Basically, men tended to estimate the women’s situation a bit more optimistically than the 

women. More striking is the fact that, in contrast to the same question on the combo male 

members, where the clear trend was on a positive perception of income, the question about 

women shows much more difference in estimations. 
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Fig. 17 Survey Data: Economic situation of (non-) combo women. Source: Author. 

Nonetheless, the comparison question then again outlines a clearer allocation of the 

community´s perception. About 44% of the respondents stated that compared to ordinary 

women, Combo women have a better income situation. Women responded with 14% that they 

do not know, and only half of the men chose the same answer option, but both equally selected 

the options for the better situation. 

7.1.4. Evaluating Perspectives on Economic Means of Income Generation 

Analysing the economic component of female membership based on the outside perspectives 

of the two different groups of observers, brings to light several aspects of accordance and some 

contested objectives. Basically, the perceptions on girls´ economic performances does not 

deviate in crucial points between the expert interviewees and the combo men but they put 

different emphasis in their contributions on the subject. 

The experts engaged more with the general questions of what economic aspects influence the 

girls´ approach to gangs. Therefore, they identified two major aspects: One is the difficult 

economic background they come from and the other is the material attraction the combos 

have with their motorbikes and ‘party lifestyle’ the girls want to benefit from. While the experts 

understand the economic-based participation in the combos as a slow process which girls 

gradually sink into, the boys rather see it as a conscious decision once made. From the males´ 

perspective, at the beginning girls are approached by the combo in order to participate in low 

level jobs. Depending on how the girls cope with the task they are increasingly integrated into 

business. 

A clear distinction exists between the perspectives on prostitution. The abusive character by 

which combos recruit and use young girls for a city-wide prostitution network is outlined 
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completely different by Denis. He also sees prostitution as a key aspect of combo life, but in his 

perception, prostitutes are uncontrollable freelancers who form part of the combo but come 

and go as they like. A more coherent picture presents the array of jibaras, carritos, mulas and 

carnadas. All agree that drug selling, transport, spotting and intelligence are key 

responsibilities of the women. Taking advantage of widespread gender-perceptions that tend 

to perceive girls as less prone to involvement in crime, the combo gives the girls the task to sell 

drugs on the local plazas, to smuggle drugs and weapons and attract victims for assaults and 

assassinations. While the tasks as such were not debated extensively, the evaluation of the 

importance of the fulfilment of these tasks was rather been diverse. For the external experts, 

jibaras have the most potential to prove a certain economic significance while mula or caranda-

jobs are described as an ‘instrumentalisation’ of the women. Basically, the experts locate 

women´s contributions as background responsibilities at the lowest business level. Whether 

the women get paid for it or not is not determined. Speaking with the combo men about these 

jobs, they tend to underline the fundamental necessity of the transport and spotting tasks. 

Listening to their stories, the impression of the logistics appeared more important for the 

operational functionality of the combos on the ground than was outlined by the experts. At 

different points, the boys mentioned the payment the girls receive for a ‘short transport job’ 

as well as the mutual cooperation as basis for the business. 

There was a disagreement in the debate on whether or not women participate in more 

collective business tasks like assaults or the collection of vacunas or even the job of sicariato. 

Nobody denied that women, under special circumstances, could fulfil such tasks but if so, then 

not because the combo assigned this task but because the women themselves asked to 

participate. Interestingly, the two higher-ranking duros in Bellavista clearly stated that women 

get involved in everything and that there is no way to control them, while the low-ranking boys 

presented the job allocations as made by the men to the women. The statements about 

payment do not allow a conclusive analysis. While the experts all said, that deducing from the 

general logics of organised crime and patriarchal structures, it would be expected that women 

would earn less than men as their tasks were rather marginal, from the group perspectives 

almost no statements were made on payment to the women. Concerning the consequences 

when women wanted to leave the combo, everyone except Jimmy made a statement on this 

subject. However, Jimmy mentioned that quitting economic collaboration for girls and women 

would not be possible as long as they remain in the neighbourhood. Once in the system, the 

combo would always use a woman´s presence for their purposes. Finally, the community 

perceptions from the survey also demonstrated a mixed picture between good and poor 

income opportunities and a slight improvement compared with non-combo women. Generally, 
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more people did not make a clear statement as they said they did not know much about the 

situation of the girls. 

 

7.2.  Social Aspects of Rebellion and Belonging 

The second aspect of female membership is the social belonging of the girls to the combo and 

which positions they have in the internal organisational structures. In the discussion with the 

experts and the male gang members, five aspects were central in capturing the external 

perceptions: Firstly, the social reason the girls had for joining the combo. Secondly, by which 

means and based on what personal relations they were affiliated to the combo. Thirdly, where 

did women stand in the internal hierarchies. Fourthly, what gender-performance related to the 

respective positions. And finally, what social consequences did leaving the combo have for the 

girls. 

7.2.1. Experts Perspective on Women´s Gang Affiliation 

For the experts, aspects of a girl´s social background were of importance to understand her 

trajectory of membership. From their perspective, membership could be explained through 

early intimate relationships or later commitments based on their partnerships with male 

members. The major roles they assigned the women, thus, were the roles of companions and 

accomplices. Out of this logic, they tended to interpret the internal status of a girl as dependent 

on her relationship with a male member or member. 

7.2.1.1 Joining to Escape from Home out of Rebellion  

The moment of joining a combo is a particular window of opportunity for the girls. Most girls 

approach combos during early adolescence when they start to rebel against their parents. 

Pubescent girls, according to the community member in San Javier, start standing up against 

family domination and are searching for other forms of belonging in society. From his 

perspective, the social driving forces to join a combo are deeply embedded in identity-building 

processes that carry girls away from domestic socialisation processes, to the street, where they 

sooner or later come upon combos. 

“Very few women are in the combo, explaining ´I had to do this´. Entering a combo is linked to 
rebellion: In order to leave home, not be dominated any more, or not supporting these family-
based principles. [T]hey do so in transition from adolescence to adulthood. That´s the hardest 
life stage. Like one is very explosive and likes to feel big or just like I want to do this and at home 
they will punish me. ´You, why are you beating me? You won´t anymore. I´m on my own now´. 
Identity building plays a crucial role.” (San Javier, 2018)cxlviii 
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Through increasing time outside the domestic sphere, girls encounter different social realities 

in school, in the circle of friends and in the neighbourhood as the main contexts in which their 

positioning takes place. Given the widespread appearance of combos, girls are confronted in 

many contexts with male members who flirt with the girls in school. Often girls perceive the 

lower level combo boys as their exit ticket from domestic domination and they increasingly 

engage with boys, enjoying the newly acquired liberties. 

“In order to leave from home, they find a boyfriend and with him, they will necessarily belong 
to the combo. [] You will always see the ́ mantoncitos´ - small gangsters at the corner or hanging 
around the school yards, always after the girls, flirting. And this is when they turn the girls into 
rebels from early on. So, the girls start with these fears ´No. How can I fall in love? How can I get 
involved with this guy – the fool from the barrio?´. But then they start flirting and sending them 
small gifts to conquest them. And everything based on the desire to be free, they brainwash 
them to be ´free´. ´With this guy I can do whatever I want to. With him, I feel protected´ as 
obviously he has power. They start to loosen themselves, becoming rebels at home, loosening 
from the discipline at home.” (San Javier, 2018)cxlix 

However, beside the normal process of breaking away from the parental home, the question 

of whether girls end up with a combo or a different, non-criminal circle of friends, is impacted 

by the family background they come from and the normative guidelines they have been raised 

with. The police officer emphasises the importance of the family responsibility in crime-

prevention. 

“Beside these decisions, the fundamental factor is the home and the principles they grow up 
with. [] So it is intimately linked with the principles they are educated in at home, amid the 
necessities they have, the hunger they suffer from, and the poverty. But you make your 
decisions. And these decisions will guide the upbringing they receive.” (Pol Nac, 2018)cl 

As the first core socialisation framework the families are the basic institutions to demonstrate 

to their children how to cope with challenges and to educate them in putting civil values and 

norms into practice, even under difficult circumstances such as poverty. 

“The social problem is part of the economic one. Many of the girls, in the moments they start, 
they do so because the come from divided homes where the mothers must fulfil both the role of 
the father and the mother, so the girls feel lonely at home and they start with these distractions 
because of this loneliness.” (San Javier, 2018)cli 

The community member in San Javier agrees with this argument and underlines that parental 

negligence pushes girls into socialisation networks like the combos, where the girls find the 

attention the family refused. Accordingly, both experts agree that social care and integration 

are important aspects when analysing the process of joining the combos. In difficult family 

backgrounds where the girls do not find the backing they require, especially in troubled times 
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of adolescence, they tend to search for other points of reference and come upon the combos 

that dominate street life in many neighbourhoods. 

“Another scenario can be that the own family facilitates the belonging to this group, it depends 
on the situation, not all cases are equal. But in many situations their own fathers oblige [the 
girls] to be in these groups in order to have a financial income or something like that. Every case 
is different.” (Pol Nac Prev, 2018)clii 

In other cases, relatives already have contact to combos and the girls get in touch with the 

group through the family as such. The police outline that in some cases the girls are 

incentivised or even obliged by their own family to join the combo. But one of the classical 

ways the girls become members is that girls get involved with a young combo man. Partly 

because of attraction to the social backing the boys have through their belonging and, partly 

because of fear and inadequate coping strategies, these young women start associating with 

the combos and get more and more acquainted with the them (Robledo, 2018). 

7.2.1.2 Belonging Depends on Existing Social Ties 

Once in contact with the combo, the girls start to adapt new group norms and position 

themselves in their new surroundings. Driven by desire for equity with the others, girls 

internalise certain values and this lifestyle. Being oriented towards the young male members, 

girls dive deeper into combo socialisation aiming for the liberty they perceive in the lives of 

the male members. 

“I suppose that women seek to be equal, wanting to have the same rights as man, so they 
believe by creating this kind of situation they will achieve it, but they are confusing liberty with 
licentiousness. This is where they misinterpret the situation and find themselves in a completely 
different situation.” (Pol Nac Prev, 2018)cliii 

Increasing affiliation of the girls with the group can happen via different relationships they 

maintain to the other members. Intimate relationships of girls with male members are 

widespread. In many cases the young women form part of the combo in the position of the 

girlfriends. They define their group belonging according the belonging of boys they are with. 

“The ´peladitas´ - combo girls basically are searching for security and respect and to have a 
name ´She is the one who is dating X, Y, Z´. Obviously, they are not stupid, from early on they 
have a vision, ´If I´m dating this guy I can become someone in my life.´ It’s deluded thinking, 
because when they say: ´I wanna be someone in my life´ […] so often they could be liberated 
from these barrios, [] but they never think of studying. But yes, if you´re dressed nicely it doesn´t 
matter that you remain uneducated.” (Pol Nac, 2018)cliv 

The police officer perceives the girlfriend position as naïve idea of positioning in society and 

acquiring certain social status based on an intimate relationship. Instead of founding their own 
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life concept, these young women girls rely on their boyfriend’s position in society, which they 

then seek to appropriate through an intimate relation. 

In regard to the internal hierarchies, the form of basic belonging is very important. When girls 

enter through an intimate relationship, their internal scope of action and their status will 

always be linked to their partners. Consequently, the quality of the relationship is decisive for 

the internal social mobility of the girls. Whether a girl can improve her respect in the combo 

depends in the seriousness or temporality of the partnership. For the police officer, this is one 

of the reasons why female membership remains rather superficial, especially for the young 

women. Given the dependencies, he evaluates the sexual relations of combo members as 

rather short-term, characterised by rapid changeovers or polyamorous flirtations. He states 

that the young men in combos do not deeply commit to fixed partner but rather maintain “their 

relationships because we need to be realistic that they do not value celibacy inside the 

banditry.” (Pol Nac, 2018)34. He refers to a general ´machismo´ that devalues women to a 

functional form even inside an intimate relationship: 

“Machismo inside the combos is at a very high percentage, extremely extensive, they will always 
consider the woman as an object. They will never tell her ´You have my respect, or this woman 
is very beautiful and must be taken care of´, no. You won´t see this. They won´t want her as 
woman; they perceive her as necessity. The woman is the one who carries the revolver. She 
won´t be searched.” (Pol Nac, 2018)clv 

Based on this structural devaluing of women, he concludes that women do not receive equal 

respect inside the combo, regardless of whether they have a long-standing relationship or not. 

In his perspective, there will always be the momentum of ‘instrumentalisation’ of women for 

the business interests of the male members. In this respect independent affiliations are rare 

compared with the widespread role of girlfriends who slowly slide into combos. Another aspect 

confirmed by the community leader in Robledo is the fact that many combo boys maintain 

more than one relationship. He understands this as behavioural consequence of the lack of 

appreciation of women in general. Pointing to the empirical case of the nineteen-year-old AUC 

leader of the bloque metro who had more than seven girlfriends, he outlines that many combo 

boys apply a double morality, between the ´wives´ at home and the girlfriends they distribute 

around the neighbourhood for their amusement (Robledo, 2018). Dr. Dávila sees this form of 

social position inside the combos as equally limited and describes the consequences for the 

women´s status internally. 

“It is more devolved in the informal part of the city, because in the informal or illegal city, guys 
can be more active in the criminal dynamics and occupy more important roles linked to the use 

 
34 “SUS parejaS por que tiene que ser realista que tambien no es k maneje mucho el selibato entre los bandidos” (Pol Nac, 2018).   
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of violence, while women, from what I perceive, remain relegated to minor roles, or like 
accomplices or wives of the leaders of the combo but the most important roles inside the 
criminal structures remain in the hands of the males.” (Dávila, 2018)clvi 

Relying on the membership of their intimate partners, women remain in a passive role as 

accessories of the male gang members. Thus, a woman´s status is dependent on her partner’s 

activities and status that is conferred to her in this way. However, due to the passive character 

of this position women will always be subordinated to their male counterparts. Nonetheless, 

experts also confirm that women do acquire status through their belonging and have internal 

impact through their function as wives. “Some acquired a certain status because of their family. 

Women who have been companions of high-ranking persons” (Robledo, 2018)35. Historically, 

women always had diverse protagonist roles in the history of the city´s violence structures. Be 

it as wives of the leaders, in charge of several internal positions ranging from command, mid- 

and low level or in a consulting position. But always with reference to their roles as wives in 

which they present a necessary emotional backing. The officer explains this with traditional 

gender values established in ‘narco-morality’, that emphasise the sanctity of the family as the 

social nucleus prevalent in criminal organisations (Pol Nac, 2018). The community leader in 

Robledo further elaborates that gang girls are respected for their relationship with male 

members. “They are simply respected based on the reference of ´being the woman of X, Y, Z…. 

up to the point that it is framed as the woman ´of´, or the sister ´of´….and based on this, they 

earn respect” (Robledo, 2018)36. 

Nonetheless, although women tend to belong to the combo through their positions as 

girlfriends or wives, they learn to acquire power which they either inherit through their partner, 

or they indirectly exercise power by influencing him. 

“The women like to assume power or roles that do not remain behind the curtains but instead 
obtaining their own reputation [] if a woman is my wife and learns and knows my movements, 
she will gain a reputation inside the organisation and assume responsibilities. [] Likewise, if 
someone has power in a combo this person will be strongly influenced by his wife.” (Pol Nac, 
2018)clvii 

Accordingly, women learn, so the argument, predominantly in the background, but increasingly 

gain respect through knowledge accumulated over time. The police officers from the operative 

unit and the prevention unit disagreed on whether women only command from the 

background or whether women also directly move to the front and take over control beyond 

 
35 “otras porque hay familiares [] hay cierto estatus con algunas mujeres que han sido como compañeras de una persona que están en cierta jerarquía” 
(Robledo,2018). 

36 ”simplemente la respetan y el referente es “a, esta es la mujer de tal…” hasta ese punto llega incluso, decir es la mujer “de” o es la hermana “de” y 
atrás de eso digamos se le debe respeto” (Robledo, 2018). 
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their affiliation to men. While the captain from the operative operations argues that all leading 

duros are men, the officers from the prevention unit point out that there are in fact also women 

who lead. 

“The woman can be more cunning than man, but the intelligent woman circumvents to act 
against the norms and the law. The man is greedy, and the greediness makes him act recklessly, 
in many circumstances he does not gauge the consequences when acting against the law. I 
would say that almost one hundred percent are men.” (Pol Nac, 2018)clviii 

In contrast, the two female officers from the prevention unit point to various cases they have 

experienced where women hold command of the combos at ground level. They report that in 

several occasions they had engaged with combos in which independent women achieved 

leading roles over combo street units (Pol Nac Prev I + II, 2018). The captain, however, counter 

argues that those women received their positions through their relations with men. “Maybe it 

would be different if they had a certain label, a sort of protection, a [known] last name or 

something” (Pol Nac, 2018)37 as it is rarely possible for a woman to gain a leading position 

unaided. Organisational structures, so his argument, would always privilege men to take the 

leadership position, except for perhaps if a man is killed, a woman might inherit his position. 

As in the case of a “combo that existed in Belén Altavista, where a guy ´El Micro´ commanded 

the combo. When he was captured, his mother assumed the control of the combo” (Pol Nac, 

2018)38. Motherhood is another aspect that affects women´s positions in the combo. Following 

the double morality of promiscuous girlfriends and holy wives, motherhood provides women 

with a certain seriousness and thus, respect in the combo. Dr. Dávila even suggests that 

becoming pregnant might sometimes be a strategic moment to claim belonging and thus, 

protection. 

“They become pregnant to gain more attention and to be more protected. This sounds a bit 
cruel but, in an interview, someone told that the woman when she is single, she is ‘swag’ but 
when she becomes a mother, she receives a superior level and is more respected. When she is a 
mother of a member of the combo, she will have a major status, being more respected and 
having a higher level of protection” (Dávila, 2018)clix 

The quality of the relationship changes with a common child and a loose relationship turns into 

a family. This shift fixes the ties to the combo member and integrates the woman more deeply 

into his life. Such estimations derive from the perception that the social relations between 

women inside the combos are rather competitive. 

 
37 “De pronto, diferente sería que tenga un peso o un chaleco encima, como dicen ellos, que es una protección, que un apellido o un nombre” (Pol 
Nac, 2018). 

38 “In que había acá o hay todavía en Belén Altavista, pero en la parte de arriba, era un pelado y que mandaba el combo, le decían ‘el mico’. Lo 
cogieron, y la mamá asumió el combo” (Pol Nac, 2018). 
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“They are more like rivals. I don´t know if it depends on the boyfriend and the rank he has inside 
the combo whether they seek to overthrow him. Sure, if one is the girlfriend of the commander, 
for instance, she seeks to dominate the others and issue orders to the others. I had to see things 
how they caught [girls] to place them and to crack them just for fun… For not wanting, they beat 
them up. It´s as easy as that!” (San Javier, 2018)clx 

It follows that hierarchies are not only established between different ranks of command and 

between men and women, but also in between women themselves. Therefore, the social status 

of women not only depends on their partners but to an equal extent on their performances. 

Thus, performance and behaviour determine the outward perception of women among their 

male counterparts. 

“Yes, the means for a woman to increase her influence is to take risks, to be ´berraca´ - nasty, 
smart and good at intelligence. A woman that makes herself valuable to the combos climbs up 
the ladder [] Or by being more vital and more courageous, someone with grit, someone who is 
capable of killing, robbing, or to plan a robbery or something. This makes her important, for 
sure.” (San Javier, 2018)clxi 

In order to be emancipated from their relationships with the male members, women need to 

demonstrate their individual value to the groups. They do so by fulfilling equal roles as male 

members in order to break from the image of the passive girlfriend or the domestic housewife. 

“Women that have been leaders of the territory are known inside, they have gained respect by 
other means. That´s to say, they partly break with the pattern, the patriarchal shape in this 
sense. They are known, maybe not to the same extent but people will say ´well, I won´t mess 
with this woman´ or ´with this girl that works in communal actions, everything is fine´.” (EAFIT, 
2018)clxii 

Women who want to increase their respect must break with girlfriend performance of the 

beautiful innocent girl whose presence is more focused on the bodily desires of the combo 

boys. The community member in San Javier refers to the typical entry from which girls with 

ambitions need to depart when they seek to achieve their own, seriously taken position in the 

combo. “At the beginning, no, because they join as cute little girls, like innocent girls that seek 

shelter from discipline at home, so they are changing and start having a vandalising attitude, 

that´s the way.” (San Javier, 2018)39. Clearly, this upward mobility is achieved through 

adaptation of basically, masculine perceived performances. The transition of performance and 

behaviour is linked to the socialisation dynamics and the everyday experiences the girls have 

forming part of these groups. 

“They start to run…..[] this ´gonorrea´, ´chimba´ [a parlache expression to be like the boys] and 
they are like this, rough and snappish in their means of behaviour because it´s their way to 
demonstrate their strengths. They won´t speak softly or crouched because then they get beaten 

 
39 Al principio no, porque entran como niñas tiernas, como niñas inocentes, que se están refugiando de que en la casa no quisieron la disciplina del 
hogar, y entonces este sí me está "empalando", y empiezan a tener esa actitud de vandalismo, que eso es.” (San Javier, 2018). 
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up. They start with a linguistic [assimilation] and followed by an adjustment of their vagaries. 
It´s like a clan and they identify themselves a lot with it.” (San Javier, 2018)clxiii 

Shared experience and a shared lifestyle also cause an adjustment in the general social 

interrelations and women´s behaviour gradually assimilates. Starting with a linguistic turn of 

adopting the combo slang of ’Parlache’, they adjust their expressions beyond the general extent 

that is nowadays widespread in the community. The community member of San Javier explains 

that the girls´ identities slowly transform into a group identity, of instead of belonging to the 

combo as girlfriend of X, increasingly auto-identification becomes salient. 

“If she directly engages in the underworld of delinquency, she will lose her femininity because 
she has to adapt her roles to stand up to many guys. The one who has not the role of 
responsibilities- like I told you –has the role of the wife, the girlfriend, but it will be the same. A 
woman without education, because she can flourish and have money and cars, but the 
education will be the same: none. So, she might be well dressed but in the end, she is nobody.” 
(Pol Nac, 2018)clxiv 

The police officer argues that through intense socialisation of the girls in the groups, they lose 

their feminine identities and transform from girlfriends into members. Departing from the 

girlfriend roles, their identity morphs into the a more convergent means to the boys, and based 

on these behavioural shifts they will assume other roles inside the group. For those who do 

not change, they continue in the role of the accessory, either as a girlfriend or wife, but 

independent recognition will not be given. However, the girls who step out of the affiliation 

roles also slip into other stereotypes. As the community leader in Robledo elaborates: 

“The ´machorras´ - [some combo girls] appear a bit masculine. There is one they call ´la pibe´ - 
the kid, she plays soccer with the boys, rides bike with them, she does everything with them, 
many [combo girls] are like that. This casts doubts, let´s say, on her sexual preferences, casts 
doubts on things in the interior of this combo. They perceive her like a boy more, in the sense 
that it roots her even further.” (Robledo, 2018)clxv 

Accordingly, not fulfilling the traditional role but instead seeking individual recognition through 

a combo-salient performance of acting tough, causes women to lose the perceived attribute of 

femininity. This repositioning provides them with respect but limits the perception of them as 

women. Due to increasing criminal behaviour, the risk of being captured is augmented. 

“Many women, for example, fall down in jail. When they are put in jail they are addicted to 
drugs. When they leave they return to the combo and when they re-enter, they have power, as 
they are capable of withstanding [prison] and returning to the barrio. The mere fact of having 
been in prison labels them so much more than others.” (San Javier, 2018)clxvi 

In the logic of the criminal lifestyle, the experience of incarceration provides the members with 

high credibility. Women who survive prison achieve a higher status, free from the need of 

proving themselves. However, the time in prison also leaves its traces on the status and the 
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external perception of female members. The community member in San Javier points to 

stereotyping of homo-sexualisation processes in prison. 

“Do you know why they become lesbians inside prison? It´s because they don´t have support 
from anybody. The only support they have is [from inmate peers]…..  So they lose the confidence 
in men because they have been left behind, abandoned, ´I backed them up, I stored their 
weapons and they leave me here dumped.´ So, she loses desire and affection for the boys as 
they have left her behind. Women in prison won´t trust boys anymore.” (San Javier, 2018)clxvii 

He argues that many girls are abandoned by their fellows when they get incarcerated and the 

new context of socialisation in prison instigates a reorientation. Depending on the amount of 

time a woman spends in prison, the intensive socialisation in prison marks her, and new ties 

between females are created. This female solidarity, coinciding with a possible 

disenchantment with the male gang-mates might cause an external attribution of homosexual 

girls that are not available any more for stepping back into a girlfriend position. In the end, 

irrespective of the gender performances girls appropriate, either strategically or unconsciously, 

their internal status has limits. The police officer and Sr. Lopera both agree, that irrespective of 

the behaviour young women display, the mere fact that they move in a masculinised social 

group dynamic will always restrict their upward mobility to high ranks. 

“That´s to say, not only the ´compañeras´ – the fellows, are part of the structure and each time 
they have taken more spaces. Nonetheless, this hetero-patriarchal view, equally to management 
positions in the companies, continues to be reproduced and it´s becoming difficult for the [the 
girls] to reach other positions.” (EAFIT, 2018)clxviii 

The general patriarchal thinking will always determine the status of women. Although women 

have expanded their positions in the combos compared with the past, they still reproduce 

power asymmetries through their adaptation of masculine characteristics. 

“In some occasions they assume roles when they already have knowledge. But the combo girl 
won´t receive responsibilities when she is still very young, nor will she receive important 
responsibilities like the pass to a group of ́ sicarios´ or at least that they would do so is extremely 
rare.” (Pol Nac, 2018)clxix 

The police officer argues that moving the up to the highest ranks of the combos is only 

achievable through intensive violence and compliance with the sicariato - jobs that are often 

done by people that have a military or paramilitary background. This is because, in order to 

command a combo, the person also needs to know how to command the sicario units. Not 

being part of this special group makes such an authoritative position almost impossible for 

them. Nonetheless, in the communities, combo girls will require a certain level of respect, both 

for their mere group membership but also for their appearances and acting. 
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“These delinquency groups also have, symbolically, very good positions inside the barrio and 
those who belong to these groups, in many occasions, they have a greater prestige in the 
community. If there are also women included, possibly, they will also have more prestige than 
other women and more access to economic resources that the criminal structure obtains and 
unites.” (SISC, 2018)clxx 

However, the respect will also be restricted and limited to the respective neighbourhood where 

the woman acquired the certain reputation. “Ah yeah they will respect her, and nobody will 

touch her. The guys will say: ´Ah this woman is beautiful, but we cannot look at her because 

she belongs to X.´ [] so she has respect in her habitat but not in other parts, no.” (Pol Nac, 

2018)40. Beyond the barrio-based territorial control of their combo, the girls will not have the 

same status as their counterparts. 

7.2.1.3 Caught between Relationship and Dependencies 

The last aspect discussed with the experts touches on the consequences when girls leave the 

combo. All agreed that an easy social departure from the combo is not possible. To a certain 

extent, the girls will always be linked to the group and their membership will mark their future 

social relations. “They won´t return to a normal life, they will continue to be women of the 

combo” (San Javier, 2018)41. Often girls leave or depart from the combo after a certain event. 

Loss of the partner, a change in intimate relations, pregnancy or incarceration are among the 

most common events that change their social affiliation to the combo. The mere voluntary 

understanding that they do not want to continue with the groups is often not sufficient 

“Because they must have the support of another person that releases them from this intense 

group pressure” (San Javier, 2018)42. 

“They fall down in prison. Depending on the sentence [the boyfriend received] she will continue 
to be devoted because she has to go there once a week to bring him food. In some way the girls 
start to smuggle the drugs into prison.” (San Javier, 2018)clxxi 

Even when their partners are incarcerated many girls remain in the relationships and continue 

supporting their partners. Some of the girls then start sustaining them in prison and do not 

comprehensively depart from combo-life. “They revert to being ´mulitas´. When they see that 

the conviction is a long and he is staying in prison, she remains dumped and certainly she will 

get another one of them. Rapidly, she will have another one of the same combo” (San Javier, 

 
40 “Ah ya la van a respetar y nadie la va a tocar. Los hombres dirán: "Esa mujer es muy bonita pero no la podemos mirar por qué es la mujer de tal". 
[] tiene un respeto allá en su hábitat, pero en otras partes no.” (Pol Nac, 2018). 

41 “ellas no vuelven a la vida normal, ellas siguen siendo las mujeres del combo” (San Javier, 2018). 

42 “Porque necesitan tener el amparo del otro para, por lo menos, librarse del que tenía” (San Javier, 2018). 
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2018)43. Instead, the girls engage as mulas or they start a new relationship in the same circle 

of friends as they continue to live in the same neighbourhoods where the combo still 

dominates. For mothers, the disengagement process is often a bit different. Being a mother 

instead allows them to withdraw from active membership. Under the guise of the mother role, 

women can easier retire and justify the shift in life through the responsibilities of childcare. In 

this regard, motherhood receives a different qualitative value than fatherhood. Becoming a 

father does not have the same effect in combo-life as the men often continue to squander 

money without taking responsibility for their child. Whether fathers respond to the event of 

fatherhood often has no impact on their membership (San Javier, 2018). 

“All of a sudden, she wants and feels the strength to start all over again, a new life for the kids 
and so. But it´s, I don´t know, they feel like it´s the only thing they can do, being in the barrio – 
though they have children. And so, they can say, alright, they are not so much involved in the 
combo any-more and suddenly they receive a job outside, nonetheless to a certain extent they 
will always belong to the combo. They will always be linked somehow. By which means? Well, 
maybe in the way that they store weapons….” (San Javier, 2018)clxxii 

However, as the combo member Jimmy points out, even in the case of withdrawal from active 

engagement, the connection to the combo will remain. 

Finally, the experts all agree in their estimations of the highly patriarchal ground the combo 

social structures are built on. Women join combos attracted by social freedoms they do not 

obtain at home, or they find a certain recognition that has been refused inside the family. 

Inside the combos, however, the main positions assigned to women are as companions of male 

members. According to the experts, women have different means to acquire status inside the 

group. The most established is through their relationships combined with certain learning 

potential to appropriate combo rules and norms of interactions. Women who adapt these 

means of interaction have a better chance of being perceived as a real member and as 

individually belonging to the group. However, such behavioural appropriations carry notions 

of the masculinisation of women, that again pushes them into an externally indoctrinated 

category and refuses the girls feminine attributes. Given the patriarchal structures and the 

subordination of women to this logic, leaving is difficult, if at all possible. 

7.2.2. The Girls Decide - Respect is Something They Must Earn  

Speaking with combo boys about girls social belonging, the main issues they addressed 

referred to aspects of promiscuity and intimate relationships. Nevertheless, they all referred to 

conditions of equality linked to certain gender performances that are necessary to move up in 

 
43 “Ella se empiezan a volver mulitas. Cuando ven que la condena es muy larga el que quedó en la cárcel allá quedó botado y esta, seguro, que se 
consigue otro ahí mismo. Eso rapidito se consigue otro del mismo combo” (San Javier, 2018). 
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the hierarchy. A short discussion also touched on whether leaving is possible and if so, under 

which conditions it is possible. 

7.2.2.1 Increasing Adaptation of Combo Lifestyle  

For the boys, the socially based beginning was not a topic worth talking about it. As with the 

economic issues, the attraction of becoming a combo member was quickly dealt with, with 

statements such as: “Yes, well as the boys like the combo, so the girls will also like it. Recently, 

one can see more women ´parchadas´ - hanging outin the ´trabadero – a gang place´ smoking 

marijuana like the guys.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)44. For Jimmy being a combo member is more 

the question of whether someone likes this lifestyle or no. If so, the person feels a natural 

belonging to the group. Membership is neither connected to certain conditions he said, nor to 

an exclusive belonging that requires an absolute commitment to the fellows. “It´s normal. This 

is respected. As long as the woman does not divulge things in this direction. She has her 

organisation here and here remain [information], she cannot take the organisation to her 

home.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)45. Asking Jimmy if women can also join the combo when they 

have an intimate relationship outside the group, he promptly responded that it is absolutely 

no problem as long as she keeps internal secrets out of this relationship. The social relationship 

between male and female members in many cases overlaps with sexual relations. Half of the 

boys stressed the difficult relations due to a lack of seriousness on the part of the women. The 

boys invoke female promiscuity as the dominant baseline for the interrelations between male 

members and female members. Steven underlines the benevolent role of men, inviting and 

caring for the girls. 

“As you are from the combo, you have your bike, your gun, your money. ´Mami ´do we wanna 
go and eat some ice cream?´ she says: ´Sure papi, any time!”. And at night: ´A beer or 
something?´, so at two or three in the morning it´s something heavier. Well, and it happens, 
what has to happen, he finds another woman. A woman of the barrio, to be with a duro or any 
bandit over there, well immediately she goes with the second one.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)clxxiii 

He speaks about quickly changing relationships, not only regarding the female members, but 

also the males. By these means girls meander through the combo until they find their ‘lucky 

punch’. In his description, girls acquire and lose their social status with the relationships they 

maintain. 

“Because the ‘peladas’ today in the barrios are not worth it, it´s better to be alone than being 
with one of the ‘peladas’. It´s better to get a real girl, a loyal one than one of these. But the 

 
44 “Sí, pero como a los hombres les gusta el combo, entonces a las mujeres también les está gustando. Últimamente ya se ven más mujeres 
“parchadas” en un trabadero, fumando marihuana, que los hombres” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018). 

45 „Es normal. Eso se respeta. Después de que a la mujer no se le zafen las palabras de este lado. Ella tiene su organización acá, acá la deja, no se 
puede llevar la organización para la casa” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018). 
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problem is that they do not exist, very few girls are like that, so it´s better to be single.” (Steven 
Calnaz, 2018)clxxiv 

Emphasising the arbitrary sexual behaviour of girls, Steven states that combo girls are not 

worth having a relationship with, as they lack the seriousness to engage in a profound 

relationship. But despite the ones who are looking for an easy ride in the combo, Steven later 

affirms that other girls join the combo with honest motives and present as real ‘homies’ and 

not those ´bagging´ for small luxuries. 

“It depends. If the girl is very bandit-like, till the end of the world [I´d say] ´come here [to have 
some fun]´ and this every day. And if it´s a very serious ´pelada´, if she is not with you and then 
there, she will receive even more respect, she is not cheating you. ´Mami when do you give me 
this?´ No, she is happy having me and that´s it.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)clxxv 

Jimmy agrees on this aspect of primarily sexually characterised relations “From the beginning, 

women like to be touched. Those ones need to make you respect them” (Jimmy Floresta, 

2018)46. Cucho in Bellavista has a similar perception on social relationships. He states that there 

are two different types of women in the combo: the beautiful ones who are looking for a 

relationship, a boyfriend to ride with, who are incapable of living a real combo lifestyle and the 

other ones which are looking for serious belonging and are strong enough to go along with the 

group (Cucho Bellavista, 2018). 

Girls do not necessarily have their intimate relationships inside the group. Almost everyone 

agreed on that women can have intimate partners outside the combo. But when they have 

outside intimate relationships, the girls must respect certain rules. It is not possible for women 

to maintain relationship with persons from outside the territory. “She must be close to the 

barrio and be ‘wholesome’ because if she has a boyfriend or a friend in another barrio and the 

combo fellows find out, well obviously they will call her to the judge.” (Steven Calnaz, 

2018)clxxvi. Substantial relationships beyond short-term dating exist. Many girls located in the 

combos have more profound ties to the male members. Considering these relationships, the 

issue of motherhood was discussed and how motherhood changes the social relations or the 

status of the women inside the combo. Denis has a very pessimistic view on the compatibility 

of motherhood and combo lifestyle. 

“When they are mothers, they can practically forget that they are mothers. How do you want 
to be engaged in this and take care of kids? Basically, until they forget the children. They become 
bad mothers. This is why I tell you, there is the necessity to leave because of having so many 

 
46 “Primero que todo las mujeres... Desde el principio, si a la mujer le gusta que la estén tocando... Ella es la que tiene que hacerse respetar” (Jimmy 
Floresta, 2018). 
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kids. Sometimes they leave, sometimes they abandon the kids and engage in this.” (Denis 
Floresta, 2018)clxxvii 

From his perspective, being a mother clashes with being an active combo member and 

accordingly, the ones who want to merge these two realities are violating their responsibilities 

as mothers. 

“These persons who engage in this are bad mothers. There is no time for that. How do you want 
to be engaged in this and feed your kids? No time for that! Generally, they become bad mothers. 
They cannot bring their kids. You cannot appear to make ́ la Vuelta – the round´ having your kids 
around, pah, never!” (Denis Floresta, 2018)clxxviii 

When asked whether whether the same applies to fathers, Denis stated that gang boys rarely 

take care of children. Children traditionally remain with the mother, grandmother or aunt, as 

men would not know how to raise children. 

“Some men a re very responsible if a woman continues with their kids but generally, they leave 
them with the mother and sometimes the girl doesn´t have resources, so she continues with 
this. She has no resources, is lonely, has only been a housewife, and they leave her with three or 
four kids.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)clxxix 

He sees the responsibility of fathers as financial support and sporadic visits on birthdays, 

bringing gifts, but the daily stability children need they receive from women. Steven himself is 

father of two children, who I met on the day of the interview. When we met, he came with his 

newborn baby, which he quickly handed over to me, stating that I would do a better job as a 

woman. Although he was proud of being the father of the baby, he said he would “not be good 

for the kid”. The second daughter, a seven-year-old girl, came later that night and joined us 

sitting in a park and Steven told me “As I said, it’s better for the kids to remain with their moms. 

Now she is here with all these drug ‘jerks’ in the park. This is what happens when kids grow up 

in a combo.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018). 

“The one who has a relationship with ´contaditas’ – gangsters - risks a lot. You are risking so 
much, as if you never had anything. For example, if I had a woman with kids, I wouldn’t bring 
her in doing ´la vuelta´ ´go get and rob this´ or ´hey come with me while I´m bank robbing.´ No!” 
(Steven Calnaz, 2018)clxxx 

It follows that mothers have a respected status concerning responsibilities towards their 

children. The fact that women raise the children while men often stay with the combos can 

result from both respect towards women in their social abilities but also the unwillingness of 

men to give up the freedom of associating with the combo. Becoming mothers does not 

necessarily mean that women do not belong to the combo any more, but the social 

relationship changes towards the male members, and former ´Bonnie and Clyde´ style 
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relationships turn into ‘normal’ relationships where the women pass more time with the family 

while the man continues with his ‘street life’. 

The question of equality was intensively discussed with all the boys as it was an important 

topic for them. Central to the question of whether female members have an equal status with 

males was their personal ability to support the street lifestyle and the mentality they carry at 

the heart of their membership. 

“There is no difference [] Well there are some that are humble, good people, and there are 
others with a bad character. This depends on who you are. [] It´s the same, boy or girl.  [] Yes it´s 
the same, because I´ve seen women humble and straightforward but in some moments- it´s true 
– they are more aggressive than you. [] It´s mentality that makes the difference, not the 
physicality you show on the outside, but what you are thinking and how you express yourself [] 
Yes mentalities. You cannot know what others think. And they are silent.” (Carlos Floresta, 
2018)clxxxi 

Although Carlos does not explicitly say that between the ‘softer’ woman and the ‘harder’ 

woman, the more aggressive one is more respected. Nonetheless, his statement indicates that 

equality between male and female members depends on the ability to perform in a tough 

manner. Flaco, a combo member incarcerated in Bellavista, also stated that the only women 

who are equal are those do the same job and can take care of themselves. The girls who need 

caring for or depend on their partner will not achieve the same status as they do not claim 

respect, but support (Flaco Bellavista, 2018). 

“Well the truth is that the system to run the combo that links in women, does not reach back 
very far, it is rather modern. So, it was always guys, and everything started with names. 
Nowadays, there are facilities concerning many things and for transporting things and in 
entering certain parts women facilitate many things. That for, logically, the quantity. But we are 
speaking about a question of time until I can tell that women will be equally involved in numbers 
than men in these cases.” (Andres Poblado, 2018)clxxxii 

For Andres the question of equality between girls and boys is a question of habit and time. He 

explains that inequality is still prevalent within the historic evolution of combos. Status comes 

from inheritance of power, and in the past combos were almost exclusively composed of men. 

However, as this internal constellation has changed and more and more girls have entered the 

combos, the relationship between male and female members has become more balanced in 

due course. 

“They will also learn the hierarchies that exist. Yes, the combo is very harsh because it´s 
composed of very tough people. So, this is something very likely. There are women that act like 
men. Based on force. It depends on the character of the person, depending how she ´is´. If she 
is an ambitious person and does whatever she can to move up the ranks and get more. It´s more 
a question of what a person is looking for. I feel like women can be more dangerous to a certain 
extent.” (David San Javier, 2018)clxxxiii 
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David also confirms that the internal dynamics are not static, by stating that girls who enter 

also get socialised in the ´combo-manner´. Membership can thus be understood as a learning 

process, in which those who learn quickly how to play the game will gain respect, irrespective 

of sex or gender. Much depends on the individual ambitions and on what a person seeks to 

gain from membership. Those who aim to acquire power need to speak the language of power 

´violence´ and ´enforcement´. “There are women who have the capacity. Not all, but some 

engage in this. Yes, you see women commanding us and everything” (Carlos Floresta, 2018)47. 

“From my experience everyone has respect of any ´combo member´ because they are under the 
same law. If she goes where he, the one with the lead, goes it might happen that….. Well these 
are the things that are a bit more obscure. This is where they receive the respect.” (David San 
Javier, 2018)clxxxiv 

David finally points to two aspects of equality you can refer to inside the combo. One aspect 

touches on the equality of status that will always be linked to the internal hierarchy, which 

again, depends on the business responsibilities a person fulfils. The second aspect concerns 

internal rules and these rules are the same for all, irrespective of what role a member has or 

whether a member is a woman or a man. In this respect he concludes, there is no 

discrimination on the combo. 

“Just because of tradition. It´s that you must stand very much. You must survive ´carcelazos´- 
prison times, ´golpetazos´ - heavy brawls. Yes, it´s for the tradition. It is linked to endurance. The 
one who stands most. Not everyone survives prison two or three-times. You spend more time 
there than out here. It´s so ´cansón – strenuous´ so much happens there. So, men can withstand 
this better and for the antiquity. And sometimes men receive more respect. A boss let´s say, if 
you fool him, he gives you ´tamponazo´ - beats you up badly. But a woman…… You would laugh. 
It´s because of the tradition and because men withstand more…that´s why.” (Denis Floresta, 
2018)clxxxv 

Denis, though confirming that hierarchy is a question of individual willingness to commit, 

argues that combo life requires much sacrifice from the members, both physically and 

mentally, and he doubts that many women have the strength of character or are prepared to 

deal with the full consequences of acquiring a higher rank. In this sense existing hierarchies 

cannot be explained by gender discrimination or that women are denied the right to command, 

but by structures that have developed historically, old habits, individual mentality and above 

all the personal pain threshold to exercise and experience violence. Cucho also does not regard 

women as prepared for such a lifestyle. He explained that as a combo member one must accept 

and survive everything that happens inside prison, irrespective of how painful and harsh it is, 

and supposedly most many women are not prepared for this. He argued that this is the reason 

 
47 “Sí, hay mujeres que tienen mucha mentalidad para eso. No todas, pero sí hay unas que sí se prestan para esas cosas. Sí, hay mujeres que nos 
mandan a nosotros y todo” (Carlos Floresta, 2018). 
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why prison time is often an exit moment for women, while for men leaving the prison they 

have made another important step in moving up the ranks (Cucho Bellavista, 2018). 

Accordingly, when women aim to move up in the combo hierarchy, two means are available 

to do so: Firstly, the passive one via an intimate relationship with one of the high-ranking 

leaders. Secondly, surviving prison or eliminating the leading person and taking their place 

without being caught. 

“But if it´s the boss´s woman you don´t mess with this b****. This is another thing. To move up 
this way is a bit lower, but they have the same respect, this yes. You won´t mess with her because 
if she is in the combo she has to be regarded, keep in mind that there is another guy. It´s that 
simple. Women must be respected in the barrios, you cannot mess with the women or beat 
them.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)clxxxvi 

Nobody in the combo would disrespect the women of their superiors. A woman receives a 

higher status automatically through a relationship with one of the duros. However, the active 

way to acquire a higher rank in the combo structure is to earn respect by tough actions or the 

elimination of the predecessors. “Accordingly as we have seen in the war, sometimes one gains 

respect by demonstrating…..[] For example, a person comes and assassinates another so that 

others know that this persons deserves respect.” (David San Javier, 2018)48. David’s statement 

makes clear how intimately the combo logic is embedded in the broader context of urban 

warfare. The logic of acquiring power through violence and suppression is the fundamental 

logic of the combos. Although everyone speaks about respect at the low levels of the structure, 

at a certain level of command violence becomes the basic source of respect. However, to 

receive respect at the street level women already impress their fellows by aggressive 

behaviour to move to a higher position. 

“Something big: going and doing a robbery or going to make an assassination. Something big 
that makes her strong. She can move up, sure, but it must be something really big, she must 
demonstrate her boldness, so to say. Obviously, a woman who has about three ´chulos´ - 
[criminal coups] who would mess with this ´vieja – freaky one´?” (Denis Floresta, 2018)clxxxvii 

Finally, another kind of currency in the game of hierarchies is the prison and the time a person 

was sentenced. 

“Afterwards, when she received her payment there, she still continues being a combo girl and 
when she leaves, she remains part of the combo. When she leaves and continues to be part of 
the combo, they offer her a higher rank because she has paid with prison for the combo. They 
honour this, that she has paid with prison for the organisation. She did something that benefited 
the organisation, but she is locked away so they continue to send her assistance because she 
has done something for the organisation.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)clxxxviii 

 
48 “Según nosotros como hemos visto la guerra a veces el respeto se gana demostrando... [] Por ejemplo alguna persona que llega y asesina a otra 
para que sepan que ella también se hace respetar” (David San Javier, 2018). 
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Prison experience must not necessarily relate to a violent act committed, but it is a personal 

and painful tribute to the organisation that is respected. Prison time is a proof of solidarity to 

the combo, as it is preferable to accept the punishment of custody rather than revealing 

information. The fact that women join the competition for higher positions means that rivalry 

also characterises the internal relations between girls. Steven describes the female rivalries as 

competition for more admiration from the men or better access to the male members. 

“Because the woman loves you, it´s rare that she seeks to hurt you, that she wants to betray 
you, topple you, selling you to the police. Instead a ´pelada´ who is working has ambitions, ´this 
one has more money than I do. This one has more ´dudes´. If I topple this one, I stay with the 
dude or if I kill her, I remain with the dude. If I kill her, I’ll obtain this place with the bike and the 
gun. So she starts thinking…..” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)clxxxix 

Jimmy, however, relates female competition to the general competitive social structure in the 

combo that affects everyone. Men and women likewise learn that one needs to prove oneself 

in order to receive respect and thus, the socialisation dynamic fuels a constant competition to 

earn more money, have a better position, a more beautiful relationship and so on. 

“There are disputes because one woman wants to be better than another. In the majority of 
cases it´s that. Rivalry exists between the combo women because one wants to be involved in 
everything and the other as well. In order to be involved in everything one must be better than 
the other.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxc 

In contrast, Cucho stated that there is solidarity between the boys. It is apparently the girls 

who create competition and distrust inside combo, as they play with boys´ desires and thereby 

destroy the internal male solidarity (Cucho Bellavista, 2018). Despite the recent opportunities 

and gender liberalisation, the men are sure that women´s careers have clear limits. 

“Up to the top? No they won´t let her. Because of being a woman, they won´t allow her to obtain 
the power as such. But it might happen that they take a woman that commands many guys and 
make her disappear. They won´t allow a woman to command them. Yeah you see the machismo 
there [] That´s the difference, a man is more cold-blooded than a woman. The man, after 
everything he might have committed already, ´what a woman commanding?´ They won´t let 
her rule. They would rather they take her and kill her in cold-blood.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxci 

Ultimately, beside all the rules and behavioural logic, the macho-structures remain and put a 

limit on the power of women. 

“No, she can also move up but just up to a certain point because the ´jefe - boss´ is the boss and 
the only way to topple him is to kill this son of a b*** as well. You must finish him or redress 
things with him, ‘You can remain in this and that. They will put me in jail so you must administer 
this and that ´vuelta´’. So, they divide the tasks. Everything for the money, it´s that simple. For 
women, moving up: It´s more difficult, obviously!” (Denis Floresta, 2018)cxcii 

The only way for women to reach the top level then continues to be via a power inheritance 

through their husbands, brothers or other relatives. Given the logic of hierarchy, respect, and 
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internal rivalry, combo girls learn to behave in a tough and aggressive manner in order to 

´probar finura - prove finesse´ (James Bellavista, 2018). 

“Well there are women who hang out with the ́ pelados´ of the combo, and therefore, they think 
because of hanging out with them they must bully other ´peladas´. This is how they are, just for 
hanging out with them they think they are tough. Speaking with them makes them think they 
are the tough ones but NO.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018).cxciii 

Jimmy is not sure whether the girls act in a rowdy and aggressive manner because they enjoy 

doing so, or whether they create a second image that adopt they use when socialising with 

combo. However, he admits that this tough self-presentation has an intimidating effect and 

assures the girls a certain place inside the group. 

“For example, we are here various men and one woman; when a woman comes speaking so 
toughly, giving orders, everyone is astonished because she speaks so tough…. Many of the 
women speak like that and you would be surprised. So it depends on the woman, and what she 
says and if she is right they say: ´Well let´s do this.´ They support her. This is why in coordinating 
meetings any idea counts since everyone has a different imagination, and the one with the best 
idea wins. All ideas are valid in the combo. This is why it´s a family because when things are 
coordinated everyone contributes. [] It´s when it´s a woman, after having done many things, she 
gains her place and what she says is respected. Like anything else.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxciv 

Girls not only demonstrate their apparent toughness through the language they appropriate 

but also the operational ideas they bring into the groups. Some of the long-term girls 

participate in planning meetings where they discuss upcoming activities. Good ideas or smart 

strategic contributions that demonstrate cunning also contribute to external perceptions of 

tough girls that can easily mess with their fellows. However, asking Steven about tough 

performances, respect and femininity, he outlines that not only the formidable girls, those who 

enact masculine performances earn respect, but equally the feminine girls who correspond to 

the beautiful girlfriend image. 

Author: “So you would say that the women with more masculine behaviours are more 
respected?” 

Steven: “Yes.” 

Author: “But as girlfriends you like the more feminine ones?” 

Steven: “For sure!” 

Author: “How would you explain this ambiguity? These different views on women, you respect 
more the women that do the same things as men, but you would not consider them as 
girlfriends.” 

Steven: “No. Because we look at them rather as bandits, a ´sicaria´ not as a feminine woman. 
She appears more ´macho´, a woman of daring, more like a friend. Sure, a woman who does the 
same as you do is a ‘homie’ more.” 



279 
 

Author: “In comparison which one has the higher status?” 

Steven: “Your own girlfriend” (Author with Steven Calnaz, 2018)cxcv 

In the end, he is referring to two different levels of respect. One is at the group-level that 

requires the more cunning girls for successful operations. The other is at the personal level on 

which he desires a different form of femininity in terms of an intimate relationship. The respect 

women gain inside the combo, is also reflected in society, as Carlos says: “Yeah they are 

respected. If they are women of the combo sometimes people fear them” (Carlos Floresta, 

2018)49. So at least outside the group, the internal status has no impact on the level of respect 

in the community. 

7.2.2.2 Leaving Causes a General Distrust 

Speaking about leaving the combo and whether this has social consequences appeared to not 

be of interest for the men. Here their statements suggest that the internal position is not as 

important when it comes to the question of leaving. The basic idea of withdrawing from the 

combo is a risk for the group, as knowledge could migrate to a social sphere outside their 

influence. 

“Well yes, it´s a serious decision or not. Yeah, they distrust everyone up to the own mama. So, 
it´s not something to have an opinion on because they themselves say: `I distrust everyone up 
to my mom´, so what should one voice on that? They come to a point in which they do not trust 
anyone, and they remain on their own, enclosed.” (Carlos Floresta, 2018)cxcvi 

Carlos points to the danger of betrayal and the general distrust combo members have towards 

anyone. He opines that a clean and clear cut to combo life is thus not possible, as they will 

always fear that someone is passing information to their enemies. David is even more drastic 

in his estimation. Leaving is almost impossible, irrespective of being a man, woman or even a 

pregnant woman who wants to withdraw. Nonetheless he also mentions that it depends on 

the overall context in which somebody leaves the combo. In times of disputes, leaving alive is 

not an option. 

“It occurs the circumstance of pregnancy and there is a war going on, and one realises that you 
won´t survive this and you want to leave. It won´t be possible because [war] already started, 
what they do what they are trained for. But what you personally need [is sufficiently recognised]; 
in a certain point, there are very few survivors.” (David San Javier, 2018)cxcvii 

In contrast to leaving the combo, ending a relationship inside the combo apparently is not 

dangerous. Likewise, an internal partner change has to be respected as long as the knowledge 

a person accumulated does not exit the inner circle. 

 
49 “Sí, son respetadas. Si son del combo a veces la gente les tiene miedo” (Carlos Floresta, 2018). 
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“No. Nothing happens. For the same reason, they broke up, and they know that they are 
separated …. For example, I can watch my ex-girlfriend with another guy and he is my friend and 
I´m clear about that we are separated, normal. There are others that continue to be in love with 
the same woman and can see the dude with their ‘ex’, and it can cause problems, being in the 
same combo. So, if they see it, the guys from the same combo fighting, a third one comes saying: 
´Look there is the ́ fulano´ and the ́ perano´ fighting, they are not being a good example. Making 
a scandal.´ So they will call these two, ´Come here´ and they will grab them by their ears and 
´make them dizzy´ and they leave them a week without payment.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)cxcviii 

If separations cause internal quarrels between the ex-partners, internal punishment by higher-

ranking members will solve the problems and force members to settle their conflicts. In this 

regard the combo is worried about its outside recognition, as the higher-ranking members will 

not risk appearing weak in public, as if they do not have their own members under control. It 

is less the problem of an internal separation, than a disciplinary issue, that internal fights, even 

out of jealousy are not permitted. 

In summary, the boys touched of many aspects of internal relations, not only between the 

male and female members but also in between the women themselves. Beside intimate 

relationships, combo girls also acquire respect independently. In a basic analysis, two different 

types of relationships can be defined: Firstly, the classic girlfriend or wife relationship in which 

a female member’s social relations are based on her partnership. Accordingly, the respect and 

status these women have in the group depends on the status of their partners. Secondly, the 

independent affiliation of women, in which they position themselves inside the group through 

their actions and tough performances. Theoretically, women can acquire any rank inside the 

combos as long as they are able to commit by all means necessary. Practically, however, the 

patriarchal social structures set limits to the level a woman can rise on the hierarchical ladder. 

Women, in order to rule, must live the same harsh lifestyle, commit the same brutalities or 

survive prison time as an actively engaged member, during and afterwards. 

7.2.3. Community Perception of the Combo Girls´ Social Status 

The community perception of the social situation of combo girls is divided. Interestingly, in this 

question, a considerable difference between men and women is noticeable: While 34 % of men 

stated with that they think the girls have a positive social status, only 24% of the women had 

the same opinion. However, 43% of the women stated that they view the social status of combo 

girls as negative but only 30% of their male counterparts were in agreement. 



281 
 

 

Fig. 18 Survey Data: Social situation of female combo members. Source: Author. 

In the comparative question of whether combo girls have an easier or more difficult social 

situation, the overall majority of women said that the girls have a difficult position. Men 

perceived it the other way around and responded with 45% that combo girls have an easier 

social situation than women outside the combos. 

 

Fig. 19 Survey Data: Social situation (non-) combo women. Source: Author. 

7.2.4. Evaluating Gang Girls Beyond the Role of Girlfriends and ‘Homiegirls’ 

Comparing the statements between the experts and the combo boys reveals again many 

similarities but also differences in perceptions concerning internal status and the relationships 

female members maintain to their counterparts. As the boys have barely spoken about the 

social backgrounds of the girls or supposed social motivations, most of the statements refers 

to the internal relations of the girls with the boys. 
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The fact that women tend to sustain more or less stable intimate relationships with male 

members is almost uncontested. From an external, as well as, group perspective, intimate 

relationships present a prevalent social form of belonging to the combo. However, these 

intimate partnerships are of divergent quality from the loose sexual relations that indicate, 

from the perspective of one of the boys, that combos attract promiscuous girls that seek to 

benefit from the group’s reputation, party lifestyle and diverse social freedoms. Also, the 

belonging via more substantial partnerships is uncontested by both groups. Experts and male 

members agree on the extent to which girls are affiliated to the combo because of their 

intimate relationships. Having a combo member as boyfriend or even as husband, makes the 

women automatically become a combo member, even if she is not actively looking for 

involvement. The mere fact of the relationship is regarded as commitment to the combo. The 

status of motherhood, however, is differently described. While motherhood, from the view of 

the expert Dávila, should improve the internal status and thus the protection, the boys indicate 

that motherhood is rather incompatible with combo lifestyle and that these women need to 

step back. What effects this has on a woman’s status in the combo has not become clear. On 

the one hand, mothers are respected, as the raise the children and do not get involved to such 

an extent risky activities, but whether this equalises a respected status was not indicated. 

Independent female membership in the combo presented a more controversial issue. In 

contrast to girlfriends or wives that are automatically connected by the status of their partners, 

other participating members must earn their own respect. This form of membership is barely 

mentioned by the experts but was intensively discussed in the conversations with the combo 

boys. Common ground for the combo boys was that equality inside the combo does not depend 

on sex, but rather on action and self-representation and the applied gender characteristics. 

Participating in the same activities and acting in a tough manner are means to earn respect and 

be treated equally. Hierarchies follow this logic and thus, enable women to move up to a certain 

position beyond their belonging to a male member, or the heritage of power through the 

family. Nonetheless, even though acting hard and resilient enables women to step out of the 

girlfriend position, in the end there are limits to their promotion opportunities due to inherent 

patriarchal structures that are based on violent performance. Long-lasting gender-

socialisations have apparently equipped or prepared the men to cope with these circumstances 

than the women. Therefore, both groups agree that the ladder of female command does stop 

at a particular level. 
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7.3. Security Aspects of Combos Girls beyond Victims and Perpetrators 

After discussing the economic and criminal roles connected with female membership, as well 

as the social relations and hierarchical dimensions, the security aspects linked to the girls´ lives 

in the combo will be elaborated upon in this section. Starting with violent experiences as the 

driving force that might push girls into the groups, violent performances of female members 

are discussed. Following, the interviews illuminate different dimensions of internal 

victimisation by the very combo members themselves, as well as outside threats in the context 

of turf wars, but also with regard to persecution risks that form part of the daily dangers of the 

life in criminal groups. It closes with the security consequences at the end of a career in a 

combo.  

7.3.1. Experts’ View on Gang Girls´ Security and Victimisation 

Asking experts about their external view on security concerning life in a combo as a woman, 

emphasis was put on aspects of violent socialisation as ubiquitously affecting anyone in the 

surrounding of combos. Violence has several perpetrators and causes various victims, both 

male and female, though by different means and to differing extents. For the experts the 

combo life is embedded in a circle of violent dynamics from the moment of joining, during the 

phase of active membership and until the violent consequences or the moment of 

incarceration. 

7.3.1.1 Searching for Protection from Family 

Many girls joining combos come from a fragile socio-economic background with difficult family 

relations. Domestic violence is not seldom a first violent experience girls have made early in 

their lives. Exposed to violence at home, either direct or indirect violence or sexual abuse, girls 

leave the family and search for protection in combo. 

“Above all, many have, for example, cases of intra-family violence, so the ´pelados´ say: ´How 
come? You let yourself get bullied by your father? You let yourself be controlled by your father? 
Hey, what´s up. We are gonna give him a ´pela´ - slap´. That´s to say, they feel pushed by these 
´pillos - gangsters´ because they feel capable of encountering their fathers or confronting their 
brothers or standing up against their mothers or leaving home. This is when they [the combo 
boys] start offering to take them to a den. Taking them to live with them there. This power to 
leave home, to escape, it´s the first step into the combo. This is when they start to belong, the 
first move.” (San Javier, 2018)cxcix 

Being backed by the group male members can offer a certain level or protection against sexual 

assaults, strikes or abuses. Given the lack of protection at home, combos quickly substitute as 

an alternative belonging that helps the girls to escape from the otherwise violent relationships. 
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“If you speak with some of the women that are active in one of these groups, they will tell you 
one of the most dangerous territories for a woman is her own home, this is where she suffers 
most violence including abuse. They suffer from many things. [] for the women it´s our own 
mentality that affects them - that we kill them, mistreat them, assault them, it´s so difficult” 
(Robledo, 2018)cc 

The community leader in Robledo says that the widespread violence in society and above all 

the problem of silencing or accepting violence in social interrelations hits the women most. 

Violent gender structures push girls into such parallel groups that start offering a safeguard. 

“The other is the protection. As such it´s not security but what is offered is protection in a 
territory in which the state, it´s not like it´s obsolete but selective in its provision of security. 
´Who protects me from what?´ So one of the reasons to join in could be that the guys won´t 
violate and rape me if I join them or when I´m the girlfriend of a member. Well they can kill me, 
but they won´t rape me. And I believe that this perspective continues to be valid, well, not valid 
but reasonable.” (EAFIT, 2018)cci 

Sr. Lopera emphasises that combos as such do not offer security to the girls but at first glance 

protection against an identifiable threat that comes from the very homes of the girls. He 

further outlines that a possible thought of the girls implies that being a member of the group 

lowers the risk of being hurt by them as well. In this regard, for the girls joining a combo has a 

double logic of protection: Protection from the threats they run from and protection from 

those they run to. 

7.3.1.2 Violence Inside the Combo Affects Everyone 

Combo life also exposes girls to violence even inside the group they joined for protection. 

Sexual violence or other forms of physical domination are not an exception inside the groups. 

Especially girls that arrive already vulnerable through previous experiences are confronted 

with violent actors inside the combo that perceive them as easy targets, or use sexual abuse 

as an instrument of domination and allocation to their internal status. “Some have shamefully 

experienced group violations, and when they survive they cannot say anything as they will 

most likely be killed. Many things have happened” (Robledo, 2018)50. 

“And the other is that they are recipients of other forms of violence which are more invisible: 
harassment, defilement, carnal intrusion, femicide. But as these are rare cases, statistically you 
won´t recognise many, but you know that it is happening. [] Well, it´s not like they are killing 
them all the time, but what I told you, this invisible violence is like: Okay we can touch them, we 
can rape them, we can infringe them or they lose their job or they cannot leave the barrio. That´s 
to say there are so many consequences that start to depart of this violence but also end up 
being, paradoxically, a reason to join the combo.” (EAFIT, 2018)ccii 

 
50 “algunas les ha tocado lastimosamente que las violen grupalmente y ahí cuando despiertan es otra cosa, no pueden decir nada porque las matan, 
las asesinan, han sucedido muchísimas cosas” (Robledo, 2018). 
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Sr. Lopera refers to these internal victims of sexual violence as the invisible violence as due to 

the immense threats around the physical violence many of these cases remain unnoticed. 

Problematic is that when the violators realise that their acts remain without consequences the 

circle of violence is even more fuelled by the impunity the combos gain through their territorial 

and coercive powers. 

“When there is something recurrent or a logic inside their mentality than leads them to perceive 
women as something available, they exercise any type of violence against them in one way or 
another almost anytime they desire.” (Robledo, 2018)cciii 

The community leader in Robledo underlines this vicious circle for the girls, once under control 

of the combo and defenceless, girls can be regarded as fair game absolutely exposed to the 

arbitrary moods of the male members. Being part of the combo then does not mean escape 

from violence but the opposite. Combo membership is deeply entrenched in violence in many 

forms of interaction. Combos as a socialisation group also affect girls in their attitude and 

behaviour and promote violent behaviour on their side. In order to assert oneself in such 

surroundings, girls learn from their closest ones, often the other combo members. In 

consequence, the community member in San Javier explains, women externalise more 

aggression and turn from ‘cute girls’ into ‘rebellious adolescents’. 

“Yes, they become very aggressive. The woman becomes extremely aggressive – though she 
keeps being feminine because she does not stop being feminine, but much ruder, not cute any-
more or fine but instead this: tough and cunning. [] They want to become equal in physiognomy, 
their words, actions, and means of behaviour. They want to be equal to men, equally strong, 
equally powerful and everything, in domination and maliciousness. Including to appropriate the 
ability of confronting the very guys.” (San Javier, 2018)cciv 

Violence in this context does not necessarily refer to physical violence but can also imply 

aggressive verbalisation or body language. Learning that violent behaviour generates respect, 

combo girls internalise the logic and apply it in order to gain social control. 

“The violence is widespread to a point in which they start sharing some girls for example. Let´s 
say they seek to impose this logic towards the outside; tto a certain extent this has a moment 
of control, let´s say it’s a recurrent practice in the combo.” (Robledo, 2018)ccv 

Often violent behaviour is trained inside the combo. As the application of violence appears to 

be a successful means of interaction, it is later exported to other social relations outside the 

group. When combo girls perform violently then it is often in relation to other girls. Given 

certain success in violent enactment, girls will continuously apply this behaviour as they 

increasingly feel stronger. 

“If somebody annoys them, another ´pelada sardinita – a b**** that bothers them, they beat 
her. And nobody dares to mess with them as it’s a fight against the current. To say that there is 
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a pelada from the street beating up another or fighting or standing up against her, no, they rip 
your head off. Because they feel superior as they are backed.” (San Javier, 2018)ccvi 

After an increasing habituation of violent interaction with other girls, they might also seek to 

apply this strategically inside their combo in order to prevent possible assaults from their 

fellow gang members. Sr. Lopera speaks of a kind of preventive violence in which girls 

demonstrate their abilities in order to eliminate any possible ideas, from their male or female 

counterparts, of a vulnerability that could be taken advantage of. 

“This is the social mobility, that´s to say, I can move up one step more, earn a bit more money, 
gain a bit more respect, and they will infringe upon me less [] They gain security because they 
themselves are the main violators. With a perspective on gender: I will move up in order to not 
be violated. It´s a transactional view, generating a transaction to reduce the uncertainty of 
violence” (EAFIT, 2018)ccvii                                                                                            

The community leader in Robledo says that it depends on the combo and on the personality 

of the girls, but female violence has become more visible in public, also in the context of 

combo-related violent disputes. “Some girls have direct participation in combo-violence, they 

fulfil any job the guys do: they shoot and they kill, yes they do. Women have carried out sicaria 

work” (Robledo, 2018)51. Asking the community member in San Javier about women´s 

involvement in torture or the cruel assassinations or mutilations of the ́ embolsados´ he rejects 

the idea: 

“They must be very wicked ones, very Machiavellian to do this. They exist, it might happen that 
a person like this exists. [] It´s easier to shoot or stab someone, but participating in such things, 
I don´t think so. No, it´s more something for men.” (San Javier, 2018)ccviii 

Although women are capable of severe violence, such extreme forms of violence, he links it to 

more experienced combo men. Like former paramilitaries who might have participated in 

larger violent encounters than the small-scale territorial disputes at the ´fronteras invisibles´. 

According to manifold violent enactments, girls can also participate in diverse forms in the turf 

disputes of the combos. 

“Since they are at war, they must be very active and feel the same passion of confrontation and 
to fight for the territory, without worrying that they traverse. [] They won´t enter any territory 
of the other but let´s say they are away from their territories, this is where a dispute is likely and 
there is death. Outside, if they see each other, there is the aggression because as these are 
frontiers so, sure, I belong to this combo so I´m the enemy of the other.” (San Javier, 2018)ccix 

The community members from San Javier explains that ´real´ full female members will 

participate in confrontations when their combo is at war with another. This does not mean 

 
51 “algunas tienen participación directa, hacen cualquier labor que le toca a un hombre, es decir si les toca disparar, matar, lo hacen. Mujeres que 
digamos han ejercido labores de sicariato” (Robledo, 2018). 
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that women fight at the forefront, but they get involved often in a parallel level of encounters 

in between the girls of the opposing combos. The girls are sent into hostile territories to spy or 

prepare an attack when the combo has plans to infiltrate the other group. 

“They call them ´campaneras’ – ringers that observe the movements of other persons to start 
war, or so that they can mobilise quickly. [] Being able, for instance, to infiltrate the other combo 
to get information and topple them. That´s another reason why they do this. When women come 
and join a combo, in the moment you least expect it, they turn to the other combo. And this is 
why they say: This is why I came here because there they were about to kill me, they were about 
to do me this and that´. Lies, sometimes they tell to infiltrate and get into other things. They do 
this often.” (San Javier, 2018)ccx 

Here again the girls use the image of the ‘helpless woman’ in search of protection, to infiltrate 

the other combo in order to accumulate knowledge and later return to their original group 

where they render this information. This does not imply a violent act on the part of the woman, 

but in doing this kind of intelligence work they directly expose themselves to attacks from the 

group they infiltrate. Given that the majority of victims, as well as the perpetrators are young 

men “the mortality of women is very reduced, as the main problem is generated by the guys” 

(Pol Nac, 2018)52. Nonetheless women become some of the victims resulting from the many 

territory disputes and acts of retaliation. The invisible frontiers can be as deadly for female 

members as for their male counterparts. Girls are targeted for their belonging even without 

having been actively involved in the violent disputes. 

“They kill a combo woman, not necessarily because of her activities but just for being one of 
them. It’s simply retaliation. Not for any involvement in an activity precisely, simply because she 
is ´in the wrong place´ [] You will be judged by the company you keep. Knowing about your 
belonging is enough to tell you what will happen to you. Bad company spreads and so they fall, 
not because of their action.” (San Javier, 2018)ccxi 

Sometimes, by the mere fact of being part of a combo, women become targets. The community 

leader in Robledo explains that women are often used as easy targets to send messages of 

domination in the dynamics of retaliation, or when the men are out of reach, the other combo 

hurts the women. “In moments of disputes or in some zones of the city, they use this as a 

method to demonstrate to rivals that they are weak and not capable of protecting the persons 

the love. That´s to say it’s the greatest offence they can do to a warrior” (Robledo, 2018)53. The 

aim of such acts against women is to demonstrate to the male rivals their weakest point, 

namely, that they are not able to protect their girlfriends. In this respect, acts of retaliation 

 
52 “la mortalidad de mujeres es muy reducida porque el hombre es el que genera problemas” (Pol Nac, 2018). 

53 “[M]omentos de disputas y en algunas zonas de la ciudad, eso sí se utilizaba como métodos para demostrarle al rival que eran débiles y que no 
eran capaz de proteger a las personas que amaban, esa era la ofensa más grande que le podían hacer a un guerrero por así decirlo” (Robledo, 2018). 
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against women are based on a traditional gender understanding of men being responsible for 

the safety of their female compatriots and thus, the victimisation of women is the message 

that they are easy targets. 

7.3.1.3 The Last Threat is the Danger of Displacement or Incarceration 

As already indicated, the majority of combo careers in Medellín do not end peacefully through 

a consciously decided exit, but either in displacement, death or incarceration. In many cases, 

the security threat is the relationship to the combo itself and displacement is an often-

witnessed result when girls separate from their combo boyfriends. For the expert from the 

police, leaving a relationship with a combo guy often means leaving the barrio. 

“If she goes to the other side, or if the man is one of the dominant ones that says: ´No if she isn´t 
mine she is nobody´s’, and he sends her to be killed, or hunted or the one who is with her will 
also be confronted. Maybe he will be chased, beaten or threatened. That´s to say, she remains 
stigmatised. She was the woman of the one who ruled.” (Pol Nac, 2018)ccxii 

A woman from a combo remains marked by her membership even after departure.  Whether 

she can leave after a peaceful separation from a male member depends on his importance and 

the knowledge she acquires during membership. Girls who separate and know a lot about the 

business are likely to be displaced or even eliminated. Those who do not have so many 

operational insights have a better chance of leaving the combo alive (Pol Nac, 2018). 

“Leaving the combo means leaving the barrio. [] Or when her husband is killed she must leave. 
Nothing remains because, sure, they have killed the husband who was the only backup she had, 
so, suddenly she starts to be isolated. Some return and get another. But very few women achieve 
coming to the state of maturity or consciousness to say: ´No, life is another thing and I will fight 
for my kid and start to change my life.” (San Javier, 2018)ccxiii 

In some cases, women get killed or displaced when losing their boyfriend in disputes. Without 

the protection of their former partner or when other combos take over the territory, women 

must flee. Displacement is a chance to withdraw from this lifestyle, though not all make use of 

this ticket and many girls return to combo life with another partner. Therefore, incarceration 

is another moment of externally induced exit. 

“As [combo] member - because in the crime we do not make differences [towards criminals]. It´s 
not like being a woman she receives lesser penalty; no. Crime is crime, it´s statutory. Be it a man 
or a woman who committed a crime and the person is a member of this group. We can 
discriminate whether someone is an author or co-author then it´s a very different, but if the one 
is captured inside the combo it´s a crime.” (Pol Nac, 2018)ccxiv 

The police officer outlines that, irrespective of male or female, the combo lifestyle is so deeply 

intertwined with criminal and violent activities that sooner or later a member commits a crime. 

Belonging to a combo, from the state perspective, is equal to being a criminal and law 
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enforcement has recently increased the pressure towards the combos. Consequently, many 

female members, if caught, end their career in prison. Incarcerated women do not gain much 

support from the combo. Instead of widespread combo structures in the male prison 

Bellavista, the local high security prison for women is not known for the maintenance of 

internal combo structures, the rules too strict are inside. However, the lack of support can also 

be explained differently. 

“What happens is that we continue to be in a macho society, so when the man is captured, ´how 
awful´ but if a woman is captured it is ´for being lazy or not having done something well´. That’s 
the thinking they have, macho, [] It depends on the role the woman played in the organisation.” 
(Pol Nac Prev, 2018)ccxv 

The police officer explains the underlying dynamic that girls who get captured are supposed to 

have made a mistake or acted recklessly. It follows that male members are not willing to 

compensate for personal misdemeanours by ordinary low-ranking female members. 

“Unfortunately, the woman is still considered as the weak gender, supposedly. For being 
vulnerable, for not being capable, because it is still difficult to perform some activities and they 
are not doing difficult parts. So, very few women in reality receive this type of support the 
moment they are put into jail. (Pol Nac Prev II, 2018)ccxvi 

Another explanation from the other officer of the prevention unit is that are women simply 

not regarded as important enough to be worth receiving external help while in prison. Finally, 

for girls who have been captured there remain few opportunities for dealing with this 

situation. 

“They have two options: they are left behind, or they continue to collaborate. She continues 
being tied or subject to, at the moment she is leaving prison, continuing in the organisation of 
the combo as such. [] ´They get thrown into in jail and the kids they leave with the grandmas 
and with their own mothers, the family normally helps them. It´s very rare that the guys send 
them money or help them economically when women are in jail.” (San Javier, 2018)ccxvii 

They can use either use their incarceration to exit into a normal life and start all over or they 

relapse into combo life once again. And even though combo life requires so many sacrifices, 

many women do not achieve a real exit from this social surrounding. 

“The suffering is horrible, because they spend their life fleeing from the authorities, hiding, 
overnight, entire days, surviving hunger, and when they come to the point that, it´s not only that 
they sell drugs, they also consume them and the money then doesn´t cover this. So, they 
withstand the hunger and are subjected to this……They have this boyfriend who mistreats them 
because he is like this…. Violence is always inherent in the combo. A guy from the combo will 
never know how to treat a woman, there is always violence.” (San Javier, 2018)ccxviii 

In the end, the community leader in San Javier concludes, combo life is in many aspects a 

permanent safety threat especially for girls. Not only the harsh circumstances of a life as an 
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outlaw but also the constant fight against severe patriarchal and coercive structures, women 

must continuously fight for recognition and will not reach the security they were hoping for, at 

the beginning when they joined the group. 

7.3.2. Combo Boys Perspective on Protection and Unequal Security Risks 

The discussion with the male members on security topics revealed considerably different 

emphases. Unsurprisingly, the boys engaged less on issues of gender-based violence inside the 

group but instead focused intensely on the diversity of female violence, turf dynamics and the 

security consequences of leaving the combo. 

7.3.2.1 Combos Offer Protection from the Family 

Denis, like the experts sees a basic reason for the affiliation to the combos in domestic relations 

and possible violence the girls want to escape from. Seeking a sanctuary in the combo, women 

unfortunately do not actually find a calm, safe place to be and to forget. 

“Some women escape from violence at home, escape because they feel uncomfortable there 
and search for shelter at their friends´ place. You never know about the problems they might 
have at home, so they leave the house and look for refuge in the drugs, that´s simply it.” (Denis 
Floresta, 2018)ccxix 

Besides a new refuge, girls can get distracted and find protection or even revenge against the 

ones who mistreated them, as the combos also bring the perpetrators to justice in severe cases 

of violence. 

“[They are fleeing into] the arms of protection that the guys offer them. Mess with one of these 
women, like I said, and she can say: ´My father beats me´ and they say: ´What your father beats 
you?´ That when they go and give him ´la pela´ - a heavy slap´. They shake him up heavily, 
doesn´t matter if it’s the father. They kill him if he violates her. This is an ugly thing, but it is like 
this everywhere. You cannot mess with a woman or beat her. Or consuming drugs everywhere, 
this is a bit controlled now.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)ccxx 

Combos, however, normally do not only react ex post, but also present a general shield of 

protection against outside intruders. In their self-image as protection groups and gentlemen, 

the combos take care of the women. Steven declares that violence against women is 

unacceptable and has consequences. “Sure, because it´s your own girl and you don´t like it 

when your girl is groped or being chatted up by someone. Violence against women? They 

protect them very much, sure. That another one is beating her in the house, sure” (Steven 

Calnaz, 2018)54. Steven as well as Andres describe how combo girls are untouchable for 

 
54 “Claro, porque es la mujer de uno, y a uno tampoco le gusta que la mujer de uno se la estén manoseando o diciéndole cositas al oído. ¿Violencia 
con las mujeres? Las protegen mucho, claro. Qué otra persona le esté pegando así a la mujer en la casa, claro.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018). 
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anybody in their territory. If anyone dares to mess with a combo girl, he would have the entire 

group against him. This equally applies when a girl seeks support from the combo when she 

has been rejected by her ex-partner who refuses to take the responsibility for the child they 

have together. 

“It depends on the way she has been left. If he left her and has never beaten her and has never 
done anything, it’s ´tough luck´. He’s left, end of story. But, he must respond to the kids, be it for 
good or bad. How can you leave a pregnant woman? Or he leaves the barrio. Well he must leave 
the barrio. They will demand this of him: ´How do you dare to leave your girl alone, shackled, 
and you are earning money and hanging out with another girl?´ He must respond to the kids 
until they are certain age. In the barrios you see a lot of these scenes. He must take account for 
the kids or must leave, or they will take his money obligatorily when the kids are younger than 
five years, for example. So young they cannot be left like this, and the woman without anything, 
what she can do? Or the woman engages in the combo or is forced into prostitution because 
she doesn´t know what to do otherwise.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)ccxxi 

They both refer to an unspoken law in Colombian society that the women are protected and 

men serve as defence in order to prevent them from violence, while the boys need to take care 

of themselves, as nobody protects the males from external threats. 

“You have great protection. Sure, while you are in your zone you are untouchable; and when 
they touch you, they are gonna have big problems. [] Because, for example, law here is very 
protective concerning women. For guys like ourselves, there is no mercy for us. Women are very 
protected by law here in Medellín, I don´t know if it´s like this everywhere. But women are very 
protected here in any sense [] We say here that in times of war any means are justified.” (Andres 
Poblado, 2018)ccxxii 

In all violent socialisation, these two statements highlight the one-sided dynamic of protection. 

In any circumstances, be it that women claim protection or that such behavioural obligations 

derive from a code of honour, women will receive protection by the groups when it comes to 

explicit acts against them on the basis of their gender. 

Nonetheless beside all the intentions to protect combo women, internal violence as part of 

combo discipline forms part of combo life, also for the female members. Referring to intimate 

partner violence, David admits that cases can happen in bad partner disputes. But if so, those 

incidents rather happen at higher levels than the low-level street members. “It might be that, 

if she hurts her partner they are gonna hurt her, or maybe because she has done something 

bad so that the boys there, the duros, the leaders, they perceive it badly and they will do  

something to her” (David San Javier, 2018)55. Another violent dynamic in which girls become 

 
55  “quizás puede ser que por hacerle daño a su pareja le hagan daño a ella o quizás porque haya hecho algo que tal vez para los que están ahí que 
son los duros, la cabeza, les parezca mal y le hagan algo” (David San Javier, 2018). 
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equally victims as their male counterparts refers to punishments or killings when the other 

members suspect betrayal or when girls are in possession of information they should not have. 

Given the immense distrust among combo members, reactions to such occurrences are 

severely violent.                                              

“Yes, because some women like to ´picar’ - pry everywhere and many times you don´t know 
where she pried and when she pried somewhere else you don´t know where else she’s gonna 
pry. When they find out that she has pried here and there, they take her and kill her for seeing 
and hearing things that she should have not heard.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)ccxxiii 

Under these circumstances, the boys explain that internal violence is equally targeted at girls. 

Whereas the first occasion refers to individual cases of intimate partner violence that is not 

clearly assigned to a combo-based action, the second speaks about an infringement against 

combo rule and will be equally punishable for males and females. A greater threat comes from 

outside, where girls are exposed to violence when a spying operation falters and other combos 

find out and eliminate the girls. Denis explains that it would be misleading to think that a code 

of honour would exist in disputes to spare the females. Killing intruders belongs instead to the 

law of urban war. 

“Although they do not actively participate, women are at the same risk. Obviously. They have 
the same risk. Didn´t you listen to the news? Every now and then they kill girls, as they kill boys. 
In this sense, they do not make a difference, no distinction. They give the girls ‘silver’ as they do 
it with the guys. They even go so far to ´butcher´ them. Recently, the deaths appeared in the 
barrios. And order them to spy the people.” (Denis Floresta 2018)ccxxiv 

Furthermore, in disputes, everyone involved, either actively or passively, presents a target for 

the opposing groups. 

“Let´s say another one comes around and knows more or less about your relationships, so he 
hits you where it hurts most. So, the woman is the one they protect most as it hurts a lot. If they 
would hurt my girl obviously, it will hurt me a lot. So, they come with an education that includes 
this instinct to respond to leave things as they are.” (David San Javier, 2018)ccxxv 

David adds that women are prone to become target in retaliation acts when the other combo 

seeks to target a particular person. Killing the beloved one is a conscious action in order to 

demoralise the male or even an attempt to provoke a dispute. 

The most passionate topic for the male members, however, was to discuss female violence. 

Jimmy compares combo girls in their violent enactment with FARC women or women joining 

the urban militias in the past and identifies a fundamental difference in the quality of violence. 

“Nowadays women are not like in the past any more, when you saw them patrolling with a gun 
in their hands. Not anymore. Today they make themselves a bit more unimposing. Women today 
are not capable and are afraid to take up rifles. They can work in the combo, but this might be 
a bit too big for them. There are women today in the city that are very feminine. So, they prefer 
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more the moderate things, not so fancy and exaggerated. But they will be equally capable like 
men. Pretty scary but true!” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)ccxxvi 

In contrast to highly militarised guerrilla women, combo women are more feminine and do not 

use weapons the same way. Instead, women would externalise their violent capacities in a 

rather subtle way. Nonetheless, he is confident that girls can equally be violent like men. “It´s 

part of the character. These things pop up also when your brain is blurred and relaxed, not only 

because of the vicio – drugs, but also due to the energies they maintain, so. They overload and 

any of them becomes dangerous.” (David San Javier, 2018)56. David claims that when women 

join a combo they automatically begin violent behaviour. As part of the lifestyle and the drug 

consumption, but above all, violence would be the consequence of cocaine consumption. 

Cocaine would often cause an excess of energy that women then convert into violence. In this 

regard he points to a fragile combination of socialising effects, and ubiquitous violent and 

aggressive behaviour, coinciding with the drug consumption that is widespread among combo 

members. 

“Like men. They gain respect with [fighting] other women. Not all of them engage in this. They 
made themselves respect for themselves, something like that. Because of this attitude they 
develop. So, it might be because of the very conflict at home, yeah maybe it´s therefore. The 
women do not have the tendency to be violent; the women do not have this role of being violent, 
but they leave expelled from home or they lack the opportunity, or they simply do not like 
studying.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)ccxxvii 

Denis is convinced that violent behaviour is learnt from early on. When girls are surrounded by 

violence from early years they learn violence as a basic instrument of conflict settlement. He 

links this violent behaviour rather to combo socialisation since he sees no other reason for girls 

to enact violently as it is not the role assigned to them. It is however, an opportunity the combo 

structure offers to externalise violent tendencies. Cucho believes that women in the past have 

been more peaceful than the actual combo girls. “Those girls who search for affiliation to the 

combo, it´s simply because they are looking for a space in society to get armed and mess with 

somebody” (Cucho Bellavista, 2018). Speaking about sicariato, Andres states it is not the classic 

job for the girls, so it will always be ordered to male members. “For example, a woman must 

never carry out the job of an assassination. I believe it´s because everyone is protecting the 

women, so, men will always be more vulnerable.” (Andres Poblado, 2018)57. Nonetheless, Denis 

reveals that those girls who would like to assassinate can have their chance if they receive the 

 
56 Toma su parte de carácter. Ya esas son cosas que vienen incluso cuando la cabeza está tan nublada y sosegada, no solamente en el vicio, sino con 
las energías con las cuales se mantiene, entonces se sobrecargan y cada una de esas personas se vuelve peligrosa” (David San Javier, 2018). 

57 “Por ejemplo, el homicidio a una mujer nunca le va a tocar una cosa de esas. Yo creo que por todos lados está más protegida la mujer, entonces por 
eso es más vulnerable el hombre siempre” (Andres Poblado, 2018). 
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permission. “Anyone who wants to. Any who would like to do it and can ´go for it´, The one 

who would like to goes with the boss, those who want to go and assassinate or rob. The one 

who is in the mood on this day. They also do these jobs like we do.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)58. 

Also, in term of sicariato activities, a habituation of violence can be observed among girls. A 

girl who has already killed is marked by this action and more likely to repeat it. 

“A woman who commits a homicide and kills a man, they give her the same opportunity, so that 
she can be ´mas parada’ - the most rebellious one. ´I killed two, I don´t give a f***, I will counter 
anyone´. A woman, after having seen so much blood, she is gonna kill you whether you’re 
sleeping or you´re awake. I tell you out of experience because I have seen many of this type of 
women, very straightforward women who join the combo and start with this maliciousness.” 
(Steven Calnaz, 2018)ccxxviii 

More common than in the role of sicaria, female violence is also visible in internal disputes 

between girls who fight over different goods. Sometimes this reaches such an intensity that 

higher ranks must conciliate and enforce order between them (James Bellavista, 2018). 

Another form of female violence that was mentioned is indirect violence. Rather than directly 

engaging in assassinations, women instrumentalise the male members to act in their position. 

“Well me as a man, I´m very conscious of the fact that women can be more dangerous than 
men. Because a woman has her own weapons and can blur the mind of any man. They do not 
participate [in disputes]. If she wants a man to be killed the ´vieja´ goes and offers herself to 
him, to be with her, and with that she convinces the man to do her the favour to kill the ´fulano´ 
and she sends the man to kill the other. It´s like that I know, because I experienced this more 
than once [] They have their way to manipulate men.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)ccxxix 

Accordingly, the girls use intimate relations, or at least they take advantage of their 

attractiveness to others to make them solve their problem. 

“For sure. She has power and she has her own weapons. She herself can even send orders for 
the killing through another messenger. [] Sure, this happens. It depends on how she got 
separated from him; if it was very cruel, if she wants to separate because he has beaten her….. 
They basically, do not allow this here, that they beat the women. This happened more in the 
past. If he beats his wife or violates her, oh they will knock him down badly.” (Denis Floresta, 
2018)ccxxx 

Those indirect acts of violence can also be linked to the protection function combo members 

offer, or women will appeal to the combo to take revenge for past injustices. “It depends on 

the society she has, because we are talking about a system marked by weapons, conflicts,  

fights, and the influence of money, so you must have the respective character” (David San 

 
58 “La que quiera. La que quiera va y empelpa, la que quiera se parcha con el jefe, la que quiera va y hace un asesinato o va a robar. La que se sienta 
con ganas ese día. Ellas también salen así como uno” (Denis Floresta, 2018). 
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Javier, 2018)59. David concludes that whether women act violently depends on their personal 

predisposition, the personal background and the immediate social surrounding. However, girls 

who join a combo might have certain tendencies toward violence. Entering such a social milieu 

where weapons and conflict are an inherent part of the group identity, women who want to 

survive safely in this group dynamic, will also have internalised violence as a necessary method. 

The perspectives of the boys regarding whether combo girls participate in violent encounters 

between the groups when they are fighting over territory is pretty clear. Except for the duros 

in Bellavista, all other boys rejected any active involvement of girls at the frontline. 

“I´d say that in this respect women are more protected. [] Yeah, I’d say we take much more care 
of the women in this sense. [] They should be someone who is more protected [by a male 
member]. Because they are the girlfriends of some ´manes’ – important men who relate to the 
members like friends. There must always be a linkage to these persons so that a woman can 
participate this way. [] That´s why I tell you it depends on the decision of the woman and what 
she wants to do, maybe she has the ´cojones’ – balls to take up the rifle first.” (David San Javier, 
2018)ccxxxi 

David argues that it is against the codex to bring women to violent encounters, as it is their job 

to protect them and not to expose them to violence. Denis instead outlines that the combo 

women definitely do not need to engage in disputes and this is why they are assigned to 

carrying weapons and doing all the ‘pre-work’. 

“The woman, like I said, is more for the transport [smuggling], not being searched, taking the 
weapons…. They know about their responsibilities, and from early on they learn them. And it´s 
because they want it so, because let´s say the women do not have the same maliciousness as 
men to do so. Sometimes we must stand ´being knocked off – catching a bullet´, receiving a 
punch, or a slap, and we won´t make a fuss. We don´t go to the hospital; we cannot go to the 
hospital when we get hurt. There, they would catch us and report us. We must take care of 
ourselves, making sure we get cured, or we go to a private practitioner.” (Denis Floresta, 
2018)ccxxxii 

He explains that turf wars are extreme experiences where you get injured, without the ability 

to receive medical care, and no combo girl really wants to be part of such brutality. Even if the 

girls are looking for adrenaline, they would not be able to cope with the real consequences of 

being involved in an armed confrontation. 

“There is a great difference between a man and a woman; it´s much harder for us, we must take 
a lot of stick, and no law protects us. They just make us pay. Women at a certain point are 
protected by many things [] and they won´t have to comply with the same things as men. She 
won´t be sent to commit a murder.” (Andres Poblado, 2018)ccxxxiii 

 
59 “Dependiendo qué sociedad la vaya a coger, porque si estamos hablando de un sistema donde hay armas, conflictos y peleas, y si en medio hay 
dinero, entonces va necesitar en esa parte de mucho carácter” (David San Javier, 2018). 
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Andres also confirms that war is men’s business. When disputes erupt, the street units that 

are sent to the fights are almost exclusively composed of men. Women, simply for being 

women, will be spared from such violent acts. Men in a combo, however will not have the 

same rights. 

“I think it´s easier, because women do not have to kill, they do not have to rob, they do not have 
to collect the extortion money. A man, yes, a man is engaged head over heels in this world. So, 
men are more endangered than women. The woman will always be more protected. 
Nonetheless, if the woman is crazy and ´traverses´ she will fully sink into this world with all that 
it takes.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)ccxxxiv 

Only ´really crazy´ women, Steven says, will enter this world of violence voluntarily. The only 

circumstance under which women cannot decide on their involvement is when they become 

the objects of retaliation. 

“Yeah that´s why they are so protected. Because, for example, at a frontier you cannot cross to 
this side but the at the top of the hill they know that my girl is buying some meat at 2pm and in 
order to hurt me, these sons of b******s from another combo, as they know I´m from the other 
combo [say] ´let´s hurt him double, this motherf*****.´So they say to her: ´Mami, come. We 
need to talk to you´, and they take her to a corner and shoot her two or three times and kill her. 
[] Sure, they know that this hurts you. They kill the girls and women from the ´manes – the big 
guys´ from the other barrio.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018)ccxxxv 

Here again, the boys outline that, even though women are not required at the frontline of 

conflict, they necessarily become involved in violent encounters, due to their membership, if 

not as perpetrators of violence than as victims of it. 

7.3.2.2 Once in the Combo it is Difficult to Leave Alive 

Finally, the male members were asked about the opportunities to leave and the consequences 

for the girls´ in terms of security. Different aspects were mentioned but, fundamentally, their 

argument was that leaving a combo is dangerous. While joining is an easy undertaking, leaving 

is not, as it is perceived as betrayal. “We welcome everyone here. But nobody leaves; that’s 

the downside of the membership; here nobody can exit. And if someone leaves then he or she 

is rat and those who are rats get killed” (Denis Floresta, 2018)60. In consequence, if somebody 

wants to leave the combo they better also leave the barrio, otherwise the combo will come 

and find them. Denis emphasises that in his experience, leaving means to betray the combo, 

an action that normally costs your life. This rule is for everyone. Male or female, it does not 

make any difference when a person with knowledge seeks to leave, the consequences will be 

the same. 

 
60 “Aquí recibimos a todo el mundo. Eso sí, nadie se sale. Esa es la desventaja; aquí nadie puede decir que se sale. Y si se sale es porque se fue de 
“sapo”, y si se fue de sapo lo matan” (Denis Floresta, 2018). 
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“You cannot leave. If she leaves, she must go to another barrio and cannot say to anyone that 
she has been involved…. So if you go to another barrio you cannot tell anyone that you are from 
this barrio. So you must say that you are from a normal barrio, you cannot say that you´re from 
San Javier or something because they’re gonna kill you.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)ccxxxvi 

In case of displacement, Denis suggests combo members need to go somewhere ´normal´ to 

hide as many other combo-prone barrios will welcome you with the same suspiciousness as 

the former one. 

“If you remain a long time in this you finally end up dead or in prison. You keep your drugs 
independently but if you remain your entire life, sooner or later it´s ´va pa´arriba – you end up 
in jail´, like anyone else. We call it the ´university´. Because it´s the ´university of street life: go 
pa´ arriba b***´ ´. Yeah sure, women make themselves valuable, but they also remain till the 
end.” (Denis Floresta, 2018)ccxxxvii 

Girls equally pass all these stages of combo membership until the end. Even though they are 

less at risk of being killed but rather displaced, many girls are ultimately incarcerated. As Carlos 

admits “there are also female police officers that also go for the girls, therefore, there is no 

way to hide everything. That’s the real danger in this” (Carlos Floresta 2018)61. Whether the 

girls maintain the support from the combo inside prison is unclear. The boys did not really want 

to speak about this subject and reacted rather ambivalently. Finally, Jimmy said: “This 

depends. If the woman is caught and in prison and really was a member, they won´t dump her, 

they will continue paying her inside” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018)62. 

7.3.3. Community Perspective on the Girls´ Security Situation 

Asking the community members about the security situation of combo girls, the answer 

division outlines a clear picture. Although differences exist between men and women, the 

overall trend shows that the majority evaluates their security situation as negative. 60 % of the 

women and 47% of the men chose the negative answer option. However, 24% of women and 

even 31 % of men think they are in a positive security situation. 

 
61 “También hay mujeres policías que también caen sobre ellas, entonces no hay forma de uno esconderse así de las cosas. Ese es el peligro más 
grande en eso” (Carlos Floresta 2018). 

62 “Eso depende. Si una mujer del combo cae a la cárcel, y realmente es del combo, no la dejan tirada; le siguen mandando su pago allá” (Jimmy 
Floresta, 2018). 
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Fig. 20 Survey Data: Security situation of combo women. Source: Author. 

However, the comparative question then reveals that a clear majority of 67% believe that 

compared to ordinary women without a combo affiliation, combo girls are in a more dangerous 

situation. Only 21% of the women and 19% of men estimate that combo girls are more 

protected and have thus a better security situation.  

 

Fig. 21 Survey Data: Security situation of (non-) combo women. Source: Author. 

7.3.4. Evaluating Female Perpetration and Victimisation in Patriarchal Combos 

The outside perspectives on the security situation of women in combos emphasize different 

aspects. On the one hand, membership can provide protection from domestic violence but also 

forms of severe victimisation. While the experts put much more emphasis on the exposure to 
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violence from both inside and outside the groups, the male members viewed aspects of 

victimisation as being unequally distributed between male and female members. The violent 

dynamics of sexual or domestic violence outlined by the experts were not really discussed by 

the boys. Instead, the male members spoke more about general risks of internal punishment 

that affect women and men equally. 

Internal aspects of violent socialisation found different emphases in both perspectives. Experts 

pointed to the general logic of violent socialisation in combos with reference to different 

gender performances and patriarchal structures. From this outside point of view, girls learned 

in the group that to apply violence in order to deal with group dynamics. The male members 

drew attention to individual characteristics of certain girls. They stressed that some girls 

understood the combo as an opportune structure to externalise anger and aggression already 

carried before entering the combo. Backed by the group, so some boys argued, the girls felt 

the courage to dominate others. Another topic that was discussed more intensively by the boys 

than by the experts was indirect violence exercised by girls. Male members explained that girls 

did not need to be violent by themselves, as they knew how to instrumentalise their male 

counterparts. One example was sicariato and lethal violence that tended to be seldom among 

women as they sent their fellows to do the job for them. 

Concerning external victimisation of women and their possible participation in territory 

disputes, both the experts and male members agreed on the rather limited role of women in 

direct encounters. Disputes over territory were primarily fought by low-level male members. 

The girls´ contributions were more in the sphere of logistics and intelligence and the infiltration 

of opposing groups. While the forms of female participation in disputes were similarly 

described by experts and male members, the two groups came to divergent evaluations on the 

risk of women´s victimisation. The male members highlighted the aspects of the danger of 

retaliation comparatively more than the experts did. Finally, with focus on security 

consequences for women when leaving the combo, both groups highlighted in their statements 

that leaving was difficult and might cause forced displacement. From the group perspective 

displacement, however, it depended on the way the girls were living. Ending an intimate 

relation with a member was no reason to expel a woman from the neighbourhood, but rather 

the level of knowledge the respective girl had gained. 
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7.4. Conclusion – Much Coherences but Varying Emphasis in 
Perception 

This chapter outlined two different outside perspectives on female membership in combos in 

the city of Medellín. The experts provided their knowledge on the girls´ participation from an 

outside/out-group perspective, while the interviews with (former) male members outlined 

their perceptions on combo girls from an in-group perspective. When compared, we see that 

the out-group perspectives brought to attention and stressed gender-based vulnerabilities as 

being linked to general structures of patriarchism in all three dimensions of the economic, the 

social and the security aspects. The membership of women is basically described with 

reference to girlfriends of male members who take subordinated roles inside the structures 

and are dominated by their male counterparts. However, the boys’ in-group perspectives 

described more aspects of equality between the male and female members but pointed at the 

same time to many inequalities and limitations of membership. 

Concerning economic aspects of girls´ participation, it was rather uncontested that the driving 

forces for girls joining were either a poor economic background or the attraction of apparently 

easily earned money and the chance to enjoy the material benefits from their affiliation with 

the combo. Working as prostitutes, jibaras, mulas or carritos, both groups localised the girls in 

the same business branches. The greatest discrepancies related to economic income activities 

existed towards the sex-labour business. Experts emphasised the coercive and abusive 

character of the prostitution business that forces very young girls into a sex slavery that serves 

the interests of some of the male members. Not only does prostitution imply the satisfaction 

of sexual desires for men both inside and outside the group but it also implicates a forced 

exploitation of underage girls that are trafficked against their will. The combo boys, however, 

presented the prostitution labour as an individual freelancer business that the girls offered 

voluntarily, in order to take advantage of their position somehow. To a certain extent the 

statements of the male members convey an image of uncontrollable girls that enjoy the sexual 

powers they have in order to control and instrumentalise male combo members. 

In contrast to the discussion on prostitution, all interviewees stated that combo girls engage 

comprehensively in the drug business in different functions. Their core responsibilities are to 

sell drugs at the plazas of the city but also to store and to transport them. An important aspect 

for these jobs, which was raised by both groups, is the apparently innocent appearance of girls 

which the combo takes advantage of. Accordingly, the girls would be less likely to be searched 

or controlled, thereby minimising the risk of losing goods to the police. However, while the 

experts considered the overall structure of organised crime in the city and stated that girls 
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have a marginal responsibility in the entire rent-seeking business, the boys stressed more the 

equal value of the women’s work for the operative business ‘on the ground’. The income the 

girls earn with these tasks is considered low from the point of the experts but equal from the 

point of the boys. With respect to the other responsibilities in the criminal rent-seeking 

business, the experts did not further elaborate their perspectives on roles such as carnadas 

but mentioned that girls function as watchdogs and spies, tasks that they perceive as an 

instrumentalisation of the girls for male members´ profit generation. Female sicarias, are 

described by both groups as real exceptions. Such responsibilities refer rather to the core 

business assigned to combo boys and men, although the experts as well as the male members 

admitted that some girls have the criminal and violent potential to fulfil ordered 

assassinations.  

In the discussion of the social dimensions of girls in the combos, the experts and the male 

members stressed different aspects. While the experts considered in detail the difficult social 

backgrounds of the girls as the driving force for membership, this aspect was not of relevance 

for male members. However, the social dynamics and aspects of internal gender relations 

formed a key issue for both groups. Experts located the girls predominantly in the positions of 

wives, girlfriends or mothers who depend on their partners for belonging and status. 

Accordingly, their internal hierarchical positions were linked to those of their boyfriends or 

husbands. Given the distinction between affairs and stable relationships, the experts 

polygamous character to the male members’ gender performances. Consequently, they 

distinguished between girls that were temporarily affiliated in terms of sexual affairs and 

women in firm partnerships that could indirectly influence the internal structure through 

relationships with to the male members. The latter could also inherit leading positions when 

their partners were killed or incarcerated. The male members did confirm these dynamics to a 

certain extent but emphasised the opportunity for older women to rule when they had the 

capacity to fulfil all the necessary requirements to move up in the ranks. This internal mobility 

caused dynamics of rivalry between the girls and fuelled a certain type of aggressive behaviour 

among them. Pointing to the internal logic of one rule for all, they said that hierarchies might 

change over time when more and more girls participated and socialised in combos. Although 

the male members portrayed a greater versatility of female performances that included equal 

status in accordance with ‘tough’ behaviour, both groups stressed the limits of female upward 

mobility to higher-ranks and explained this through a patriarchal structure that finally 

determined the women’s scope of action. 
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Finally, the analysis of gender-based aspects of violence as part of combo life was a more 

controversial point of discussion for the male members than for the experts. Concerning the 

exposure to violence, the experts agreed on the intensity of female victimisation through 

patriarchal domination, both as a driving force into the combo but also as consequence of 

membership. While both groups agreed on the combo´s function as a protection group, the 

male members did not consider gender-based violence inside the combo as a relevant issue, 

but stressed that violence against women was not accepted inside the group. Nonetheless, the 

male members did admit that girls were equally exposed to violence in terms of internal 

punishments. An issue that was vaguely referenced by the experts and elaborated upon in 

detail by the male members, was female violence. The combo boys stressed the diverse means 

by which combo girls exercised violence. Beside the rather seldom physical violence that girls 

would apply against rival girls, they boys discussed indirectly exercised violence in terms of the 

‘instrumentalisation’ of the male members. However, both groups saw women also as 

perpetrators and victims of violence at least in the context of disputes where girls were 

targeted at the fronteras invisibles and in the dynamics of retaliation. Also, in the aftermath of 

membership, both groups addressed the risk of displacement and incarceration that applied 

equally to male and female members. 

All in all, the interviews with both groups revealed insights on female membership and internal 

dynamics of the combos as groups that are shaped by gender perceptions. A general point of 

departure for their perceptions was that combos are groups that are inherently characterised 

by male domination in which ideas of masculinity are the fundamental basis for interacting 

and defining acceptable behaviours. Against this background, female membership is always 

evaluated in reference to masculine norms and values. Inside these structures, girls are at high 

risk of being exposed to devaluation and domination that is reflected in economic exploitation, 

social subordination and violent victimisation. However, the means to acquire income, respect 

and security relies on their adaptation to a masculine logic of performance and ‘acting tough’. 

Such behavioural assimilations, however, imply the loss of recognition as being feminine. 

Femininity is linked to a diligent, cautious background performance in which girls fulfil a 

girlfriend or wife position that relates to sexual attraction, rather than claiming the respect of 

an equal. These aspects of gender-based group dynamics were conveyed in the perceptions of 

both groups that ultimately portrayed the phenomenon of female gang membership with 

considerable coherence. Hence, while the perceptions did not deviate much in their overall 

descriptions, their evaluation of the girls highlighted divergent emphases made in the 

relevance of aspects that dominate female membership. For the experts, a salient feature of 

female membership was subordination to male members, which was linked to aspects of 
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victimisation due to violent socialisation. The male group members, however, stressed the 

inclusive character of the combo girls´ belonging that went beyond the mere ‘girlfriend’ 

position. Decisive for the internal status in the end was the girls´ commitment and seriousness, 

which could allow them to become full members with equal rights and responsibilities, though 

with certain limitation s on the achievable ranks of command. 
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8. WOMENS NARRATIONS ON DIFFERENT BELONGINGS TO COMBOS 

Following the previous chapter, which illustrated diverse outside perspectives on female 

membership in combos, this chapter engages with the narrative perspectives of former combo 

girls. Based on retrospectives of their time in the groups, varying female realities in the combos 

will become apparent. All the women formed part of the combo group dynamics at some point 

for a period of time. While they all belonged to different combos in different neighbourhoods, 

their periods of belonging were between two and ten years previously. They did not all fulfil 

the same tasks or have the same intensity of socialisation affiliation or exposure to violence, 

but their lives were all decisively impacted through their relation to the groups. 

Through interviews the women provided insights into their early time of first contact with 

group, how they experienced and evaluate the period of active membership, as well as the exit 

possibilities from combo life. Starting with the economic factors linked to their participation in 

the group business structure, the chapter outlines in detail their self-ascription to the groups 

and their relationship to the other members, closing with the aspects of violence as part of 

combo life. Each section is subdivided into three stages of membership: The period of joining 

the combo, the time of active membership and the end of their belonging. Based on narrative 

insights the chapter concludes with a typology of different means of female participation in 

combos, concerning the roles and relations women hold inside the groups as well as the 

security consequences resulting from these affiliations. 

8.1. Economic Realities: Equal Task - Equal Income 

The economic dimensions discussed in this section refer on the one hand to aspects of the 

girls´ background relations, family-based necessities and to income opportunities provided by 

the combos. The section discovers whether combo membership had an economic effect on the 

life of the women, and if so, by which means the women participated in the business structures 

of the groups. Finally, the section outlines the changes in their economic situations in the 

aftermath of their membership. 

8.1.1. Combos as a Means to Survive and Acquire Luxury  

The questions on the economic background of the girls before they began their participation 

in the combos mainly refer to two different starting situations: Firstly, the girls came from 

precarious backgrounds in which their families had fundamental difficulties in satisfying their 

own basic needs, and from which the girls wanted to escape. Secondly, their backgrounds can 

be described as humble with modest conditions, so the girls were attracted by the material 

luxuries linked to combo membership and which they wanted to benefit from. 
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Michele explained that she came from an absolutely resourceless home without parents or any 

security. As she grew up between changing relatives and the street, she suffered from the lack 

of stable housing conditions and the difficulty in simply organising a daily meal. The combo 

provided an opportunity to sustain herself economically (Michele Itagui, 2018). 

“So, they support you sometimes, that's what you don't get at home, because if the mother is 
lost, the whole family nucleus is lost. And the truth for me, I didn’t receive anything in my house 
in return. I stayed all day in the street, until eleven, twelve or two in the afternoon, sometimes 
three a.m. All day, every day, I was checking in on my daughters and then leaving again.” 
(Michele Itagui, 2018)ccxxxviii 

Michele become mother in her teens and life on the street was very tough. The combo offered 

her a place to stay and sometimes, when she was not able to provide for her kids, the group 

helped her with this. Michele asked for work in order to have her own income and the combo 

was willing to recruit her. 

“You just have to talk with ´papa´. He gives you one look and the first thing he does is tell you to 
sell drugs. This is how it all starts, and from there, selling drugs, they move you around to the 
places with the most clients, and the more time you have doing that job, the more you earn 
doing it.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccxxxix 

Laura shared a similar background with Michele. Together with her mother and her brother, 

she fled to Medellín and ended up in the street where the mother tried to provide for the 

family with recycling. She explained that she joined the combo hoping to earn money. 

“Economically, honestly, we were a very humble family. My Mom went around with a little 
recycled cart and carried us around in that. Many times, I had to witness my mother giving us 
food, without having anything for herself, so this hurt me and I started to take on the street life, 
and with that, drugs.” (Laura Calnaz, 2018)ccxl 

Provided by the combo, Laura started to sell drugs in the street to support her family and to 

improve her income situation in order to get off the street. Other women explained that, beside 

some economic precarities, most of the women were not really urgently keen to join a combo 

as they were not in the same indigent situation. Unlike Michele and Laura, they were actively 

recruited by the combo and attracted by opportunities to make easy money. Veila said that she 

began at a young age, for the money and for the drugs. “In a combo surrounding, where you 

regularly see people with money smoking marijuana joints, you orient yourself according to 

these people and you think ´me too´” (Veila Floresta, 2018). Mary explained that her time 

started also rather innocuously when she was offered a quick job by a friend: 

“He said, ´Come with me.´ At that time, we were talking about three thousand pesos. Imagine, 
thirty years ago. Three thousand pesos were three thousand pesos! Then he said, ´Come on, if I 
give you three thousand pesos, will you come with me?´ ´Ah, okay then, let's go. What? Three 
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thousand pesos?´. I was only fourteen-year-old, that was a lot of money for me. So, I went with 
him; We delivered a small bag, and that’s it. And so, it went on.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)ccxli 

The possibility of earning such a considerable amount of money at an age where youths 

normally do not have many income opportunities was a great incentive. Camila confirmed that 

neither she was in the position of need but instead was attracted by the opportunity to gain 

her own money to spend it on goods just for herself: 

“No, not the necessity, perhaps it was the desire we had for money, so that we could waste it or 
spend it on a pair of shoes or whatever else, but I can’t say that I did it to help my Mom. No, 
they just told us, and we thought, “How cool it that?”. They told us that we would earn good 
money, and we said yes. They told us “You just arrive, you’re at whatever place, and at that place 
dudes show up with money…” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)ccxlii 

Unlike Mary, the combo promised Camila money ́ just for stopping cars´ and presented the deal 

as an easy and unproblematic money-making undertaking, which she did not resist. Alice 

however, started rather as a casual employee for working for pocket money when she was ten 

years old. 

“So, when I started that way, and he also selling drugs, that’s how it was in the beginning. When 
he was busy with that, he would tell her ´Sell this´, so she did him a favour while he was doing 
something else. So, that’s how I started to enter that world. He began to tell me: ´Do this for me, 
please´ and so I too, in the end, started to enter this world, because that’s how attractive money 
is.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccxliii 

´Doing favours´ was a lucrative business she explained, and she became used to having her own 

money, as the jobs were easy and the outcome acceptable. 

8.1.2. Everday Criminal Work - Selling Drugs, Storing, Robbing 

After the first profitable jobs the economic relationship with the combo gradually expanded 

and the girls slowly drifted deeper into combo business. Sandra outlined that after the first 

successful assignment, was is an attraction effect, that left her feeling elated and wanting 

more.   

“I didn’t think before acting, it was just wanting more, wanting to go to the best party or 
whatever other luxuries like that without thinking. Or also for the women. I had two girlfriends, 
and they would ask me for lots of things. They would say to me: ´Let’s go over there, Honey,’ 
they invited me to go out over there, ‘Honey, look at this thing it’s so pretty´. So I mean, they 
would ask for a lot, and since I had the money, it was not a big deal, so the girls, the two girls 
were like that, wanting this or that, and I wanted more money. The minimum wage here is 
practically nothing, so I just wanted more.” (Sandra San Javier, 2018)ccxliv 

The option to make money easily and to move up to another lifestyle was a big incentive, but 

also had certain domino effects. For the first time Sandra felt the power the money provided 

to her and she was able to invite and attract people with these newly acquired possibilities, so 
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she immediately felt the pressure to keep this lifestyle going. A certain dependency on the 

income sources offered by the combo fosters the economic collaboration and the girls dive 

deeper into the business structure. The means by which girls engage and generate possible 

income are manifold and contribute to different business-branches of the combos. They reach 

from prostitution, jibaras, carritos, collectors, carnadas to robbery companion and sicarias. 

The women who worked as prostitutes or sex workers had different experiences. Working in 

different contexts, the women reported conditions ranging from professional collaboration, to 

coercive and highly abusive relations. Violeta was recruited at fourteen years old in a bar in 

her neighbourhood and started working together with a friend who told her that the payment 

would be good. 

“I arrive at the bars and ask for work, and they tell you: ´Ah, yeah ´mami´. stand right there´, 
and they look you up and down, checking you out. So, prostitute. Because I practically began 
prostitution at the age of 14. I knew a friend that was [a member]… I started with friendships 
and they told me: ́ There’s good money in prostitution´. We even went around in taxis. And then, 
later, they started to offer me things, like travelling. I liked it and it was going well. You know 
what I mean? So, they told me that they were even going to pay well and everything and, to tell 
the truth, I needed the money. They took me for that [prostitution].” (Violeta Manrique, 2018)ccxlv 

In need of money, Violeta was happy to find a job and explained that collaborating with the 

combo was better than working on one´s own. Working away from her direct neighbourhood, 

she was sent to her clients in cars together with others. 

“[Girls have the role of a] slave, in the sense that I had to walk without my head held high, in 
the sense that I had fear, and that I couldn’t just sleep with boys that I liked, but rather I had to 
sleep around for the money it provided. I was afraid that they could kill me, that they could stab 
me or abuse me. All this traumatizes you. It traumatizes too much, and even more once you 
actually start confronting that trauma within yourself. But it will always be part of you, it never 
goes away.” (Andrea Candelaria, 2018)ccxlvi 

Andrea´s experiences significantly differ from Violeta´s. Unlike Violeta, she worked as a street 

(child) prostitute in the centre of Medellín from thirteen years onwards. She spoke about 

sexual abuse, mistreatment and exploitative conditions. In her perspective combos do not 

collaborate but enslave, abuse and instrumentalise young and vulnerable girls who depend on 

any income in order to survive. 

“’Sexy mami you wanna earn some cash?´. Of course, who doesn’t want to earn money? Okay, 
so we’ve got this job for you. You get naked in front of a camera, and we film it.´ If people like it 
then you earn points. Then we tell you that in two hours you’ve got two million pesos. You can 
withdraw all that for yourself. You’ve also got the possibility of buying toys. If you buy toys then 
people are going to start to like you even more, and it will increase your audience.” (Paula San 
Javier, 2018)ccxlvii 
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Whereas Paula describes another job situation, she was earning her money with singing in the 

overland buses, when a debt collector from the combo poached her for sex labour, promising 

better money. She says at the beginning the webcam job was ‘harmless’ and only required 

stripping, but with time, the combo required more commitment to activities she was not 

comfortable with. Veila, in contrast engaged in the other side of the prostitution business, she 

had the task to recruit girls for the duro. She explained that she normally would hang around 

in the bars searching for women who were looking for a man to sustain them. 

“Of course, prostitution, because I was the one who took the pretty girls to the boss. That week 
a friend told me: ´Look, it was your fault. You’re the one that introduced me to that man.´ In this 
moment she’s in Pedregal and I can’t get her out and I can’t find anybody else.” (Veila Floresta, 
2018)ccxlviii 

Many of the women, however explained that their jobs were in the typical field of drug selling. 

As jibaras they worked either in the plazas divided in the city or as mulas and carried drugs 

into the prisons. Michele states that starting as jibara for girls is not only an income 

opportunity that does not require much knowledge about business, but is also a strategic 

decision by the combo to install young girls in this branch. 

“Those that I call, ´bed-wetters´ [kids] in the park are for selling drugs. Those are the ones they 
always use for selling drugs, because when the law catches them, they are set free. I on the 
other hand, a person of already eighteen or twenty years, if you catch me with a ´payload´, with 
money, with one or two million [pesos], then they’ll take me [to jail].” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccxlix 

The career start as jibara has therefore, the legal ramification that the workers who get caught 

when they are underage can return to work quickly. An adult woman, however, is at higher 

risk and thus her labour is better used for tasks that are more difficult. Mary explains that the 

girls start at the end of the consumption chain, selling the drugs to the end-users all over the 

city. For more than twenty years, she was selling drugs for the combo in the neighbourhoods 

without feeling the need to change her income source. 

“It was so many years in a consecutive chain of work with something that you shouldn’t be 
working with, and I mean drugs. So I was in jail for trafficking and for carrying narcotics, and 
turns out that it happened to be twenty-five years that I was working in this chain, in trafficking, 
in that ´thing´ which is horrible. That in time, gave us money, it gave me money for my survival, 
my necessities, and for my pleasures.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)ccl 

Rachel got involved in the jibara business as mula bringing drugs into the prisons as the combo 

of her partner wanted to expand the scope of its sales market. 

“His family started to work with drugs, and I saw myself in need. I had my two girls and, honestly, 
I was in need of helping them. That’s where I started to mixing with drugs. In order to expand 
their business into the jails, to enter the jails and bring in drugs, they paid very well.” (Rachel 
Popular, 2018)ccli 
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As mother of two children, they assigned her the job based on a risk calculation that in case 

she got captured she would not be sentenced to prison. 

“So they told me, ́ You go, you just go, and since you have two daughters, if by chance they catch 
you, they’ll give you a house-arrest because you have no criminal record, the girls are still so 
young that they’ll just give you a house-arrest´. And just like that, I trusted them. Money can 
achieve anything. I was in need, the father of my daughters was an assassin, he still is, and he 
wasn’t helping me out in any way. So yeah, I did it. I started to work in the jails bringing in drugs.” 
(Rachel Popular, 2018)cclii 

The same logic was applied to Michele. As a mother, according to the combo, she would appear 

less suspicious when she entered into prison. 

“I started to work, or I should say, ´to be a mula´ and they paid me a million five hundred 
thousand pesos in Pedregal, for entering. So, I started to go in regularly, and I liked it because I 
earned a lot of money for things I needed. I pay rent, I’m the head of the house and everything. 
I started to work like that. I brought up my daughter as well with that, because I have her and I 
have another of twelve years, and another of thirteen years. Twelve, she’s twelve.” (Michele 
Itagui, 2018)ccliii 

Together with her two children she transported drugs in the high security prison Pedregal for 

a more than a year. However, girls are not only assigned the individual tasks of drug selling. 

When they prove they can do a good job, girls can acquire more responsibility irrespective of 

their age. Alice started with ten years but was recruited for a coordination job at only eleven 

years. 

“I told him the first time: ´The truth is I’m not capable of this, but if you think I’m capable then it 
must be for some reason´. I started and he spoke to the others, and he told me that I was the 
one who, from that moment on, who would be telling them what to do.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccliv 

She never asked for the job of leading the plaza in her neighbourhood but, honoured by the 

confidence the duro had in her, she did not refuse the responsibility. 

“I had this position for a certain time, more or less six months, I think it may have even have 
lasted a year giving orders. It was around three years of my life that I was in all this. At this time, 
I was selling so much ´powder´ [cocaine].” (Alice Bello, 2018)cclv 

Sophia, the sister of a former duro from San Javier and ex-girlfriend of a member of another 

combo, started working for two different combos at the same time. 

“I had already asked my brother for work ´trafficking´. Then after earning the money however, I 
kept on helping my ex-husband to carry things from one place to another, and my little brother 
couldn’t find out about it, because he didn’t like the idea of me having a gun and bringing it 
home or anywhere else. I was helping them [brother and the combo] with many things. Of 
course, I was taking drugs, but I never got carried away and let the drugs take control of me.” 
(Sophia Robledo, 2018)cclvi 
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While she was selling drugs for her brother’s combo, she supported the weapons trade for the 

other combo. The jibara job allowed her an income and the support of her ex-husband 

provided her access to the drugs as she separated business and ‘free time’. She also explained 

that she did not like to work as carrito for her brother as the other girls who worked in this 

business were too young and she did not feel like she was at the same ́ level´. (Sophia Robledo, 

2018). 

Mary explained that in her time the combo always used young girls for the carrito jobs because, 

back in the 1990s girls were never searched by the police, but today they are at the same risk 

as their counterparts. 

“That was the best method that there was. If you needed to transport a drug from one town to 
another, a gun from one town to the other, it was the easiest, as a woman. One person they 
would search, another they wouldn’t, and that person could travel easily. In those times, no 
[some people weren’t searched]. Nowadays they search everybody equally. But in that time, it 
was the best they had, that was the strategy that they used the most.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)cclvii 

Sara passed through many different armed groups in her youth, from the FARC militias, ODINs 

like the Terrazas, to the smaller combos. She reported that during her time with the Terrazas 

she was used to carry weapons when assassination operations were carried out. She had to 

bring the weapons and wait in order to bring them back or dispose them. 

“I had a mission, and it was transporting the weapons from the point of contact the place where 
the arms were going to be used. [] I knew it was the first time that I was going to participate in 
a murder. [] But there I found myself, along with three other girls, carrying a suitcase full of 
weapons and ammo through a field of grass at six in the afternoon.” (Sara Belen, 2018)cclviii 

Alice explained that running a plaza more or less implies taking the responsibility for the 

logistics of weapon storage. When they were informed about an oncoming police raid, it was 

her responsibility to hide the goods and weapons. 

“We had rented a house where we were storing everything, nobody lived there. So, I went to 
this house [] We took everything that we had here because at any moment they could come and 
search the house. So we started to take out everything that there was in the house [] In a bag 
we carried everything that we had in the house: a pound of marijuana, a ´bomba´ [sack of 
cocaine], bazuco [a drug similar to crack], everything. All that we carried in a bag, and at my 
waist I carried a gun, a 9-millimetre pistol with two cartridges of ammo and a silencer.” (Alice 
Bello, 2018)cclix 

In regard to extortion jobs, Camila said that is very unlikely for girls to have such a role as they 

lack the resources to do so. She clearly assigned any responsibility for blackmailing to the male 

members, as a feminine appearance would be a hindrance in racketeering. 

“No. It’s very difficult for a woman to start working in extortion. It’s like, saying that I am going 
to extort a guy - how is a woman going to give an order to a guy? That why those guys exist, so 
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that the guys go and pay the guys. Maybe somebody goes and some new girl says something, 
not to extort him but rather to insult him, taking advantage of the fact that she’s got protection. 
But for the business of extortion there are men, because people are more afraid of the voice of 
a man than the voice of a woman.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)cclx 

Michele reported that she did occasional missions to collect protection money only when she 

needed extra work, in moments when she lacked food and she could not organise it by any 

other means. In fixed shifts she collected the funds from the buses and stores. 

“Sometimes, you want to believe [it´s all not worth it], because the other person has their home, 
their family, and on the other hand I’m all day standing on the corner, sometimes earning 
enough for my children’s food or sometimes going to the little shop on the corner asking [for 
whatever they can spare], or hey come on let’s go over there, let’s share, or go and ask for money 
from the bus ,or sometimes Saturdays and Sundays I have to work receiving money.” (Michele 
Itagui, 2018)cclxi 

In her time with a combo in Belén Sara had regular shifts charging vacunas. From stores, buses 

and shopping centres she collected the money for the combo in entire sectors of her 

neighbourhood. 

“I worked for ´los Pájaros´ charging ´vacunas´ to the buses, to the shopping malls, to the small 
shop owners, to the markets. It consisted in giving one thousand pesos a day. The buses gave 
five thousand. Better than nothing. It started from eight in the morning and it finished at four 
in the afternoon, after having made a previous route through the entire sector of Belén.” (Sara 
Belen, 2018)cclxii 

Sandra tells about wider dimension of extortion. She was sent to transact an extortion business 

of a finca. Together with an unknown middleman she was supposed to receive the house. 

“It was extortion of a house and the house was worth 2.000 million COP and it was in Caucasia. 
It was like a farmhouse. I went there because a man I was working with sent me there. He told 
me: ‘Sister, since you’re getting a house, I’ve got you a commissioner’. He took me there and I 
told him: ‘Let’s do it’, and there we were captured. The commissioner was a ‘duro’. He was one 
of the bosses of the Urabeños. So, then the police came, and they got us.” (Sandra San Javier, 
2018)cclxiii 

Veila described her speedy path from being a jibara to being a low-level coordinator of two 

plazas, weapon transport and the administration responsibilities of the extortion business of 

the public transport and real estates. 

“They gave me the keys to a neighbourhood. Extortion, I collected money from minibuses, 
buildings ´one million per floor´. [] So, I was collecting all this, we had the neighbourhood 
squares where they sold the drugs, the guns. I was in so many places [] yeah [I had a group of], 
20 or 25 people, that were of lower ranking. Those that were of higher rank gave the orders. 
There were two town squares, so there were 5 people in high rank, 5 lower rank, they collected 
money from the buses. More than one fell into jail in that time. In those times, people also went 
down for those kinds of things. I also had to collect. When I was just starting, I had to collect.” 
(Veila Floresta, 2018)cclxiv 
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Asking Veila how she achieved the responsibility of commanding about 25 persons as a girl, 

she said that business does not know gender. Girls and boys will always do the same jobs. They 

said “You need to charge this and go and get the money from there, you know how it works”. 

(Veila Floresta, 2018)63. Beside the drug and extortion branches, girls also engage in 

ambushing. Laura and Camila worked together as carnadas for the same combo and 

sometimes they tried to make some extra money for their own account. Their job was to 

attract men so that the combo could rob, or on other occasions assassinate them. “And the 

kids told us that we should go to bring some guys, and they would rob them, they would even 

kill them. So much later they realized that I was extorting the men with the paracos” (Laura 

Calnaz, 2018)64. In order to give an idea what the caranda job involves, Camila explained: 

“So yeah. I never had to be with anybody. We were just the bait. Logically one that would go 
with a guy, and obviously, they would touch you to be able to keep on going. So, we would tell 
them: ´Let’s look for a more private place´. Obviously, we would bring them to a private place, 
and it was so that we could bring them to them. As soon as they arrived, we would duck out 
immediately. Sometimes a bunch of guys would come out by foot, and we would arrive just like 
that walking; they arrived all organized by foot and we went walking. Over there are so many 
hills and many places where you can leave a person [dead or beaten up].” (Camila Calnaz, 
2018)cclxv 

Sometimes they worked at the highways at strategic entry points where businessmen entered 

the city. In such missions they were always accompanied by their fellows who remained in the 

background. 

“They ask you: ´What are you doing out here?´. ´We are walking.´ ´We are going for a 'walk'. Do 
you want to come? Let's go over there.´ And when we were leaving, when we were getting in 
the car, behind us were the motorbikes ready from where the car had stopped.” (Camila Calnaz, 
2018) cclxvi 

“Ambushing, when coordinated, is a lucrative undertaking. It depends on the situation, but 
among the goods they attained were credit cards, cell phones, and also the cars.” (Laura Calnaz, 
2018). 

Although Laura and Camila spoke about a task division between girls and boys, Veila told me 

that she equally participated in robberies together with her male counterparts. “They say 

´come for a robbery here and everything´ so I participated in these things apart from anything 

else I did [referred to her other jobs in the combo]” (Veila Floresta, 2018). In other occasions, 

some of the combo tried to launder parts of the extortion money for their own account to 

 
63 “vea tiene que ir a cobrar eso y vaya a por esa plata, usted sabe de que es” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 

64 “[Y] ya los muchachos nos decían que nos fuéramos a traer ´manes´, y ellos ya los robaban, hasta los mataban. Entonces ya mucho tiempo después 
se dieron cuenta que yo extorsionaba a los hombres con los paracos” (Laura Calnaz, 2018). 
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make some extra money (Veila Floresta, 2018). Getting involved in robberies, blackmailing or 

even drive-by shootings was not part of the general daily routine but did happen, Sandra 

admitted. 

“Since the situation with my brother my mind was damaged. Literally. I did bad things like that. 
I drove around on a motorbike and went around mugging and assaulting people or bringing 
men to places to do ‘it’. I was like that. I started from very little, and since then, growing up, I 
was shaped as a person by those things.” (Sandra San Javier, 2018)cclxvii 

It is a question of habituation, she elaborated. As she started very young, growing up in San 

Javier where these things form part of the daily community life, ambushing did not appear 

extraordinary to her. In her early years, she never thought about the consequences of harming 

or hurting others. Combo girls who reach higher ranks or participate over a longer period in 

the combo acquire knowledge of internal procedures in the administration of the business. 

Accordingly, they get increasingly involved in coordination and function as contact persons for 

the other members. 

“First I was a woman of the ´duro´, but now I’m not a woman of the ´duro´ any more. Yes, it’s 
like I’m a ´lambeperro´ [ass-kisser - doing what she is told], because I can’t give an opinion like I 
could before, when my husband would say: ´Hey baby, look at this and that´ [talking about the 
business with her], or I’d manage money, or he’d give me access to the things I liked, or the 
things that made me comfortable.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)cclxviii 

Michele referred these assigned tasks back to the fact that she was the wife of the duro in the 

barrio and therefore she was responsible for some financial administration and had to attend 

and consult with the others when any queries occurred. 

“And then from there I stayed on managing the money, collecting, paying out to the boys, 
organizing the trips to the supermarket, and figuring out how many markets for the QTH. The 
QTH are the houses where the boys live. So, I stayed on paying the rent, paying for the food, 
paying the boys. Who works and who doesn’t work, if they did their job well, or if they weren’t 
doing their job well.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)cclxix 

Sophia similarly mentioned that she became responsible for the combo street members when 

her brother was incarcerated as she was one of the persons who had knowledge of the internal 

structures. Thus, she had to monitor and maintain the street units for a while in order to assure 

that everyone complied with the job they were assigned. 

Irrespective of the level of responsibility the girls had during their active time, retrospectively 

their evaluations of the income generated differed considerably. Some of the women told me 

that they made good money and that their participation allowed them the particular lifestyle 

they were hoping for when they joined. Other women described the money as not being worth 

it for the jobs they had to do. 
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“It was going so well for me. I was starting to get a lot of money and starting to want even more. 
So, having only carried small things, now I wanted to carry it all. I started like that, weekly I 
would go to different jails in Colombia, and I would hire other women. So, from then on, I told 
them, ´Alright, you go, I give you whatever as payment´. I would pay them whatever. So, I didn’t 
get a job, I didn’t want to study, I didn’t want anything. Even without that, I had money. So I 
didn’t want anything.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)cclxx 

Rachel revealed that she was absolutely happy with the money she earned through her mula 

job. She was even able to start her own small mula unit with other girls she could delegate. 

During this time, she emphasised she did not miss anything, not at all. 

“I already had my motorcycle. I was super well dressed. I mean, I was one of the first women 
with a motorcycle in Envigado. Back then it was the best, like, in that time it was ´Towny´, and 
from ´Towny´ I moved on to a ´Ochentica´ which was one of the first motorcycles that there was. 
So, this was ´regio´. Like, the best of the world, and I maintained my money. Simply, for going to 
hand some things, for being around, for going out, for partying over there.” (Mary Envigado, 
2018)cclxxi 

Mary also spoke with nostalgia about that time, as she was economically equipped through 

her job in the combo. For this bit of work, she explained she was without any financial worries. 

“Yes, I lived well-off, financially, because I always had that job. We wouldn’t cook, we would 
never do anything, nothing at all, everything came to us. We arrived and we would have two 
people that made us food and we would only buy the freshest produce and fruit to have in the 
fridge.” (Alice Bello, 2018)cclxxii 

Alice said that working with the combo allowed her and her mother an extraordinary lifestyle. 

With the money from drug traffic, they could relax and even employ a house service. They had 

more income from drug traffic than her mother officially earned as employee at the public 

prosecutor´s office. This is contrary to the experiences of some of the other women, who 

reported that the money from did not cover daily living maintenance. Michele outlined that 

the salaries were strictly regulated by the duro she was working for after her husband was 

murdered. But sometimes when she ran out of money the combo was willing to support her. 

“You can’t say anything, this is the law of ´papá´, yes but if I go there saying: ´it’s just that I 

don’t have enough to feed my daughters´. [He will help out; saying] ´Ah no. I’ll go and see how 

I can get it´” (Michele Itagui, 2018)65. But she also pointed to extra expenses, as criminal 

activities can be expensive when you need to pay the police in order to pursue your business. 

Such extra payments are then deducted from the salary. 

“On average, for the one who is giving the orders, around three million pesos every eight days. 
And us, who were the ´carritos´, because that’s how we say it around here, ´los carritos´ or the 
´lambeperros´ [ass-kissers], and to us they give ninety thousand or one hundred thousand pesos 

 
65 “Uno no puede decir nada. Eso es una ley que él tiene el ´papá´, pues como se dice, el ´papá´ de nosotros; es lo que él diga. Entonces, si yo voy a 
ponerme a decir: ´es que no tengo para la comida de mis hijas´. ´Ah, no. Me iré a ver cómo se la consigue´" (Michele Itagui, 2018). 
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every eight days, when there is money. [But] when they catch one of your friends… those police 
I mean, they [the duros] pay off the police and the police let that person go. ´Give me 3 million 
pesos´. So they give them 3 million pesos so that they’ll let him go.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)cclxxiii 

Nataly, a woman from San Javier who only sporadically worked with the combo when she was 

in urgent need of money, complained of unfair salaries and gender discrimination in payment. 

“They paid less than to them. Let’s say that if they got 700.000 pesos, the women were paid 
400.000 pesos. Just for the fact of being a woman no more. In certain places, depending on the 
work that you were doing, they supported you. But always to a man they are going to pay more 
than to a woman, even if he’s doing the exact same job.” (Nataly San Javier 2018)cclxxiv 

Even in her higher position, Veila explained why she did ´extra´ jobs that she tried to hide from 

the combo, as the money did not sustain her. She said that for all the work she did they just 

paid her a minimum, while most of the money remained with the duros. 

“They always put out their entire hand for the money, for whatever. The people who do the 
money making are they. He who gives the orders. I think things in those times long ago were 
making good money, but for me it was the time when I wasn’t earning. Well, at that time the 
pay for this was at 90.000 pesos weekly. This is nothing, because if you take a look that one is 
willing to have this pay, they tell you: ´look, go and over there´. If he doesn’t get it, you know 
what will happen…. Well yeah, that’s it and it’s not worth the effort, to ´get hot´ for stupidities, 
no.” (Veila Floresta, 2018)cclxxv 

She concluded that all the risks inherent in the combo work were not worth the money earned. 

Interestingly, even the other girls who stated that they made good money, retrospectively 

emphasised that ´this kind of money´ does not last. Sandra commented that “what you earn is 

nothing. Easy come easy go” (Sandra San Javier, 2018). Sophia stated that this money is 

‘special’. “It´s money gained by a bad habit, and just like that you lose it again, it´s bad money 

and you will never keep it, as you earned it the wrong way” (Sophia Robledo, 2018).66 

“It all depends how you look at it. For example, everything that you earn over there, nothing is 
left over. Because you get everything so easy, the money. But for what? Not so easy because 
look, if they catch you now nobody is going to be passing you any cash.” (Alice Bello, 2018)cclxxvi 

Alice also reflected that, although at a certain point in time the drug business offered a 

prosperous lifestyle, they money earned did not last. Drug money is only temporary money, as 

criminality is not sustainable. 

 
66 “Sí, pero como es plata mal habida eso se va así, eso no le dura a usted nada, porque es plata mala. Entonces esa plata no va a durar; esa plata no 
dura porque plata mal habida” (Sophia Robledo, 2018). 
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8.1.3. Back to Zero - Leaving Costs Benefits  

In the discussions about economic profitability and income, considerable emphasis was placed 

on the moment of leaving the combo, under what circumstances the women stopped working 

and what consequences they felt in the aftermath. 

“I would pull out on occasion. The reason: I pulled out five years, because they told me that I 
should kill somebody, and no. I mean, I told them, ´I’ll pass you whatever drug you want, 
whatever weapons you want, I work wherever you want, but don’t ask me to do that.´ ´Ah, so 
then you choose: you or some other person.´ So, the time arrived, and I had to pay a lot of 
money, for that time, to be able to leave. So, this was working almost a year to receive just a 
few cents in the end, all so that I could get out.” (Mary Envigado 2018)cclxxvii 

As Mary refused an order by the duros and decided to leave the combo she had to pay one 

year for the permission, a time in which she kept on working without earning money. Rachel 

separated from her combo partner and kept on working in the prison after the separation 

without the permission of the combo. In consequence, the combo reported her and impeded 

her from earning money on her own based on a job she started under their charge. 

“I left, I shot off, basically, with the guy. And even more, however, I never stopped working in 
jails [] Doing great, until they found out that it was me that had left with the other person, and 
they took charge of telling the police that I was doing that, also they told his family about him, 
it made me angry because I had already left him.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)cclxxviii 

Nataly also felt pressure from the combo, when she decided to quit her job in the webcam 

business. She explained that the possibility of leaving depends on the value a woman has for 

the income of the combo. If she frequently generates considerable funds, leaving will be very 

difficult. 

“That all depends on the woman; for example, there are some that they don’t bring in so much 
money, that men don’t like as much; and on the other hand there are others that do receive a 
lot of money and those are the ones they maintain in the business. Obviously if one of these girls 
that they pay lots of money to wants to leave, they’re not going to let her leave so easily.” (Nataly 
San Javier, 2018)cclxxix 

Violeta however, said that leaving and quitting as a prostitute is almost impossible. The combo 

will always claim your services. Asking how she left, she responded: “As prostitute, yes you can 

leave but it´s a serious decision. You enter prison and then you leave. Yes let´s say it this way, 

because you leave through incarceration” (Violeta Manrique, 2018)67. Considering the 

economic consequences when their income from combo business ceased, some of the girls 

said that it was very difficult not to capitulate and return to the combo. 

 
67 “Pues, de prostituta sí sale, pero eso es muy serio. [] Tiene que entrar usted a la cárcel y salir. Sí, digámoslo así porque uno sale de la cárcel y ya” 
(Violeta Manrique, 2018). 
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“There were difficult times. So that I can tell them ‘no’ [] there were times in that I would have 
to say if you have lunch or eat you don’t eat breakfast, or none at all all day. Maybe better to 
pack up the food for Mom so that she could go and work.” (Alice Bello, 2018)cclxxx 

For Alice, in the aftermath of the peak times of her career, when she stopped working as jibara, 

she and her mother had to pass hard times in which they had barely anything to eat. Without 

her mother getting a job, she said, she would have possibly started again. Sophia told me that 

she spent a long time without income, but she said “Now I´m okay, although still without a 

job” (Sophia Robledo, 2018).68 At the time of the interview, Michele was severely struggling 

against returning. As a single mother with two children and a period after being in prison in 

which she was still unemployed, she admitted the only things that stops her from capitulating 

is that she cannot face prison again. 

“The position that I’m in now is bad financially. But I don’t want to go back to doing that. 
Yesterday I spoke with him [the duro] and everything, and he told me that if I wanted to come 
back then I could, but I don’t know if I should take my old job with him or return to carrying stuff 
into the jails.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)cclxxxi 

Veila also, fought not to relapse as she had been suffering ever since leaving prison. 

Furthermore, the combo intensively pursued her, pressuring her to return and take up her old 

job. The reason for her not to return related to bad experiences she did not feel she had 

mentally ‘processed’, and she explained that she can neither forgive nor forget some of the 

things that happened. 

“Not too long ago I received a call, and they made me an offer again: ´Look, it’s out. You know 
that you are the one for the neighbourhood. I’m occupied over here, so no way, I can’t do 
anything´. So, no. I did tell them ´Let me think about it´, but no, it’s not even gonna happen. [] 
That it keeps on going like before. Of course, to have a house where they hide all the guns, the 
drugs. Where it possibly could happen…. That they could hit somebody or do harm to somebody, 
so they could come to that house and there they can decide what they wanna do.” (Veila 
Floresta, 2018)cclxxxii 

Ultimately, the combo is keener to get her services again than she is to return. At the time of 

the interview, Veila was still thinking about it and evaluating her options. Two months later, 

she reported that every now and then she talks to them and their offer is still on the table. 

“So, I wanted those combos to keep going forward, that they show something better. Because 
when you’re in a combo, like I was, you earn yourself death or being thrown into jail or a hospital. 
This is what you earn doing that, because just as easily as the money comes, the money goes. 
It’s like that.” (Sandra San Javier, 2018)cclxxxiii 

 
68 “Ahora estoy bien, aunque sin trabajo y sin nada” (Sophia Robledo, 2018). 
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Sandra observed she could possibly return, but, considering her experiences, she feels that she 

would be rather likely to end up in prison again, an experience she is not willing to repeat. 

8.1.4. Evaluating the Income Dynamic- Poverty Follows Prosperity 

Given the experiences the women shared on their economic situations before, during and after 

their membership, a general dynamic can be identified: Irrespective of whether the girls joined 

to find a way out of poverty or whether they were attracted by ‘easy’ money, almost every one 

of them found an alternative income opportunity in the criminal structures of the combos. 

With the exception of Andrea who reported severe sexual exploitation in the combo-controlled 

prostitution scene in the centre, all the other girls could, to a greater or lesser extent, live from 

the money they got for their engagement in different rent-seeking branches. Beside the typical 

female tasks of jibaras, mulas and carnadas, the girls also engaged in male labour areas of 

robbery, extortion and ‘drive by’ jobs. Another aspect revealed is that the women were 

punished for any attempt to make money on their own accord, in a manner not authorised by 

the combo. In the end they also agreed on the fact that, when compared with the risks their 

engagement required, the money was not worth it ultimately. These retrospective evaluations 

are surely influenced by all their experiences in prison and based on an evaluation that 

recognises their present economic circumstances in the aftermath of their membership. Their 

criminal pasts impede the shift into formal employment as the stigma of their past 

incarceration makes a new start on the regular labour market very difficult. 

 

8.2. Trapped in Patriarchal Structures  

Following the economic features, this section reveals the social aspects of female membership 

and illuminates thereby six different dimensions: Firstly, the family structures and social 

networks that facilitated the girls´ journeys into group belonging. Secondly, the different types 

of relations the girls maintained inside the combo and how they positioned themselves in the 

group. Thirdly, internal structures concerning gender (in)equalities between male and female 

members as well as hierarchies. Fourthly, gender performances and their perceptions of 

different behavioural dynamics. Fifthly, their relationship to the community as female 

members and finally, their social realities after leaving the combo. 

8.2.1. Fleeing a Broken Family - A Search for Belonging 

Growing up in poor neighbourhoods, many of the girls come from difficult social backgrounds 

in which the internal family relations are burdened. In the interviews, family relations were 

indicated but often not explicitly elaborated upon. The fact that the conversations started with 
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references to life on the street made clear that the girls had no stable homes to grow up in. 

Sara fled her home at ten years old and preferred to live in the centre at ´Prado´ than with her 

mother at home. She never mentioned the reasons for breaking out from her mother’s house 

but it took her five years to return home to the place where her mother lived. 

“I left my house very young because of family problems, with a family disagreement which, at 
that age, I didn’t have the maturity to understand or confront, so I decided to leave the house. 
It was a decision that was pretty risky because I was only ten years old at the time, almost 
eleven. [] I left my Mom’s house and ended up in the city-centre, more well known as the ´zona-
central de Medellin´, including the neighbourhood ´Prado Centro´.” (Sara Belen, 2018)cclxxxiv 

Andrea also left her mothers´ home when she was thirteen and started a life in the centre. She 

explained that her mother had many different partners. Andrea had a very difficult relationship 

with the man who finally stayed with her mother. Nonetheless, her mother prioritised him 

over her, and in the end she found no space in the house left for her, so she escaped (Andrea 

Candelaria, 2018). Michele reported that she lost her mother very early and she never knew 

her father, therefore she lived with her aunt for a time. ´Things went wrong´ she explained. 

She left school, became a teen mother and began a life on the street. 

“My story started was when I met a certain person and I started to get to know the rounds of 
the combos, and I got in deep. [] Well the truth is that, when I was 15 years old, they killed my 
father. The truth is I never had a mother. My mother died of cancer and I started studying; I had 
hardly done until sixth grade. And then, like in the time that one is supposed to pay for high 
school, I no longer had anybody that was financially helping me. And there at fifteen years old 
and at sixteen I had my first daughter, who now is twenty-six years old. And that’s it. From there 
I started ‘full on with men´, as they say.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)cclxxxv 

She elaborated that, without ever having a place to call home, one starts early to prepare 

oneself for a harsh street life because one has no other choice. She commented that this is a 

classic story among the combo girls, basically, the lack of any stable social belonging from early 

on. 

“When you look for that, is when you don’t have any love at home, in the house. Well, as if there 
was nothing at home, because everyone that you sometimes see, the stories of friends: ´Ah, you 
know my Mom got a husband and threw me out on the street´, ´You know my Mom used to hit 
me´, or my Mom ‘this and that….’ So, you know that there is where they go calling on people. 
So, it builds up more and more. They are all pure children. Just kids, nothing more.” (Michele 
Itagui, 2018)cclxxxvi 

Other women described already existing family relations with the combos through which they 

as girls got in touch with the group and started their combo life as a young participant. The 

story of Alice also began like that. She first got to knew combo members through the former 

partner of her mother. With him in her home, the combo basically entered their family. 
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“I left to live in a place in the barrio, in Copacabana, where there are lots of drugs, lots of plazas, 
lots of things that went threw our family into that life because my sister’s dad came with another 
mentality [] So he started to have contact with these people from over there (the combos) and 
he began to sell things at the house. Soon, my Mom too. I didn’t think too much about it, so I 
started getting into it too, and in the end all three of us were in it [selling drugs].” (Alice Bello, 
2018)cclxxxvii 

Sophia got equally involved in combo life through her family. She grew up with her 

grandmother who had to serve the militias in Robledo in the 1980s and thus her brother came 

into contact with with armed forces very early. When the paramilitaries took control her 

brother joined them and climbed quickly up the career ladder of the combo in the 

neighbourhood. They moved to San Javier where her brother started to control a combo. “He 

was a good soldier and as good soldier he quickly moved up to higher ranks”. Through the close 

ties to her brother, Sophia automatically grew up in a combo environment. She had her first 

child at about thirteen or fourteen years and raised it alone 

“On the 30th of May they captured my partner [] The father of my other daughter was from the 
combos, but they killed him while I was pregnant. The father of my daughter didn’t see her, nor 
did he know that I was pregnant; his family are the ones that have her because I don’t have any 
kind of stability.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)cclxxxviii 

Years later, socialised in combo habitus, she started a relationship with another combo 

member and became pregnant before he was captured. She decided to stay with the combo, 

continuing street life while his mother raised their child. 

“I started up with the father of my two daughters, who is a person that….  He’s a delinquent, 
you can say, more than I am. I was only 15 years old, and with him I learned lot . With him you 
could see many things because he belonged to a gang, but I did not. But, even though I did not 
belong, I was very close to everything there. It was something very horrible, because he was a 
person from the combo. He was totally different from a normal person. He is a ´pillo´, a person 
that is aggressive, a person that is always aggressive, okay? He was living on the streets [] His 
family, everything belonged to the same thing, to the combo. All of them shared and lived with 
each other, because they were brothers, everybody was from the same combo.” (Rachel Popular, 
2018)cclxxxix 

Rachel also found her way into the combo through her intimate relationship with a combo 

member she founded a family with. In love with him, she accepted all the conditions and 

influences from of the combo. Her intimate relationship with him was severely impacted by 

his membership, to which family life had to be subordinated and integrated. 

Laura also made contact to the combo via her relationship with a member. While she did not 

really get involved with the combo of her first partner, later in a second relationship with 

another combo member she also started to affiliate with the group. 
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“I started hanging out with one of the kids from there. Later I ended up being his girlfriend and 
I started being involved in things over there as well. So, I turned into a girlfriend of a ´paraquito´ 
from over there in the neighbourhood ‘la 13’, from San Javier la Loma, and I went in further and 
further down that road with him. I even started to consume drugs, so much that I met my 
girlfriend.” (Laura Calnaz, 2018)ccxc 

In contrast to ties via intimate relationships as a gateway to membership, Sara approached the 

combo as it promised her a better life and a social belonging she was desperately looking for. 

“Most didn’t have any approval from their family, and the majority were from poor families. 
And as I told you at the beginning, they start offering heaven and earth, they offer you power, 
fortune, the false idea of family. They offer the possibility to create something.” (Sara Belen, 
2018)ccxci 

Blinded by the outward presentation of solidarity, she joined the group hoping to find social 

connections to belong somewhere in order to better cope with street life. Recruited by friends, 

Veila started to intensify her relations to the neighbourhood combo, as in her family other 

members had joined combos before. Furthermore, the relationships with her intimate 

partners strengthened already existing loose ties to the group. 

“So that brought me to like having bad friendships and getting into the underworld for money. 
I like women and women need money a lot, in that sense because money is everything, we can 
say, selfishly. I met people with which I did a lot of damage, just for the sake of making money. 
From a young age I knew them. I am from the neighbourhood La Floresta.” (Veila Floresta, 
2018)ccxcii 

Camila explained that, although she met the combo people through her boyfriend, really 

starting to engage in the group came later with the friendship with Laura. “The women that I 

knew, I knew because of her, because I started with her. There were so many girls, many of 

them ´girlfriends´, but those girls didn’t get into that” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)69. Equally, Alice 

revealed that the first contact to the combo made by her stepfather paved the way to knowing 

the people, but real commitment came later through other friends and also via socialising in 

the same circle of friends. 

“Everything started like that with friendship, like buddies. Everything was influenced by 
friendship, and when my Mom’s husband got into it, then I got into it too. When he left, I kept 
going with the friendships and things that he helped get me started with.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccxciii 

Finally, Mary also started her combo life together with friends. As she grew up at the time of 

the Medellín cartel in the neighbourhood of Envigado, Mary was surrounded by small groups 

 
69 “Sin mentirle, la mujer que conocí fue por ella, porque yo empecé con ella. De resto había muchas peladas, noviecitas de muchos, pero ellas no se 
metieron a eso” (Camila Calnaz, 2018). 
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of street combos. However, her active commitment came slowly through a friend, with whom 

she passed most of her time. 

“So, I lived in ´La Paz´, I lived right in ´el centro´. My circle of friends was ´them´, those that 
carried, that transported, the ‘sicarios’. Those were the people with which I would party, with 
which I would go around riding bicycles, with which I went out on trips to nearby swimming 
holes.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)ccxciv 

Mary’s narrative deviates slightly from the other women, as she grew up and started to 

socialise with the combos at a time when Medellín was heavily burdened by the cartel drug 

war, that scourged almost the entire neighbourhood of Envigado. Her story must be 

understood against the background of the ubiquitousness of sicario-combos that had a massive 

presence. Nonetheless, taken together, the women refer to three kinds of social connection 

that were decisive for them in engaging with the combo: Existing family ties, intimate 

relationship and friendships that facilitated their contact and socialising with the combos. 

8.2.2. Connection to the Group has Varying Qualities  

The way girls made their first contact with groups often characterises their further internal 

relationships to the other members. Although the social relations alter over time, girlfriends 

can become independent members and vice-versa, most of the girls continued to identify their 

main ties via the persons that brought them into the group. The social means by which the girls 

affiliated with the group impacted their feeling of belonging with combo and shaped their self-

identification, whether they perceived themselves as members of the combo or not. It further 

defined their relations to other members, beyond their ´first contact person´ and with whom 

they maintained connections. Once inside the combo, their pathway into it continued to inform 

the kind of interrelations they had, who they respected, and who they disrespected. Given 

these differences in self-ascription, the qualities of belonging can be distinguished into three 

levels; Firstly, a mere economic relationship in which girls have contact to the group as a 

necessary means for income purposes. In this case, the social belonging is non-existent. 

Secondly, unstable and rather superficial (intimate) relationships in which girls spend time with 

the combo without a marked sense of belonging to the combo as a socially cohesive group. 

Finally, intense relationships between the girls and the groups are either established through 

intimate relations or independent affiliation. A key factor is that the girls regard themselves as 

combo members and that the group affiliation characterises their lifestyle and their self-

concept. 
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8.2.2.1 Business without Friendship 

The girls who worked for the combo as prostitutes stated that they had absolutely no 

relationship to the members. Indeed, the combo was simply seen as a necessary means to 

generate income that carried no personal relationship. In their interactions with the members, 

they were anxious to maintain a distance and restricted contact to labour-related issues. Paula 

said her relationship with the combo was merely “labour-related, and there it stopped”. As 

there was no physical approach, there was no emotional approach neither” (Paula San Javier, 

2018).70 Violeta equally emphasised that she had no personal relationship but a work-based 

one that relied on the common interest of making money. 

“I got to know them like that, you could say. I worked like that, as a prostitute, and then I got to 
know them. They convinced me by saying: ´Come for a few days, until the other person returns.´ 
So I offered myself, and that’s how it started.” (Violeta Manrique, 2018)ccxcv 

It became obvious that her respect towards combo members was limited and she only 

accepted the situation because it created a mutually beneficial collaboration. Friendships with 

them were only superficially possible. She mentioned later that day that if she was paid, she 

joked, she would have expanded her business to an escort service. 

“We were very apart.  Because I was hanging out with them in that sense, for that time, but not 
completely. [] But to say that I am going to go around with them, that I’m going to get into that, 
no because I am somebody who thinks that nobody has to take away the life of anybody. Never.” 
(Sophia Robledo, 2018)ccxcvi 

Interestingly, Sophia explained that although she grew up with combos through her brother 

and maintained ties to another combo through her intimate relationship, she never socialised 

with the other members. Despite her long collaboration, she did not agree with the combo 

lifestyle and felt no identification as a combo member at all. In contrast, she stressed various 

times her disgust with everything relating to the combo-lifestyle. Whether she truly meant this 

or whether this attitude resulted from a recent dispute with her current partner, another 

combo member, did not become clear. 

8.2.2.2 Attending Parties and Flirting is not Synonymous with Belonging 

None of the women described their relationship as a superficially concerning the intimate 

relationship to the male members some of them still maintained at the time of the interviews. 

On the contrary, they differentiated themselves from such relations and assigned those kinds 

of social contact a rather functional, extractive or even promiscuous character. 

 
70 “Laboral, y ahí paró todo el asunto. [] Como no hubo un acercamiento físico, entonces tampoco hubo un acercamiento emocional” (Paula San Javier, 
2018). 
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“They also support you in some things. They also contribute something, and not so much that, 
the girls are [ignorant]… Because she is the woman of the ´zutanito´- ´the fool´, they start to 
believe themselves as being of greater value. You know that they are always perros, they have 
one girl and another and another. So she goes getting frittered - f***´, it starts the ´las casca´ 
[´the hunt´ - she does the other girls harm], or she does whatever she wants and nobody can say 
anything to her about it, because she is fighting for her ´macho´.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccxcvii 

Michele spoke about the many young girls who come and try to get into the combo but are 

finally only used without having a real agency. She explained that these girls are recruited to 

be used and once they have served the purpose they will be outset again. Nataly described 

how these girls have a difficult internal position, as they seek their affiliation to the combo 

through intimate relationship that ultimately do not survive for very long and the girls are 

quickly perceived as promiscuous. She described how her neighbour was in such a situation. 

“I got to know one, one that did everything that I never did. She still lives close to my house. She 
ended up being the girlfriend of many in the neighbourhood. She took care of drugs for them, 
even told them about the police. She had relations with practically all of them, and still does.” 
(Nataly San Javier, 2018)ccxcviii 

Michele elaborated on the case of these girls, outlining that in most of the cases these girls are 

the ‘free time girls’ or the second or third affairs of the male members. Higher-ranking duros 

often have more than one relationship as they distinguish between firm relationships and girls 

to have ‘fun’ with. 

“These girls are only occasional, because they are the ones that they take out for good time 
‘Come on let´s go for a beer’. And not even close, because they don’t show their face much. 
Because just like now, supposedly, there’s going to be a lot of people captured, caught, so they 
try to stay hidden on their farms. So, they take them out on their motorbike, ´Come on let’s go 
for an ice cream´, ´Baby, let’s go out and eat some chicken´, or whatever. [] I mean, there’s a lot 
of girls to be able to gain fame, ´I’m going out with this hottie, and this babe´. But you know 
that, in a combo like that, they are going to have two or three more women. Their ´real´ woman 
is the woman of the house, but those women almost never show themselves, they stay in the 
house, with their kids. But the guys almost never mention it that they have a wife; they run 
around with ´las grillitas´ [more promiscuous women that often dress promiscuously], as one 
would say.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccxcix 

According to Michele, while the wives often remain in the background, especially, when they 

have children, ´las grillitas´ are shown in public, though often only for a short period of time 

until they are replaced by the next one or forwarded to another male member. However, Veila 

mentioned that also in between ´las grillitas´ there are differences, while some are protected, 

and more or less integrated, others are not. “It depends, whether it´s a person that benefits 
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protection, like the little girls of the duro, yes they are protected. Not all are treated equally, 

obviously, they have preferences regarding who is ‘their’ girl´” (Veila Floresta, 2018)71. 

Finally, Nataly explained that she always remained a lose acquaintance as she would refer to 

the combo members as friends, but she would not describe herself as a member of the group. 

“It was when we arrived around here that I had no friends, so I never spoke with anybody at 
school, nor at home nor at any place. I didn’t go out, and the ones that started to talk to me 
were these types of guys, so I made friends with them and I began to go out with them.” (Nataly 
San Javier, 2018)ccc 

She said that she spent much time with the group and was also involved in spying activities as 

favours for them, but a real identification with group-based characteristics never occurred. 

“As I went to the church all my life, at the beginning I saw them and I was afraid of them, but 
later I started to see them as normal. [] For example, sometimes they would have to ´take care´ 
of the neighbourhood until very late, And I would stay up all night a lot so that’s why, I stayed 
with them sometimes on the corner, on the corner close to my house.” (Nataly San Javier, 
2018)ccci 

She said that the difference in values was too big, when compared with the values she was 

raised with. Her ambitions and life goals had never really been compatible with the combo 

lifestyle. Although she was invited, she refrained from diving deeper into the circle and 

becoming one of ´them´. “In order to do so, I had to become one of their girlfriends, to join ´la 

vuelta´.”72 Nonetheless, she emphasised that she neither felt really excluded or disrespected 

by them. They were simply friends, nothing more and nothing less (Nataly San Javier, 2018). 

8.2.2.3 Self-identification as a Combo Girl means Incorporating the Lifestyle 

Some of the women claimed that only those girls who maintained independent ties to the 

combo, without any internal intimate relationship, maintained an intense level of 

identification. According to their stories, they found important relationships inside the combo 

and felt that being a part of the group formed the most important element of their life at that 

time. Sandra explained that the combo was the place where she found herself accepted, while 

her situation in the community was difficult. As a lesbian she was stigmatised and bullied and 

struggled to find her place in society. 

“There are always criticisms, because they see you with dyed hair, baggy clothes. [] So, that they 
are criticizing you feels bad, like, ´Why? If you are you and I am me, let me dress as I want and 
you dress yourself as you want.´ But, you know, whatever. You learn from that and you have to 
get used to it. Because, what a drag it is to fight. But there is a lot of discrimination against 

 
71 “Depende, porque si es una persona que protegen, la que la mujercita del duro, esas son las que hay que proteger. Aún no lo tratan igual; obvio, 
con más preferencias, como uno que es mujer” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 

72 “Para hacer eso tendría que ser como la pareja de uno de los de ‘la vuelta’" (Nataly San Javier, 2018). 
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people like that, not much in my case, because there are many people like that LGTBI over there, 
and people are always against everything they do. So, it shouldn't be like that.” (Sandra San 
Javier, 2018)cccii 

While others struggled in accepting her the way she is, homosexual and not available for 

ordinary ‘flirting games’, she found support in the combo who fully integrated her without any 

restrictions. She valued the group as a place of respect and honesty, a place where she could 

belong. 

“So many people think that you’ve been like that, you are like that with everyone. Because of 
course, they see you from a man’s point of view. And that's why men get mad at you, they say 
´She goes for more, she is going to go after women´. But most men are ... Well, not everyone, 
because I say that friendship with men is very good, it’s so ´cool’. I like men's friendships very 
much because they are very honest, they talk about something and that's it. But most of them 
are like that, so, why look for problems?” (Sandra San Javier, 2018)ccciii 

Likewise, Veila, also a lesbian who underlined the deep integration she always felt in the 

combo. As she eventually started to live with the combo, the group became the nucleus of her 

social belonging, though she said that family always had a different quality. 

“I preferred that combo to my family. [] But not as appreciation, no. That was like ´They respect 
me, I have to work, we have money every day.´ Then yes. Many times I left my house and I went 
to live in those houses. You shared with those people, you cooked with those people. But you 
don't see them as family either, because your blood is your blood, but yes, I spent a lot of time 
with those people.” (Veila Floresta, 2018)ccciv 

Sara stated that her connection to her fellows was very strong. Despite the difficult 

circumstances under which she was recruited by the higher-ranking leaders, her relationship 

with the male members at her level was very close. Based on mutual respect, she felt well 

integrated into the groups and described herself as belonging to them, though she saw a 

difference between her combo internal friends and the combo as an overall criminal structure 

and the commanding duros. 

“Sometimes I was really afraid, but with the few people that I could…the few men that I had the 
privilege to share with were good men.  I mean, good with me, but they were full-on assassins 
for the rest of society. But they protected me a lot, they treated me very well. In just a few words, 
they treated me with respect, there wasn’t even some attempt at raping me. They saw me as 
an equal because they saw me as somebody capable of doing the same thing they were doing, 
so I earned their respect because of that.” (Sarah Belen, 2018)cccv 

Alice outlined that also her family, her friends and the combo merged into one and almost her 

entire family joined the group business, so the combo became an extended family where she 

spent most of her time. She actually gave up her formal life in school in order to fully immerse 

herself in combo life. 
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“When I started the get into that world, many other people started to arrive as well, and since 
it was going well for me, I had ´good luck´, so people started calling on me. As time went by I 
kept on going in the same positions. In the end I didn’t go back to my family, I stopped studying 
and kept on going over there.” (Alice Bello, 2018)cccvi 

Mary reported similar experiences of her social belonging to the combo. When asked about 

her about her integration and self-identification with the group, she highlighted the intensity 

of her affiliation. 

“Totally, totally. I felt so good being part of the outings, the parties, the money, taking things I 
liked, a girl of only 19 years of age. [] So, in the moment, yeah, we were really well integrated 
into the group, but in this moment, now, having reflected on it, having thought about 
everything, we were the ´assholes´, because we were the ones that were obliged to do 
everything, even with guns, with drugs, with money, so that they didn’t have to get their hands 
dirty if they were searched. So, this made us feel good in the moment, but now in this moment, 
really, we are…. We were their ´mulas´ so that they could have what they liked, so that they 
could have their things, they were simply using us. But, in that moment, we didn’t feel that we 
were being used, we felt that it was the best thing ever.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) cccvii 

Although retrospectively she observed that the combo was utilising her rather than really 

integrating her, at the time of participating in their businesses she felt she was a full combo 

member and adapted their lifestyle to her self-image. 

8.2.2.4 ´Real´ Intimate Relations means Living with the Combo 

The girls who started their combo life through their intimate partners had different 

relationships to the group as such. While Rachel felt like she had been sought into the group, 

she saw no opportunity to keep the combo out of her life, Michele and Camila voluntarily 

became acquainted with the rest of the group. Rachel said loving a combo member, 

automatically means entering the group, as the reason for falling in love is linked to the cunning 

character often implied through membership. 

“I think that the role of a woman in the combos… I think that we women get into that because 
we fall in love, the women do I mean. [] Women like the men that are killers, the men that are 
on their motorbikes driving up and down, the men that have the money, because we women 
like that [] Women are like… how do you say, the ‘gasoline´. They like killers, the ones that give 
the orders in the neighbourhood, the one who has the power, the one who has everything. So, 
you are blind, and you don’t see. Women fall in love and don’t think about who is who. They fall 
in love and ´bye-bye´.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)cccviii 

Following the relationship, sooner or later she also became part of the group as she loved the 

lifestyle and started to get more and more involved into the group dynamics. 

“But by all means, If somebody is going to live with them, then that person is now integrated 
into the gang activity, because living with them is also holding onto things for them, doing one 
thing, doing another, walking around with drugs as well, because they throw around their drugs 
and you’ve gotta be around that, so you’re also implicated in all that.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)cccix 
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Even despite all the problems inherent in the combo life, she remained with her partner and 

the groups for a long time. Due to the children they have together she said, the nucleus of her 

life was somehow surrounded by the combo and a life away from the combo did not present a 

real opportunity. “I did not [want to leave] because I was in love with the father of my children. 

They said to me ´Come on there is [another] man outside the realities of this neighbourhood’. 

But I said no, no way” (Rachel Popular, 2018).73 Camila reported that her shift into combo life 

was early as she left the family home and moved directly in with her boyfriend where she spent 

most of her time. The focal point of her life was her boyfriend, while all other social relations 

moved in the background. 

“I was going from my house to his house. Many times, because of my brother, I would leave my 
house and I would go where my boyfriend lives, I would stay over there with them until one point 
when my Mom said: ´You live more in the street than at home, so go tell your boyfriend that if 
you’re going to be running around over there, that he also has to take full responsibility for you, 
because you are living more with him than with me.´ And I really was just going to my house to 
change my clothes, I was staying night and day with that person. I would go to my house to 
change my clothes and get organised, and that’s it.” (Camily Calnaz, 2018)cccx 

Based on her relationship, the combo became an increasingly important part of life. It was 

finally when she started her friendship with Laura, that her commitment to the combo was 

absolute and she felt like a real member. 

“Since I was spending most of my time with them, I was not even sleeping much in my own 
house already. Because of staying with them, I already knew the rounds that they were doing. I 
wasn’t one of those girlfriends that tells her boyfriend: ́ Love, I’m coming soon´, it happened and 
that’s it. We were going to make the ‘rounds’. Even more, more than than once I got off my 
motorbike to confront more than one person, as they say.” (Camily Calnaz, 2018)cccxi 

As we can see, Camila felt that her belonging was also linked to intensive engagement in the 

criminal group activities, as doing the same jobs and being part of shared actions was an 

important part of her identification. Michele likewise stated that the combo became her family. 

As she lost her parents so early, the combo was the most important social circle she had and 

compensated for her lack of family belonging. 

“Since I’ve been alone all my life, for me, they were like my family, like part of my family. In spite 
of the risks that they brought with them and everything. I dunno, I go to my house, I sit there 
alone, I go to the corner. Or I go to where they are or to a meeting or it was ́ let’s go over there´… 
So there I went on the motorbike” (Michele Itagui, 2018)cccxii 

Furthermore, the lifestyle she shared with the group that made her feel like one of them. The 

disadvantage, Michele admitted, was that membership had extensive requirements of women. 

 
73 “No quería, porque estaba enamorada del papá de mis niñas. Me decían, ‘venga, un muchacho bueno’, pues trabajador, fuera del mundo de ese 
barrio. Y yo le decía que no y que no” (Rachel Popular, 2018). 
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Although she assigned herself to the group and supported the social and economic dynamics 

upon which the group was founded, she elaborated that a lifestyle which constantly pushes 

the limits of law and legality is exhausting and demoralising. 

“Well the truth is, that is not a life, because, how can I explain it to you, it’s like… ‘Let’s go over 
there, let’s go over there, let’s go do something, let’s go grab something or rob somebody or 
kidnap somebody, or let’s do a ́ flete´’ - drive-by robbing and shooting. You understand me? That 
is not life, because every once in a while you’ve got to be running from the law. So, since I’ve 
lived that, and in this moment I still am living it, but I don’t want to because I want to get out of 
it, it’s not a life for anybody.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)cccxiii 

Nataly argued that not it was not only external difficulties, but also internal distrust and 

constant suspicion towards the others, that made combo life so extremely burdened. 

“The problem with having socialized with them in the deeper way that I did, of having gone out 
with them, is that there are ´sapos´ - snitches, there are people from ´los carros´, that carry 
information here and there. So already they will say that I’m hanging out with them, and if I go 
over to some other enemy neighbourhood then they are going to think that I am a ´carro´, and 
that I’m going around to gather information for them and take it back to my neighbourhood.” 
(Nataly San Javier, 2018)cccxiv 

In the end, the women outlined different forms of relationships with the combos linked to 

different intensities of belonging. Female membership appears to be a gradual process with 

varying qualities of commitment to the group. From girls who just collaborate economically 

with the group, attend events sporadically and have rapidly changing sexual relations, to 

intensive positioning inside the group as members, the spectrum of the women’s belonging 

and interrelation is diverse. 

8.2.3. Internal Hierarchies and Equality  

Beside the girls´ main attachments through their relationships to the male members, their 

social interrelations inside the group were impacted by means of interaction and respect. Like 

their male counterparts, the women spoke about aspects of gender equality and internal 

hierarchies which influenced social group dynamics. In between the perception of equality and 

hierarchical structures, the women explained how they assigned themselves to those 

structures.  

8.2.3.1 Internal Dynamics -Solidarities and Rivalries  

Alice and Veila both supported the perspective that, sex is not the appropriate relative 

category to analyse social realities inside the combo, but instead one needs to consider 

respected behaviour and seriousness. Asking Alice about her estimation of social equality 

between women and men in the combo she responded: “In this sense, yes I say we have 

equality because we all have the same rules and must all behave professionally” (Alice Bello, 
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2018).74 Later, concerning promiscuity and whether women are basically perceived and 

treated differently, Alice further outlined: 

“No, for that there is no gender, because as they say, there are women ´gatilleras´ (female 
assassins), there are men ´gatilleros´ (male assassins). There are people that are quick thinking 
opportunists, and there are stupid people. So, for that reason gender doesn’t exist, not in age, 
not in capacity, nor as a disabled person. Because even if you’re disabled it doesn’t matter at all 
to them, [] man or woman. For me gender doesn’t exist, for me nor for anybody. Gender doesn’t 
exist. One who can be of use, can be of use. One who can’t, is just in the way. That was before. 
Now they are picking up the youngest that don’t know anything and it’s always like that. They 
pick up the smallest kid because, if they get caught then he’s a minor and the police will leave 
him alone, they’ll let him see another day of freedom.” (Alice Bello, 2018) cccxv 

For Alice, therefore, ‘instrumentalisation’ and disrespect is rather a question of 

professionalism and age, than of gender. Those who do not claim respect will not be respected, 

irrespective of whether they are male or female. In contrast, Laura revealed that she felt 

generally equal and respected, although it was always the men who were leading. She said 

that equality did not depend on the command, but the respect one gains. “I always perceived 

them as my family. Honestly, I felt super protected with them and they made me feel equal.” 

(Laura Calnaz, 2018).75 Veila, however, underlined that equality depends on capability. Respect 

is given when somebody knows how to behave and to fulfil their role and jobs assigned. 

“There were three brothers in our combo there. There were two or three couples that were 
brothers. They got along with each other well, but eventually things started getting out of hand. 
It’s not the same deal, but we are treated the same. The deal isn’t ́ Okay so what’s next ’ ́ marica´ 
[literally ‘faggot’ - homosexual, but used affectionately among friends]´. It’s ´Baby look, do 
this´.” (Veila Floresta, 2018)cccxvi 

A change in the internal status, however, can be possible a woman through via a relationship 

to a high-ranking male leader or increased responsibility in the business. Nataly stated that the 

mere close relationship to with duro assures a girl more respect. Nobody dares to disrespect 

the partner or family of the one commanding the unit. 

“Let’s say, the girl that a guy from the combos thought was pretty, starts a relationship. That’s 
one way to enter. She starts by being the partner of that person. Later, she’s keeping things for 
him in the house. And if the guy ´goes up in ranks´ then she will also benefit from that. It’s one 
of many. Or also, being family of one of those people, a brother or a cousin or an uncle.” (Nataly 
San Javier, 2018)cccxvii 

Actively moving up the ranks is more difficult and requires forceful action that impresses the 

rest of the group, so that they are willing to subordinate themselves. Sophia remarked, that if 

 
74 “En ese sentido de lo que estamos hablando, yo digo igualdad porque todos tiene como las mismas reglas, todos tienen que tener un control” (Alice 
Bello, 2018). 

75 “Los sentía como de mi familia. Los sentía más que mis amigos. La verdad, yo me sentía súper protegida con ellos. Porque ellos se lo hacen sentir a 
uno como iguales” (Laura Calnaz, 2018). 
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one wants to step out of a low-level position, one must claim respect and prove the capacity 

to deal with things seriously. 

“Yes, they do respect women, but the woman determines how much respect she receives. If you 
don’t ask for respect, and you are a ´brincona´ - [a woman that is always looking for men] and 
this and that, they aren’t going to respect at all. But if you are a person that demonstrates your 
seriousness and is centered in what you want, you earn respect.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)cccxviii 

Veila, when asked how she acquired a higher rank inside her combo, confirmed that it depends 

on whether one is doing a job or not. As she spent so much time with the group, she achieved 

a certain reputation that allowed her to take more responsibility, which increased her income 

and simultaneously the admiration of her fellows. 

“Leaving a good reputation. It’s just the entire life. It was like friendship of the family that did 
all the work.  We grew up in a school, so they already started those things with the combo and 
I already had started to go ´hang out´ with them. So people started saying: ´She works with 
money´. So, they started paying money and I went up in rank. Already, when I got in at sixteen 
years, I got into ´la vuelta´. At this point you know that in this world everything moves with 
money. A girl goes out with the one who has the most money or ´You going to invite me out to 
party?´, ́ Yeah sure´. Or if not, he’s useless. The money is what moves everything in that respect.” 
(Veila Floresta, 2018)cccxix 

However, this system of hierarchy and respect, through action or intimate relationships, fuels 

internal rivalry and erodes solidarity. Mainly attracted by money linked to the ranks, girls 

competed instead of supporting each other. Mary even spoke about the danger of helping 

other girls as it made you look weak. 

“No, no solidarity at all. A person that doesn’t know how to manage things, they could shake 
things up for you. Why? Because if maybe you meet somebody and they help you out... This 
person that’s helping you, if you want to have the power over that person [] as they say, you 
´stab him in the back´. So, this taught me, so I have to do double the harm in order to stay on 
top of him or her. On the other hand there are so many playing the victim. That’s the law of the 
strongest.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)cccxx 

She mentioned that it is similar to the formal labour market, where people accept extra-shifts 

in order to keep their job, only that in a combo the rule is held by the strong. Camila also 

reported that except from Laura, she had no friendships with other girls, as jealousy dominated 

the female interrelations. 

“I’ve never been somebody with girl friends. Not women. I keep myself surrounded by men 
because they don’t envy you at all.  I like being surrounded by men because they don’t have any 
reason to be jealous of you. A girl does. A girl friend for me, no. In my case the only female friend 
that I ended up having was her and until now I’ve still got her.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)cccxxi 

Finally, Sara explained that the competitive environment creates an atmosphere of survival. In 

order not to sink or be drowned by others, scepticism was fundamental. Although she spoke 
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about belonging and the respect between her and her fellows, she admitted that they all played 

the same game, pressured by the same dynamics. 

“When I was with those groups it was always about survival.  I knew that I had to survive, and 
that those next to me were looking at the same mode of survival as me, that if they had to pass 
over me they were going to do it, and if I had to pass over them I had to do it to be able to 
survive. I can’t say that I adopted those ‘hitmen’ as my brothers or my friends, or that I saw 
them as people to lean on, because they were in constant competition, always, whoever was 
best, the one who cleaned the weapons the fastest.” (Sarah Belen, 2018)cccxxii 

In this way solidarity was given in the way that they were all exposed to the same brutal 

conditions, compelled by the interest in not falling behind. However, solidarity was embedded 

in a broader framework of permanent competition that dictated internal social dynamics. 

8.2.3.2 Leading Women Do Exist Behind the Curtains 

Considering more generally the opportunities for girls and women to take a high-ranking 

position in the criminal structures in Medellín´s mundo bajo, Mary said that women have 

definitely played protagonist roles. Reflecting on the twenty-five years she spent in the combos 

under the patronage of different ODINs, including the cartel, she met many women who made 

a career in drug traffic. 

You’ll be scared of [] the women at the top of the pyramid of ‘narco-trafficking’. So many women 
that, as they say, have their ‘claws out’, and can take so many decisions, and can result in being 
much colder when it’s time to make those decisions. Even if she is a mother, and one thing or 
the other, but a woman that generally, gets into that world, does so because she knows that she 
can’t have feelings. So, she knows that nobody can affect her. So, they arm themselves with this 
value. They are women that have suffered too much, so now they don’t have anything to fight 
for in life, so what happens to them in their exterior experience doesn’t matter very much, rather 
they simply want to know power, they want to have it in their hands and that’s it.” (Mary 
Envigado, 2018)cccxxiii 

These women had to learn from early on to accept considerable sacrifice in order to dominate 

in structures where men are generally privileged. Sentimentality is not helpful in this business. 

Coming from unstable backgrounds and growing up in difficult times of urban warfare, it could 

be said that these women are differently socialised but equally burdened by violence. 

“Many come from below, many have been poor all their life, and they see it as an escape. [] they 
get into the world of drugs and they start to know it, and they want to start to manage it, and 
they want more [] already they start wanting to manage it, manipulate it and have more.” (Mary 
Envigado, 2018)cccxxiv 

Nataly was of the opinion that, with increasing persecution and the loss of male leaders, 

women will automatically succeed in the hierarchy eventually. She points to the risk of being 

misled by the visibility of leadership, as most of the powerful persons never actually appear in 



333 
 

public. Considering this logic and the respect many women have in the community, Nataly 

suggested that more than a few of them have also a leading function.   

“This part is true as well. And the other part is that they’ve already captured so may drug bosses, 
I mean, many men of high rank. So who ends up with everything? The women. ´Mamita, if you 
aren’t going to support me and you’re not going to be with me helping me, then I’m screwed´. 
So what does the woman have to do? For that reason, you almost never see the woman on the 
outside, because the truth is that they are managing things, seeing it from that perspective. 
Because there are so many captured bosses and more from here, from the ´comuna 13´, there 
are so many. So, I say that they’re managing things from a low profile, like my friend says, they 
don’t let anybody see anything and that’s it.” (Nataly San Javier, 2018)cccxxv 

Camila admitted that she also believes that women have the power and capability to lead but, 

given the patriarchal structure, these women need to be extraordinarily mean and cunning. At 

a certain point in time, she herself had the ambition to take a commanding position but it was 

extremely difficult and when she understood what it would take to get this position she 

refused. 

“Yes, one time I wanted to do it like that in that way, go up in rank, feel more like part of the 
combo. And I said: ´Put me out to ´fletear´ [drive-by robbing and killing], to maybe even shoot 
somebody´. They never put me out to it, but I would have liked to kill a person to go up in the 
combo. It would have gone very well for me because I’m very detailed about things, that is to 
say, if I want to make a plan, I make it good and I don’t forget any details. The problem is that 
it’s very difficult for a woman to be given the opportunity of doing this, because women don’t 
have enough strength, not as much strength as men have.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)cccxxvi 

A bit disillusioned, she stepped back and pointed out that, reducing leadership capabilities to 

the ability to assassinate is pure ´machismo´. Laura, however, stressed that she never wanted 

to move up, as leadership is heavily painful and not worth the power one can acquire. 

“Many women, since you’re asking, don’t want to go up. It’s normal, they stay where they are. 
How can I tell you, I was there because I escaped from my house, for no other reason. I never 
wanted to have a good ranking over there, I always wanted to be ´fooling around´ there so that 
I wouldn’t have to go to my house.” (Laura Calnaz, 2018)cccxxvii 

Discussing the reason why fewer women lead combos more generally; three explanations have 

been identified. The first is that, due to their socialisation, women are rather locally embedded 

and more territorial, and therefore limited in their scope of action. 

“It’s because the women are more from here (the combo), they know more about managing 
here (in the combo), more about what one can do around here. I mean, there the hierarchy, 
more visible, is much more manipulated by men than women. Generally, all the bosses have 
been men. There isn’t a woman yet that has been capable of reaching that high. We are waiting 
to see if maybe that day will arrive.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)cccxxviii 

The second reason refers to materialistic aspects and is based on the argument that women 

are not as focused on materialistic power as men and thus, they lack the ambition to move up 
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in criminal structures. Those women who want to experience extensive power are more likely 

to join the FARC, than a mere combo. 

“Few are the women that have the claws for doing all those things, but also there is the woman 
that doesn’t get into that, but rather she’s the woman that seduces the assassins, to be with 
them. So there, the man gets into these things more than anything to be with woman, to get his 
motorbike, to get cash, and make everything a little easier for himself. I think that for this there 
are very few women; The woman for this are in the back country, they’re in the ́ guerrillas ́  more 
than anywhere else, and different armed groups.” (Alice Bello, 2018)cccxxix 

A third idea highlighted the lack of access to crucial power structures, as many of the leading 

positions are assigned in the male prison of Bellavista. 

“In that place you can see the bosses, the ones that give the orders, the ones that nobody can 
touch. In that place everything is organized. Although there are many people, crowded spaces, 
it’s all organized. Just so you know, it’s in the jails that almost all the orders outside have their 
origin. The ones who are here outside are the ones that are putting their neck on the line for 
whatever little thing. The ones who are in the jails are the ones that really give the orders.” (Veila 
Floresta, 2018)cccxxx 

This discussion on the internal dynamics outlined, above all, that female membership has to 

be analysed against the background of ambiguities inherent in the social processes of status 

generation and equality. On the one hand, status depends on the responsibility a person is 

willing to take, based on the assumption that all members have the same chance to move up, 

as the rules are same for everyone. On the other hand, roles and responsibilities are assigned, 

and the evaluation of capabilities is done against the expectations a woman has to fulfil. In the 

end the tasks necessary to acquire higher status are not expected from the women, but only 

from the men. Another question, resulting from the fact that men lead the combos rather than 

women, referred to the consequences this masculine power structure has on female 

membership. Sara argued that the recruitment of girls under a male command carries various 

difficulties for them. One the one hand gender is neglected, and many tasks are assigned to 

both girls and boys, creating permanent competition, and on the other hand women are stuck 

in traditional perceptions of femininity and related obediance, which increases the pressure to 

cope with external expectations. 

“As we know, sadly they don’t see gender, they don’t look at age, they don’t look at size; They 
could send you to do the same mission that the assassin did, if he’s not around. Tomorrow it 
could be you that occupies that position. So, I think that women sometimes even develop the 
most difficult role, because she has to cook for fifteen or twenty men in the squadron, in one 
spot. They have to keep themselves clean, maintain everything else clean. Many over there are 
toys for the sexual satisfaction of those men. I have to do sexual labour without protection, 
without even a hint of a medical control for some kind of venereal disease. That is very 
complicated, the situation of a woman is very complex in a group of criminals.” (Sara Belen, 
2018)cccxxxi 
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Considering the double burden, risks of exploitation and abusive domination in these 

structures, many girls ultimately appropriate a combo-based behaviour in order to achieve the 

respect necessary to be treated as an equal.  

8.2.4. Tough Gender Socialisation and Community Respect 

Referring to widespread gender performances of young girls and women, many of the women 

estimated that traditional concepts of femininity are not respected that much. A presentation 

of femininity helps, in order to get intimately involved with a male member, but in order to 

receive the respect of the entire group, the girlfriend image is not the right way to present 

oneself. 

“I think that seriousness is what helps in many of these situations. If a girl is going to be ´silly´ 
and is talking all sorts of bull**** about something that is serious, because things from the 
street are serious.... But if they are thinking first before speaking, doing things calmly, then yes 
they are going to get somewhere. Yes, they have respect, but only those who ask for respect get 
it. But a little girl that doesn’t even know what she wants and is just around, they will grab her 
and ́ pass her around’ [sexually], or they will ́ f***´ her and then ‘bye-bye’ or they will come back 
looking for her once in a while when they want her. But a woman with character that 
demonstrates that you can’t do whatever you want with her, of course, even the ´duros´ will 
hand over top positions, they will put her in a position to earn more.” (Nataly Calnaz, 2018)cccxxxii 

Nataly referred to ´seriousness´ in terms of having the capacity to know what you want and to 

know how to get it. She contrasts an idea of ´seriousness´ with the image of ´silliness´. 

However, she also emphasised vulgarity as a linguistic approach to convey one´s seriousness. 

“That’s when they would say the she’s a ‘berraca’ [tough girl]. And they would say, ´Well no, 
that woman is a brave, she´s a ‘berraca’. Well that girl you’ve got to have her on this side, and 
one thing and the other, you’ve got to treat her well. This woman isn’t scared of anything, she’s 
does whatever needs to be done at the time, she passes through whatever without getting 
caught, carries whatever she has to, she’s never fallen. So she’s the one we need.´” (Mary 
Envigado, 2018)cccxxxiii 

Performing ´seriously´ and standing up gives women the label of a ´cunning´ one, somebody 

who does not get distracted or fooled by others but follows her way in order to achieve what 

she wants. All these desired attributes, which are apparently necessary to receive respect are 

condescendingly connoted. Sophia mentioned that girls in combos which seek for equality 

approach a classical masculine-associated behaviour and sometimes appearances. She refers 

to the gender performance of one of the girls in her neighbourhood as an example: 

“There was one who was a woman, but she liked other women, so she dressed like a man and 
cut her hair like a man.  Her work was the same as a man because of her physical appearance. 
There were never any differences between them and that woman. This was the only woman 
that there was around there.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)cccxxxiv 
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Either way, joining a combo as a woman somehow requires being prepared to associate with 

the male members. If a woman wants to have their own standpoint beyond a ‘mere’ girlfriend 

position, she needs to claim respect. 

“It’s what they ask for. She entered a combo for a reason. Well, I believe that if somebody enters 
a combo it’s to be available for anything. I mean, not everything really, but yes in the sense of 
´Go collect this money. Go and get those guns´. And you can’t say no. That’s a problem, so if you 
get into that you’ve got to be an assassin, you’ve got to kill just to kill, to watch others fall, not 
only kill but carry or accompany the person, not always the ‘sicaria’ but at least be in the 
company of ‘sicarios’.” (Nataly Calnaz, 2018)cccxxxv 

To summarise, being a female combo member means to act like a combo member in 

accordance to a code of behaviour that is predominantly and a priori established by male 

members. Equality, status and respect inside the group will be evaluated and given against 

these standards and street codes. Traditional perceptions of femininity are instead allocated 

to, or required from, the girlfriends, who also form part of the combo but are linked through 

their partnership. Women, however, who want to be accepted as individual members by the 

entire group, have to demand respect through a performance that demonstrates ‘street’ 

capabilities which are oriented to ideas of masculinity. Through a certain type of behaviour, 

women acquire respect inside their groups, but whether the respect is also given by the 

community was also a subject of the discussions. All agreed that being of a combo gives one a 

certain freedom and respect, but this respect did not derive from personal authority as such, 

but instead from fear and coercion radiated by the criminal powers of the group. Mary 

reported that she enjoyed the status of membership because it equipped her with respect 

from other adolescents in her surroundings. This position offered her many freedoms in 

society to go to parties and celebrate without hindrance. 

“It was really really ´cool´, because they always relied on each other. ´Let’s go out to that party. 
Blondie, let’s go´ and me like, ´Man! Of course!´. That was the best, that people were thinking 
of me, that was the best, because somebody had your back, so, in high school, in the 
neighbourhood, nobody was going to mess with you, because you were with them. So, that was 
the best.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)cccxxxvi 

Likewise, Veila identified the combo as the source of respect she enjoyed in the 

neighbourhood. At the beginning she explained, it was more the linkage to the combo and her 

family, but later when she started commanding, the people respected her also individually. 

Nonetheless, she admitted that belonging to a combo generally causes a respect based on fear 

that she could harm anyone. 

“It’s just that people respect me because I from that combo [] yes. Personally I met many people, 
because I was from one of the best families in ´La Floresta´, but my mind took a turn for the 
worse at the age of fifteen, so they started looking at me with different eyes: ´This one is not 
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from the family here but she’s the one that’s in charge of all those neighbourhoods´. So then all 
the gossip started getting out and, clearly, ´The daughter of that person is now moving this and 
moving the other and going out at whatever place. She is from that group so she’s armed, she’s 
got to have something on her. Scary s*** because she’s going to send us to this or that person.´” 
(Veila Floresta, 2018)cccxxxvii 

Sandra stated that the community had witnessed so much violence and the power of diverse 

armed groups exercised in arbitrary ways, so the inhabitants will always pretend to have 

respect, but in the end it is nothing but intimation. 

“Maybe respected more than anything because of fear. There the people are afraid because 
these are people of respect, because maybe they are people that have gone through hard times 
as well. I got into that life because something difficult happened to me. [] You’ve got to maintain 
respect for others [] These people are something else, they think in a different way” (Sandra San 
Javier, 2018)cccxxxviii 

Camila confirmed this impression and explained that she knew about the backing of the groups 

and used it to exercise power and oppress other people. She enjoyed the feeling that her 

troublesome behaviour remained without consequences from other people. 

“Yes, you would do, as they say, whatever you felt like doing. Speaking a lot about somebody: 
´This girl is into this or that´. More than once I heard mothers saying: ´Don’t you go saying 
anything to that girl, because she is running around with that ´guy´´. They leave you with a bad 
reputation. But this reputation is their own doing. We were very horrible. In that way, we were 
very rough around the edges. Our idea was to be getting along badly with everybody. We would 
meet somebody and what we wanted was to do something to make a bad first impression so 
that they wouldn’t like us, and yes, they wouldn’t like us.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)cccxxxix 

However, beside the reputation of the combo to scare the local residents, Mary stressed that 

the women in the combo also pretended to be benevolent to the community in their territory 

and used its position to organise charity events and support some families here and there. 

“They could be more condescending with the people of the neighbourhood than the men 
because, they themselves, understand the necessities that the other women have, but don’t 
have the strength to say: we are going to get into that [use this to our advantage]. [Like saying] 
´Come on, I’m gifting you this so you can buy something for your children; Come on, this is a gift 
so that you have enough for whatever things you need´. So that’s what it is. The person who is 
in the combo, or to the woman that is in the combo they have this power [to claim]: Where I 
want and at whatever time, and they are going to owe me a favour. Because they don’t do it 
without interest in receiving something in exchange down the line.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)cccxl 

Not all the combos act the same way in their communities. Some establish different codes of 

conduct and run their barrios by other rules. But social events are organised by almost every 

combo to ensure the collaboration with the local population (Sophia Robledo, 2018). 
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8.2.5. Leaving – Escaping the Combo 

As a final subject concerning the social dimensions of membership, the consequences for social 

relationships were discussed. Leaving had different consequences for each of them, according 

to the different affiliations the women had to the combos. The key is the context in which the 

women disengaged or left the combo, and whether it was an active decision or caused by other 

circumstances. Generally speaking, the looser the ties were, the easier it was to leave. While 

working as prostitute, Andrea left the father of her child who was one of the combo members 

she was forced to work with. As she had never a serious relationship with him, the decision to 

separate from him was easy, she said. However, she could only leave because she found 

support by a social organisation offering young mothers protection from domestic violence. In 

the organisation she met her present partner, who she has lived with since them. They 

experienced prison together and also hard times, but Andrea said they are thriving today, far 

away from the combo. 

“Yes, they sent people to look for me several times and everything. They tried to take me out 
from where I was, but thank God they couldn’t do it because I had the support of a foundation 
that nowadays supports all those single mothers in the street, the foundation ´Brazos Abiertos´ 
[Open Arms].” (Andrea Candelaria, 2018)cccxli 

After her decision to quit the webcam sex work, Paula had to hide from the combo for a while. 

Consequently, her social contacts during this process of disengagement were very limited and 

it was not easy to restart. But at the time of the interview she had found a place in a social 

project in San Javier that provided her with a stable surrounding, and she was confident that 

her new social network would help her back to a normal life. 

“In the end it’s about taking the radical decision, because the benefits that you have in that 
moment aren’t going to compare to when you say ´enough, no more´. [] Anyway, it was like 
having a low profile in reality. Now later, you get out of this it’s like something feels lighter, but 
even then in your weight of conscience or in many things that you see, the burden you feel, 
remain. Now what am I going to do? Where will I go if I do this? Now what am I going to work 
as or where am I going to put myself?” (Paula San Javier, 2018) cccxlii 

However, leaving the combo as independent member with a closer affiliation means that social 

ties break down in almost every case, and consequently, leaving implies that all social belonging 

ends abruptly. “If you leave because they bounced you, there is no way back”76, Sophia said. 

This happened to her after her brother was betrayed by the combo and her partner 

incarcerated. She lost her entire social surroundings and remained alone with her two children. 

She never received support, instead she had to support the small street combo boys (Sophia 

 
76 “Sí, claro. Pero si a usted se le tuercen, no manda ni nada. El que está torcido, torcido queda” (Sophia Robledo, 2018). 
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Robledo, 2018). Alice, however, was very young when she left after a very risky situation with 

the police, and consequently her duro carried on supporting her and her mother for a time. 

Nobody refused her the right to leave and start all over again. 

“He gave that money for me, because of the love he had for me and because of the commitment 
he had to us, so he arrived in that moment and my Mom spoke with him. Because this wasn’t 
like saying: ´I left´. Rather it was in that time when I was locked up over there my Mom had 
contact with him, and later when I arrived there [in my barrio], I had some processes [of 
disengagement].” (Alice Bello, 2018)cccxliii 

Alice also stated that she was allowed to leave because, during the time of police arrest, she 

never informed on the combo or revealed any of their secrets. This discretion was her survival 

ticket, she admitted. 

“I had a lot of knowledge about that. [the businesses of the combo] They saw that when they 
got me I didn’t tell them anything. They would always tell me: ´The day that they catch you, you 
can’t tell them a thing. If you don´t tell [the police] anything, the [combo] will leave you alone. 
On the other hand if you don’t say anything then in that case, [the combo] will see how it can 
take out its people.´” (Alice Bello, 2018)cccxliv 

In the case of Sara, it was not her actively decision to leave her combo. She left after the duro 

who took care of her was murdered. Sara spent a long time alone after leaving, and struggled 

considerably as the combo was the only social backing she ever had. Her way back into a civil 

life took more than a year, in which she tried to go back to school and recuperate from the 

deeply embedded repercussions of the long years as an outlaw on the street. 

“When my brother died, I say ´my brother´ because, for me, he is my brother. When my brother 
died many things died with him, and also some other things were born, because I promised him 
that I wasn’t going to return to the streets and that I would never take payment for revenge, for 
any reason that came my way. He made me promise that life was only going to balance itself 
out and that I wouldn’t get my hands dirty forcing that balance, and I didn’t even want to go 
back to a sinful life. [] Adapting to society and adapting myself to the ‘machista’ men, men who 
shamelessly stare at you, control you, judge people by their class. [] It has been very difficult to 
survive with the society after all that. It’s been really difficult because my body has many visible 
scars as well. My soul also has scars that people can notice.” (Sara Belen, 2018)cccxlv 

For the women who leave the combo from a girlfriend or wife position, the process is also 

complicated, as the women not only end their intimate relations within combo, but are also 

confronted with restrictions in future partnerships. Camila told me that for, ex-girlfriends it is 

difficult to find new partners in the same neighbourhood, or in another combo territory, as the 

former relationship always ‘marks’ them. 

“Automatically, this woman ends up marked, the woman that nobody touches nor do they think 
about because she has already been the girlfriend of one the ´duros´, [] The other person that is 
thinking of being with her has a lot of fear about that, because she was one of theirs. If you are 
a girlfriend of somebody and you leave him, but he didn’t leave you… ´Las pillas´ - the barrio 
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girls won’t have to leave, it’s just that obviously, they can’t go out with another guy, because 
they were the girlfriend of a ´duro´. But us that supported and did bad things with them, they 
are afraid of us, because they are more afraid that we would tell somebody about that. [] For 
that reason, I say, he had the son of an enemy, that´s why he passes by because he wants to do 
me harm in order to do harm to him. So, in that way one continues to suffer the consequences 
of the past relationship.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)cccxlvi 

Rachel had the same experiences, and as she had also two children she had to raise alone, she 

had a very difficult time. Her ex-partner never took responsibility for the children. But while his 

negligence of the kids was no surprise, retrospectively she felt ashamed that she also neglected 

her children just to spend time with the combo and have the lifestyle she was so keen on. 

“In my case, the father is a person from one of those groups. He is a person that has no 
responsibility and has no love for himself, what kind of love is he going to have for his children? 
If he has never been there. He’s from a bad mother, but I consider myself a very good mother 
because, what I do, I do for my daughters, and I would never go back to doing something that 
separates me from my daughters. I was blind to the money, and that was what hurt the most, 
being far from my daughters.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)cccxlvii 

Another social effect of combo socialisation was the lack of other social contacts outside the 

group. The moment the women had to feel this consequence was during and after prison. 

Incarcerated and left behind by the combo, the women realised that neither their former 

fellows nor other friends remained. 

“My friends left, when it happened. I mean, in the moment in that I was asking for something, 
they helped. ´What do you want? What do you need?´ And as soon as they locked me up, they 
saw that they locked me up for five and a half years, everybody forgot about me.” (Rachel 
Popular, 2018)cccxlviii 

For Laura, who basically lived with combo, their negligence was a shock and she felt betrayed 

and disillusioned. She told me “When I got incarcerated, I had to realise that they weren’t my 

friends. Didn’t I tell you, this is the moment you know who your real friends are? Well I called 

them my family…..” (Laura Calnaz, 2018) 77.  For Camila it was the same disappointment. Today, 

after the years in prison, her opinion of the combo as social group is characterised by 

frustration and disrespect. “Today they made me angry, these ´guys´ doing their ´rounds´. I 

don´t even want to see them, sometimes they can come after me, but they cannot convince 

me I don´t see me ever again with these ***** in anything” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)78. Veila 

explained that on the social level it was equally difficult for her to resist returning to the combo. 

Although she could restore her relationship to her family and was left behind by her fellows 

 
77 “Pero cuando caí a la cárcel me di cuenta que ellos no eran mis amigos. [] ¿No le digo que ahí es donde uno conoce que ya no tiene amigos? Los 
que uno decía ser la familia...“ (Laura Calnaz, 2018). 

78 “Pa mí hoy en día me chocan los ´mancitos´ que sean de ´la vuelta´. Ya no los quiero ni ver; a veces me pueden ´tirar los perros´ y no me traman, no 
me veo andando con uno de ellos pillos” (Camila Calnaz, 2018). 
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during prison time, she struggled. Despite the viciousness of combo life, she said that she got 

so used to her power, she did not know how to go back to a civil life. 

“You think and say: ´No, I hit the bottom´. My family closed their doors in my face. ´I don’t want 
any more, they can kill her´, they’d say. So in this place I had to recuperate everything; It made 
me get back my family. No friends because in that place you realize that there are no friends, 
very few people. But I don’t know what will happen. Hopefully nothing, I don’t want to go back 
to that. I have the means to get into wherever I get into, but I don’t want to. I have always had 
a voice of leadership, so this I already see as a no….”  (Veila Floresta, 2018)cccxlix 

Rachel achieved ‘normalisation’ of the relationship to her ex-boyfriend and father of her 

children in the end. Because of their children, she reported that they found a way to see each 

other on a ‘normal’ basis every now and then. She said things had changed in the last six years 

and she do not want to refuse him the second chance she is claiming for herself from society. 

“They spoke with their father, because I didn’t take them away from him, because despite 
everything he is their father. The father is still in the same combo, I take them to him once in a 
while. I said ‘Hello, long time no see’. He doesn’t hurt me anymore. Now he has a different family. 
I left him six years ago.” (Rachel popular, 2018)cccl 

Combo socialisation has a strong element of belonging and leaving is not easily possible. 

Depending on the former relations inside the groups, the women who leave their partners 

often lose their main social network. The time of membership often causes a distance to other 

social circles is not easy to bridge, and social isolation during and in the aftermath of prison is 

a widespread phenomenon. 

8.2.6. Evaluating Social Dynamics – Equality Depends on the Rules and Roles  

The stories of the women outlined different social realities according to different social means 

of belonging. Beside the recurring theme of difficult family backgrounds, which almost all have 

in common, they generally entered the combos through different existing ties which facilitated 

their following affiliation. During their active time, the women mainly remained in the same 

social constellations but strengthened their connections to the other group members. 

Concerning the intensity of belonging, the narratives revealed three levels: Firstly, a mere 

functional relation without any feelings of belonging to the combo as social group. Secondly, 

lose or rather sporadic belonging that did not last long enough for the women to define 

themselves as members or to accept third persons with those ties as members. Thirdly, strong 

belonging either as independent or intimate partner-based members. These differences were 

also reflected in the internal hierarchies and feelings of equality. The discussion about issues 

of gender-based differences in status brought to light clashes between the basic patriarchal 

structures and the credo of having the same rules and codes for all. Furthermore, these 

contradictions between male and female members became clear when interviewees spoke 
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about leadership possibilities for women. The fact that the women were equally integrated into 

combo life does not automatically imply a given gender equality concerning their internal 

group status. Less contested was the appropriate means for girls and women to claim respect. 

Two of the identified possibilities for receiving respect were the same as the means of 

positioning inside the group. These were either through an intimate relationship with a male 

member who already has respect or a tough performance from individual female members to 

cope with or stand up to their male counterparts. Finally, the way women ended their 

membership and the consequences they had to deal with also related to the intensity of their 

active time. The more deeply integrated the woman was, the more difficult it was to leave. 

 

8.3. Women Behind the Frontlines of Urban Conflict 

The last dimension of membership discussed, related to aspects of security and violence linked 

to the women´s membership. Violence is clearly a central aspect of combo life, not only in the 

frequent territory disputes, but also through the coercive character of the group´s socialisation. 

However, as in the other two sections, aspects of violence were discussed in relation to the 

girl’s backgrounds before they joined the combo, their active membership and the influence of 

violence, inside as well as outside the combo, and finally in the way violence formed part of 

the disengagement process. 

8.3.1. Entering the Combo for Protection from Home 

Entering Entering the combo is often linked to the dynamics of preceded experiences of 

violence and the search for protection. Many of the girls were exposed to violence either at 

home or in the street before they joined the group. Some of the girls suffered different forms 

violence from relatives, including their stepfathers and brothers, some became pregnant and 

left home. In the combo they seemed to find the protection that had been denied them 

otherwise. The story of Sophia shows multiple sources of violent exposure since her early 

childhood. Growing up with her grandma who used methods of physical violence as means of 

punishment, her education was linked to mistreatment. 

“My grandmother would hit us with a ‘peinilla’. Do you know what a ‘peinilla’ is? It’s a machete 
(big knife). she would hit us with the flat part. [] So I say that, because of all this mistreatment, 
my brother took the decision, tired of everything, because she wouldn’t let us go out.” (Sophia 
Robledo, 2018)cccli 

Later, when she was fourteen, Sophia was raped by one of the militias who claimed food at her 

grandma´s place. Following this, Sophia was banned from the house and sent to her aunt, 

wherefrom she left quickly after. 
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“They raped me when I was 14 and it was somebody from a gang. [My daughter] she is the 
daughter of a gang member. She was the product of that rape, and she knows it, because my 
grandmother knew, and she would tell us everything.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)ccclii 

Without protection from home she was on her own, and later on she started a relationship 

with another combo member, with whom she had her second child. Camila described her story 

similarly. She was sexually abused by her elder brother and received no help from her relatives. 

Consequently, she left home and moved into her boyfriend´s home, finding protection via the 

relationship and the combo. “I tell you, I found myself more protected with the fools of the 

neighbourhood than at home in my own place, because of my brother. So I was more looking 

for this affiliation than anything else” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)79 

“I had to go through that, and I had to go through something very difficult with my brother, 
because my brother also would touch me. Many times, I would tell, and he would get in trouble. 
When he left for the army I relaxed because he wasn’t around anymore.  [] It’s something very 
difficult to know that somebody from your own family is going to do something to you, and 
worse, something when you are young. And now suddenly when you’re older… I say, maybe my 
relief was growing up, so that so many things could no longer keep happening.” (Camila Calnaz, 
2018)cccliii 

Laura also was exposed to violence when she had to go out all day with her mother in the 

streets. In the relationship with the combo member she found a place to relax and recuperate 

from the harsh time in the centre. 

“Well, for me, to go there was a support, to not go to my house.  It wasn’t so much that I liked 
what I did, rather that I didn’t want to be at my house. So I looked for it in order to get out. 
When I started to know the money and the drugs, I liked that life more, until I fell into all that.” 
(Laura Calnaz, 2018)cccliv 

Alice and her mother had a good relationship until her mother got back together with her ex-

partner. She said since his return the family situation was characterised by daily violence, as he 

was a drug addict and extremely aggressive. He not only raped her but also tried to kill her 

mother when she tried to leave him. Alice called on the combo for help to intervene, a favour 

the combo was willing to fulfil. Backed by the combo Alice and her mother managed to expel 

the man out of the house and out the neighbourhood. 

“The person that I hate, who is a man that I despise… In that moment I thanked him a lot 
because it was him that saved my Mom’s life when her husband wanted to kill her. I thanked 
him a lot for that.  But I hate him because he wanted… He wanted me a lot. Even more he 
defended me a lot when my father in law tried to throw himself at my Mom. I called them and 
right then and there they arrived and they defended me and my Mom a lot.” (Alice Bello, 
2018)ccclv 

 
79 “Yo digo que al estar con personas así de horribles del barrio me siento más protegida que en mi propia casa con mi hermanito. Entonces de pronto 
buscaba más esa forma porque me gustaba ser más” (Camila Calnaz, 2018). 
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Although never exposed to concrete situations of violence, Nataly explained that, coming alone 

to San Javier in a time of daily disputes, she felt much safer having the combo around as 

companions. 

“What gets really serious is that it’s easier that they protect her because ‘If something happens 
to her maybe we will get beaten up’. On the other hand what she says, is that it’s like the little 
girl that gets [hurt] alone, ‘That girl doesn’t matter to us any more, if something happens to her 
nothing will happen to us’” (Nataly San Javier, 2018)ccclvi 

Joining a combo can mean finding protection from domestic or community-based violence. 

Whether combos intervene directly and punish the perpetrators depends on the case but, as a 

young woman, when asking for protection from domestic violence, the combos apparently do 

usually offer protection. 

8.3.1.1 Victimization by Combo Partners 

Once the girls are in the combo and form part of the group, protection can turn into violence. 

Violent victimisation can have various appearances and occurs in different contexts. However, 

the socialisation dynamic and the means to claim respect through power and domination 

involves almost all members to a certain extent in violent relationships. Internal violence occurs 

in intimate relationships, in terms of sexual violence, in the form of imposed orders from the 

duros, or as other punishments. Rachel and Sophia both reported violence in their partnerships 

in which they were helplessly exposed to the domination of the men. Although Rachel declared 

that she felt very protected by the combo, inside her intimate relationship she suffered 

mistreatment. She said “Sure, in a combo you feel very protected by them. Very!”80 Despite 

the domestic aggressions, she stayed for a long time with her partner until she found the 

courage to leave. 

“The father of my daughters started to mistreat me. He had always mistreated me, but he 
started to do it worse, now he was taking out pistols and shooting at me, now he was doing 
other things. He would hit me in the face, [] I got so fed up one day that the father of my children 
was hitting me, and I left. I took the decision for my daughters.  My eldest daughter told me, 
‘Mom, my dad is going to kill you’. I took the decision for them.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)ccclvii 

Sophia also reported different forms of domestic violence with one of her combo partners. She 

said she loved him much but sometimes he ‘freaked out’. She was not sure whether he would 

change but leaving him, she felt, was also not a solution as other combo boys could potentially 

be equally as violent. 

“I was with a person that, instead of helping me, sold me out, which was my partner.  He hit me 
a lot. He mistreated me a lot in front of my daughters, but I never wished him harm. He stole 

 
80 “Claro, uno se siente protegido por ellos. Muy protegido por ellos” (Rachel Popular, 2018). 



345 
 

the charger for my bracelet [an electronic tag bracelet received after leaving prison to ensure 
she stays in the house] to get me in trouble and do me harm.” (Sophia, Robledo, 2018)ccclviii 

Andrea, who worked in the centre as prostitute, reported systematic violence, especially 

against new recruits. Sexual violence also was not seldom in her business. Many clients, but 

also many combo members abused the girls who worked as prostitutes. Most of the violence 

she suffered from, was exercised by her own ´partner´. 

“The new ones that arrived to us were exposed to stabbings. You have to be with them in bad 
times, you have to be the woman of one of those people without caring for them. So it was a 
very difficult experience.  Apart from that, in my case one of those guys almost killed me. I 
always have to be in ‘the game’ because today they are going to kill me, so it is the fear that 
you have that keeps you on the alert.” (Andrea Candelaria, 2018)ccclix 

When asked about her relationship to this combo man, she explained that she was essentially 

forced to be with him as his sex slave. She could not expect any help from the other combo 

members .                                                                                                                              

“The truth, is you have to go with the guy who has more power. For example, he arrived and he 
would tell the one that he wanted, ‘You are my woman’, and by obligation she would have to 
live with this person, put up with him and his mistreatment and everything, all kinds of abuse 
that you can imagine. And one by obligation had to be the partner of that person, until another 
person arrived that was greater in power, more aggressive.” (Andrea Candelaria, 2018)ccclx 

Sara shared stories from her female companions in the time with the ODIN la Terraza. She said 

that she was lucky it never happened to her, but she witnessed others who were abused or 

disappeared. 

“I always had the gift of other women seeing me as a support. Little girls and women would sit 
and talk to me without me having asked.  I know many stories. Sadly, many of those girls are no 
longer here. Many of those girls kept going with the drugs, were murdered by their partner, 
committed suicide or the combo ordered them to be killed, they became part of the femicide in 
Medellin.” (Sarah Belen, 2018)ccclxi 

Combos as social groups in which patriarchal structures dominate, can present places of severe 

sexual exploitation, as the girls confirmed. Be it in term of intimate partner violence, sexual 

abuse, or other forms of violence, combos use violence strategically as a means of social 

domination, either inside or outside the group. 

8.3.1.2 Internal Means of Disciplining and Female Violence 

The violent character of combos, however, also becomes visible beyond gender-based 

violence. As an instrument of internal discipline or establishing hierarchy and order, violence is 

intensively exercised between the members of the same combo. Mary explained that “Where 

drug business is there are always fights. Put simply, if you do not serve any more you stop to 
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exist. Many died.” (Mary Envigado, 2018).81 Internal rivalry often leads to assassination of the 

leading persons in order that one may move up and replace another one. 

“If you want to go up in rank [] even to the top if you want, you kill a ‘duro’ to be able to take 
his place. It’s like everything. Everybody has to kill somebody to be able to go up in rank or to 
win the respect of others. So everybody begins to respect this newcomer, and he is the new 
boss.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccclxii 

Although such succession disputes touch less the living realities of the female members if they 

do not lead or seek to lead, they are nevertheless endangered by internal rivalries. Veila said 

that her position brought her more than once into mortal danger. Sarcastically she commented 

“I came, I saw, I conquered and observed how my own friends came to kill me because it was 

an order by the patron” (Veila Floresta, 2018).82 Orders by the duros, are the biggest danger, as 

one never knows from which calculation the duros will ship somebody off to their death. Even 

between friends it can happen that one has to kill the other, as it was ordered from above. 

“I say to him, those are friendships. Only friendships. So I went getting to know people and 
having friendships. So when you are with them, everything is good. But when they give you an 
order it’s something you have to fulfil, and no questions asked.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccclxiii 

Alice outlined that, despite being friends, people you spend your time with, share stories and 

experiences, food and place to sleep with, when somebody above wants to get rid of the other, 

you cannot refuse this order. Sara revealed how she was involved in such orders and had no 

chance to refuse, as it would have cost her life. 

“Our boss arrived without warning, he called us to the room, took out a wire and tied up the 
feet and hands of a kid that stole the ‘Bomba’ (drugs). He looked at me, passed me a barbed 
wire and told me that if I didn’t whip the kid with this wire, he would whip me with it. I had to 
do it. It was the first time that I had threatened somebody´s life with my own hands.” (Sara 
Belen, 2018)ccclxiv 

In order to protect herself, she whipped her fellow almost to death in front of all her friends. 

Two days later he died. Sara said that this was the punishment for stealing a little marijuana. 

Combos, as very paranoid groups, rely on heavy countermeasures when they fear betrayal. 

Disloyalty in business concerns often causes extreme reactions. Even even the mere suspicion 

of disclosure can be very serious and dangerous. Rachel reported an experience she had when 

she carried selling drugs in prison after leaving her ex-partner and his combo for another man. 

As reaction she was sold to the police. 

“They realised that I had gone with another person, and they took charge of telling the police 
what I had been doing, and also his family. This angered me because I had already left him. This 

 
81 “En lo que es las drogas no hay peleas. Simplemente, ya no me sirves, dejas de existir, ya” (Mary Envigado, 2018). 

82 “Conocí, hice, deshice, y ví que hasta mis mismos amigos mataban a los mismos amigos porque el patrón dijo” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 
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combo, they are the ones that get you into it all, and they are also the ones that take charge of 
messing up your life as well.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)ccclxv 

She paid two years in prison for this perceived disrespect. Veila similarly earned a little money 

beside her jobs, stole motorbikes in another neighbourhood and laundered a little of the 

extortion money. The duro reacted drastically and sent her best friend to teach her a lesson. 

Luckily she survived the assault. 

“I had my time that I ‘got hot’ (put myself in danger of getting caught) a lot because I would 
steal many motorcycles, so I ‘got hot’ with my people. But, yeah, around 25 people, and in the 
end everybody was looking for me to kill me.  I never stole anything from the neighbourhood 
but I ‘got really hot’ with my people, and my best friend arrived for me, who is now dead, and 
he told me: ‘They sent you a message’. So he took out his pistol, and I told him, ‘They killed me’. 
So they sent him to say that it was a bullet in the head or he must stand on my head. I had to 
put down my head so that he could jump on me. I ended up unconscious after all that. He jumped 
on me [] because I risked a lot. I risked a lot and also lost a lot, having ended up the way they 
left me. They left me in a bad way, my face was badly disfigured.” (Veila Floresta, 2018)ccclxvi 

Camila explained that combos react heavily when they fear that knowledge has been shared. 

Spies sometimes end up as embolsados but it rarely happens to girls. 

“More than anything is that people hear things that they shouldn’t have heard. [] You can’t say 
that you know, because they leave everybody chopped up. One doesn’t know if that person… 
Often they will leave a girl free of punishment, it’s difficult [to see] that they decide to kill a girl, 
normally they are guys.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)ccclxvii 

On the other hand, combos have no problem selling their members to the police when they 

know that a certain situation requires the sacrifice of a ‘pawn’. “For example, [they know] in 

the next days there will be a police raid, so who bites the dust? The new one. Ah come on and 

just give it to him, let him suffer. So they go and do it.” (Michele Itagui, 2018).83 Irrespective of 

whether the punishment targets the right person, the combo must demonstrate action as a 

reaction otherwise internal structure and discipline would erode, and so too the inner logic, 

the girls explained. The violent dynamics affect the girls, not only as possible victims but also 

as perpetrators of violence. Being part of a group that reacts to and communicates by means 

of violent interaction, girls also apply violence both inside and outside the combo. Laura and 

Camila explained that, for a girl who wants to be respected, she can also challenge one of the 

other female members to prove her toughness: 

L: “They give you the opportunity to do things that other girls can’t. [] For example, like giving 
the green light that you can ‘cascar’, that you can get into fights or hit others. Many things that 

 
83 “Y por ejemplo, manana hay un allanamiento, quien chupa? El nuevo. Ah no vaya y dé la orden, vaya duele duro´y ya. Lo cogen y le dan” (Michele 
Itagui, 2018). 
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are better. Since there are other girls that can’t because if they get into fights they charge them 
a fine. Around here it’s like that.” 

C: “Or the women are the ones getting hit by them.” (Laura y Camila, Calnaz, 2018)ccclxviii 

Camila elaborated that this violent engagement derives from a mixture of the socialisation, as 

one sees the exercise of violence all the time, coinciding with the structural opportunities 

provided by the combo. Ultimately, one feels being backed and strong and enjoys the external 

intimidating effect on the others. 

“Yes, it’s just that one feels like… ‘Ah, let’s go and do it then man!’. It’s making yourself hard, 
courageous, the one who can do it, the one who can intimidate any other person. That I did it 
and now I’m no longer a newbie.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)ccclxix 

Normally, explained Alice, female members do not directly engage in violence, but they are 

equally able to do so if they have the appropriate personality. This refers to acts of violent 

ambushing but also sicariato jobs. 

“For example, if the woman is going to kill a man and ambush a man, the woman can dress sexy, 
seduce him and that’s it, just with that she does the ambush. Just like sometimes a man, to go 
kill a woman, he makes an ambush and that’s it he’s got her, there he leaves her. I’ve seen a lot 
of that too. That’s normal. Gender doesn’t exist there. It’s like in the guerrilla. There gender does 
not exist when you go to kill people.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccclxx 

Michele explained that violent behaviour is applied to receive respect and also to protect the 

group. In the position she had in the combo while her husband was still alive, she had the 

power to punish others without consequences as she was protected by the group. Nobody 

dared to challenge her. 

“For example, take my husband, the one they killed, he was of highest rank, because he was the 
one who ordered around everybody in the ‘barrio’ (neighbourhood), so yes.  For example: ‘Ay, 
it’s just that she is the woman of that ́ fulanito´ (nasty guy)’, so nobody would try to mess around 
with that girl at all. Some thought like that, because I would grab some girls by the hair and toss 
them around and they could never stand up against me, as they say. [] That I would go and tell 
her: ‘Look, you hit my daughter’, and I was going to ‘cacheteaba’ (slap her around) and I would 
treat her badly, yes.  And sometimes she, would see what I would pull out, and she would have 
to stay quiet, because if not then the entire combo would pounce on top of her. You understand 
me? Yes, sometimes it was like that.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccclxxi 

The girls told me about personal experiences in which they themselves exercised violence, 

either to claim respect or to protect. Others shared their experiences of moments in which 

they witnessed violence by other fellows. The level of violence varied from aggressive linguistic 

and body language to severe physical violence. 
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8.3.2. Outside Threats, Frontiers and Violent Protection 

Through their membership, girls and women are exposed to external violence and safety 

threats from other groups but also profit from the combo´s role in community based violent 

protection. While women would often rather not participate in direct confrontations at the 

frontline, combo disputes nonetheless affect females at the ´fronteras invisibles´. Regardless 

of whether they participate directly in violent action or not, the rules and the danger of violent 

protection also applies to them. Consequently, inside their own territories they often benefit 

from protection while they are simultaneously in danger. Their membership and assignments 

received expose them to becoming a target in territory conflicts, drug plazas or extortion 

routes. The narratives show that girls and women infrequently directly participate in armed 

disputes. Instead the danger results from their affiliation as such. Especially in the dynamics in 

retaliation, girls become targets when another combo seeks to harm one of the males, above 

all their boyfriends. 

“Because of two things: Because of the state, because I looked at what happened to us, ending 
up in jail.  And the second thing, because of the other combos…  Because they knew, because 
they already realize that you’re a woman of the ‘duro’.  There’s a lot of risk that they kill you, 
because you’re the girlfriend of a ‘baboso pillo’.” (baboso = bobo/stupid, pillo = killer) (Laura 
Calnaz, 2018) ccclxxii 

Laura and Camila reported experiences when they where pursued by other combos in order to 

send a message to their boyfriends. In times of ceasefire, it is not common for other combos 

to directly kill women, but the girlfriends of the duros can be easy targets. 

“But sometimes, just being the woman of one of those men, ‘chupa uno’ (sucks you in) because 
the enemies get rid of you, get rid of you because they can’t find the more important people to 
kill.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018)84 

Mary commented that the girls in her combo always knew about the fights and the high level 

of victimisation inherent in the confrontations. But she said that it was not common to involve 

girls in those disputes. 

“We knew about those deaths, we knew of those things, but we made us believe not be involved 
in this. Why? Because we were the pretty faces, the face that they presented to the public, the 
pretty girls that hang out with the ones that supported us for one thing or the other so far [] I 
mean, yes we noticed many things (that were happening). In the moment, yes we were aware 
of many things, as much as my friends that spent time with me in that time but, fortunately, we 
never had to participate directly in violence.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)ccclxxiii 

 
84 “Pero a veces, por uno ser la mujer de uno de esos hombres, ‘chupa’ uno porque los enemigos se desquitan con uno, por desquitarse con ellos 
porque no los hallan” (Camila Calnaz, 2018). 
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Michele explained that a more direct involvement in combo territory disputes involved the 

logistic proliferation of weapons and providing vigilance services but not to confrontation as 

such. 

“For example, the men are the ones that go to kill. We the women, do nothing more than carry 
a gun or go to ‘campanear’, as they say, or keep ‘centinela’, or go to watch over the 
neighbourhood. But us go in to shoot, no.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)85 

Sara´s experiences deviated somewhat from the others, as she was sent to accompany 

assassinations, spotting the scene, carrying the guns and cleaning up afterwards. 

“The killers, the hired assassins for this, went far ahead of us and they were prepared for 
anything. They knew that it was a mission to kill six people, and they had no idea how they 
would react. That is to say, they knew that they would be walking into a gunfight, that they were 
going in for a stand-off, flesh against flesh, a stand-off head on.” (Sara Belen, 2018)ccclxxiv 

In their statements the girls told of their experiences of combo disputes and how they were 

affected personally, but none of them was actively sent to participate in the serious fights. 

Instead their exposure to violence in this context was indirect, as they had to witness violence 

and cope with threats, but were not forced to prove their dedication via assassinations. 

Another safety consequence that membership carries relates to the many invisible frontiers in 

the city, that imply certain danger through mere mobility inside the city. Crossing borders is 

also dangerous for female members. Laura outlined that, although combo members almost 

exclusively remain inside their own territories, they have considerable knowledge of the 

situations in their neighbouring areas. 

“What the invisible borders mean is that when they see you, they have the opportunity to kill 
you. Because of the invisible borders, in spite of nobody being there, they realise everything from 
above.” (Laura, Calnaz, 2018)86 

Veila said that, living in a neighbourhood of San Javier, everyone knows the territorial borders 

regardless of whether they are a member or not. At the borders the most severe violent acts 

take place, and these are the most troubled areas. For a combo member, not respecting the 

frontiers can be life threatening. 

 
85 “Por ejemplo, los hombres son los que van y matan. Nosotras las mujeres, nada más portar el arma o ir a campanear, como se dice, o guardar 
centinela, o ponerle vigilancia al barrio; pero nosotros ir a disparar, no” (Michele Itagui, 2018). 

86 “Lo que son en las fronteras invisibles, cuando ya lo ven a uno, tienen la oportunidad de matarlo. Porque en las fronteras invisibles, a pesar de que 
no haya nadie allá, se dan cuenta de todo lo de arriba” (Laura Calnaz, 2018) 
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“Maybe because you could be bringing over a bit of gossip from the neighbouring ‘barrio’ 
(neighbourhood). We know that the 13 has its invisible borders, and that if you pass one 
centimetre to the other side, then over there they can kill you.” (Veila Floresta, 2018)87 

Sophia reported that having lived and participated in two different combos in two different 

neighbourhoods, combined with the fact that she is the sister of a former duro, heavily restricts 

her mobility. Border crossing when she has to enter a certain area requires considerable 

planning and travelling on public transport has almost become impossible for her. 

“Of course, I couldn’t go down in any way because they are invisible borders.  So if I am going 
to go in over here I’ve got to let down my hair, I have to do something to myself. If a ‘colectivo’ 
is going to bring me down, then the ‘colectivo’ is going to end up paying for it. I was better off 
going down in taxi because of the risks I was running with. Of course, there are so many invisible 
borders, and in this moment, because I’m his sister, I can’t be in so many places, even if I haven’t 
done any harm to anybody. For that simple reason I can’t be in many places, I can’t step into 
many neighbourhoods.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)ccclxxv 

Consequently, the mobility of the women, including where they can cross and where not, is 

determined by combo territories. Going to the wrong neighbourhood or taking public transport 

that passes through areas they are not permitted to enter, can be very dangerous. 

8.3.2.1 Contributing to Combo Security in the Barrio 

A calculable safety situation has the girls trapped inside their own territory, where their own 

combo provides security. Speaking with them about territorial protection and the role of the 

combo in the security provision inside the neighbourhood, Rachel said “Ah yeah, this is done 

by the combos, by themselves. The state has nothing to do with it. The ones put in charge are 

the combos.” (Rachel Popular, 2018).88 Alice equally underlined that it is the combo, rather 

than the police providing order in the community. For community members, it provides a form 

of order and security, as it acts quickly and is on the ground when something is happening. 

“Sometimes the police don’t do very much, so the community comes and says: ‘They are fighting 
over there, we are going to call on the boys from the ´barrio´’.  So somebody arrives, in this case 
the one from the combo, a man, and he says: ‘Hey, what’s going on around here then?’ and 
then, ‘the boys from the ´barrio´, are already here and they’re armed’. And to those guys we 
can’t say anything, we can’t touch them.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccclxxvi 

Michele gave an example how she and her combo provided private security in her 

neighbourhood and how she perceived the relationship to the community. 

“I think it’s easier for the people than for them. [] An example: if that guy robbed or raped, they 
will go over and kill him. [] I don’t know when it was, three months ago, four months ago that 

 
87 “Sí, quizás porque este puede estar llevando un chisme al barrio del lado; sabemos que la 13 tiene sus fronteras invisibles, que si pasas de acá al 
centímetro de allá ya estás en el otro lado, entonces allá si te pueden matar” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 

88 “Ah, no. Esos son los combos, ellos mismos. El estado no tiene nada que ver. Ellos mismos se encargan de sus combos” (Rachel Popular, 2018). 
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there was a rape and they never handed him over to the police. We gave it to him right away at 
‘el morro del Quitasol’ and there the issue was put to rest.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccclxxvii 

Instead of collaborating with the police, the community relies on the combo. She asserted that 

the group knows about the trust the community has in its function of order provision. The 

group itself has considerable interest in security inside its territories 

“It’s true, over there security always starts from nine at night until six in the morning, and then 
they hand over their position, and the others carry on in their place. [] I mean it’s like that, the 
problems, that guy over there that hit his wife, so one goes around and talks. There they say: 
‘Come on, don’t hit your woman, we don’t want any scandals, this is a neighbourhood where 
there aren’t any problems, we don’t want anybody calling the police’ and whatever else they 
want to say like that. And if the guy hits her again, then it’s time for him to get a little ‘roughed 
up’ too.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccclxxviii 

To fulfil this responsibility, the combo installs different persons who work in shifts to provide 

availability around the clock. Day and night they have members ready to react and intervene. 

Their responsibility encompasses territorial security as well as responsibilities when someone 

in the community calls for help for a problem between residents. Finally, in contrast to the 

many threats they need to be aware of outside their territory, the girls form part of a private 

security unit inside their area where their own combo defines security and threats, acting 

either on external demand or self-proclaimed entitlement. 

8.3.3. Persecution and Prison do not Know Gender 

When membership ends it is often caused by to incarceration, displacement or death. The 

discussions about daily risks concerned law enforcement, but also combo-related dangers in 

the process of exiting, and pointed to police raids, imprisonment and long-term danger 

through ´fronteras´ and displacement. An inherent part of criminal life in a combo is the 

complex relationship to law enforcement agencies and the police. Although all women spoke 

about the high-level corruption and a certain level of collaboration between the combo and 

some officers, combo life was characterised by continuous caution not to be caught and 

incarcerated. Rachel opined that girls tend to be less persecuted by the police and their 

appearance still protects them somewhat, when compared with men. However, the combos 

make use of this and conduct many of their crimes in the company of women as they calculate 

that the presence of a woman decreases the risk of being searched. 

“I think that they are a little safer than the men.  Because women don’t look for it as much. Even 
though yes, they do look for it, but men are the ones who are more in it, and the police are going 
to catch them. The police do this and that, so women are a little shyer. And even more, when 
you’re walking around with them, they like to walk around with a woman, because a woman is 
less likely to be searched, but with men, the police are likely to stop and search them.” (Rachel 
Popular, 2018)ccclxxix 
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Nevertheless, membership implies a state of permanent alert and times on the run for both 

men and women depending on their involvement in crime. However, Rachel said that that 

compared with her husband, she never had the same risk and insecurity he had, at least until 

she separated from him. 

“He lived in a world in which he had to always be running from the cops, ‘I’m outta here, I gotta 
go to this or that… I’ve got to go away for a few days, and whatever else. Going out to fill up the 
plaza, he had to go hand out (drugs).” (Rachel Popular, 2018)89 

In a criminal life involved in drug traffic in a city that is burdened by violence, one never knows 

when one will be captured. Be it by the other combo, or at best the police, one has to expect 

being captured every day when leaving the house. 

“You didn’t know. The day I would go out to do whatever thing and they didn’t know if I arrived 
or if I ended up in jail or, sadly I’ve got to say, if it ended up in death. Because somebody in this 
circle is risking exactly that.” (Mary Envigado, 2018)90 

Alice described how house searches regularly formed part of her combo life. She emphasised 

that, what affected her most was not the searches as such, but the police brutality against her 

and her family. 

“There were so many things found in the house where I lived.  So many.  They were times that, 
at three or four in the morning they would arrive and knock down your front door. Many times 
they woke you up with a loaded gun pointed at your face, aiming at you.” (Alice Bello, 2018)91 

The girls´ stories point to less risky life circumstances than the boys, due to the lower level of 

violence they perpetrate, but also due to a less suspicious appearance that decreases their 

persecution by the police. Nonetheless, as criminals, spending the majority of their time in 

criminal surroundings, combo women equally clash with the police. 

8.3.3.1 This is How it Ends - Captured or Displaced 

As almost all women interviewed had spent time in prison, the moments and circumstances of 

their capture was discussed. Some women were captured by the police during an ongoing 

operation or even through betrayal by their own combo. Alice was captured while she was 

hiding weapons from the police when they were informed of an upcoming search. She was on 

 
89 “El vivía en un mundo en qué tenía que estarle corriendo a la justicia, a la policía, " que me voy, que esto y que lo otro... Me tengo que ir por unos 
días, qué tal cosa". Qué repartiendo para surtir las plazas, tenía que repartir” (Rachel Popular, 2018). 

90 “No se sabía el día que yo iba a salir a hacer cualquier cosa y no sabían si llegaba o si terminaba en una cárcel o, tristemente hay que decirlo, si 
terminaba muerta: Porque uno, en ese círculo se arriesga uno a eso” (Mary Envigado, 2018). 

91 “Hubo muchos allanamientos en la casa en que viví. Demasiados allanamientos. Son cosas que a las 3 o 4 de la mañana llegan y te tumban la 
puerta; muchas veces y lo levantan a usted con un arma cargada en la cara, apuntándole” (Alice Bello, 2018). 
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her way to the safehouse. The police held her in custody for three months until she returned 

home. As she was only eleven years she was never incarcerated. 

“I stayed there, so I was with the other ‘tombo’ (policeman) and he wouldn’t let me go. So, in 
that moment he was going to pull up my shirt and I didn’t want him to. ‘Pull up your shirt!’ But 
that was because an old lady ‘sapió’ (informed) [] I spent three months locked up and my family 
and mother didn’t even hear anything about me, and I told them that I never knew where I 
was.” (Alice Bello, 2018)ccclxxx 

Camila and Laura ended up in prison as one of their ambushing missions went wrong and they 

were filmed during the robbery. On this day they stole their victim’s car and were found via its 

GPS track. Both spent two and a half years in La Pedregal. 

“Yes, we knew many things. We ended up there because a camera recorded us, but we were 
caught with some people and the idea was that we would tell [the police] which were the other 
people and where they could find them. You see then that’s why our family had to come [to 
support us in prison since collaborating with the police is not an option].” (Camila Calnaz, 
2018)ccclxxxi 

Rachel and Michele got both caught on their way smuggling drugs into Prison. In the case of 

Rachel her capture was facilitated by betrayal, from her ex-partner and his combo. She was 

sentenced to five and a half years but, as she had two children, after a while her penalty was 

commuted to serving under domiciliary arrest. 

“One day I arrived to work at Bella Vista, the jail here in Medellin, and the officer told me, ‘Please 
give me your identification, because you’re coming here with drugs’. And I said ‘Why are you so 
sure that I …?’ ‘Yes, we were already informed that you’re coming with drugs’. But I was 
confident that I would get off with only house arrest, because I had my daughters. I had no 
criminal record, it’s the first time, I’m getting off on house arrest! But no, this is God’s 
punishment… They gave me five and a half years.” (Rachel Popular, 2018)ccclxxxii 

Surprisingly, after her capture she was supported financially and logistically by her combo, 

providing help for a while during her time in prison. She said “Yeah sure, I felt supported, sure. 

Even more, the day I got captured, they sent a lawyer, they sent money and everything.” (Rachel 

Popular, 2018)92. Michele, in contrast felt that she was left behind when she was caught and 

sent to prison. She said that, despite the money they sent, she realised that real friendship 

does not exist in a combo. 

“They leave them all alone, like they did to me. You end up in jail, and there are few people that 
go and visit. There is where you realize who is with you in the good and the bad.  Ah, yes, they 
send a percentage.  But they practically forgot me this year that I was there.  No that’s a lie.  
The first time they sent me 200,000 pesos. The first time.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccclxxxiii 

 
92 “Si, claro. Yo me sentía como respaldada, claro. Es más, el día que yo fui capturada, me mandaron abogado, me mandaron plata, me mandaron 
de todo” (Rachel Popular, 2018). 
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The experiences of these women all point to the limits of solidarity inside combos. Once a 

member is caught by law enforcement, loyalty is very limited and the ties can abruptly break. 

Another safety consequence of membership, at the end of belonging, is forced displacement. 

Many of the women stated that leaving the combo basically means leaving the barrio. Exiting 

the group is often considered a betrayal, which is not tolerated. However, the reasons for 

displacement can be different and do not always derive from the members own behaviour, but 

sometimes from a hostile takeover. Rachel explained that leaving her partner was only possible 

by leaving the neighbourhood and fleeing to other areas in Medellín. She was on the run a 

considerable length of time, until she finally ended up in prison. 

“We went to go live far away. It was unfortunate, because then the father of my daughters, 
since he was in a combo, started to look for me all over Medellin. This started horribly, with me 
hiding from house to house. From house to house hiding, and then to hear he had found us 
again, and to have to go somewhere else…” (Rachel Popular, 2018)ccclxxxiv 

But also during or after incarcerations, former members and their families can become 

displaced. Laura mentioned that while she was in prison, the duro displaced her family in order 

to send her a message in prison, to not reveal secrets. Although she personally came back to 

the place she lived before, as she didn’t reveal anything whilst in prison but accepted the entire 

penalty, her family never returned. 

“The boss ordered the other boys [to do a job], the same boys that were hanging around with. 
My brother, as far as I know, was never in danger. But my mother was. They displaced my entire 
family. [] Because of me being her daughter, they had to leave the neighbourhood. They also 
left. I mean, everybody had to go, of course. [] they made the whole family go. In this moment 
they live in another ‘barrio’.” (Laura Calnaz, 2018)ccclxxxv 

Displacement thus also happens when the girls lose their contact persons through an 

assassination or capture, and others take control and do not tolerate the presence of former 

loyalties. Sophia and Michele were both displaced in the process of a power replacement. 

Sophia explained that after her brother was overthrown she tried to return, but the new ruler 

sent his members to kill her. 

“They were like five men that took all this ´barrio´ known as the ´comuna 13´. They started to 
control many neighbourhoods, until a worker of him came and shot him 9 times. But before him 
leaving I left. When he already had left, I came to the neighbourhood and they were going to 
kill me because I was with my brother.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)ccclxxxvi 

Equally, this also happened to Michele when her husband was killed in a territory dispute. The 

new combo began a ‘social cleansing’ and she had to escape with her children. In another 

barrio she started over again. 
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“At that time they killed the father of my daughter, the oldest. They killed him in ‘El Picacho’. 
When they had killed him, they somehow killed me too because I had to keep on going still in 
order to raise my girls. Because I have a girl that’s twenty-six and one that is eighteen. So that’s 
it, it would be the same things, but no, the question economically stayed the same, because 
when they killed him I had to leave the house, the combo entered, they were doing a clean-up. 
So I had to leave the neighbourhood (El picacho), I arrived in Bello, and that’s it. I started over 
again.” (Michele Itagui, 2018)ccclxxxvii 

Even after periods in prison and long after membership, the women revealed that they are still 

not safe in many neighbourhoods or at the invisible borders. Ultimately the rules of the barrios 

still apply to the former members and disrespecting them is an offence to the current ruling 

combos. 

“No. Even like that you can’t move at the borders, because this is respect. Even if you’re the 
girlfriend… that is to say, my boyfriend is from this side over here, from ’Colinas’ over here. So I 
have my boyfriend here, but there is a border and over there are other bosses, and if I cross the 
street and I go over there, I can be the girlfriend of whoever. For that reason, they will kill me 
with even more pleasure, because of being the girlfriend of the enemy on this side.” (Camila 
Calnaz, 2018)ccclxxxviii 

Camila explained that the fact that she has been the girlfriend of a combo member in her 

neighbourhood and her current partner is also a former member, will continue to stigmatise 

her for a while. The case of Sophia demonstrates how long and to what extent stigmatisation 

of former members can last. She explained that not even her two children can return to the 

neighbourhoods she has been expelled from, as the expulsion often applies to the entire family 

including the next generation. 

“Of course. If there are invisible borders my daughters can’t pass over there, and just for being 
my daughter, that is a reason they will have [to kill]. It doesn’t matter, they’ll give a bullet to 
whoever. Just to do harm to somebody or their family. Yes, this doesn’t matter, not even if they’re 
kids. Nothing matters, if she drops dead, she drops dead.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018)ccclxxxix 

Veila said that in Medellín these rules have existed for an extremely long time and will continue 

to exist in the future. The law of the ´fronteras invisibles´ is one of the prevalent ones that 

determines the lives of all people that have started a life in the mundo bajo of the city. “After I 

left that place, very silently in that sense. I don’t like it, not at all. And obviously, Medellin is 

Medellin, and I live in one place in this moment where they kill just to kill, just like that for 

pleasure” (Veila Floresta, 2018)93. Alice agreed with this in her statement. Being submerged in 

combo landscapes you feel the consequences irrespective of what you do, or where you go. 

Gender does not matter. Violence affects everyone. 

 
93 “Después de que salí de ese lugar, no, muy cohibida en ese sentido. No me gusta, nada que ver. Y obvio, Medellín es Medellín, y yo vivo en un lugar 
en este momento donde matan por matar, así por gusto. Vamos a ver qué pasa” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 
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“So in the end, after you have a trajectory like that in a neighbourhood, you are a person that 
feels. So as a person that has a heartbeat, that feels, gender is not important.  Men and women 
equally put themselves in danger in that place, because in this world of violence that was 
created, this is what comes with violence, be it man or woman, this has no gender.  We all go 
out.” (Alice Bello, 2018)cccxc 

These women´s narratives show the long-lasting safety and security consequences of their 

affiliation to the combo. All of those who testified the effects of violence and crime, had been 

fully engaged in combo life and participated in the activities of the group for a significant period 

of time in their lives. The other women, who had a mere ‘business’ relationship or simply loose 

ties to the group did not report any violent consequences in terms of their social mobility. 

8.3.4. Evaluating Perpetration and Victimisation away the Frontline 

Combo membership is intimately linked to violent interaction, victimisation and perpetration 

dynamics. Many of the women involved were exposed to violence before joining the combo. 

In the context of domestic violence, combos present a form of protection in which girls find a 

means to escape or even a place to stay in order not to back to their homes. However, inside 

the combo girls can equally being exposed to sexual or domestic violence. Not all women 

reported these kinds of intimate violence. Sexual abuse was especially targeted at the girls 

working as prostitutes in la Candelaria, where combos control the cities´ sex labour hotspots. 

Two of the women who were in intimate relationships with combo members spoke of 

domestic violence from their partners. Other women, who maintained partnerships with male 

members, negated questions of intimate violence and declared that their relations might be 

troublesome, but they were not burdened by violence from their partners. However, violence 

inside the combo is not limited to partnerships, it is also used as an instrument to maintain 

order and discipline amongst the members. The women interviewed were also affected by this 

general violent socialisation and reported various experiences of punishment, especially those 

who were independent members. 

On the subject of female violence, they all pointed to a widespread socialisation, ranging from 

acting ‘aggressively’ up to enacting significant physical violence, sometimes as a means to 

claim respect, and in some moments to defend themselves. Solidarity in between combo girls 

is seldom, and in some circumstances even dangerous, because it can be interpreted as 

weakness or provide a point of corrosion for attack by rivals. 

Outside the combo, women are generally not directly included in disputes, but contribute to 

the dynamics by providing logistic and intelligence support. At the same time, being a member 

carries the risk of becoming a target of violence by opposing combos and being attacked, 

especially in the context of retaliation. Given the inherent territorial component of combo 
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membership, the ´fronteras invisibles´ apply to women and men to the same extent. Like their 

male counterparts, women cannot risk crossing the border between territories without 

provoking a harsh reaction from the other group. Most of the women´s memberships ended 

either in prison, displacement or both. Through their engagement in drug traffic, extortion or 

robbery, many of them were captured and spent a time in prison where they re-evaluated 

their relationships to the combo, as they felt left behind and abandoned. Displacement is often 

a consequence when female members leave the group from a position in which they had 

considerable knowledge of internal operations or were in possession of sensitive information. 

Even in the long term, membership leaves its traces on former female members. Due to the 

rules of fronteras and retaliation they often remain restricted in their mobility and exposed to 

safety threats by their former or a formerly opposing combo.  

 

8.4.  Conclusion - Diversity and Nuances of Female Gang Membership 

Via the narrative insights from women’s myriad experiences with the combos, female gang 

membership has been revealed to be a complex and highly diverse phenomenon. Almost all 

the interviewed women come from precarious neighbourhoods that are characterised by 

multiple deprivation structures, which the women had to tackle during their early years. Whilst 

they were often raised in families from difficult socio-economic backgrounds and faced 

precarious income situations, the disruption of intimate family structures to which the girls 

were exposed, appears to be even more problematic. Due to unstable familial relationships, 

burdened by violent interactions and abusive family relations, the girls left their homes very 

young and ended up in the streets of Medellín, where combos impose a form of order and 

control every means of income. 

Beside the general context, which intensively reflects aspects of deprivation structures that 

relate to fragile statehood and coercive urban order in communities, all the narratives reveal 

the power of combos as alternative governance actors. Without any exception, the women all 

referred to the immense power the combos have in provision of societal order in Medellín. 

According to the narrations, combos control the illegal markets and thereby all income 

generation in the informal sectors. They further impose a coercive order which not only affects 

the members themselves, but also regulates daily cohabitation in the communities. 

Ultimately, the combos are protection groups, but at the same time they represent the greatest 

security threat. In order to secure their business and maintain order, combos impose harsh 

rules and establish norms of coercive and distrustful social interrelations intensively marked by 

ideas of heightened masculinity. Equally for male and female members, acting ‘toughly’ is 
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crucial for the acquisition of respect and acceptance by other members. Simultaneously, 

respect also relates to sexual relations. For male members, sexual relationships are important 

in proving masculinity, which is often reflected in manifold affairs and polygamous relations 

that support their image of masculinity. Concerning female membership, however, 

participating in varied and ‘loose‘ sexual relations receives an assignment of promiscuity and 

devalues women in their internal status. When having an internal sexual relationship to a male 

member, only loyal women are treated seriously and receive respect. Therefore, in order to 

gain respect inside the combos, women either overtake the role of a loyal woman who backs a 

male member, or the role of an independent member that must adopt masculine behaviour to 

cope with the social dynamics but loses the perception of femininity. 

Ultimately, the women perceived an affiliation to the combo as a strategic opportunity not only 

to earn money but also to form part of a social structure that provided respect. Typical business 

options for the girls encompassed prostitution, drug selling, storing and transporting as well as 

vigilance services, decoy jobs or even robbery and sicariato jobs. Which roles girls assumed in 

the business structure also depended on their internal social relations to the male members. 

In between distant relations, loose social ties, sexual affairs, substantial intimate partnerships 

or even independent friendship-based relations, women had versatile social interactions with 

the combos. However, irrespective of which roles they assumed, the performance of femininity 

defined their internal relationship to the male members and thus, determined the internal 

status women were able to acquire. Consequently, women´s positioning in the patriarchal 

structures of combos can be seen as depending on their adaptability to internal norms and 

values that are imposed by the masculine structures. 

However, whether women feel a form of belonging and therefore, describe themselves as 

combo members deviates from case to case and appears to depend more on an auto-

identification with the lifestyle than their involvement in business activities. The more the girls 

shifted the centre of their lives to the combo, the more they internalised the combo-based 

socialisation processes and an adopted a combo-like social performance. Fundamentally, the 

more intensive their social belonging the ‘ruder’ and more aggressive their behaviour became. 

Tough performances resulted not only from a social learning effect but can also be understood 

as a strategy to acquire respect inside the combo and as a means to move up in the internal 

hierarchy of the combo. 

Although many of the women initially joined the combo to find protection from the violent 

surroundings they were exposed to either at home or on the streets, violence also became a 

firm component of their membership. Not only the internal combo dynamics are characterised 
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by violent means of interaction, but also the external relations, and it follows that experiences 

and relationships, for all individual members, are severely shaped by violence. Inside the 

combo, some women experienced intimate partner violence, while others instead described 

violent enactments in the context of internal hierarchical discipline or rivalry. Violent 

engagement deriving from the coercive social structures was further reflected external 

relationships to the community and toward other combos. Women shared stories of internal 

aggression as a means of enforcement of business interests, but also in exercising domination 

in order to clarify internal status differences. 

In contrast to internal aggression, women explained that they were not involved in external 

violence to the same extent as their male counterparts. In contrast, they almost all emphasised 

a general protection by their male counterparts from which they benefited. However, due to 

the barrio dynamics and competitive business interests inherent in combo life, which become 

most visible at the fronteras invisibles, the women necessarily became affected by external 

violence. Although they rarely participated in territory disputes they were targeted in acts of 

retaliation by rival combos. 

Finally, leaving or exiting the combos carried harsh consequences for all of the women. Due to 

the intensity of combo domination, leaving a combo was often related to economic sanctions, 

social isolation or violent and coercive punishment. However, leaving the combo was not 

always a conscious decision made by the women themselves, but resulted often as a 

consequence of incarceration. In this regard, the consequences of membership differ in 

accordance to the reasons for and ways of leaving. When women independently decided to 

leave the combo, frequently the group itself exercised punishment and threatened or displaced 

them, while women who exited as they were incarcerated and had to survive prison often 

automatically left the combo. 

Given the versatility of experiences and pathways in which women relate to the combos, it is 

not possible to speak about female gang membership as an internal homogenous 

phenomenon, but rather of a multi-layered means of socio-economic affiliation that inheres 

different degrees of violent socialisation and victimisation. Nonetheless, it is possible to 

systematically outline basic differences between degrees of female membership. Given all the 

narrative insights of the different experiences the women reported in their contacts with the 

combos, membership can be distinguished into four different categories (depicted in table 8). 

. 
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Tab. 8 Classification of Female Gang Membership. Source: Author. 
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This scheme considers the economic relations the women maintained to the group, the degree 

of belonging and the aspects of security the women experienced according to their 

membership. These different degrees of affiliation relate to all three stages of membership 

from the very beginning of the first contact to the combo, the time of active engagement to 

the consequences in the aftermath of membership. Thereby, highly important for the 

classification of female membership is always the women´s relations to the male members and 

their performance of gender. 

The first group are the business members. It refers to those women who establish relations to 

the combo based on a mere business oriented motivation. They work for the combo mainly in 

the area of sex labour or pornography and have no further voluntary relations. They do not 

perceive themselves as members of the group nor do they share a lifestyle with the others. 

However, the case of Andrea outlines that intimate relationships with one of the male members 

can be forced and combo girls can be exposed to internal violence or to violent behaviour of 

their clients. 

Sporadic members, as the second group, are women who are searching for the company of the 

group without really getting into the inner circle of the combo. Those girls are motivated by 

´odd jobs´ as jibaras to sell drugs for the group, or as mulas and carritos to engage in occasional 

transport tasks or delivering information. But sporadic members can also be short-time affairs 

male members have, for ‘partying’ or ‘joyriding’ and move in the close surrounding of combos 

without being involved in internal operations. The classification of sporadic girlfriends derives 

from the statements the interviewees made regarding other females, therefore no information 

is available on whether these women actually feel a belonging to the combo. The only example 

was Nataly, who spent much time with the combo, engaged in sporadic tasks for them and 

called them her friends without really affiliating to the combo in a way that would have 

provided her with a kind of group identity. Based on the narratives and experiences of these 

women, these girls have a rather low security risk. Due to their criminal support, they are at 

risk from the law enforcement but are not severely exposed to the violent social dynamics of 

the combo as such. 

The third type encompasses the full dependent members. This implies all female members who 

join and participate in the combo through contact established by intimate relations. Based on 

this relationship, the girls start engaging in the group’s activities and share a lifestyle with the 

other members. As girlfriends they work as jibaras, mulas, carritos and carnadas but also 

accumulate responsibilities for internal operations later on and gain insights into planning and 

structural dynamics in the group. Starting as girlfriends, they can also acquire higher positions 
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through tough behaviour and increasing responsibilities. An important aspect is their self-

identification with the group beyond their intimate relationship. Concerning their security 

situation, these girls tend to be more prone to suffering from violence through the intensity of 

belonging. Internally they can be exposed to intimate partner violence and acts of rivalry by 

other female members and externally they are at risk of persecution and combo violence. For 

these girls, although they do not directly participate in territory wars, they are at almost the 

same risk of being attacked by other combos as their male colleagues. 

The fourth type of female membership relates to the full independent members. Similarly, to 

the dependent members, the independent ones can be attracted to the ‘easy’ money and fulfil 

the same jobs at the beginning of their career. They equally expand the scope of their 

responsibilities and get involved in administrative tasks. On some occasions two interviewees 

indicated that they also engaged in sicaria-jobs, though only at times. A key difference from 

the dependent members are the social ties inside the group. In contrast to the girlfriends, 

independent members do not enter the group through an intimate relationship but via friends 

or family members that facilitated the contact. As a result, their internal status does not depend 

on their relationship to a male member but on their individual engagement. Thus, whether 

they acquire a higher position is based on their personal performance and the scope of 

responsibilities they fulfil. According to the interviewees, they all had a strong belonging to the 

group and perceived themselves as full members equally to their male counterparts. Some of 

the women stressed the differences in responsibilities and some emphasised the sameness. 

With regard to their security situation the biggest difference from the dependent members is 

the fact that the independent ones are obviously not exposed to domestic violence related to 

their membership. However, rivalry, internal punishment, external risks of prosecution, border 

violence and retaliation equally apply to the independent members as their dependent 

counterparts. Due to their independency and the strong need to claim respect, independent 

combo girls also appropriate a certain level of violent performance. 

Finally, the greatest inconsistencies revealed in the narratives in regard to female membership 

concern their internal engagement and the proclaimed dynamics of equality. On many 

occasions the full members stressed their equality, with reference to same rules and 

responsibilities and the respect the girls perceive. However, especially the hierarchy and the 

dimension of violence demonstrate fundamental differences between female and male 

members in the combos. Combos are historically and contemporarily ruled by men. Although 

many stories circulate about leading women, it appears that they represent a small minority. 

The patriarchal structures are reflected in the hierarchical positions but also through the 
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internal logic of power and respect, which are both intimately linked to violence as a means of 

domination. Women who seek to be treated as equal in their responsibilities and their status 

can only achieve this through the appropriation of characteristics regarded as masculine. The 

classical feminine performance is degraded to weakness and sexually attractive appearance, 

but not perceived as respectable way of behaviour deserving of being treated as equal. 

Finally, listening to their stories illuminates that entering a combo helped the girls out of 

difficult economic, social and security situations and for a period of time they found a place to 

belong to. They had income opportunities, though most of the money had to be forwarded to 

the duros. They had a social group where they felt accepted, though confronted with 

competitive and patriarchal structures. They received protection and were not burdened with 

armed responsibilities in territory fights, although they were exposed to internal punishment 

and external retaliation. Retrospectively, all said that membership was a hard and precarious 

time, but simultaneously almost every full member said that for this time they had a place in 

society and membership backed them in difficult phases of their youth. Membership is thus 

full of inconsistencies, between empowerment and control, economic access to resources and 

exploitation, belonging and instrumentalisation, and protection and victimisation. 

Nevertheless, it must be viewed against the broader context of urban insecurity in order to 

understand related deprivation structures and the extent to which female membership 

presents a temporary escape. 
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9. CONCLUSION – FEMALE MEMBERSHIP IS A FORM OF AGENCY 

In line with the principal research interest, this conclusion seeks to present the contributions 

of this dissertation that increase the knowledge and understanding of female gang 

membership in areas of urban insecurity. To this end, it first presents a summary of the main 

insights generated on female gang membership linked to the context of multi-level deprivation. 

The second section links the knowledge back to the theoretical debates in IR and outlines by 

which means the insights produced in this dissertation provide valuable aspects to the context 

of the debates around gender-based deprivation structures, women´s agency to deal with 

patriarchal structures and the value of a multi-perspective approach to understanding 

women´s realities. The third section reflects on the general research approach and the object 

of research. It recapitulates the means of data collection and the different sources of 

knowledge generation in the case study of gang girls in Medellín. Fourthly the chapter links the 

findings to the scholar-debates around fragile statehood, urban insecurity, gang membership 

and women´s participation in conflict settings. Fifthly, the chapter points to the scope and 

limitations of the insights gained through the case study and closes with policy 

recommendations and suggests possible avenues for future research. 

 

9.1. Insights on Urban Insecurity and Female Gang Membership 

The analysis of female gang membership in the case of Medellín has provided different insights 

regarding the connections between different deprivation structures in which female gang 

members are embedded. Against the backdrop of the overall context of fragile urban structures 

that are reflected in the powerful performances of gangs, diverse deprivation structures 

become visible on different societal levels. They relate to informal and criminal income 

generation, coercive parallel orders enacted by gangs, physical insecurity and widespread 

violence. All of these spheres are further entrenched by gender dimensions that relate to 

societal role understanding that is reflected in labour divisions, social subordination and 

gender-based violence which exaggerate the exposure of women to insecurity. Against this 

background, female gang membership can be considered as one means for young girls to cope 

with these difficult circumstances in which they grow up. These girls often come from very 

precarious neighbourhoods in which social institutions do not sufficiently provide reliable 

structures to satisfy basic needs. Formal income opportunities are seldom, social recognition 

and network support are unstable and high levels of violence determine the daily living 

conditions. In consequence, the girls face not only economic shortcuts but eroded family 

structures and often domestic violence. In search of a way out, they turn to gangs as their 
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prevalent presence in the neighbourhoods conveys the opportunity to earn money easily and 

to belong to a group that is able to offer protection. Once affiliated with the gang and 

integrated in the group’s structure, women assume diverse roles that relate partly to their 

economic and social relationships but also to their performances that determine the respect 

and the position they acquire. Considering the violent group socialisation, acting aggressively 

becomes a firm component of membership that impacts their internal, but also external 

security and the risk of victimisation. 

Given the interlinkage between different levels and dimensions of deprivation that shape 

female gang membership, four main insights of this dissertations can be summarised: The first 

insight stresses the understanding of the structure of urban insecurity and how urban 

insecurity is reflected in daily cohabitation in the neighbourhoods most affected by it. The 

second insight refers to the constellation of actors involved in creating or provoking this urban 

insecurity, be it weak state performance, the presence of armed actors or the communities 

that comply with coercive order. The third insight focuses on gangs as a special type of violent 

non-state actors, with regard to their means of organisation and scope of action. The third 

insight relates to the gender-based components that are recognisable in the structures of 

urban insecurity and touches on income relations, social submission and the exposure to 

violence. Finally, the fourth insight emphasises the diversity of female gang membership, which 

is summarised in the classification of four different types of membership that depend on their 

engagement in the criminal businesses, their social position and their exposure to and 

execution of violence.  

 

Firstly, urban insecurity structures especially affect dwellers of the peripheral and poorer 

neighbourhoods that can be compared to slums. This insecurity is linked to the difficult history 

of urbanisation that has fostered deep rifts between the formal social organisation by the state 

and large parts of the community. In consequence, the long presence of armed actors has 

established violence as a normal daily phenomenon. Thus, societal order provision has become 

very fragmented, as manifold armed groups have emerged that sought to control the daily 

cohabitation of the respective dwellers inside their territories. Their power to shape the living 

realities of the inhabitants for decades, has partly been backed by the collaboration of the 

inhabitants and partly forcefully indoctrinated. Over decades, gangs and organised crime have 

infiltrated the local society and generated a large criminal and resourceful system - partly 

inherited from the Medellin cartel - that allows them to undermine state power and to anchor 

in social structures. The widespread informality facilitated armed actors and gangs, expanded 
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their power on the ground, fostering illegal income opportunities, coercive social norms and a 

high level of violence. 

Following these amalgamated orders, the realities of the communities are nowadays shaped 

by a different system that is both accepted and contested in society. Although the state and 

the police seeks to control all neighbourhoods and provide security, organised crime dictates 

many forms of social interaction, from the informal economy to social mobility and security 

through their coercive potential. However, these two actors are not always opposed each other, 

but have intersections. Widespread informal income generation binds community members to 

the illegal markets provided by armed actors that have learned to diversify their rent seeking 

activities to almost all spheres of economic production chains. Socially, the long presence of 

violent governance has promoted criminal attitudes instead of democratic thinking and 

allowed the gangs a certain social status in society. Finally, the statistics of insecurity outline 

the severity of the state´s lack of a monopoly of force, which is reflected in very high crime 

levels as well as different forms of physical violence that are especially widespread in the poor 

hillside neighbourhoods where gangs control the cohabitation dynamics. 

 

The second main insight on gang membership in Medellín refers to the structural complexity 

of gangs as violent non-state actors. Combos cannot be reduced to petty thieves, as the 

multifaceted gang landscape of Medellín is anchored in the historically grown structures of 

organised crime in the city. Although combos in Medellín are small, street units composed of 

young members in between seven and twenty-eight, they have a high level of organisation and 

are simultaneously uncontrollable. Due to their long history in the city, past integration and 

outsourcing dynamics, combos have created a loose and highly flexible structure in the entire 

overall complicated network of organised crime. They function as small competitive 

operational units that offer their local services to the national drug trafficking organisations, 

but eventually come to rule the neighbourhoods of the city. Despite their small size, the gangs 

have considerable power and control in the cohabitation through their criminal rent seeking. 

Beside the traditional income of prostitution and drug traffic, the combos have undermined 

the legal economy through extortion and violent ‘protection’. Furthermore, the social and 

physical mobility of the people is shaped by gangs through the establishment of the fronteras 

invisibles between the different territories of the opposing groups. These borders define 

different areas of violent protection and are, therefore, often the hotspots for violent 

encounters where inhabitants are caught in the crossfire. Internally, the combos have intense 

business-oriented dynamics that assign strictly regulated tasks to their members to increase 
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their profits. Like small companies, they generate income for their members, regulate 

cohabitation and exercise violence as an enforcement instrument of their rules, inwardly and 

outwardly to the community. 

 

The third insight points to the gender dynamics in the city and especially the poor areas where 

the combos are powerful. Gender relations in Medellín are shaped by three main aspects: 

Firstly, a considerable discrepancy between economic responsibilities and income opportunity. 

This economic inequality is also linked to the violent history that has caused many men to leave 

their homes. For women, the absence of the male family members resulted in a rather forceful 

emancipation. In the context of increasing female headed households, women had to adopt to 

new demands. It became an indispensable necessity to fulfil a double role to sustain the family, 

merging two gender expectations for women: the one of breadwinner and the one of 

housewife. In consequence, many women engage in the informal labour markets, as the only 

available income opportunity but simultaneously complete all the domestic work. Although 

differently pressured, the new generation equally feels the double expectations of women to 

expand their concepts of femininity to meet both, i.e. not only being a good mother but also 

being independent and professionally successful.  

The second aspect refers to social aspects and salient gender perceptions that are basically 

reflected in patriarchal structures and societal subordination of women under men´s 

domination. The toll of urban warfare results in the militarisation of the concept of masculinity 

that clashes with a normative understanding of gender equality. Although many civil society 

organisations have instigated a change through sensitising the public on the problem of gender 

inequality, traditional perceptions remain, especially among the more deprived inhabitants.  

Women are expected to fulfil the role of mother and social carer whose self-realisation is in the 

sphere of the family, linked to a dependency on men. Nonetheless, the new economic demands 

have increased the autonomy of women and challenge old patriarchal structures and 

militarised concepts of masculinity that imply the domination of women. Thus, in society and 

especially among the younger generations, gender identities are transforming, and both 

women and men need to find ways to tackle varying expectations of gender equality that are 

slowly disseminating in society. However, ideas of gender, neither masculinity nor of femininity, 

can be understood without the other, as they are mutually constructed and reproduced. 

Therefore, given altered demands of gender performance in society, that relate to a 

strengthened autonomy of women, correspondingly new socially recognised scopes of 

masculine performance must equally receive attention.  
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The third aspect of gender-based deprivation relates to violence and insecurity. While young 

men are exposed to dynamics of armed disputes and extreme violent encounters away from 

home, women are exposed to sexual and domestic violence. For men, the experiences of war 

reinforce the traditional roles of protectors but also of perpetrators. This becomes a delicate 

issue when analysing gender-based violence that relates to societal demands that men be 

strong and able to protect, while women are framed as the weak gender that relies on male 

protection. The homicide statistics of Medellín clearly demonstrate that the overall percentage 

of lethal violence involves young men who are sent to the frontlines of urban conflict, while 

women suffer most from domestic and sexual violence. Looking more deeply at these 

dynamics, this mutual role interplay also implies diverse forms of perpetration and 

victimisation. Women also exercise violence that men are exposed to, though these forms are 

less visible as they are often externalised in non-physical means. However, it is important not 

to consider gender-violence one-sidedly or as being only exercised by men, because the 

concept of victimhood reproduces images of weakness and female passivity and ignores 

women´s agency.  

 

The fourth main insight concerns varying perspectives on female gang membership as an 

opportunity structure against deprivation. Depending on the point of view, female gang 

membership in Medellín can be more or less regarded as empowering in the attempt to escape 

precarity. While the interviewed experts offered an outside perspective on the women in gangs 

that tends understand membership as a great risk of exploitation and dependency, the 

perspective of male gang members rather stressed the benefits the gang provides to the 

women. Concerning the women´s involvement in criminal activities, the outside and inside 

perspectives mainly corresponded with each other, and different patterns of opinion on 

women´s social status became observable. Female members play a crucial role in gang 

businesses undertakings, as the gang strategically utilises gender perceptions of alleged 

‘innocent’ women in drug traffic and territory wars. Women transport and store drugs and 

weapons and serve as decoys for assaults.  

However, less agreement exists towards the status the girls have inside the gang. The experts 

stress the women´s subordination and limited upward mobility in the gangs´ hierarchical 

organisation, as patriarchal structures determine the respect women receive and the 

(infrequent) opportunities to lead male members. Male members, however point to the 

general acceptance of norms of gender equality that depend rather on the behaviour, internal 

functions and competences a person acquires. Following, female members can gain full respect 
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and even lead if they have proved their abilities. Rather than the power structures the male 

members, consider the lack of ‘seriousness’ or the promiscuous behaviour of women as being 

a hindrance to the acquirement of equal status. In this sense they asserted that some women 

just aim to party or to take advantages of the male members through loose love affairs and do 

not really feel a commitment to the group. However, the experts and the male members agreed 

clearly on the impact of violent socialisation and women´s internalisation of violence as a 

means of behaviour.  

Regarding the security situation of female members, experts put their emphasis on the 

vulnerability of the women through their membership, while the male members stressed the 

unequal role division that demands that males protect the women in the gang. The outside 

perspective of experts analyses the women´s security situation rather under the aspects of the 

basic patriarchal structure of gangs and the militarised understanding of masculinity. This 

context makes women vulnerable as they have little resources to counter those structures. 

Therefore, they see women rather as victims of diverse forms of violence exercised by the male 

members – either from their own or another gang. On the same time, the experts acknowledge 

that female membership provides the women a certain level of protection in the community, 

as the inhabitants do not want to get ‘into trouble’ with the gang. Male gang members 

described the security situation of female members as privileged, as they are very protected 

by the group against any form of outside violence. According to them, the gang would not 

accept intimate partner violence or sexual violence inside the group, but they concede that 

violent means of punishment equally affects the women, though not to the same degree of 

brutality. Finally, both outside perspectives from experts and male members emphasise that 

due to violent gang socialisation, female members apply violence to assert themselves in the 

group. 

 

The fifth insight relates to the sself-perception of the women that demonstrate the diversity of 

the appearances of female gang members, although they share considerable context factors. 

Many female gang members come from poor backgrounds where economic income is low, the 

family structures are often burdened by unstable relations and where certain forms of 

domestic violence are exercised that push girls into gangs. Gangs attract the girls through the 

material benefits they can afford, the social status they receive in the community and their 

enactment as security providers. The insights from the narratives confirm these push and pull 

factors. However, female gang membership is diverse in its appearance and can be 

differentiated in terms of the different phases of membership and degrees of involvement in 
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gang life. On the one hand, membership has different starting points, in terms of why and how 

women join gangs. One the other hand, active membership reveals different forms and types 

of women’s participation in gangs, and which social inter-relationships they maintain inside the 

group that also impact whether the women suffer from violence or exercise it. 

The analysis of the experiences of gang girls reveals four different types of gang affiliations: 

Firstly, ´businesses-members´ with ties to the gang relying on an economic collaboration, 

mainly in the sex labour sphere. These girls have neither internal social relations nor do they 

feel any personal belonging to the combo. Still, in their narratives the male members refer to 

them as part of the gang, although they are not really embedded in the structure in a social 

way. From their perspective, however, prostitutes form an inherent part of gang life and are 

seen to a certain extent as gang affiliates. One salient feature for these girls presents their 

relationship to the gang as source of informal income generation, which they rely on, given the 

lack of alternatives. For them, being affiliated with the gang through business relations has no 

social component and membership does often not present a substantial way out of 

deprivation. However, as they are not firmly integrated in the gang their security risks relate 

primarily to sexual exploitation, rather than the violent consequences of territory wars.  

The second type of membership is the ´sporadic membership´ that applies to girls in the close 

surroundings of the gangs who take odd-jobs and ‘hang around’ with the gang for parties and 

easy money opportunities, as jibaras selling drugs, transporting goods or spying for the gang. 

Their internal social ties to the gang are based on the male members with whom they have 

short-term intimate relations or friendships. They do not really regard themselves as gang 

members, but rather identify with the gangs´ lifestyle and share considerable time with them. 

As they take tasks for the gangs that relate to territorial control, they are also exposed to certain 

risks from opposing groups or internal distrust, and can therefore, be targets of violent acts. 

Nonetheless, the male members assign these women the status of gang girls, but at the same 

time they do not pay them the greatest respect as they are portrayed - at least the short-term 

girlfriends - as promiscuous. The narrations of the women have equally outlined the difficult 

status of those ´short-time´ girls as they are not ‘taken seriously’ since they completely depend 

on their sexual relations to one of the male members. However, some narratives convey that 

being a loose female member does not rely on a sexual relation but friendship is equally 

possible and even more respected inside the group, because both male and female members 

consider their position as more morally accepted. 

The third type of membership is the ´dependent full members´, who support the gang 

businesses and have deeper insights into internal structures, corresponding more with 
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administrative responsibilities than the ´sporadic members´. Their internal ties are initially 

established through their intimate relationship with one of the male members but they are 

also accepted by the other members and enjoy their respect. However, their respect and 

hierarchical status still depend on their relationships with their partners. An important criterion 

for the ´full member´ girls is the mutual assignment of belonging. The girls possess a high level 

of commitment; they feel an intense belonging to the group and they understand themselves 

as gang members. Their male counterparts equally perceive them as parts of the inner circle 

with a certain level of status equality. However, their security situation is more intensively 

shaped by violent socialisation that includes risks of victimisation, both internally and 

externally, as well as their own violent perpetration. Internally, the girls can be exposed to 

punishments or intimate partner violence, while their external exposure to violent acts relates 

to the fronteras invisibles or acts of retaliation. ´Dependent full members´ have a high risk of 

incarceration and remain stigmatised after their active time as they might be exposed to 

displacement, either by their own former gang as reaction to their disengagement, or by rivals 

who have taken over the territory.  

The final type of membership is the ´independent full member´ that has similar criteria to the 

dependent member, except for the social ties inside the gang. Instead of a primary connection 

to the gang through an intimate relationship, independent members approach the gang 

through either family ties or friends that bring them in touch with the gang. They also have an 

intensive engagement in gang businesses, accumulated greater responsibility and might even 

function as sicarias. In this regard, their internal respect is based on their personal performance 

rather than on one particular relationship with a male gang member. However, even given the 

intensive engagement and commitment of these women to the gang, their internal social 

status has limits. Gangs, still marked by highly patriarchal structures, are almost exclusively led 

by male members that have proven their capability through extreme forms of violence 

exercised internally and externally. Therefore, independent female members are not exposed 

to gang-based intimate partner violence but to acts of internal punishments and external 

dispute dynamics. Concerning the full members´ involvement in gang disputes, all narratives 

indicate that girls are never actively sent to territorial fights but they are rather responsible for 

the logistics of availability of weapon. However, the ´full independent members´ who like to 

participate in direct violent confrontations are rare, but according to all the interviewees they 

do exist.  
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Linking all these insights gained on the different levels, female gang membership in Medellín 

can be understood as strategic opportunity structure that results from multiple deprived 

backgrounds. The high level of informality in the poor neighbourhoods does not provide young 

people with prosperous future prospects in the moments that their identities and their 

positioning are in a fragile phase of personal development. The erosion of social structures and 

the high tolerance towards gangs, as armed actors functioning as protection groups, coinciding 

with their material facilities, makes gang membership an attractive means of belonging in these 

neighbourhoods. Furthermore, gender expectations are changing towards more gender 

equality, and girls increasingly claim the right to participate in the same activities as their male 

counterparts. Ultimately, female gang membership can correspond to both gender roles: On 

the one hand, the classic role of girlfriends that depend on male members, but on the other 

hand a more autonomous idea of womanhood.  

Accordingly, the gangs include girls as traditional girlfriends, though these girls are, in terms of 

their internal status, generally subordinated to the male members and dependent on this 

intimate relationship. Furthermore, the gangs offer a space for girls who want to step out of 

traditional femininity concepts by claiming equality and even seek to ‘mess around’ with the 

boys of their neighbourhoods. Either way, inside the gang, all girls increasingly learn violent 

behaviour and are respected in the communities, backed by the gang and their tough 

performance. The downside of membership often becomes visible when the girls are deeply 

integrated into gang life without an easy exit option. By this time, many of the girls are 

increasingly engaged in criminal activities and have accumulated knowledge of business 

structures and are therefore exposed to violence inside and outside the gang. In the end, a way 

out the gang is often through incarceration or leaving their neighbourhoods, but even then 

stigmatisation of the membership remains. 

 

9.2. Theoretical Implication for International Relations 

This inductive multilevel approach of this dissertation is not based on one particular theoretical 

perspective for analysing female membership, but is guided by an analytical framework that 

relates to previous literature on fragile statehood, violent non-state actors as well as gender-

sensitive studies on urban insecurity in slums and gang studies. However, the insights can 

provide valuable knowledge for theoretical debates in International Relations with regard to 

insecurity dynamics that relate to deprivation, exclusion and violence that affect the provision 

of societal order in the communities in which violent non-state actors establish themselves as 

alternative governance agents. Given the key object of investigation of International Relations 
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that relates to the provision of peace and the establishment of peaceful means of cohabitation, 

the insights of this dissertation can be reflected back to theoretical assumptions of what are 

perceived as major threats to security from a local perspective and individual perspective. In 

the past, feminist contributions to International Relations have revealed how peaceful 

cohabitation and security is entrenched by gender asymmetries that are linked to gender role 

divisions and the subordination of women in global political and social patriarchal system that 

impact the living realities and means of action of women worldwide. By illuminating the 

realities of female gang members in Medellín in the context of urban insecurity, this thesis 

reveals the importance of identity and norms, shows how exclusion creates resistance 

identities and demonstrates the need to apply a gender-sensitive perspective when analysing 

female gang membership in its context. Therefore, the insights can be linked to Constructivism, 

Critical Theory and Feminist theories and above all, to Post-structuralist feminism in 

International Relations. 

Female membership cannot be understood without considering the importance of social 

belonging and thus identity-related self-perceptions. Women also join gangs as they search for 

a reference group against the background of precarious family social relations. Being part of 

the gang provides the with a form of self-esteem and helps them to position themselves in the 

community. The meta-theoretical assumptions of Constructivism become even clearer when 

analysing the socialisation processes inside the gangs and the power of gangs as norm setters 

(i.e. Zehfuss 2006). Criminal and violent norms deeply diffuse amongst the members and 

female gang members adapt quickly to the internal means of interaction. Shared experiences 

and a common lifestyle form the ground of their identity-based solidarity even to the point of 

the acceptance of internal and external exercise of violence. In the end, gangs provide 

belonging, via to a common group identity that relies on common norms and forms a kind of 

protection groups against outsiders.  

The fact that gangs, however, form a particular group that can also be understood as a 

resistance group linked to societal exclusion and material inequality offers the analytical 

approach of Critical Theory (i.e. Cox 1981). Gangs emerge in deprived neighbourhoods where 

the access to economic and social resources for youth is restricted. Thus gang membership can 

be understood as a reaction to this discrepancy, forming informal structures to cope with this 

exclusion and rejection. Feminist Critical theorists emphasise the particular gender-based 

exclusion and exploitation that is also reflected in female membership, as women suffer from 

the double burden of income generation and domestic work they seek to escape (i.e. Elias and 

Ferguson 2015). In this sense, female membership offers a way out of these exploitative 
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structures as gangs provide a new means of income and an opportunity to rebel against social 

restrictions. Consequently, this study demonstrates that the identity of membership must be 

understood in a particular context and thus in its intersectionality, considering, economic, 

social and gender aspects.  

In this sense, this dissertation challenges Liberal feminism that emphasises gender aspects with 

respect to the participatory dynamic, claiming a stronger inclusion of women in political 

representation (i.e. Caprioli and Boyer 2001). However, their claim is based on the assumption 

of an essentialist idea of homogenous and peaceful womanhood. Although the insights 

underline the importance of participation and also the conscious promotion of women in 

public social processes, gender is a much more complex analytical category that cannot be 

reduced to a binary understanding of societal gender relations that relate to this men/war – 

women/peace nexus. The Medellín case demonstrates how inequalities have been societally 

manifested by privileged societal groups that are better equipped to articulate their interests, 

and is reflected in political and economic discrepancies. Participatory approaches as 

proclaimed by feminist liberalists must correspond to the particular contextual conditions and 

consider existing inequalities in society. Furthermore, political groups must be understood 

beyond rational actors, but as people who act in accordance to their individually and identitary 

informed background. Concerning gender as an influential category of social behaviour, it is 

important to analyse gender beyond essentialistic terms. On the contrary, gender is a highly 

dynamic component that requires a heterogeneous and socially constructed understanding of 

gender. Acknowledging this plurality is important in order to understand the different means 

of decision-making that actually reflect the versatility of female gang membership. 

Therefore, Post-structuralist feminism has a particularly fruitful understanding of diversity of 

women´s realties, their exposure to deprivation but also their scope of agency (i.e. 

Agathangelou and Turcotte 2015). It acknowledges the multiple individual narratives that 

influence the decision to join a gang and the means of participation. While some women, in 

accordance with their personal background, prefer not to dive deeply into gang life, other 

women engage with full commitment and perceive the gang as an alternative family. Although 

many of the women share the situation of coping with patriarchal structures and deprivation 

based on gender understanding, their life paths differ significantly. Their positioning is 

characterised by highly individualised experiences and opportunities which cannot be reduced 

to a homologised idea of female behaviour patterns. In contrast, the diversity of female gang 

membership underlines the post-structuralist approach as it stresses the individualised 
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components of women´s realities, also in violent groups that are severely characterised by 

masculine domination.  

Manifold post-positivist IR scholars have provided many critiques on the generalising and 

objectifying assumption of social realities. This investigation supports the subjectivity and the 

epistemological assumptions of knowledge generation that consider the plurality of social 

experiences and realities. The emphasis of the manifold post-structural contributions in IR on 

the contextual social behaviours that construct multiple identities must be considered in the 

question of how peaceful social order can be created. Identities, values and normative imprints 

impact governance dynamics concerning aspects of representation, domination and exclusion. 

Therefore, peaceful cohabitation requires the creation of inclusive identities, and the 

acknowledgement of plurality as stressed by constructivists, critical theorists and post-

structuralists. To understand exclusion dynamics, the emergence of resistance groups, and 

violence, different living realities must be understood against their particular political and 

societal background and in their interrelation. This includes economic and social inequalities 

that relate to relative deprivation, which derive from identity building processes and are 

reflected in multi-level social structures. This investigation has outlined how gangs function as 

resistant groups that construct identities and feelings of belonging based on shared norms and 

values. Gangs react to their surroundings, to structures of exclusion, both materially and 

ideologically and provide their members the means to position themselves in this difficult 

exclusionary setting. However, considering that domination is a core threat to peaceful 

cohabitation, only a gender-sensitive analysis can explain female gang membership, since 

gender affects economic relations and is an important source of identity, influencing social 

integration and also reproducing violence. However, domination is intersectional and relates 

to many aspects of social identity building and not only to one salient feature of societal 

belonging.  

Finally, the insights of this dissertation stress the acknowledgement of heterogeneity and 

intersectionality of identities that relate to economic features, social identities, different 

security vulnerabilities and gender as important categories to analyse security threats and 

opportunities for peaceful societal order provision. The theoretical concepts of International 

Relations, which investigate conditions for peaceful societal relations from different angles, 

benefit from the consideration of the linkages of multi-level governance, that relate to aspects 

of socio-economic and security aspects that are entrenched in gender as a relevant category 

for peaceful cohabitation. 
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9.3.  Analytical Assessment 

Aiming to understand what meaning gang membership has for women, against the background 

of multiple deprivation structures, this investigation was based on an in-depth case study that 

encompassed different levels and dimensions of analysis. Since gang membership as a global 

phenomenon primarily occurs in slum areas where a reliable political order provided by the 

state is weak or even absent, the study approached female gang membership under the macro 

lenses of fragile statehood with particular concern on urban insecurity structures. Gangs as 

violent groups interrelate with the flimsy order and present as powerful actors in a mutually 

interacting structure of fragile order provision. In many poor neighbourhoods where state 

institutions are marginal, establish gangs their own rules and orders that impact community 

life. Based on a mixture of cooperation and resistance among the dwellers, gangs accumulate 

economic, social and security resources and manifest themselves as service providers. 

However, in order to understand female membership, the inherent gender dynamics in social 

interrelations must be considered and analysed according their impact on deprivation in 

society, but also inside gangs as groups.  

Therefore, this investigation applied an in-depth case study approach that composed of three 

different levels of analysis: Firstly, community realities in poverty-stricken urban 

neighbourhoods, outlining the economic income conditions of the inhabitants, the social 

network structures of cohabitation and sources of insecurity and violent dynamics the 

community has to cope with. It outlines material relationships against increasing inequality and 

relative deprivation structures and exposes the provision of economic distribution of resources 

and the regulation of income in its informality. The social aspects relate to normative aspects 

of societal interrelations, the opportunities for social participation in the society, how members 

interact and what is considered to be acceptable means of behaviour. The security aspects of 

importance refer the lack of security as public good, illuminating the juxtaposition and 

interrelation of the community with armed actors as alternative actors in order provision. It 

further outlines sources of threats the inhabitants are exposed to and on whom the community 

can rely for protection. Finally, the investigation of the community structures addresses the 

underlying gender components inherent in each dimension of deprivation, showing how 

women are affected by economic inequality and social domination by men and exposed to 

violence. However, it equally reveals the scope of agency women have in the transformation 

or reproduction of gender roles.  
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The second level considers gangs as groups and the impact of their criminal economy, their 

coercive social orders, the ‘security’ they provide and the violence they exercise. In the centre 

are the features of income opportunities gangs can offer and how income generation means 

are assigned. Questions of what codes and rules of behaviour the groups apply in their 

interaction, and what particular constellations of social interrelation are common in gangs, are 

at the core of the analysis of social orders. Concerning security features at gang level, the 

means by which violence shapes the group life, both in the sense of protection and 

victimisation, is considered and evaluated. 

The third level finally captures the individual narratives of the female gang members. It regards 

their economic situation, concerning whether and how they generate income in the gangs, 

their social relations including the status they have inside the group and the security aspects 

inherent in their life in the gang. All levels are investigated from a gender sensitive perspective 

that outlines how the state considers gender in its policy approaches, how gender impacts 

community realms, and finally what the gender particularities of gang life are, how male and 

female members consider gender interactions concerning the roles assigned, and the social 

relations and security dimensions. 

In order to reveal the multi-dimensionality of the research scope and the embeddedness of 

the phenomenon of female gang membership, a mixed methods design was applied to 

encompass all levels of analysis. The research design composed of four strategies of data 

collection and document analysis of political reports and statistics. The majority of the primary 

data was generated by qualitative interviews. These interviews entailed expert interviews, a 

focus group discussion and narrative interviews. A minor part of the primary data was collected 

by a standardised community survey that functions as complementary tool. All data collection 

was separately conducted and later merged in the overall analysis. 

Expert interviews with locals from different political and organisational backgrounds were 

conducted in order to provide insights on the macro-structural context of community realities 

as well as the role of armed actors in urban insecurity structures. The interviews also provided 

an outside perspective on female gang membership and the perception of their roles in the 

groups. Based on semi-structural interviews, three dimensions of living realities in Medellín 

were discussed. First, the economic situation in accordance with neoliberal market regulation 

and the presence of armed actors. Second, the social inclusion of the poor communities and 

the coercion gangs impose in their neighbourhoods. Third, the normative impact gang 

presence has on the inhabitants and the state’s militaristic approaches to enforcing law and 

security, as well as its achievements and problems in attempting to re-gain a monopoly of force. 
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Questions on gender particularities in the communities and the gangs were also part of the 

interviews. Expert interviews were conducted with state officials from different mayor´s 

offices, the police, researchers, NGO workers and community leaders as well as with 

community social workers.  

The focus group discussion was conducted with members from the grassroots feminist 

organisation ´Identidad mujer´ and touched on different aspects of gender in Medellín´s 

society. The members discussed manifold aspects of gender-based dynamics and inequalities. 

One substantial subject referred to income relations and labour conditions, education, role 

division and domestic work. Another topic concerned partnerships and intimate relationships, 

concepts of family organisation, gender identities and intergenerational transformations in role 

expectations. A third thematic block discussed problems of gender-based violence and how 

vulnerabilities relate to concepts of masculinity and femininity and closed with the widespread 

topic of victimisation. 

The narrative interviews with the former gang members revealed their life stories, with their 

own chosen emphasis. Nonetheless, almost all interviews captured aspects of their family 

background, their motivation to join the gang, the internal relations and security risks as well 

as victimisation. Similarly, the topic of the end of membership, the time during and after prison 

formed part of their stories. The narrative interviews with the male members involved former 

members as well as active members outside and inside prison. The female interviewees were 

exclusively former members and women from the close environment of gangs. The majority of 

them had completed prison sentences. The first interviews were facilitated by gatekeepers that 

established contact to former inmates. Later interview participants were contacted via 

snowball system and the recommendations of previous interviewees.  

The survey presents a standardised short interview format with 23 fixed answer choices. The 

questionnaire was divided into three thematic categories: Firstly, economic aspects of life in 

Medellín, secondly, social aspects of life in the city and thirdly, aspects of the security situation. 

All categories first asked about their satisfaction with the state performance, then about the 

community situation, later about the gang situation and finally for their perception on the 

female members. The criteria for the participant sampling were the equal coverage of men and 

women and a distribution among different ages. The survey was conducted over a period of a 

month on different public places with mixed audience from different neighbourhoods of the 

city. 

The analysis of the qualitative interviews was coded into statements, according to the levels of 

analysis (community, gang, female gang membership) and in a second step, subdivided into the 
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three dimensions of societal cohabitations (economic, social, security). In a third coding, all 

statements concerning gender were extracted from the tables and clustered separately into 

the three dimensions (economic, social, security) and then allocated to the respective level. In 

a fourth coding, the different levels and dimensions were cross checked and ordered into 

similar sub-schemes.  

All expert statements on community realities and gangs are reflected in chapter 5 on the 

community dynamics in Medellín´s poor neighbourhoods. Beside the interviews, the chapter 

includes statistics and academic reports on employment, social participation and violence and 

crime in the different neighbourhoods. Chapter 6 discusses gender dynamic insights gained 

from the expert interviews, the focus group discussions, policy reports and statistics on the 

labour market and security situation in Medellin. All statements from expert interviews and 

the narrative interviews with male gang members are outlined in Chapter 7, where outside 

perspectives on female gang membership in Medellín are presented. The survey responses are 

included in all four chapters as complementary data on perceptions of state performance, 

community realities, gang members and female gang membership. The narrative interviews 

with all female members are analysed in chapter 8 and reveal the economic, social, and security 

realities of gang girls from their own perspectives based on their life experiences.  

 

9.4. Scope and Limitations of this Dissertation 

The analytical insights gained in this dissertation can contribute to the following debates 

relevant for the discipline of International Relations. Firstly, to the debate on security threats 

and fragile statehood. The insights revealed that the deficient performance of the state in 

Colombia, the unequal allocation of resources and the exclusion of large parts of the society 

caused a civil war on the national level and a highly violent and complex conflict in the urban 

areas of Medellín. Thereby, both conflict dynamics indirectly related and reinforce violent 

escalations. The outlined dynamics in chapter 5 can offer insights on how local dynamics of 

violence fuel each other and how armed groups on different levels can also apply different 

approaches to quell violence. The case of Medellín demonstrates further that fragile statehood 

and violent actors are not to be analysed as mutually delegitimising, but in fact mutually merge 

and create a criminal, though stable, order at the local level. The civil society and institution on 

one side and armed actors on the other side are therefore, not always opposing, but also 

collaborative actors, that profit from each other through a complex means of task division, 

while simultaneously not fully compatible in their norms and rules.  
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Fruitful insights from this dissertation can be linked to the debates on violent non-state actors 

in IR and gangs as particular urban groups. This analysis provides new insights into gang 

structures, their economic dimensions, their internal social interrelations and violent 

dynamics. Based on the insights into their embeddedness in the broader organised criminal 

structures that operate nationally and internationally, the study contributes to the 

understanding of the relations between small local street gangs and international drug 

trafficking organisations. It shows by which means they gain support and tolerance in the 

community and how they adjust to permanently changing structures.  

It can also be affiliated to the general debate on urban insecurity and how gangs present 

themselves as order providers, whilst being simultaneously the main source of insecurity. 

Territorial wars demonstrate the complexity in which gangs rely on the use of force, seeking to 

dominate the others rather than collaborate, in order to establish peace by means of 

negotiation. However, a closer look at gangs, reveals that they are by no means unorganised 

actors, but are internally very heterogeneous and affected by different logics of behaviour. It 

would be misleading to interpret gangs as mere power-driven groups that rely purely on force 

to counter their opponents. In contrast, gangs are composed of different levels of command 

that pursue different aims in accordance to different structural contexts. The internal 

conditions of interaction are dynamic and relate to constructed transforming rules of 

interaction that are imposed by the gangs themselves. The higher the level of organisation, the 

more gang leaders are able to negotiate pacts and truces that establish stable relations, from 

which all parties can benefit. In this regard, the logic of interaction of gangs at certain levels 

points to cost-benefit calculations, which indicate that, in order to generate more profits, 

leaders are willing to cooperate instead of relying of violent confrontations.  

 

A third contribution is made towards the field of gender-related conflict dynamics, and how 

women are affected by but also contribute to conflict settings. The insights into gender-based 

deprivation structures in areas of conflict and insecurity and how affiliation to local power 

actors can improve help or even worsen these insecurities, can contribute to the debate on 

women in armed groups and general conflict settings. It offers a perspective on how gender 

conceptions change through conflict and how concepts of femininity transform in violent 

groups. Therefore, the insights support the discussion that challenges the men/war – 

women/peace nexus and outlines women´s contribution in armed groups beyond 

victimisation, but also underlines their agency that is linked to their positioning in those groups 

also by violent performances. Women by no means can be understood as essentially peaceful 
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actors or passive victims but as a highly heterogeneous group that possesses various 

capabilities to react and interact in violent dynamics. Finally, the dissertation contributes to the 

understanding of female gang membership as particular armed groups in the context of urban 

insecurity. It demonstrates that gender-based deprivation pushes girls into gangs where they 

fulfil different roles and acquire different statuses, in these groups which are often referred to 

as composed of young men led by ideas of heightened masculinities. Nonetheless, the Medellín 

case study shows the benefits girls gain through their membership but also the vulnerabilities 

their affiliation carries.  

Nevertheless, the insights gained are also limited in two dimensions: The data gathered and 

analysed here only reveals the life stories of a very small number of former gang members and 

cannot claim a level of generalisability of knowledge regarding female gang membership inside 

the city. The second limitation refers to the case of Medellín and its particularities. The violent 

dynamics and the close links of gangs to organised crime are linked to the long history of drug 

traffic which emerged in the city since the 1980s and the Medellín cartel. Many of the 

characteristics of the gangs and their power survives from these old structures, which are not 

present in other urban contexts where gangs are powerful actors of insecurity and crime in the 

present day. Ultimately this dissertation offers insights on how female gang membership can 

be understood in the case of Medellín´s urban insecurity structures, by which means women 

participate in the groups and what consequences gang membership can have when girls exit, 

either forcefully or voluntarily. 

 

9.5.  Recommendations and Further Research 

Based on the insights gained from the case study of female gang membership in Medellín, 

different policy recommendations can be made that refer to the community level and the 

widespread remaining deprivation dynamics. Concerning state policy and the given challenges 

inherent in governance processes, the experts have all stressed the urgent need for an 

integrative holistic approach to improving the socio-economic conditions in the poor 

neighbourhoods. This refers to economic governance structures that should promote further 

formalisation of labour. Instead of following neo-liberal outsourcing and privatisation dynamics 

which foster informality, basically, income labour sectors should be promoted by the state in 

order to provide reliable income opportunities, especially to unskilled labour forces. Inequality 

and precarious economic circumstances as root causes for violence must be tackled through 

comprehensive integration that is also targeted at youth, in order to create future perspectives 

that counter the risk of recruitment by gangs. In addition to economic approaches, education 
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and information campaigns are crucial in reaching to instigate transparency and sensitise the 

communities to the risks of gangs and criminal economies. The female interview partners 

almost exclusively stressed the importance of informing children in their neighbourhoods 

about the vulnerabilities that relate to gangs. This is necessary not only in schools, but also in 

social media campaigns, in order to reach out to youth by relevant channels they use for their 

communication. Of crucial importance are programmes directed at families, as the most 

intimate circle of children’s development and education. Family structures must be supported 

that allow children to grow up in a stable and peaceful environment, to equip the children with 

a normative orientation that refuses violence and improves their resilience to coercion, by 

promoting peaceful means of interaction and conflict resolutions. 

Integrative structures to counter social exclusion should offer means of participation beyond 

formal institutional representation and strengthen social networks on the ground to provide 

support for youth in their immediate surroundings. The promotion of social and cultural offers 

that attract youth and create useful non-criminal free-time activities are especially important 

to counter criminal recruitment. However, democratisation and the promotion of equality in 

society must also address issues of gender asymmetry that relate to dominant understandings 

of masculinity and femininity. Poor neighbourhoods where traditional understandings of 

gender dominate should be among the first recipients of programmes that openly discuss 

issues of societal dominance to promote women´s agency. In this regard the support of 

community leaders that interact with the affected society on a daily basis is an important social 

anchor to communicate salient problems to the political arena where the formal agenda setting 

takes place. By means of co-producing knowledge, integrating the inhabitants into the analysis 

of problems, not only democratic structures can be fostered but also the agency of youth in 

their active creation of social cohabitation. Voice giving is an important aspect for quelling 

coercive orders and establishing democratic means of regulating everyday life, consolidating 

the ties between society and the state.  

With concern for security policy, all experts emphasised the problematic approach to counter 

violence by repression, as it ignores the root causes and occupies public resources that are 

urgently needed in social programmes. Therefore, a sustainable security policy must 

acknowledge socio-economic inequalities to prevent violence, instead of primarily reacting to 

violence and crime. Violence prevention and reliability of the enforcement agencies as the core 

component of a sustainable security provision by the state are short-sighted. Anti-corruption 

measures and trustworthy prosecution through investments in the legal justice apparatus are 

important features to increase community collaboration with the state in terms of the 
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establishment of security as a public good provided by the state. Another aspect relates to 

dealing with female delinquency. Against the background of organised crime, by now the focus 

has always been on young men prone to being engaged in violence, but female delinquency 

must also be taken seriously, because their criminal and violent behaviour supports the gang 

structures on the ground. Due to gender-assumptions of ‘innocent’ girls, many tasks are 

outsourced to female members, allowing the gangs to operate in their neighbourhoods. In this 

regard, prevention and disengagement programmes must also address the empirical reality of 

women´s participation in organised crime. 

Finally, the insights revealed in this dissertation encourage further research in terms of the 

interrelation of fragile statehood and the emergence of gangs in urban areas in other contexts, 

in order to identify general features that influence violent dynamics. This relates to deprivation 

structures and how local inhabitants seek to cope with these inequalities in a non-violent 

manner. Under which conditions do youths join gangs in order to tackle their daily problems of 

exclusion and how can these violent recruitments be impeded? Questions refer to aspects of 

the general creation of coercive orders that emerge in these urban areas of insecurity and how 

state actors, the community and non-state actors all contribute. Concerning the relevance of 

gender, this dissertation has generated insights on how women and girls in Medellín´s poor 

neighbourhoods are affected by deprivation as a driving force to gang membership, but 

questions remain on the circumstances of their recruitment. At what point of life and under 

which circumstances exactly are girls approached by gangs? Which role does the community 

play in terms of gender-based subordination that pushes girls into gangs? In regard to the 

knowledge of girls in gangs, aspects of internal gender dynamics can be further investigated to 

illuminate how gender is exactly performed and mutually constituted. Which impact does 

violent socialisation have for the self-perception of gang girls? Finally, general further research 

should address questions of the roles of women in gangs, their relations to male members and 

the communities they live in. To comprehensively understand the phenomenon of female gang 

membership in areas of urban insecurity, both qualitative as well as quantitative investigations 

can reveal in-depth knowledge of the particularities of women’s roles in gangs, as well as 

general patterns of their participation. 
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ANNEX 

Thick Description and Table of Expert Interviews  

At the beginning of my field work I contacted three Professors from two universities in Medellín 
(Universidad de Antioquia, UdeA and the Escuela de Administración, Finanzas e Instituto 
Tecnológico, EAFIT) who all work in the fields of urban warfare, violence, crime and insecurity. 
They presented the explorative starting point to get an overview on the actual situation of 
armed groups and the urban dispute dynamics. My first conversation was with Professor Dr. 
Angarita Cañas who is Professor of Law and Human Rights at the University of Antioquía and 
director of the research institution ´Observatorio de la Seguridad Humana de Medellín´ (OSH). 
As a specialist on urban violence and human rights violation, he dedicates a great extent of his 
work and research to the causes and spaces of insecurity and the role of the state in urban 
conflicts. In the first informal meeting he offered great support for my research and brought 
me in touch with colleagues at university and in the NGO sector. At a later time, I was able to 
conduct an expert interview with Professor Angarita (referred to as ´UdeA, 2018´). The 
interview focused on the recent political history of Medellín, the policy attempts to pacify and 
control the cities´ poor neighbourhoods and the problematic political dealings with the criminal 
networks of the city.  

Two other interviews were made at the EAFIT University. One was with Felipe Lopera (referred 
to as ´EAFIT, 2018´) a political scientist and sociologist who investigates criminal structures in 
the city of Medellín, for more than ten years. His focus is on the emergence of armed groups in 
the Medellín, their aims and internal organisations as well as their linkages to the national civil 
war parties. The interview was, to a great extent, about the historical perspective on the 
dynamic armed resistance and the transformation those armed groups have made over time in 
Colombia and in Medellín in particular. Sr. Lopera had further knowledge on gender dynamics 
in the armed groups and composed insights on the street gangs in the city. Starting with the 
broad context of Colombia's civil war, the conversation illuminated the present involvement of 
the violent groups in drug trafficking and criminal activities in Medellín and the resulting 
situation for the residents.  

The third interview at university was with Dr. Dávila a Professor of Humanities at EAFIT (referred 
to as ´Dávila, 2018´) at that time. Dr. Dávila is a lawyer and an expert on public policy, citizen 
security, criminality and urban violence. He has done research on the relation between security 
policy and criminal actors, with the focus on the discrepancies and juxtapositions of official rule 
of law and informal orders in the parallel structures in the city of Medellín. Key subject of the 
interview was the dynamic between the state´s effort to establish security and a monopoly of 
force and the persistence of criminal actors, like gangs that control large parts of the city's 
neighbourhoods. From a policy perspective, we talked about the present situation of criminality, 
the state´s approaches to diminishing violence over the last decades and the remaining 
problems of the state in dealing with the powerful criminal groups. The contact to all three 
interviewees was first made via email and the succeeding meetings took place at their offices. 
All interviews were official and the interviewees confirmed to be stated by their names and 
being recorded. I received the permission for the transcription and the quotation for this 
dissertation.  

Another three expert interviews, I carried out with state officials. Two interviewees worked for 
the mayor´s office and one was a diplomat from the international community. The first 
interview was made with an employee at the ´Secretaría de Seguridad´ who is a member of the 
working group for investigations on delinquency and criminality inside the `Sistema de 
Información Para la Seguridad y la Convivencia´ (SISC) in Medellín. Based on their investigations 
on homicides, robbery, extortion, sexual exploitation of minors and drug trafficking, the 
working group regularly publishes results of their investigations, informs the politicians and 
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makes policy recommendations. Inside the working group, my interview partner is specialised 
on issues of organised crime and extortion by gangs. One part of the conversation engaged 
with the institutional structures of state policy and the responsibilities of the ´Secretaría de 
Seguridad´ while another part emphasised the everyday security problems and the hindrances 
to combat the criminal structures of gangs. Although my interview partner agreed to be stated 
by his name, I decided to maintain his anonymity and refer to him under the abbreviation (SISC, 
2018) for reasons of his safety.  

The second interview had a different focus and was done with Señora Sierra, an employee at 
the `Secretaría de Juventud´ at the municipality. Sra. Sierra (referred to as ´Sec Juv, 2018´) was 
working in a project group that is responsible for violence prevention among youth and 
adolescents. The interview offered insights on the current state´s programmes to increase the 
youths´ resilience to delinquency and negative peer pressure from gangs and other criminal 
groups in the poor neighbourhoods. As project member Sra. Sierra spoke about the project 
philosophy, the applied networking structures in the respective neighbourhoods they are 
working in as well as the limitations and challenges of this approach. Beside the prevention 
programme, we talked about the possible intervention opportunities provided by the state that 
aim at helping adolescence out of violent circles when they already went off the rails. 

My third interview partner from politics was a state representative from the international 
community who preferred to remain anonymous and will be named as alias Señor Gomez 
(referred to as Gomez, 2018). As the main subject we discussed the general transformation of 
Medellín from one of the most violent cities to a modern progressive city nowadays. Despite 
the consideration of Medellín´s positive developments and the emphasis on political efforts of 
modernisation, the interview thematised present political problems concerning the national 
peace agreement and the fight against widespread criminal structures in Medellín. In this 
regard, the interview revealed important insight on the daily political process, problems of state 
fragility and deep-rooted junctions between political and criminal enterprises that still persist. 

Following that, I interviewed three police officers from ´la Policía Metropolitana de la Valle de 
Aburrá´ the executive force in Medellín. Mayor Torres Arias (referred to as ̀ Pol Nac, 2018´) leads 
and directs police operations in the city and offers many insights on the difficult security 
situation in the neighbourhoods of Medellín. We spoke about the different types of crimes that 
scourge the population, the presence and enterprises of gangs and the success and challenges 
of countermeasures of the police forces. Mayor Torres portrayed a differentiated picture of the 
entanglements between the power of gangs, the inhabitants and the state forces. In contrast 
to the perspective on law enforcement and prosecution, Capitan Gonzales (referred to as ´Pol 
Nac Prev I, 2018´) leader of the division for violence prevention and Teniente Milena Franco 
(referred to as ´Pol Nac Prev II, 2018´) member of the prevention team, presented youth 
programmes the police run in the neighbourhoods. Beside the police approaches to increase 
youth resilience to cope with gang recruitment, we discussed the problems of limited 
possibilities for actions concerning the insidious affiliation with gangs at the very young age of 
eleven or twelve years. We further talked about the police´s aim to strengthen the ties to the 
population in poor neighbourhoods to deepen the trust in the reliability of state forces and the 
criminal justice system. The contact to the police was made through personal recommendations 
and the interviews took place at the police station. They were all recorded and transcribed with 
the permission of the interviewees. 

Furthermore, I interviewed three experts on violence, criminality and gangs in Medellín from 
the NGO and community organisation sector. One was with the Señor Gil Ramínez (referred to 
as ´Región, 2018´), sociologist and ´presidente de la junta directiva´ for social participation and 
former long-term employee at ´Corporación Región´ a social organisation for peace and 
development in Medellín. Sr. Ramínez still maintains close ties to Región but is currently not 
officially contracted as he is writing his dissertation on human rights violations in the city's 
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history. The second interview was done with a community worker in San Javier – la comuna 13 
(referred to as ̀ San Javier, 2018´). He preferred to remain anonymous since he has family-based 
relations to the gang scene. His brother was a member of the paramilitaries operating in San 
Javier who later became a high-ranking gang leader in the ‘comuna 13’, until his arrest. The 
third interview was conducted with a ´leader comunitario´ and human rights activist in Robledo 
(referred to as ´Robledo, 2018´), who investigates gang crimes in his neighbourhood and 
provides legal advice to victims of violence and their relatives. Against his own statement, he 
will remain anonymous as by the time of the interview, he was being threatened by gang 
members because of his admonishment of gang crime. The interviews engaged with the living 
realities in the poor neighbourhoods of the city, dynamics of exclusion and the people´s distrust 
in the state and their habituation of violence as part of the everyday life. The contacts to the 
interviewees were established through my personal network. All interviews were conducted in 
public places, like cafés and parks the interviewees selected. The conversations were also 
recorded, partly anonymised and later transcribed with the permission of all interviewees. 

A final expert interview was made, in the second field work phase, during the period when I 
realised how important the prison as an institution is for gang members, and how much gang 
life is informed by prison structures. My interview partner has worked for more than ten years 
with gangs and paramilitary structures in prison and engages in perpetrators-victims mediation 
in the communities. As social community worker (referred to as ´Bellavista, 2018´) he offered 
insights on the parallel structures of gangs in the community, and the linkages street gangs 
have to imprisoned gang leaders and how their networks are organised. In the centre of the 
interview were subjects such as the gang´s organisational structures in prison, their 
collaboration with prison guards and state authorities. He explained how gangs systematically 
undermine state institutions through their powerful and resourceful drug traffic networks and 
corruption. In contrast to the other meetings, this interview took place in secrecy as the 
information sharing was delicate and knowledge about his cooperation would have threatened 
his credibility in the gang scene. Therefore, information received through this interview has 
been changed concerning names, dates, places or particular information that has been 
disconnected from the broader societal context. 

Based on these expert interviews and further literature on Medellín, the state level is analysed. 
All interviews followed an unstructured questionnaire that allowed a high conversational 
dynamic to receive in-depth knowledge from the different fields of expertise. Given the 
framework of the case study, almost all interviews, except the one on the prison gangs, 
encompassed the social, the economic and the security aspects as broad subject categories. 
Through the mix of the different backgrounds of the interviewed experts, I sought to capture 
the diversity of perspectives on state performance and deprivation structures in which female 
gang membership is embedded. I dispensed with a fixed questionnaire structure to dive deeper 
into the particular perspectives of the interviewees and framed the follow-up questions rather 
spontaneously and in affiliation to the directed topics from the experts. Many of the interviews 
had a more informal character that appeared adequate to the respective situation and the 
broader social and cultural context of interaction. Except for one interview, all conversations 
were in Spanish, recorded and transcribed. All interview quotes used in the following chapters 
have been translated by me. I intended to remain as close as possible to the original 
connotations and language structure to convey the dynamic of the ideas and the conversation. 
After every conversation I uploaded the audiotapes to an online account, and kept the 
transcriptions separate from the tapes. 
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Expertinterviews 

Robledo, 2018 

 
 

A ´leader comunitario´ and human rights activist in Robledo who 
investigates gang crimes in his neighbourhood and provides legal 
advice to victims of violence and their relatives. 

SISC, 2018 
 
 
 

Worker at the ́ Secretaría de Seguridad´, member of a working group 
for investigations on delinquency and criminality inside the `Sistema 
de Información Para la Seguridad y la Convivencia´ (SISC) in 
Medellín, specialised on issues of organised crime and extorsion by 
gangs.  

UdeA, 2018 
 

Prof. Dr. Angarita Cañas, Professor of Law and Human Rights at the 
‘University of Antioquía’ (UdeA) and director of the research 
institution ´Observatorio de la Seguridad Humana de Medellín´ 
(OSH), specialist on urban violence and human rights violation. 

EAFIT, 2018 
 
 

Felipe Lopera, political scientist and sociologist at the ‘Escuela de 
Administración, Finanzas e Instituto Tecnológico’ (EAFIT), 
investigating criminal structures in the city of Medellín for more than 
ten years, focus on emergence of armed groups, their aims and 
internal organisations, their linkages to the national civil war parties. 

Dávila, 2018 
 
 

Dr. Dávila, Professor of Humanities at ‘Escuela de Administración, 
Finanzas e Instituto Tecnológico’ (EAFIT), today at Universidad 
autonoma, expert on public policy, citizen security, criminality and 
urban violence. He has done research on the relation between 
security policy and criminal actors with the focus on the 
discrepancies of official rule of law and informal orders in the 
parallel structures in the city of Medellín. 

Goméz, 2018 
 

Señor Gomez, State representative from the international 
community. 

Sec Juv, 2018 
 

Señora Sierra, employee at the `Secretaría de Juventud´ at the 
municipality, member of a project group that is responsible for 
violence prevention among youth and adolescents. 

Pol Nac, 2018 
 

Mayor Torres Arias, Police officer from ´la Policía Metropolitana de 
la Valle de Aburrá´, the executive force in Medellín. Mayor Torres 
Arias leads and directs police operations in the city. 

Pol Nac Prevención 
(Pol Nac Prev I, 2018) 
(Pol Nac Prev II, 
2018) 

Police officers from ´la Policía Metropolitana de la Valle de Aburrá´, 
the executive force in Medellín. Capitan Gonzales leads the division 
for violence prevention; Teniente Milena Franco is member of the 
prevention team. 

Región, 2018 
 
 

Gil Ramínez, sociologist and ´presidente de la junta directiva´ for 
social participation, former long-term employee at ´Corporación 
Región´ - a social organisation for peace and development in 
Medellín. 

Bellavista, 2018 
 

Long-time social worker who functions as intermediary person to 
gang members in the prison of Bellavista. 
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San Javier, 2018 Community workers in San Javier; the interview was made with two 
inhabitants of the very hillside region of San Javier who are both 
working in their community. One of them has family ties to the gang 
scene and composes of intimate insights of gang dynamics, while 
the other interviewee rather knows about combos from the outside. 

 

 

Thick Description and Table of Focus Group Discussants 

The focus group discussion was organised with a collective of feminist activists called ́ Identidad 
Mujer´ which is composed of various women from different professional backgrounds. They 
compose of lawyers, psychologists, social workers, engineers and researchers and engage all in 
the problematisation of gender-based deprivation of women and the societal discrimination of 
transgender people. In the form of an open collective body, these women organise public 
rounds of discussions, publish booklets and articles on the gender inequalities and support 
victims of gender-based violence. My relation to the group was based on a university contact 
who recommended to contact them as research partners that offer valuable insights on the 
women´s living realities in Medellín. After a first meeting with Señora Mancera, the head of 
Identidad Mujer, in which I informed her on my research on female gang members, we agreed 
on focus group discussion with seven group members. I invited them to my flat where the 
discussion round took place. Key subjects of the discussion were the situation of women in 
Colombian society, issues of cultural aspects of machismo and the subordination of the women. 
They discussed the recent societal gender transformation and problems young women face 
today in the poor neighbourhoods as well as possible driving forces for girls to join gangs. The 
group members referred to economic challenges, social liberalisation processes and gender-
based violence. They drew on information from their professional as well as personal 
backgrounds and illuminated the progressions achieved towards gender equality but also 
remaining discrepancies in between men and women and the manifestation of traditional 
gender roles. All in all, the group appreciated the participation in the research project as the 
topic of female gang membership was of great interest for them and we agreed on future 
knowledge exchange and collaboration. In general, the focus group discussion took place in a 
pleasant atmosphere and was followed by a shared dinner at my apartment. The entire 
discussion was recorded and transcribed with the permission of all participants. 

 

Focus Group 

Lina, FG 
Estefanía, FG 
Ana Lucía, FG 
Sahara, FG 
Ana Maria, FG  
Isabel, FG 
Daniela, FG 

Collective of feminist activists called ´Identidad Mujer´ 
which is composed of seven women from different 
professional backgrounds, ranging from lawyers, 
psychologists, social workers, engineers, researchers 
who all engage in the problematisation of gender-
based deprivation of women and the societal 
discrimination of transgender people. 
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Thick Description and Table of Narrative Interviews 
Over half a year, I spent much time with former gang members I got in touch with through my 
gatekeepers outside and inside the male prison Bellavista. Out of these twenty-nine interviews, 
I made eighteen interviews with women from and around the gang scene from which fourteen 
were former gang girls. Four women did not directly affiliate themselves to a gang and are not 
listed in the interview table. Further I interviewed eleven former male gang members, from 
which four interviews were made with higher ranking leaders in the prison of Bellavista. 
Whether or not these four were still actively involved was not made explicit during the 
interviews. Further information on gang life, I received from high ranking active members in 
Bellavista who regularly spoke to me, during the visits in prison, but refused an interview. Thus, 
they are also not listed in the table of interviews, nor do they appear as source of reference in 
the analytical chapters.  

For the interviews, I arranged the meetings with my gatekeepers who coordinated the contact 
to the interviewees, either in public places like cafés and parks or depending on the 
interviewees´ preferences, I visited them in their homes. The contact to almost all interview 
partners was facilitated through gatekeepers or was established through snowball sampling, 
not only due to reasons of access but also safety. In the majority of cases, the interviewees 
appeared in small groups in between two or even five people. Mobility and locality aspects 
were often delicate issues as it entailed security threats for gang members to cross invisible 
borders of different gang territories. Therefore, many meetings were only possible inside their 
own territory or in hidden places. At the beginning of each meeting, we talked about diverse 
things, independent of the context of the interview. Later I explicitly introduced myself and 
explained the purpose of my research. Except for the interviews in prison, I was allowed to 
record and transcribe all of them. When the gang members appeared in groups, I entreated 
them to do the interviews in private a bit away from the group. Sometimes they agreed and 
sometimes they preferred to stay together, listening to the conversation. This circumstance 
means that in some instances a narrative interview rather turned into a group discussion and 
had a different dynamic from my advance expectations.  

Therefore, and for the participants overall wellbeing, in terms of responding to questions about 
delicate subjects, I only conducted unstructured interviews that allowed the interviewees to 
direct the content of the conversation and enabled spontaneous reactions to unexpected 
changes in the interview dynamic. All my questions were cautiously and rather indirectly 
framed in order to avoid pressure on the people. A good and informal atmosphere was an 
essential part for the interviews, so that after the first interviews I did, I decided to design the 
meetings in the sense of a relaxed coming together in a park with drinks, finger food or ordering 
pizza. This informality increased the comfortability of the former gang members; without them 
having the feeling of being investigated we could talk more frankly. All the interviews thematise 
the economic, the social and security dimension of gang life and encompass life stories from 
their early years, when they joined the gang, until they were imprisoned or voluntarily left the 
gang. Moreover, the life stories not only entailed insights on gang life, but some also included 
a bottom up perspective on state performance, the juxtaposition of gang operations and the 
role of the state. Through the combination of interviews with female and male gang members, 
the conversations offer different perspectives of the gender-based interaction and perception 
of female gang membership that portrays a more holistic picture of the phenomenon. After the 
interviews, I often spent time with the interviewees, went out with them and they showed me 
around to get to know their neighbourhoods. In these times, I learned a lot about gang 
socialisation and the organisation of the gangs´ parallel structures through their internal 
interaction and the information they told me in these occasions.  

The interviews I conducted in prison were challenging and time intense. Except for the 
conversations with the gang leaders that took place in the private areas of the inmates, the 
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conversations were in the prison´s chapel, where I could use a small office that assured privacy. 
Although equally informal and anonymous, the scope and contents of the conversations 
deviated from the interviews outside. In contrast to the other interviews, which were relaxed 
since the recording enabled an engaged listening to the stories, the need to take notes disturbed 
the course of conversation, imprinted an undesired formality and hampered a favourable 
atmosphere. Although I spent much time, before and after the interview, with the inmates, I 
was not able to establish the same relation to the gang members as outside prison. 
Nonetheless, I felt privileged that they were willing to talk to me and that they offered so much 
insights into their lives before being incarcerated, how they have lived ever since and what they 
think about gang life retrospectively. However, beside the conversations, the mere interaction 
with the inmates in prison, to see to which degree gangs and membership shape the structure 
of this institution, provided valuable insights on the juxtaposition of two parallel orders in 
Medellín and indicated the power of gangs 

 

Narrative Interviews (female) 

Michele Itagui 
42 years, from 
Itagui 

Her father was murdered when she was 15 years old, her mother died 
of cancer. She grew up at her aunt’s place, went to school till the 6th 
grade. With 15teen or 16teen she met her later husband, he was 22 
years and already leader of a gang. He controlled the neighbourhood, 
size of the gang (ca 50) depending on the blocks. Long term gang 
member.  

Sandra San Javier  
24 years, BARRIO 
13 

Captured and sentenced for extorsion, now she studies painting and 
is practicing hip hop and street art. She lives with her parents since 
her brother died. She was an active gang member. 

Veila Floresta 
24 years, 
COMMUNA 12 and 
13 

Her father was killed when she was 14. Started for the bajo mundo in 
the combo el coco, later she controlled a greater territory in SAN 
JAVIER. She was a higher ranking gang member for a long time. 

Rachel Popular 
29 years, wife of a 
gang member in 
the Barrio 
POPULAR, 

With 15 years she started to live with him. She was the wife of a gang 
member and started to work for the gang as mula. When she left him 
as consequence of longterm abuse and domestic violence. The gang 
betrayed her to the police and she was captured for drug smugelling 
into prison.  

Alice Bello 
19 years, fled to 
SAN JAVIER 

mother had three partners (“mi mamá y el papá de mis hermanos, 
porque somos cuatro, yo soy la del medio”). She started with 9 years 
when the mother´s ex-partner came back into the family´s life. With 
eleven she run a plaza on her own and was responsible for the weapon 
storage in her Barrio. 

Mary Envigado 
44 years, 2 kids, 
still lives in 
Envigado 

27 year old son, 16 year old daughter), living in EVIGADO, she started 
with 17 leaving the house when already mother. She was a gang 
member for about 25 years and started already back in the 1980s for 
la ofician de Envigado and the Medellín cartel. 

Sophia Robledo 
30 years, 
POPULAR, 

Originally from Community 13, sister of the former duro de Belencito 
Corazon, with 5 years lost both parents, grew with brother at 
grandma´s. She never felt like a gang member, though she worked for 
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the gang and both, her brother as well as her two former boyfriends 
and father of her kids are long-time gang members.  

Laura Calnaz 
21 years, SAN 
JAVIER 

She started with 16 in la 13, then 5 years prison. She was a full gang 
member for more than two years.  

Camila Calnaz 
Estimated 19, San 
Javier 

In her combo were many girlfriends, she never related to. Only 
together with Laura she passed her active gang time and prison time. 
Both maintain intimate relationships with former male gang 
members.   
 

Nataly San Javier 
16 years, SAN 
JAVIER 

She grew up in BELLO with the grandma, two elder brothers and a 
Christian mother, father left them. Very loose ties to combo.  

Paula San Javier 
Estimated 20, 
Santo Domingo 

Forcefully recruited as she had to live in the street. She never sought 
to be a gang member, when she ended up in Prado, she had no other 
choice than joining the gang in order to have a minimum of protection 
in the city centre. 

Sara Belen  
28 years, BELÉN 

She is moher of two kids. She left home with 11 years and ended up 
in Prado. Sara spent more than seven years in various armed groups. 
First she had to work for a drug traffick gang in the city center, later 
she was recruited by the guerilla. When she fled from the mountains, 
she was caught by La Terazza, a former powerful ODIN in Medellín. 
Finally, she escaped and found protection in a gang in Belén, were she 
remained until her patron and leader of this gang was killed by a rival 
and she achieved to step out of the gang landscape.  

Andrea Candelaria 
25 years, BELLO 

She had business relation with combos from the centre. She worked 
for the gang for a short period of time both as mula and prostitute. 

Violeta Manrique 
17 years 
MANRIQUE 

Has business ties to combo, one kid. She lived alone with her mother 
(2 brothers), her father is unknown. Prostitution and mula in 
MANRIQUE. For Andrea it was a strategic decision to work for them, 
as the gang offered protection against violent clients 

 

Narrative Interviews (male) 

Denis Floresta 43 years, from Floresta tres, gang involvement of brothers 
Carlos Floresta 22 years, from Floresta dos 
Steven Calnaz Mid 20s, from Calnaz  
Jimmy Floresta 26 years, from La Floresta uno 
Andres Poblado 22 years, from Poblado uno, former combo member 
David San Javier 19 years, from San Javier 
Chulo Bellavista Former duro from San Javier, incarcerated in Bellavista prison 
Cielo Bellavista Former duro, used to lead a hotspot for combos in Manrique, 

incarcerated in Bellavista prison 
Flaco Bellavista Inmate in Bellavista prison 
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Cucho Bellavista Inmate in Bellavista prison 
James Bellavista Inmate in Bellavista prison 
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Informed Consent/ Confidentiality 
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Thick Description and Survey Questionnaire  

I finished my second field work phase with the conduction of the community survey. As a second 
source to capture the broader perspective of community members concerning the provision of 
social, economic or security goods with respect to different groups of actors, I conducted a face-
to-face survey with 166 community members. The questionnaire, therefore, asked about the 
quality of statehood, the status gangs have in the daily cohabitation and whether the 
community members feel gender-based differences concerning economic income, social 
participation, and security threats. As the aim of the survey was to reveal the community 
perception on the state performance, and the status of the gangs and female gang members, 
the targeted population was the overall population of Medellín. Therefore, the participant 
selection followed a purposive sampling that covered the two gender categories ‘men’ and 
‘women´ to an almost equal extent and covered all age groups of the population. I chose a face-
to-face conduction at different public places in Medellín that took place during a time span of 
three weeks in September and October 2018. Before I started, I discussed the survey 
questionnaire as well as the data collection procedure with a colleague from the university in 
Medellín who had experience in conduction surveys. Beside possible security implications, we 
discussed the questionnaire design, the order of the questions, the response options, the 
wording and the linguistic ‘understandability’ of question framing concerning risks of 
misunderstanding or the possibility of the need for further explanations. In a first pre-test, it 
became clear that the questionnaire was too long and that some questions required 
elaboration. After the first adjustment, I ran another test with the result that the questions 
became clearer, but given the time requirement of the face-to-face interviews, I decided to get 
help in the conduction from two survey-experienced sociology students recommended by a 
professor I was in touch with.  

Before the conduction, I explained to the students the research context of the survey, the 
purpose of each question, the targeted population, the sampling criteria and recording of the 
responses. For security reasons, the survey only took place during the daytime at busy, bustling 
town squares. Nonetheless, as the gangs have widespread surveillance networks in their 
territories, I decided to inform the gang leaders, I knew from work in prison, about the survey 
and asked for permission for the survey conduction in their neighbourhoods. For further safety 
I equipped the team with official t-shirts with the inscription ´survey´ and the logo of the 
Technical University Brunswick. During collection, the students and I had regular meetings to 
discuss the process and the response dynamics. We all agreed that people appeared frank in 
their response selection, demonstrated their interest on the topic and if necessary, asked for 
elaborations of the questions. Nevertheless, safety issues certainly restricted the spatial scope 
of the survey. Further, the great time intensity lowered the expected number of participants 
significantly, compared to the initially targeted number of participants. Finally, the empirical 
conditions made it necessary to adjust the data collection due to feasibility criteria. 
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Additional Figures, Graphs and Maps 

 

 

Fig. 22 Homicides: Types and comunas. Source: SISC 2019:9. 

 

Fig. 23 Gender-based differences in employment. Source: DANE 2018:23.  
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Original Interview Quotes 

 

Chapter 5 Original Quotes: 

i “¿Eso qué significa? Que la desigualdad e inequidad social y económica es muy marcada en Medellín. Es una de las ciudades más 
desiguales en Colombia, y Colombia es uno de los países más desiguales de Latinoamérica. Y a su vez, dentro de las comunas, 
puedes ver a nivel micro cómo son esas desigualdades.” (SISC, 2018) 

 

ii “[...] hay ordenes amalgamados, ordenes híbridos, donde las reglas de grupos criminales y las reglas del estado se fusionan y 
crean un nuevo orden, que es diferente al que aparece en la constitución y las leyes [...] hay una suerte de reglas que generan 
homicidios, pero que también contienen el homicidio, que también generan procesos de acuerdos, de pactos, de contención, de 
regulación, donde la policía también entra y es un actor social. Es un juego donde esas relaciones son también de colaboración, 
son también relaciones de poder inestables, pero que contribuyen, desde lo micro social, a reducir la criminalidad y el homicidio y 
a generar un estado de cierta paz criminosa. Es una paz criminosa que puede, en algunos momentos, ser preferible a una violencia 
estatal o una violencia por la recuperación del territorio, o a un estado de guerra por las buenas causas” (Dávila, 2018)  

 

iii “Eso comienza a convivir con una experiencia parecida de presencia ilegal, pero más de grupos del narcotráfico, de violencia del 
común y delincuencia. [E]ntonces tienen territorios con presencia insurgente y territorios con presencia de bandas y del 
narcotráfico. [S]u labor es más en función de toda la dinámica del grande del narcotráfico, pero al mismo tiempo, en el barrio lo 
que hacen es que celebran, hacen fiesta. [Escobar] funcionó como el gran patrón regulador de la vida de la gente, porque era el 
que controlaba los combos.” (Región, 2018) 

 

iv “Cuando [] se tomaron el poder de todos esos barrios fue porque el mismo gobierno les entregó para que no se me tiran los 
milicianos. Cuando el ejército sacó a los milicianos y los mismos paramilitares se unieron todos en bloque, el bloque Cacique 
Nutibara, entonces ellos se desmovilizaron y entregar y les entregaron el barrio para que lo estuvieran cuidando” (Bellavista, 2018) 

 

v “Combos son la parte operativa de esos grupos son jóvenes, pero hay unas cabezas que no son visibles, y esos son los que piensan, 
son los estrategas, los directores de los muchachos que están en el campo de juego, hay unos estrategas, líderes que no son visibles, 
porque es que el crimen también te tiene una parte que es visible y otra que no es visible, y esa es la que tiene el mayor poder, esa 
es la que tiene el poder.” (SISC, 2018) 

 

vi “[L]as laderas de la ciudad de Medellín empiezan a constituirse como pequeños círculos de exclusión que se van ampliando, que 
ya después uno a ver cómo se identifican, se masifican y tal, entonces ahí vamos viendo cómo se expande. [...] empiezan a dar 
otras economías informales, no pensándose ilegales, unas economías informales de subsistencia, de loteo del territorio para poder 
construir sus casas, y de agremiaciones comunitarias. [E]ntonces tenemos esas economías irregulares y ya también ilegales con la 
venta de marihuana, el procesamiento de la coca.” (EAFIT, 2018)  

 

vii “[A]lgunos de esos barrios no son reconocidos como tal sino que simplemente se dice: son asentamientos subnormales, no están 
legalizados entonces no son barrios. Entonces en ese sentido ni siquiera hay alcantarillado, saneamiento básico, ni siquiera hay 
energía legal, les toca pegarse de cualquier poste de luz y hacer de este asunto ilegal, o si han sido algunos legalizados los 
desconectan por falta de pago. Ofertas de empleo, y educación son muy pocas, es decir están vulnerados de muchas maneras.” 
(Robledo, 2018) 

 

viii “[L]a clase media también ha sido bastante golpeada, y hay mucha desigualdad; [resulta que hay] gente con ingresos muy altos 
y gente que tiene unos ingresos muy escasos, muy lamentables. Y yo creo que sí, la gente que tiene ingresos menores sí presenta 
mayores dificultades para acceder a muchos bienes y servicios, entre ellos la seguridad” (Dávila, 2018) 

 

ix “Las personas que viven apenas de un salario mínimo, que si tienen algún empleo formal también es difícil, porque el barrio 
queda lejos, tienen que pagar transporte; se enferman, entonces el acceso a la salud es muy malo, no hay un servicio de salud, o si 
lo hay es deficiente. [Además] llego al barrio, pero ahí en el barrio tú estás, como tienes trabajo, entonces dicen: como usted tiene 
trabajo, bueno, usted tiene que darnos un porcentaje" (UdeA, 2018) 

 

x “[E]so trae consecuencias en los barrios. Por ejemplo, tú encuentras altos niveles de desempleo; tú vas a un barrio popular 
encuentras cantidad de jóvenes que deberían estar trabajando o estudiando y están en las calles, haciendo nada o actividades no 
legales” (UdeA, 2018) 
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xi “[M]uchas posibilidades de una persona con dificultades socioeconómicas puede hacer reclutada de manera forzada o vincularse 
voluntariamente a un grupo ilegal, dónde va a obtener cierta estabilidad económica. El grado de control territorial y la presencia 
de estructuras criminales también dependen mucho de esa diferencia socioeconómica. [S]on niños con una alimentación precaria, 
unas condiciones familiares precarias que no les va a permitir un desarrollo físico y emocional adecuado para poder desempeñarse 
adecuadamente en un contexto educativo. Entonces, se vuelve un ciclo permanente de debilidades y violencias.” (SISC, 2018) 

 

xii “[Las estructuras son muy dynamicas] porque la violencia surgida del narcotráfico requiere eso. Es que eso es muy bonito, porque 
si uno habla como de las miradas del cambio social, estas organizaciones son una muestra típica de qué es el cambio social ahí, 
porque siempre se están moviendo están sacando cosas nuevas. O hacen prácticas reversibles que se te vuelven unas lógicas de la 
mafia más clásicas, de los grupos familiares, control del territorio, de una renta especifica.” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

xiii “los combos son grupos criminales, o sea, estructuras de gran poder, y los grupos delincuenciales son algunas personas que 
realizan delitos, pero el poder es muy limitado. Aquí estamos hablando de un asunto de poder. Un poder muy grande. A partir de 
pequeños grupos articulados, y luego son capaces de actuar frente al estado, pero los delincuentes no pueden actuar frente al 
Estado porque son débiles frente al estado.” (SISC, 2018) 

 

xiv “¿qué hay? Hurtos, homicidios, extorsión, explotación sexual y comercial de niños, niñas y adolescentes, tráfico de 
estupefacientes, tráfico de armas, el despojo de bienes inmuebles. En fin, todo un conjunto de prácticas delictivas desarrolladas 
como en un marco de actividad económica de ellos. Eso es lo que hay de fondo. Entonces, yo te mencionaba: hay un control 
territorial en lo económico, social, político y geográfico, es decir, la movilidad; pero por vía la extorsión” (SISC, 2018) 

 

xv “Porque muchos de los combos están dedicados a la trata de personas, de hecho algunos tienen catálogos de mujeres muy 
jóvenes casi niñas que pasan para el extranjero y vengan personas y accedan a ellas por determinado precio. Hasta decir que el 
jefe del combo ve una niña que ya está como creciendo y le llega el mensaje a la mama de la niña diciendo “cuidado con esa niña, 
cuídela que la virginidad es para tal persona, ya está vendida” cosas de ese aspecto de ese asunto y eso no es un fenómeno nuevo, 
eso está en la ciudad desde los tiempos d pablo escobar, cuando pablo escobar estaba vivo y todas esas cuestiones; solo que 
últimamente se está visibilizando ese tipo de asuntos. De hecho de alguna manera se disfraza ese tipo de actividades, por ejemplo: 
en la cuadra [X] hay disque una agencia de modelaje, pero es para eso; Le toman fotos a las niñas, hacen un catálogo y ya de ahí 
presentan un montón de dinámicas al respecto. La mayoría de ellas es en el poblado, que realizan estas acciones y allá llegan un 
montón de extranjeros precisamente para eso.” (Robledo,2018) 

 

xvi “[P]ueden tener desde cinco muchachos hasta 10 o 20 muchachos en todo ese proceso de cuidarlos en toda la ruta. ¿Por qué 
cuidar la ruta? Porque si ese bus pasa por un sector donde hay otro combo entonces el otro combo le va a cobrar el impuesto, 
entonces ellos tienen que cuidar de que no le cobren más impuestos y que sean los únicos” (Bellavista, 2018)  

 

xvii “Ellos dejaron de cobrar vacunas en las casas, y solamente se dedicaron a cobrar la seguridad de las tiendas y los supermercados. 
Pero el ingreso más grande de los impuestos que ellos manejan son las estaciones de los buses. Un barrio donde hay una estación 
de bus es muy lucrativo para el combo, porque ellos hacen varios procesos. Con el bus, por ejemplo, tienen una vigilancia en la 
noche y en la madrugada, según los horarios que ellos manejen. En la noche cuando llegan con el dinero, llegan con la liquidación, 
entonces llegan para esculcarlos, y en la mañana todo el tema del inicio del día, la salida y todo. Y la lavada de cada bus; entonces 
por cada bus cobran lo que se llama un alistamiento del bus, entonces el cobro por lavar el bus o limpiar el bus y por cuidarlo, por 
todo ese proceso” (Bellavista, 2018) 

 

xviii “[P]asa por el reparto de productos de la canasta familiar. [] grupos criminales se encargan del reparto de los huevos, del pollo, 
de las arepas, de productos de la canasta familiar, del gas propano; también realizan préstamos, que se llaman “gota a gota” o 
“paga diario”. (Dávila, 2018) 

 

xix “Ahora, a ciertas situaciones que digamos que tiene cierto presupuesto, ellos exigen o de alguna manera, sustraen o ponen a 
una persona para que ese presupuesto quede en sus manos. Entonces eso también afecta digamos las dinámicas sociales y 
socioeconómicas, sin embargo ellos se financian con esto también, además de muchas formas de financiación que tienen” 
(Robledo, 2018) 

 

xx “¿cómo se hace visible ese hecho? Por dos formas: Porque tienen el potencial de ejercer violencia. La gente lo sabe, pero también 
hay una estandarización de un cobro extorsivo que termina siendo un tributo forzado” (SISC, 2018) 
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xxi “[L]os que ganan dinero son los que esta allá arriba en la cúpula, los demás ganan muy poco, por eso algunos salen a robar y los 
jefes los autorizan, un muchacho de esos le pagan setenta mil pesos a la semana, puede tener un revolver, una pistola, y puede 
fumar los baretos” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

xxii “Esos pelados, de hecho, han creado problemas entre los combos porque se van a robar a otro barrio y entran a ese barrio, 
entonces piensan que los mandaron, y resulta que entre ellos mismos lo están haciendo. Consiguen una moto y un fierro y se van 
a robar solos – wild west” (Bellavista, 2018) 

 

xxiii “[E]sos grupos son la única alternativa económica para muchas familias. Esos muchachos terminan trabajando, empacando 
droga, transportando, poniendo cuidado. [R]ealmente, tiene que ver con la falta de oportunidades, hasta culturales; o sea, de 
imaginarse posibilidades distintas.” (Región, 2018) 

 

xxiv “El delito mutó en Medellín desde la perspectiva de que hubo un tiempo donde se generó una fusión de los bandidos. Dejaron 
de ser los pobres con necesidades, que no tuvieron otra visión otra perspectiva de la vida sino encaminarse al narcotráfico, y nació 
una generación que los llamaron "los plays" o "los puppies". Yo le estoy hablando de más o menos 10 años apenas. De esa 
perspectiva fue gente que no tenía la necesidad pero vieron en ese camino la adrenalina.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

xxv “[S]í hay algunas personas que se resisten al poder criminal, claro, pero es muy poco comparado con el tamaño del problema. 
Claro, y tú vas a encontrar organizaciones sociales y comunitarias que denuncian y que señalan las acciones del crimen organizado, 
pero tienen muy poca capacidad de incidencia. Claro, sí las hay. Bueno, y respecto a la denuncia por extorsión, en la ciudad hay 
miles de hechos extorsivos, pero se denuncian muy poquito” (SISC; 2018)  

 

xxvi “Pero para las autoridades eso no es un mayor motivo de preocupación, y para la mayoría de la gente, tampoco; nos 
acostumbramos a eso. Entonces, la gente dice: "Ahí vinieron los muchachos a cobrar". Y eso es la extorsión, y sabes que si no pagas, 
probablemente una vez, dos o tres veces, pero si no pagas y si les dices que no vas a pagar, tienes problemas.” (Región, 2018) 

 

xxvii “[H]ay unas expresiones de sociabilidades que aún no son violentas, pero son irregulares de la apropiación del territorio. [S]on 
muchas comunidades que han estado en una suerte de pequeños para-estados o proto-estados, de formas de regulación del orden 
social internos donde, por supuesto, la coerción tiene que ser un elemento, no fundamental, pero que sí está presente.” (EAFIT, 
2018). 

 

xxviii “Empezó la zozobra (Beklemmung) de no saber quién es tu vecino, tu vecino puede ser paramilitar, puede ser cualquier cosa, 
entonces la gente empieza a mirarse con sospecha. Eso en cuanto a la participación afecta mucho, no hay espacios para deliberar, 
no hay espacios para hablar de propuestas, la gente llega a veces a los espacios pero no habla realmente lo que piensa. […] Eso 
rompió el tejido social. La gente empezó a tener desconfianza unos a otros, antes el tejido social era muy fuerte en Medellín.” 
(Robledo, 2018) 

 

xxix “Imagínate lo que significa para una universidad que le maten diecisiete personas en un semestre. ¿Qué hizo todo el mundo? 
No investiguemos el conflicto armado; no hagamos denuncia, todo eso es peligroso. Un silencio total. Yo me acuerdo cuando 
volvimos a la universidad; parecíamos en una cárcel. La gente no hablaba, la gente hablaba bajito; de la asamblea estudiantil no 
hubo movilización, no hubo protesta, no hubo grafitis; era una universidad completamente intimidada. Un centro intellectual 
mudo” (Región, 2018) 

 

xxx “[S]obrevivieron muchas organizaciones y tal pero, indiscutiblemente, hubo un impacto colectivo de la violencia sobre las 
dinámicas de la ciudad, sobre todo las dinámicas organizativas, sobre los valores, sobre el asociacionismo. [S]e generó un poco la 
idea de que participar y liderar es peligroso y que altamente riesgoso” (Región, 2018) 

 

xxxi “[A]quí hay muchas ONG locales, nacionales e internacionales, la Cruz Roja Internacional, en fin. Muchas organizaciones, y son 
bien vistas y bien recibidas, porque entran a jugar un rol neutral y de fortalecer algunos procesos sociales y comunitarios, y no 
generan conflicto con la presencia de las estructuras criminales. Entonces, aquí pueden convivir múltiples actores, y en la ciudad 
ahora pueden participar todo tipo de organizaciones no gubernamentales, paralelamente con las instituciones del estado 
encargadas de la cultura, deporte, recreación, educación, infraestructura, participación social. Es que no chocan.” (SISC, 2018) 
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xxxii “Históricamente somos una sociedad muy violenta, acostumbrada a falta de unos referentes de ciudadanía fuertes, de 
regulación formal y legal de las relaciones sociales y de la convivencia, se ha acostumbrado a hacer uso de la fuerza para resolver 
conflictos y para imponer poderes. Entonces, eso también facilita que la conflictividad aumente” (SISC, 2018) 

 

xxxiii “Ellos surgieron por la ausencia histórica. [S]iempre ha habido diferentes poderes ilegales. ¿Cuál es la diferencia ahora? Que 
anteriormente no había estructura y poder articular, entonces eran grupos de delincuentes que tenían un poder muy limitado, pero 
luego se fortalecen, se articulan y logran disputar el poder del estado. Un poder que nunca estuvo en los territorios periféricos” 
(SISC, 2018) 

 

xxxiv “[L]o que se llama combo delincuencial usualmente es una estructura de hombres jóvenes, entre siete y catorce, que regulan el 
tráfico de estupefacientes en dos o tres cuadras, que logran controlar e intimidar pero que también tienen cierta legitimidad en 
algunos sectores de la ciudad.” (Dávila, 2018) 

 

xxxv “[...] es que los combos van encaminado casi siempre a grupos pequeños. Cuando usted dice "el combo de tal parte", eso se 
denomina en un sector y en un sitio, y ellos van a tener siempre más patrones. ¿Entonces a que definimos eso? Un barrio tiene 
varios combos, y cada combo tiene alguien que lo administra. Así como puede ser que dividan el barrio y esos combos son de este 
y este otro combo es de este, pero los combos siempre tienen que tener alguien que los administre, tiene que haber una cabeza. Y 
no es la cabeza visible, es tras bambalinas.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

xxxvi “Hay combos y estructuras que tienen más de treinta años, y digo que es co-gobierno por que digamos ellos están arraigados 
en ciertas zonas y ejercen control, labores de estado, solucionan problemas hasta conyugales, algunas personas digamos que 
tienen falta de alimentos ellos se lo proporcionan, es decir hacen tantas acciones de estado en esas zonas y el gobierno no los ataca 
en cuanto ellos tenga controlada la zona, y ellos no permiten que sucedan ciertas cosas, para que no se les venga la fuerza del 
estado como tal” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

xxxvii “Se supone que el estado es quien debe solucionar eso. El estado es quien debe tener el control, por lo menos, en las cárceles. 
Pues el control del INPEC está más afuera, pero de ahí nadie se puede volar por más que pague. Está por lo menos garantizando 
que nadie se va a volar de la cárcel. [Pero] la cárcel la mandan desde afuera, desde la calle. Hay alguien de afuera que manda en 
el patio 8, hay alguien de afuera que manda el patio 4, y él lo manda desde afuera tiene que suplir toda la droga del patio. Esa 
persona que manda desde afuera pertenece a un combo [y paga] 1.000 millones de pesos por el patio [a] los que están al frente 
del estado, o en ese momento representando al estado, pero obviamente es una negociación bajo cuerda.” (Bellavista,2018) 

 

xxxviii “Ustedes son del barrio, ustedes tienen un combo, ustedes manejan la vuelta. Yo los voy a patrocinar con armas, con todo. 
Tengan el poder y ustedes me rinden a mí cuentas con un porcentaje, nosotros les suplimos la droga, les suplimos todo. No le roben 
a la comunidad, no le pidan impuestos a la comunidad, porque ustedes se van a sostener de la droga y de lo que paguen las rutas 
de los buses y las tiendas.[...] entonces vamos a vender huevos casa por casa y de ahí se van a sostener otras personas, por ejemplo. 
De ahí tiene que salir un porcentaje para sostener a todos los que están en la cárcel, de los de nosotros". Y si dicen: "No aceptamos. 
¿Si no aceptamos, qué?", se van a la guerra. [E]mpiezan una disputa, hay muertos, hasta que me posesiono del lugar o pongo a 
alguien del mismo sector. Eso pasa con los líderes pequeños., que de alguna manera los líderes grandes para llegar posesionarse 
ahí tienen que ser estratégicos” (Bellavista, 2018) 

 

xxxix “Y esos pequeños grupos están articulados a otros mandos o liderazgos centralizados, y a su vez, todos con una forma de 
pirámide, a una gran estructura colegiada una gran directriz regional a la cual se articulan todos esos poderes. Entonces no es un 
solo poder, es una cúpula dónde está la representación de todos los poderes.” (SISC, 2018) 

 

xl “¿Qué tiene ahora cada uno de esos pequeños combos? Control territorial ilegal. Control territorial es que manejan, en mayor 
o menor medida, o pretenden lograrlo, control de las relaciones sociales, económicas y políticas del territorio, además, de la 
movilidad de la población, en unos lugares más que en otros lugares, de acuerdo al poder de estos grupos.” (SISC, 2018) 
 

xli “Es el poder criminal le permite luego articular todos los poderes criminales y disputar la soberanía al estado. Entonces, en 
muchos lugares de la ciudad estos poderes criminales ejercen el orden, la fuerza, la seguridad, la justicia, regulan la convivencia, 
el uso del espacio público, el amueblamiento urbano, el ordenamiento territorial, la disposición de residuos sólidos. En fin, ellos son 
un estado paralelo” (SISC, 2018)  

 

xlii “[A]ntes de ser colombiano somos paisa [] hay un alto nivel de reconocimiento que es una parte débil en la estructura social. [S]i 
vos sos la mamá del "duro" de la banda, la novia, la hermana, ocupas un lugar de mayor estatus en la jerarquía comunitaria. 
[T]odos somos de aquí, ellos y nosotros; mis hijos juegan fútbol con los hijos de los ´pillos´ y nos emborrachamos en diciembre en 
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la misma esquina, y la mamá de ellos es prima de la mamá mía". O sea, es una red familiar que te permite comprender qué es lo 
pasa ahí.” (Región, 2018) 

 

xliii “Escasamente, les dan cada año una muda de ropa, entonces ellos se sienten muy agudo, porque en diciembre les dieron "el 
estrén", en diciembre se pusieron ropa nueva, por eso. Es que es mucha la ignorancia de ellos, que en algunos combos se quedan 
nada más por eso, porque en diciembre llegaron y les dieron una muda de ropa, los vistieron y les hicieron una fiesta. Y por eso se 
matan todo el año.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

xliv Author: “¿Piensan que los combos de alguna manera tengan algunas aspiraciones políticas? ¿No todos pero algunos de ellos?” 

Participant 2: “Son adolescentes. ¿Qué aspiraciones políticas pueden tener? La aspiración política máxima de ellos es tener el 
"fierro", que no todos están "enfierrados". En un combo no todos tienen fierro. La primera aspiración de ellos en el fondo es que 
les den el arma, que les puedan conseguir un arma; la segunda aspiración podría ser la moto; y la tercera aspiración es que queden 
como líderes del combo” 

Participant 1: “Lo que estás diciendo sí es verdad, que las autoridades... No, perdón, la política y la autoridad como tal influye 
mucho dejándose actuar porque, por ejemplo, en la comuna Trece, allá por donde fuiste, por mi casa, ¿yo con estos "pelados"? 
"Listo, nosotros a ustedes los dejamos estar acá en el barrio y todo...". A ver, cómo se metió Derechos Humanos y la ONG para 
empezar al integrarlos a la sociedad y a socializar los y a cambiar Ese es estigma de violencia y todo, y más bien integrarlosa 
participar y a hacer cosas buenas por el barrio como tal, hacerlos tutores de paz. 

Participant 2: “Gestores de paz?”  

Participant 1: “Si gestores, gestores de paz, o personas que puedan generar cosas o eventos buenos para la comunidad como tal; 
no tenerlos como pandillas, sino que sean gestores dentro de una comunidad que impulsen, por ejemplo.” 

Participant 2: “Un cambio " gana-gana", no se desarman del todo.”  

Participant 1: “Sí, como tal, y se inscriben. Y los inscriben. Totalmente reconocido, porque me tocó el año pasado una reunión, que 
fui a una junta de acción comunal, y yo decía: ¿cómo así? Esta gente da la cara ante cámaras y firmando documentos como tal, 
con cédula y todo en mano.” (San Javier, 2018)  

 

xlv “[E]l rol de los combos, ellos de muchas maneras suplantan al estado. Eso es lo que quieren hacer sentir, hacen todo y se esfuerzan 
para que los puedan tomar como un referente de autoridad. Primero comienzan intimidando y metiendo miedo, luego solucionan 
problemas, también contribuyen a situaciones económicas, pero ellos de alguna manera afectan la participación en la construcción 
de algunas propuestas sociales y comunitarias, ellos imponen cosas. [...] Entonces eso es algunas de las afectaciones graves, y me 
parece muy grave muy delicado ese asunto de que de alguna manera pretendan suplantar al estado como tal, de otorgarse el 
papel de la autoridad cuando digamos ellos simplemente son autoritarios.” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

xlvi “[U]nas cosas con el combo otras con el estado: Esa es la opción. Entonces, en los barrios convives con varios poderes. Eso hay 
que tenerlo claro. La costumbre y las posibilidades no te dan más opciones. Para unas cosas, el estado, y el estado te garantiza 
cosas aquí, pero sólo algunas cosas; en otras, es muy lento pero tiene muy poca credibilidad. El estado puede hacer todo lo que 
hacen los combos, pero lo hace de manera selectiva, lo hace de manera lenta y lo hace de manera parcial. [E]stán llenando un 
vacío institucional. Los problemas de convivencia los resuelven ellos. Los conflictos entre vecinos y entre personas los resuelven 
ellos. El uso del espacio público lo regulan ellos. O sea, en lo cotidiano ellos resuelven la vida cotidiana de las personas” (SISC, 2018) 

 

xlvii “Que esos grupos, que empiezan haciendo un bienestar a esa comunidad, en el mediano o largo plazo terminan sometiéndola 
y quedan sobrepuestas a sus servicios. […] El que da protección exige obediencia". Entonces yo te protejo pero entonces tú quedas” 
(UdeA, 2018) 

 

xlviii “y ves todo el entramado allá y te bajas de allá a hacer una denuncia, a decir La Terraza no sé qué... No vuelves, no puedes 
volver allá. Entonces, lo que te toca hacer es que entrar siempre con gente de la comunidad que te acompañe. Hay cosas que no 
se pueden decir, que no se pueden hablar, que no se pueden hacer. Eso es, digamos, como de bajo impacto. La gente de las 
organizaciones en terreno ha aprendido ahí a medio convivir,” podemos ir donde queramos pero sabemos que somos 
monitoreados” (Región, 2018). 

 

xlix “[I]nfunden temor, pero también hay gente que los acepta porque prefieren esa resolución, aunque sea violenta, a la 
incertidumbre. Creo que con los combos hay una situación que es un tanto ambigua porque, por un lado, generan desorden pero, 
por otro lado, generan orden; ellos, sin darse cuenta que lo hacen, contribuyen a configurar un orden, pero un orden que no es el 
de Max Weber ni el orden ideal, sino un orden que es amalgamado, es un orden que es híbrido” (Dávila, 2018) 
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l “Primera pregunta: ¿cuál es el bien que se protege? ¿Qué es el bien que se está protegiendo? Segunda pregunta: ¿Cuál es la 
amenaza y quién es el que amenaza? ¿De quién se protege? ¿De dónde viene la amenaza y el riesgo? Tercera: ¿a través de qué 
medio se hace? ¿A través de la fuerza? ¿A través de la violencia psicológica o del diálogo?” (UdeA, 2018) 

 

li “[L]a mayoría de personas muertas son hombres jóvenes pobres, así como los homicidas son hombres jóvenes, lo cual coincide 
con un nivel de ingreso bajo con una proclividad a ser víctima de homicidio o a ser homicida. [L]o cual no quiere decir esto que 
pobreza igual violencia u homicidio, para nada, pero sí que puede existir cierta proclividad o hay, digamos, cierta relación con 
factores económicos deficitarios y cercanía con estructuras criminales y proclividad al homicidio” (Dávila, 2018) 

 

lii Aquí ya vivimos más tranquilos porque ya no hay casi robos, la seguridad ha mejorado". Y una pregunta: "¿Quién provee esa 
seguridad?", entonces dicen: "Pues, son grupos de paramilitares". Y uno dice: "¿pero no les ven problema?", y dicen: "¿qué importa 
que sean paramilitares?”, si lo hacen muy bien e, inclusive, han montado tiendas donde venden productos más baratos, hacen lo 
que el estado no hace" (UdeA, 2018) 

 

liii “Lo que pasa es que eso sí ya es de parte de la organización. Cuando eso lo hacen, eso es porque directamente los jefes, o sea, el 
narcotráfico como tal, los "fuertes" lo hacen. Estos embolsados igual son delincuentes, casi siempre son cabecillas, comandantes 
en las organizaciones. [El combo lo hace para demonsrar] qué combo tan fuerte, tan bravo, tan poderoso que fueron capaces de 
matar y picar una persona. Sí, es que eso es lo que pasa, son hombres, porque como se dice, la "cagaron" en la organización y les 
pegan la matada.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

liv “[E]l caso con Pesebre es que, cuando sale este hombre, que regentaba la violencia allá, se generó dentro de las mismas 
organizaciones armadas como una suerte de desorden institucional. De, bueno, ¿quién domina qué? ¿Cómo? ¿Qué rentas le 
quedan? Entonces, fue un proceso de confrontación muy agudo, tuvo unos meses muy agudos de confrontación” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

lv “[E]l problema siempre ha sido por los pequeños combos, que de pronto conocen tan bien el barrio que no dejan que los otros 
lleguen a posesionarse, sino que defienden su barrio o sus barrios [] Entonces si no me da apoyo usted, entonces busco a los 
paracos, y si los paracos no me apoyan entonces busco a la guerrilla” (Bellavista, 2018) 

 

lvi “Siempre, y siempre cuando hay disputas es por eso, porque, ¿cuándo hay violencia en un barrio en cierto sector? Y cuando está 
queriendo nacer un combito o una pandillita de ladroncitos y de todo eso que quieren empezar a tener un dominio. Pero es que 
hay una estructura mucho más grande que les dice: " venga a ver pa' acá, mijo, que las cosas no son así", y ahí es cuando empieza 
una guerra que no dura mucho. Aquí las guerras en Medellín no duran tres o cuatro días.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

lvii “Yo diría que la política en Medellín, gane el que gane, sea de cualquier partido, esa política se ve sumisa a la organización que 
esté en el poder en el momento o, en ese cambio de política empieza... a veces, sí se ve que empieza otra vez otra guerra. Casi que 
en cada transición de gobierno político, en esos primeros mesecitos o en ese primer año hay una aceptación de poderes, que está 
muy marcado en esa parte de la delincuencia, porque es empezar otra vez era el dominio y volver otra vez hacer negociaciones con 
este combo, cómo va a quedar esto, hagamos las paces por este lado... ” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

lviii “[L]os pequeños líderes no están interesados en es oferta, sino que como apenas están iniciando en este tema de ganar plata 
dicen: "Pues ellos ganaron la plata y ya quieren hacer la paz, pero nosotros apenas estamos empezando y queremos lucrarnos". Y 
todo el que quiera dinero fácil dirá que esa es la manera, pues sencillamente optar por la guerra. Entonces por eso los grandes no 
se pelean entre ellos, pero los pequeños que se unieron a ellos, o que ellos hicieron un ir en algún momento, se pelearon. Los hijos 
menores que en cualquier momento se pelearon y toca castigarlos o sancionarlos, eso es lo mismo que pasa en la ciudad.” 
(Bellavista, 2018) 

 

lix “[E]empiezan una disputa, hay muertos, hasta que me posesiono del lugar o pongo a alguien del mismo sector. Eso pasa con los 
líderes pequeños. [S]i ellos fueron los que iniciaron la guerra. Y ella quieren guerra, guerra van a tener. "el que quiera que vengase 
aquí, que aquí lo espero" y realmente la guerra no se está acabando sino que se está dividiendo. Entre más se divida, pues más 
guerra va a haber, y eso es lo que realmente está pasando. [E]ntonces metamos menores de edad a la guerra, y los pelados no se 
quieren someter, no son de negociar ni me hablar. Entonces todos los pelados que estaban matando eran pelados entre 14 y 20 
años; esos eran los que estaban matando. Y cada pelado que moría era una zozobra para la comunidad, una muestra de que 
todavía seguía en guerra la comunidad y también era un hecho de por qué están muriendo los menores. [P]arte de los resultados 
de la guerra, las muertes de familiares, las muertes de "los hijos" que ellos llaman. El resultado de la guerra es eso, que uno no 
sabe por qué está la guerra.” (Bellavista, 2018) 
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lx “[P]or aquí no pasa nada todo está bien, entonces no es necesario que la policía ingrese hacer control y todo ese tipo de cosas”. 
Por eso digo que es un co-gobierno, tú me respetas yo te respeto, yo controlo esto pero entonces no vengan ustedes acá, 
básicamente eso. Eso ha sido en muchas zonas de la ciudad de Medellín.” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

lxi “Incluso hay muchos combos donde saben que si aquí hay un muerto o algo se nos calienta esto y se nos mete la policía, entonces 
se manejan bien, se controlan bien; nadie denuncia, viven. Hay muchos sitios de los que uno tiene la perspectiva, "allá sí quedaron, 
pero allá nunca pasa nada". Viven así en esa convivencia. Pero donde nosotros sepamos que haya denuncia, que haya un ilícito, 
hay que ir atacarlos.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

lxii “[A] veces que sale, lo de las asonadas, que la policía va a capturar un muchacho y le sale la señora, los niños; vestirán botellas 
desde Los balcones, queman la patrulla. Y no son los muchachos del combo, son las mamás, las tías, las hermanas, las primas; 
porque es que son los muchachos del barrio.” (Región, 2018) 

 

lxiii “¿quién me protege del que me protege? Es lo que pasa con la policía, tiene el deber de proteger a la gente pero a veces la 
policía genera riesgo de violencia, es una cuestión ambivalente. [L]a cuestión es que se legítima la existencia y la participación de 
esos autores, cuando el estado no está o no cumple su papel como tal, ¿que toca hacer en ultimas? De alguna manera toca acudir 
a ese tipo de personas que actúan rápido y efectivamente, cosas que no hacen las autoridades acá. La gente va a lo práctico a lo 
pragmático, lastimosamente de esa forma se legitiman ellos con autoridad en los territorios.” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

lxiv “Para las cosas cotidianas, qué son muchas, mayoría en el orden social, son más. Entonces, son actores ilegales pero necesarios, 
y son actores violentos pero no caóticos. ¿Violentos por qué? Porque la gente sabe que actúan con violencia y lo han demostrado 
y lo demuestran todo el tiempo, pero evitan que lleguen violencias mayores al territorio, porque el estado no garantiza un orden, 
entonces cualquier actor puede generar violencias mayores si no hay quien lo regule. Entonces ellos, a su vez, se regulan entre 
ellos. Eso termina siendo una regulación.” (SISC, 2018) 

 

lxv “Los combos protegen a la gente de una posible agresión de otros combos, pero también, el pago de la protección violenta 
protege a la gente del combo mismo que cobra. Digamos que, cuando uno le paga a un combo para que lo proteja, en primer lugar 
es que lo proteja de ellos mismos, claro. [E]llos hablan de actividades de vigilancia y actividades de “gaminería” es cuando tienen 
libre y usan las armas y van y asaltan a una persona, atracan, y ellos distinguen como actividades de vigilancia y de gaminería.“ 
(Dávila, 2018) 

 

lxvi “Entonces a uno después le da más miedo acudir a la policía, que incluso a los mismos muchachos. La gente le pone queja los 
muchachos, la gente le pide protección a los muchachos y les da más miedo pedirle a la policía que a los muchachos, porque la 
policía les dice “aquella persona te delató, aquella persona dice que esto y esto…” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

lxvii FL:”Hay una cosa para llamar la atención, que en ese pecado creo que caemos, creo que todos los queremos estudiar esto, y es 
pensar la coerción como el factor fundamental. Pues, la coerción directa y fáctica, la que sucede, «te mato, te pego, te saco, te 
desplazo». 

Author: “Pero también están jugando con el miedo de la gente.” 

F.L: Exacto. Es que, creo que es uno de los elementos fundamentales, pero también con la legitimidad que ellos puedan tener en el 
territorio.” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

lxviii “Para todas las personas de los barrios: Olaya, Calasanz, Colinas, Robledo el Pesebre, Villa, Florida 1,2,3, Ferrini, Soledad, Pozo, 
Santa Lucía, Sanjacho, Socorro, Pradera, Divisa, Metro, Cristo y TODOS sus alrededores se les recomienda primero guardar 
discreción sobre quién manda este mensaje y segundo recordarles que el fin de semana está programado para voleo de plomo y 
limpieza militar...les dejo el mensaje ps para que vean que no es jodiendo, mucho cuidado, no queremos ver niñas despues de las 
7 de la noche en la calle ni parceritos porque los van a levantar ademas esto se va a prender y no es una charla ustedes han visto 
cuantos muertos van, les que el servicio público no lo usen despues de las seis de la tarde y tampoco caminen, mejor dicho solo 
quedense en sus casas, es mejor perder compromisos a perder la vida...nada de visajes porque se van de baja, ojo ps les dejo para 
comuna 12 y 13 pilas!” (Anonymous whatsapp message, April 2018) 

 

lxix “[D]e alguna manera han evolucionado o humanizado, digamos que solo han cambiado las reglas de ese tipo de conflictos, todo 
depende pues como del nivel de ofensa y la urgencia que se tenga para que digamos la persona en cuestión que se esté buscando 
caiga y allá que hacerlo.” (Robledo, 2018) 
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lxx “Por venganza. Por pleitos entre el combo, o deudas, porque mucha gente se pone a prestar plata y no tiene después como 
pagarla, y la mejor forma de cobrarles es apretándoles a la familia o matándolos. Igual se le va a perder la deuda, entonces no es 
lo más salomónico. Pero la mayoría de los homicidios es por esas peleas.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

lxxi “[C]omo esa cara de la amenaza: Te cuido, pero es que yo soy la amenaza. Es porque mantienen ya... O sea, llega a un punto de 
perfilarse en sus prácticas de control social lo suficientemente amplias y reconocidas para que la gente considere que es seguro, 
que es bueno el barrio, pertenece al «Man» que te puede matar” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

Chapter 6: Origical Quotes: 

 

lxxii “Acceden más a la educación superior las mujeres qué los hombres, porque hay una presión social para que el hombre sea 
productivo, una vez termina el colegio o el bachillerato, que es como el nivel básico que se exige para muchos puestos laborales, 
exigen sólo que tengan un título de bachiller. Entonces, hay una presión social o que el hombre tiene que empezar a ser productivo 
más rápido. Entonces las mujeres pueden matricularse en una universidad, acceder a los estudios universitarios.” (Sahara, FG, 
2018) 

 

lxxiii “Parte de las cifras que hablan de deserción estudiantil hablan de la presión social y familiar que hace que una persona no vea 
necesario ingresar a estudiar una carrera porque, por un lado, también es reforzando como el estigma de incapacidad mental. 
Entonces, es como esto: "¿para qué? Más bien, busque un trabajo rápido que le genere. No hay tiempo para esperar cinco años a 
que usted aprenda algo. No necesitamos algo productivo que genera dinero ya, rápido". Pero, si además eres mujer, todavía estás 
más estigmatizada, y esa presión también viene por parte de los esposos. O sea, hay mujeres que, a veces, tienen proyectos, se 
casan y ya de su esposo el que le dice: " no, tú no necesitas saber nada. Yo voy a traer todo a la casa, yo te voy a mantener y voy a 
hacer todo los gastos. No tienes que estudiar nada, no estudies". Y las mujeres también se dejan llevar de esa presión.” (Ana Lucía, 
FG, 2018) 

 

lxxiv “Ahora es otra: estudien, porque deben estar calificadas, pero para hacer esposas calificadas. Y eso no solamente sucede en 
Medellín; eso sucede en el mundo. No puedes estar casado con cualquiera. La mujer empieza a tener acceso a la educación, 
precisamente porque los hombres importantes no podían estar casados con unas mujeres que no tenían ni idea de que iba a ser la 
vida en términos académicos. [] Entonces, como la mujer es la que va a educar a los hijos debe estar preparada, así empieza el 
acceso a la educación por parte de la mujer.” (Ana Maria, FG, 2018) 

 

lxxv “[U]n cambio cultural en Colombia, muy grande, qué es el mayor acceso de las mujeres a la educación, especialmente la 
educación secundaria y universitaria. [H]ay una especie de sincretismo entre la mujer profesional y la mujer objeto” (Región, 2018) 

 

lxxvi “Todavía hay, en general, muchas desigualdades en ingreso, y en las oportunidades. Inclusive, en una misma entidad, es muy 
frecuente que, en el mismo cargo, una mujer gane una cantidad de dinero y el hombre un poco más, sólo por ser hombre o sólo 
por ser mujer.” (SISC, 2018) 

 

lxxvii “Entonces, siempre quedan dependiendo del hombre. Cuando el hombre no está, ellas no tienen vida; no tienen un proyecto de 
vida. Ellas nunca se preocuparon por crear un proyecto de vida; no tenían más aparte de lo que su esposo decía que ellas podían 
hacer. O por lo menos, un proyecto de vida desde su rol de mujer porque, lo que decía Lina, que toman otro rol. (Ana Lucía, FG, 
2018) 

 

lxxviii “[L]a situación real de muchas mujeres es precaria, es difícil, hay muchas falencias, hay muchas necesidades. Creo que falta 
pensarse más y ver la situación real de las mujeres, además el sistema mismo excluye, la falta de oportunidades, los actos 
machistas, los abusos que se presentan constantemente todo ese tipo de cosas. [Es] que los índices de pobreza son mal altos en las 
mujeres incluso. Por esa dificultad de acceder a un empleo digno, del asunto salarial o porque es difícil mantener su familia y 
trabajar al mismo tiempo” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

lxxix “En los barrios de las laderas [] apenas hay mujeres que están saliendo de esa tradición, de esa idea que le meten las mismas 
familias, como: "primero decida ser mamá y después ir a trabajar y a conseguir tus cosas". Entonces, pienso que hay mucho tema 
alrededor, pero una de las raíces profundas [de la desigualdad economica] viene de ahí, de esa tradicionalidad de las familias” 
(Lina, FG, 2018) 
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lxxx “[P]orque en su mayoría de las personas que están en estos lugares, son mujeres cabeza de familia y a una mujer le toca sola 
levantar un grupo familiar, le toca hacerse cargo de los niños, le toca trabajar, le toca velar por los alimentos, es decir le toca hacer 
los papeles de dama de casa pero también le toca trabajar. Es una situación bastante difícil para las mujeres como tal. Apoyo para 
ellas poco, y es están a merced de muchas vulneracione también de parte de estos grupos armados. Algunos llaman a sus filas a 
los niños, o hay abusos también a las niñas desde muy jóvenes, ellos ya están digamos de alguna manera tratando de traficar con 
sus cuerpos” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

lxxxi “Es el narcotráfico, o sea, el dinero fácil. Teniendo en cuenta lo que Lina está diciendo, que el esposo, el hombre tiene que dar 
todo en la casa, a veces el dinero fácil, a las mujeres acá les vendieron una idea desde Pablo Escobar. Vendió la idea de que la mujer 
perfecta es la que tiene "tetas", " culo", y te puedes ganar dinero fácil desde ahí. Entonces, creo que también va un poco ahí, de 
que: "yo me acuesto con este narco y así consigo más dinero" (Estefanía, FG, 2018) 

 

lxxxii “Lo que yo veo con los combos, estos no son unos "Robin Hoods"; digamos, estos grupos criminales de Medellín, lejos de ser 
revolucionarios, son antes reaccionarios y constituyen instituciones extractivas [] y ellos no tienen un proyecto político; ellos lo que 
quieren es extraer rentas y reproducir el modelo de extracción, el modelo machista.” (Dávila, 2018) 

 

lxxxiii “[E]se papel es fundamental, digámoslo en niveles de organización y propuestas de las mujeres de las ONG y de las 
organizaciones comunitarias, creo que de alguna manera han contribuido muchísimo a reconstruir esos lazos sociales comunitarios 
del tejido. [E]n la sociedad colombiana somos sobreprotectores con las mujeres, de alguna manera se ve a la mujer como alguien 
débil que necesita constantemente ser ayudada, protegida, consentida, y tal vez se ignora mucho la inteligencia, la capacidad todos 
los elementos digamos que incluso superan ONGs se esfuerzan en disminuirla, pero el problema es muy grande, y lo que yo observo 
es que no logran disminuir el asunto, logran contenerlo, que es diferente. Entonces, son esfuerzos muy importantes pero no son 
suficientes, porque hay un problema cultural, un problema de violencia, de crimen organizado (SISC, 2018) 

 

lxxxiv “[E]n los últimos años, hay un trabajo muy importante de ciertas organizaciones, ONG, fundaciones, asociaciones de mujeres. 
Creo que hay una participación importante de mujeres, pero indudablemente Medellín y Colombia siguen siendo muy 
conservadoras y muy machistas; sigue muy anclados esos idearios. Y creo que sí, creo que culturalmente nos falta todavía 
sacudirnos de ese imaginario del patrón, del hombre, y también de esas nuevas formas que introdujo la mafia, del hombre fuerte 
y de la mujer como objeto, llena de cirugías plásticas y como un objeto de placer al servicio del hombre.” (Dávila, 2018) 

 

lxxxv “[Q]ue el poder, los grandes poderes están al mando de hombres, en la empresa, en el estado, en los criminales, en todos esos 
niveles hay unos asuntos culturales que son transversales a todos. Y por ejemplo, en las guerrillas también podrías ver eso, sus 
líderes principalmente han sido hombres. La participación, los combatientes son principalmente hombres. En los últimos años había 
más mujeres, pero históricamente las guerrillas eran de hombres” (SISC, 2018) 

 

lxxxvi “En el caso de las mujeres combatientes en la ciudad de Medellín acompañaron desde motines, combates, pero también 
ayudaron a todos los procesos de inteligencia, pensando: son menos visibles, es más difícil etiquetarla si es combatiente o no, se 
disimulan más fácil entre las personas y se supondría, en un craso error, que las personas les hablan más fácil, es más fácil de 
acercarse, ya sea porque las ven muy bonitas, o porque son muy amables o porque son muy buenas estudiantes. Pero entonces, 
por eso te decía, esa mirada hetero-patriarcal ahí sigue funcionando.” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

lxxxvii  “[A]ún en los grupos de izquierda, el rol de las mujeres es subsidiario. Pero en el otro es mucho más evidente. Yo te lo digo con 
toda seguridad, yo creo que los grupos armados, aún los insurgentes, normalmente son un obstáculo para la transformación de 
las relaciones de inequidad de género. Estos de ahora, peor, porque éstos son unos "hijueputas machos", matones.” (Región, 2018) 

 

lxxxviii “[E]n Medellín no se presenta nada diferente a al sistema patriarcal, que es la misma cuestión, en todos los momentos y 
condiciones, desde que eres una niña hasta que eres una adulta o una anciana, y en todos los espacios: en el colegio, en la 
universidad y en las casas; es el mismo sistema. Que la particular de Medellín es que, cómo está entre montañas, y [] los barrios 
que tienen menos recursos económicos quedan en esas laderas, y hablaba de que en Medellín hay personas que no conocen la 
línea del horizonte” (Sahara,2018) 

 

lxxxix “[Muchas] mujeres no pueden tener proyecto propio de vida, que su papel es reproductor. O sea, son madres, son esposas y 
esa es tu vida, y todo el tiempo como con una tutoría masculina; cuando eres hija está el papá; cuando eres esposa está el padre 
y cuando eres viuda están los hijos hombres. Entonces, como que son seres desprovistos de capacidad de agencia, no tienen 
autonomía.” (Región, 2018) 
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xc “Entonces, no es un empoderamiento desde el rol de mujer, no como diciendo que exista un solo rol de mujer, sino desde cómo 
se identifiquen siendo mujeres. Tienen que encarnar valores masculinos para poder tener otra posición y poder dar sustento a esa 
familia que quedó sin un padre o así.” (Ana Lucía, FG, 2018) 

 

xci “[E]n Colombia, lastimosamente, ha habido como un empoderamiento de la mujer de la manera que no era, y ha sido por el lado 
de la guerra. Sí, porque tenemos muchas víctimas del conflicto que, en su mayoría, son mujeres, que quedaron siendo cabezas de 
hogar por la misma guerra, entonces les tocó empezar a asumir un montón de actividades para las que no estaban preparadas. 
Entonces, ha habido como un empoderamiento y les ha tocado, de pronto, pensar en actividades productivas, tener un 
emprendimiento o algo, pero ha sido por la necesidad y como consecuencia de la guerra, no porque realmente la mujer pensar que 
ella misma podía hacer muchas cosas.” (Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

xcii “Pero ellas dicen: "Cómo me quedé sola, entonces me tocó", y es esa la imagen que también se pinta de la mujer, "tan 'berraca' 
porque lo hizo sin un hombre". Entonces se gana ese adjetivo también por ese logro de haber conseguido un montón de cosas sin 
el apoyo de un hombre, finalmente no era necesario.” (Lina, FG, 2018) 

 

xciii “Esa es la idea que yo busco del grupo, es que cada mujer se identifica o se reconoce como mujer desde su posición, desde su 
concepción de mujer. La invitación es que esa concepción este dada ante otras posibilidades de ser mujer, no ante una posibilidad 
qué te encasilla. Como hablamos al principio, de las laderas y de las personas que están lejos de los recursos; la iniciativa surge de 
ahí. Vamos a mostrarles a estas chicas que hay otras posibilidades; que no solamente hacen este curso [de ser ama de casa] porque 
les den un subsidio. Vamos a mostrarles que hay otras posibilidades, y ya, ante esas posibilidades que elijan.” (Estefanía, FG, 2018) 

 

xciv “¿qué es un rol masculino? Podemos identificarnos con un montón de cosas que están ahí; son posibilidades. [] Voy a llamarlo 
lucha, pero el mismo ánimo de defender algunas cosas o de apoyarlas, o de resaltarlas hace que sea como un encierro.[] Entonces, 
vamos a resaltar esto de la mujer, pero habrá contrario, habrá un opuesto, si hay blanco ahora negro, si hay masculino habrá 
femenino. Pero es un poco romper esas barreras así, cómo se han ido rompiendo en otros asuntos.” (Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

xcv “Con el cambio generacional que se está dando con el tema de la globalización y todo este tema, nos ha marcado mucho. 
Entonces claro, si nosotros veníamos de ser una cultura machista, conservadora, a raíz de todo lo que ha pasado. [E]se punto en 
empezó a cambiar, en el que ya cada vez más las mujeres se educaban. Bueno, teniendo en cuenta que los hombres también [] 
cada vez las generaciones que vienen tienen más acceso a más cosas, tienen más educación. Ahora, las generaciones que vienen 
ya están viajando. [] Ya nosotros venimos en unas generaciones en las que ya tú quieres conocer el mundo entero, para tener más 
posibilidades, para conocer otras culturas, para tener intercambio, aprender otros idiomas.” (Ana Lucía, FG, 2018) 

 

xcvi “Los nuevos roles que están asumiendo las mujeres también están cambiando mucho en Colombia. Para nosotros, como país 
tercermundista, son unos procesos un poco más lentos, porque tenemos muchas otras necesidades que no están resueltas que hay 
que resolver primero, y que se resuelven desde la familia, hasta la ciudad, la región y el país. Son cosas que se tienen que ir 
resolviendo primero, pero ya están marcando un cambio en todo, en la posición de la mujer y demás.” (Ana Lucía, FG, 2018) 

 

xcvii “Realmente ¿cuándo se va a diversificar o cuando vamos a adoptar o, quizá, a fusionarnos todas las mujeres de Colombia e 
identificarnos o poder tener una conversación o, por lo menos, a pensarnos? Yo creo que eso se lograría cuando las brechas sociales 
sean un poco más cerradas, porque cuando la brecha social en este momento es gigantesca, aunque con la globalización nos llega 
la información a todos los rincones” (Isabel, FG, 2018) 

 

xcviii “Lo mismo, el capitalismo cuando nos cogió nosotros no estábamos preparados, entonces nos cogen estas corrientes feministas, 
que nos cuestionan qué es el machismo y nosotros ni siquiera supimos lo necesario. Hablo en términos generales, porque la gran 
población de Colombia tiene que satisfacer sus necesidades básicas todos los días, con el diario, con trabajos informales, y llegan 
a decirnos: " es que la mujer tiene que salir de no sé dónde", y eso crea como un montón de trabas y de máscaras en las mujeres, 
porque entonces ellas dicen: "no tengo con que alimentar a mis hijos. Estoy aquí esperando un borracho que llega a pegarme", 
cosas así que necesitan otro tipo de atención. Entonces, esas corrientes feministas se vuelven como una cárcel también, porque " 
es que no querés cambiar, es que te falta pensar". Pues, también como que iban disminuyendo ese papel en la mujer.” (Lina, FG, 
2018) 

 

xcix “Entonces muy de acuerdo con lo que dice Isabel, la sociedad no está preparada, inclusive, no está preparada en términos 
económicos y en términos sociales para debatir temas de mujer, y a veces le pedimos mucho también a las mujeres, que necesitan 
otro tipo de orientación, más desde el ser, más de su quehacer o como mostrarse como mujer en el mundo.” (Lina, FG, 2018) 
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c “[L]lega un momento en donde la sociedad empieza a pedirles algo o ellas mismas empiezan a cuestionar unas cosas y dicen: "no, 
pero es que estudié esto, pero me falta ser mamá, me hace falta esto...". Es como que la identidad de la mujer, a pesar de que 
todas somos tan diferentes, sigue siendo como una sombrilla grande donde todas tenemos meternos y cumplir algunas actividades, 
entonces todo el tiempo nos castigamos porque tenemos que ser buenas mamás, buenas hijas, buenas amigas, buenas en el 
trabajo, buenas con el esposo. O sea, están bien como un chip, que uno dice: "soy la mujer liberada porque cumplo con todo, porque 
soy la mujer perfecta, porque hago de todo, porque estoy metida en todas las cosas". Y realmente no. Yo pienso que la mujer, en 
su variedad de identidad, puede decir: "Ve, quiero ser ama de casa y soy feliz siendo ama de casa". Por entonces, ahora uno ve una 
amiga que decir eso y uno juzga desde afuera: "¿cómo vas a ser ama de casa en esta época? ¿Cómo te vas a dedicar a cuidar a tus 
hijos?". Entonces, también hay como una pelea entre mujeres, como de que tenemos que cumplir todas lo mismo, de seguir el 
mismo camino.” (Lina, FG, 2018) 

 

ci “Por la violencia que hemos vivido, el hombre, muchas veces, ha estado fuera del hogar, y entonces pierde un papel ahí. Así la 
madre tiene mucho poder en su papel como madre en Medellín. [] ¿Qué pasa? Cuando el hombre quiere volver a ese lugar después 
de la guerra o después de irse, o de abandonar su casa porque ha tenido que buscar el sustento o equis razón, porque ha estado 
en la cárcel o por la razón que sea, muchas veces, la forma de volver a ocupar mi lugar ese hombre, es a través de la violencia.” 
(Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

cii “Al hombre le pega la violencia. Entonces, el hombre también ha tenido un papel difícil en esta sociedad, porque no se le reconoce. 
Muchas veces, el valor que se le da al hombre es solamente por lo que tiene, ´lo que tienes es lo que vale´.[] Y por esa fuerza, 
entonces para el hombre va a ser en esta sociedad, en unos espacios muy difícil identificarse de otra manera, y es una de las razones 
por las que las mujeres debemos trabajar dentro de nuestra identificación en permitir al hombre identificarse de otra manera. 
(Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

ciii “A la hora de elegir una pareja nosotras, muchas veces, aunque hemos criticado cosas, queremos un hombre que encarne estos 
valores de la masculinidad que se nos ha vendido.  Entonces nosotras mismas cortamos la posibilidad de que ellos se identifiquen 
de otra forma. Debe ser como un trabajo o un esfuerzo o un ánimo en común, de permitirnos, de identificarnos y vivir nos como 
vayamos sintiendo que va el asunto.” (Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

civ “Entonces, yo creo que un principal conflicto, que haya machismo y que se explique por qué, es porque tenemos las brechas 
gigantescas, y nosotros no podemos, incluso, definirlo porque no lo cuestionamos. Ya ahora que, claro, nosotros tenemos una 
generación que ahora está estudiando más, ahora se está abriendo mucho más ese espacio, pero no llega a todas las casas” (Isabel, 
FG, 2018) 

 

cv “Nosotros por ejemplo, nuestro contexto, me atrevo a generalizar, por lo que veo de nuestros hermanos, de nuestros amigos, que 
ya les ha tocado ir muy de la mano con mujeres profesionales, que trabajan hombro a hombro, entonces ellos también empiezan 
a repartirse funciones que los hombres de antes no.[U]no ya ve, por los amigos, los hermanos y demás que ya va muy hombro a 
hombro con las mujeres en lo que hacen, en que los dos trabajan, los dos cuidan los niños, los dos hacen las labores del hogar, un 
poco de esas tareas.” (Lina, FG, 2018) 

 

cvi “En la parte digamos más humilde es más visible, pero el machismo está muy arraigado culturalmente en todos los extractos 
socioeconómicos, en algunos extractos altos se disimula más, algunas mujeres no hacen denuncias o casas así por el estilo; Se 
pensaría que es para no perder los beneficios económicos por así decirlo. Pero en los extractos bajos es notorio digamos en el 
sentido de que, los problemas, las peleas todo mundo se entera, es como más difícil ocultarlos. Hay otras manifestaciones distintas 
que se dieron al feminicidio, la violencia es tal que se llega a eliminar las mujeres. Pero que digamos que en los extractos más altos 
no hay ese tipo de violencia eso es falso, es igual también, solo que es más fácil ocultarlo y disimularlo” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

cvii „[Los funcionarios] piensan que las mujeres que están asociados a ellos son una mujer que está en la guerrilla, así por el estilo 
pero no lo ven como posible mujeres aquí y a los territorios, que hagan acciones directas. En la cárcel hay un montón de mujeres 
que han participado en cosas directas, sin embargo no lo ven como un problema profundo, y algo que haya solucionar, que mirar.” 
(Robledo, 2018) 

 

cviii “[T]al situación obedece a que la violencia intrafamiliar es la manifestación de relaciones inequitativas de poder entre los 
géneros que se reflejan en instituciones como la familia, donde las mujeres se ven más afectadas debido a la condición de debilidad 
y/o sumisión frente a los hombres que culturalmente les ha sido asignada.” Sistema De Información Para La Seguridad Y La 
Convivencia Sisc, 'Informe De Indicadores De Seguridad Y Convivencia En Medellín', (Medellín: Alcaldía de Medellín, 2018).:50 
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cix “Es que si existe ese miedo, si ese miedo es más fuerte que uno, es porque la mujer se siente incapaz de otra cosa. ´bueno, y si lo 
denuncio, y ya no va a ser mi pareja y no puede sostener mis hijos, porque legalmente él tiene que responder por ellos, por dinero 
por sus hijos´. Pero ella se siente incapaz de ser ella sin él o ¿quién es esa mujer cuando ese hombre no está?” (Daniela, FG, 2018) 

 

cx “[T]odavía tenemos índices muy altos de violencia intrafamiliar, de violencia sexual, de abuso sexual, de acoso sexual callejero, 
porque es una situación cultural también; la mal llamada ´cultura´. Entonces estamos rompiendo esquemas desde hace muchos 
años. Estas son brechas de inequidad del ser humano” (Sec Juv, 2018) 

 

cxi “[S]e convierte en un factor de riesgo para que los menores de edad, se vean posteriormente inmersos en otras situaciones de 
vulneración de sus derechos como la explotación sexual, el reclutamiento por parte de grupos delincuenciales organizados o vivir 
en situación de calle.” Sisc, 'Informe De Indicadores De Seguridad Y Convivencia En Medellín'.:51 

 

 
cxii “[E]n las FARC se desmovilizaron el treinta y tres por ciento de su tropa, mujeres. Está bien, es un número alto y, muchas de ellas, 
combatientes rasas. Por ejemplo, se han conocido cosas terribles sobre la violencia sexual contra las mujeres en las FARC, que son 
muy impresionantes; [] las violencias refuerzan mucho los estereotipos de inequidad de género, en general, por ejemplo en 
ambientes de violencia común. [E]n esas ambientes de violencia generalizada, las mujeres la llevan peor todavía.” (Región, 2018) 

 

cxiii “Uno es, quiénes son víctimas. Eso depende de cómo se mire. Si lo miras por las personas que nos quedamos, como decir, en 
este mundo, no sé, entonces hay más víctimas mujeres, porque generalmente, los que son más víctimas de los homicidios son los 
hombres. Entonces, los que quedan como víctimas son sus familias, generalmente mujeres y niños. Entonces por ese lado, se 
considera más víctimas a las mujeres, pero es porque no son, generalmente, las víctimas mortales. Lo que amenaza a una mujer 
es diferente de lo que amenaza a un hombre. Generalmente, la amenaza constante a la mujer su integridad; lo que más te da es la 
violencia sexual. En cambio, con el hombre lo que más amenazada está es su vida. Entonces, lo de las víctimas, tocaría mirar cómo 
se contempla quién es más víctimas que otro.” (Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

cxiv “[L]a violencia históricamente ha validado todo en este país. Cuando algo tiene violencia entonces lo aceptamos. Entonces, la 
mayoría de la gente vota por el presidente que propone violencia; nos gusta el hombre que se ve rudo que se ve fuerte; porque la 
violencia nos valida todo. Entonces es separar eso, entender que la violencia no es ningún validador y salir de ese papel de víctimas, 
así nos cueste seamos hombres o mujeres.” (Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

cxv "[E]s que la víctima y el victimario son igualmente culpables"[]" sí, es que usted como víctima también te perfilas", y empezás a 
cumplir una cosas que no te corresponde, porque es como una necesidad de llamar la atención, o de estar presente en algo. Ser 
víctima es mejor que no ser nada, como que lo tenemos que cumplir, seamos hombres o mujeres.” (Sahara, 2018) 

 

cxvi “Porque sin embargo, lo que también puedo notar es que esos otros roles que la mujer sigue asumiendo y que nosotras mismas 
lo hacemos inconscientemente y es, por ejemplo, del rol de que el protector siempre es el hombre. Sí, entonces tú nunca ves a una 
mujer, a menos de que el hombre esté borracho, diciéndole como: "¿vas a salir con tus amigos o qué? Entonces yo voy por ti, pasó 
por ti a las dos de la mañana" No. Más fácil el hombre, cuando la mujer sale con sus amigas dice: " yo paso por ti porque es muy 
tarde". Pero eso sí, esos roles de que el hombre es el protector y demás siguen siendo y nosotras estamos como muy cómodas con 
ciertas cosas te lo que podríamos decir ´machismo´, pero ahí decimos caballero”. (Lina, FG, 2018) 

 

cxvii “Anteriormente, era más el hombre el que golpeaba a la mujer en su casa. Pero la persona que se deja golpear también se está 
dejando golpear, y además no existe una conciencia de que hacer frente a esta situación. Entonces la mujer o el hombre que se 
deja golpear, cumple el papel de víctima y no sabe qué hacer con eso. De hecho, en historias que conocemos todas, que la mujer 
no hace nada, ni siquiera lo más mínimo que es poner una denuncia, y decirle a la ley que está siendo golpeada, porque existen un 
montón de miedos; porque además está en una zona de confort como víctima, en la cual se le hace difícil salir y permanece mucho 
tiempo. [] Entonces se cree ese papel de víctima y no tiene las herramientas para salir de ahí, para merecerse ser cuidado y ser 
valorada. La mujer se desvaloriza un montón, nos desvalorizamos un montón. Pero yo creo que estamos aprendiendo eso, a tener 
nuestro propio valor por lo que hacemos, por lo que somos, por cómo nos conocemos.” (Daniela, FG, 2018) 

 

cxviii “Se suelen encasillar en diferentes violencias, pero cualquiera puede ejercer cualquiera de esas posibilidades de violencia. Pero 
dentro de esos mismos roles, tendrá un rol que puede ser violenta a través de la palabra o a través de la manipulación de tu 
reproducción o de tus hijos, y tú puedes ser violento a través de la acción. La acción es desde el sustento económico, la acción desde 
el golpe, la acción desde cualquier ejercicio de fuerza o de imposición. Desde cómo ejercer la violencia se le atribuye un rol de 
identificación. Una mujer puede ser violenta a través de tal manera. Entonces, no es exclusivo de la masculinidad, solamente se 
intenta que, cada quien de su rol, puede ejercer su violencia; todos somos violentos.” (Ana Maria, FG, 2018) 
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cxix “Y en cuanto a lo otro que eran más delincuentes o menos violentas, lo que pasa es que, incluso en el papel que se le ha dado a 
la mujer, la violencia de la mujer no se considera, muchas veces, violencia. O sea, vale tan poco la posición de la mujer o la fuerza 
de la mujer, que ni siquiera su violencia es violencia. Muchas veces, generalmente cuando se habla de violencia de género se habla 
de violencia del hombre hacia la mujer, porque se ve más, sí. Porque a veces es más evidente la violencia física que la violencia 
verbal, pero la violencia viene de ambos lados. [T]al vez, cosas que sean actos delictivos, que se hacen frecuentemente por mujeres, 
no son considerados tan gravosos como otros que cometen hombres.” (Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

cxx “Entonces, tal vez el hombre y asesina a alguien, pero la mujer lo cubre, y no es considerado tan gravoso que lo cubra como que 
asesine. Tal vez sea un poco esa percepción de la mujer. Cuando generalmente hablamos de no salirse de ahí, que está en un círculo 
de violencia generalmente se habla de la mujer, y se habla por que se percibe una violencia física que viene desde el hombre, pero 
hay otro tipo de violencias que, en términos legales, en el juicio son muy difíciles de probar. [] Por eso, en el papel que nos 
corresponde o que se nos ha dado como mujeres, ni siquiera eso tiene validez o es importante.” (Sahara, FG, 2018) 

 

cxxi “Pero existen muchos momentos donde la mujer se aprovecha de sus atributos físicos para engañar al hombre, y eso pasa 
muchas veces. Yo podría decir, sin tener estadística propia, creo que podría pasar más que, o muy similar al tema de la violencia, 
porque es algo muy constante, donde la mujer se aprovecha de eso, justamente, porque no tiene la capacidad o se siente incapaz 
de hacer otra cosa, más que vender su cuerpo y engaña al hombre. Y ahí también hay un acto de violencia, porque los drogan, los 
roban al hombre” (Daniela, FG, 2018) 

 

Chapter 7: Original Quotes. 

 

cxxii “Lastimosamente algunas se meten con un muchacho de estos porque les da gustos, les compra cosas, les dan lujos, las llevan 
a determinados sitios y se sienten protegidas.[] no se imaginan lo que les toca vivir ellos creen que van a ganar mucha plata y en 
realidad no es tanta, eso es un poco engañoso también para muchas personas” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

cxxiii “de estar con ellos por ahí rumbeando, parrandeando y todo. Pero cuando ella se empieza a meter ya en las drogas, ya todo 
empieza a cambiar mucho, porque ya la situación es que ella no tiene plata para sostener, ni el individuo aquel le va a sostener el 
vicio y ella, como siente ansiedad de vicio, empezar ahí sí a involucrarse en la parte delictiva, mucho más fuerte. Ahí es lo que te 
decía, a vender estupefacientes” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cxxiv “[E]sas peladitas cuando entran a ese tipo de combos la mayoría de las veces tienen que entrar ellas mismas brindándose, y va 
a llegar un momento en que los manes se van a cansar, y van a decir como dicen ellos, "a está ya le hicimos la vuelta". Y Si la ven 
que es despierta, que es astuta y que es brillante, entonces ella misma es la encargada de empezar a conseguirles peladitas. Eso 
es como si fuera un catálogo, cómo le gusta, cómo la quiere y así se le busca.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

cxxv “los combos están dedicados a la trata de personas, de hecho algunos tienen catálogos de mujeres muy jóvenes casi niñas que 
pasan para el extranjero [] últimamente se está visibilizando ese tipo de asuntos” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

cxxvi “lo que más se hace con las mujeres en esos combos, es que las instrumentalizan traficando los cuerpos como tal [] papel 
secundario; o en las plazas, en las ventas de estupefacientes o de marihuana como tal” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

cxxvii “En lo que más la utilizan es como en la parte del microtráfico. El microtráfico es  en lo que más utilizan a las niñas jóvenes. 
Igual también a los jóvenes. [] Son como un dulce para ellos. Antes de cumplir la mayoría de edad están en una etapa excelente 
para poder delinquir o el microtráfico como tal.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cxxviii “De la supervivencia. Eso, ellas llegan a convertirse en... Es como parte del poder. Pues, ellas no van a llegar, tener de pronto 
algún mando como tal, fuerte de mandar hombres, no. Pero llegar a una escala de estar como jibaras, ya eso para ellos es algo 
como un cartón, como si tuvieran un título. Eso es como un gran premio, el poder lograr manejar ese microtráfico de 
estupefacientes.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cxxix “una mujer que tiene muchos años en la organización y que ha pasado por todas, la idea de ella es manejar. Entonces, ¿qué 
pasa? Yo necesito más mujeres para seguir con el micro tráfico. Y ellas también empiezan con ese proceso de: "Ay, esta son las 
niñitas. No, ¿usted que les va a hacer?". "No, mírenme yo aquí dónde estoy, vea dónde ha llegado, yo no he necesitado nada de 
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mis papás, y esto y lo otro y qué va, venga y se va a vivir conmigo, tal cosa... Venga que conmigo no le va a faltar nada". Entonces, 
ese lavado de cerebro, que lo hacen también las mujeres.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cxxx “usualmente son varones jóvenes, o sea entre catorce y veintiocho años. Puede que existan mujeres que pueden ocupar como 
el rol de ser esposas de los integrantes o que también pueden estar como "´carrito´s", o sea que llevan y traen mercancía; o pueden 
también guardar en sus casas ciertos productos o ingresar a la cárcel, en la cavidad vaginal o en la cavidad anal, droga, y cumplen 
ese rol de transporte; sería como una variable del "´carrito´", que transporte mercancía ilegal.” (Dávila, 2018) 

 

cxxxi “O ponerlas de ´carnada´ las que están prestando guardia y la que avisan si llega la policía o llega algo, son mujeres. [] 
simplemente están sentadas en una acera con otra comadre conversando, y son mujeres que normalmente la policía no requisa, 
la policía no le llega. Entonces simplemente, están cumpliendo con una labor de hacer una señal, de sacar una mano, de hacer un 
silbido, de hacer cualquier seña para avisar.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cxxxii “las mujeres empiezan ya ahora a ocupar cargos administrativos. Empiezan a representar una suerte de burocracia del crimen, 
porque están en todos los puestos de intermediación y administración de recursos [...] Y también están en la parte inferior de la 
cadena, ya sea vendiendo estupefacientes, guardando armas; de sicarias ha habido algunos casos muy interesantes, pero están 
ahí. Es que mira, por eso te decía, es una función casi doméstica” (EAFIT, 2018) 

cxxxiii „la vida en la calle es dura. La necesidad lleva a muchas cosas. Por ejemplo, en el barrio mío se ve mucho el caso de las mujeres 
embarazadas y solteras y, quizás, menores de edad. Y que la echan de la casa "porque no quisiste estudiar, no hiciste nada por tu 
vida y mira, ya estás hasta embarazada; entonces lárgate". ¿Entonces qué hacen? Como le digo, ella siempre va a ser una 
oportunidad. A ella embarazada no le van a dar trabajo en algo legal porque, como le dicen acá, ya está encartada, ya tiene su 
encarte. En "la vuelta" a usted no le van a decir eso; le van a pintar la oportunidad, le van a brindar un bocado de comida o si no 
tiene zapatos” (Andres Poblado, 2018) 

 

cxxxiv “Hay mujeres que, de por sí, se meten de serias, porque lo quieren a uno y no les gustaría que le pasara nada malo a uno. Como 
hay unas muy materialistas: "Este tiene moto, qué belleza de moto. Que me monte", cual gasolinera fina de Medellín. "Tiene fierro 
y moto. Ese es el papi que yo necesito". Y mentiras, en vez de conseguirse un pelado trabajador que les de platica. No les dan sino 
"la porcioncita y para la casa, mamita. Para el jaboncito y no me vuelva a buscar" (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cxxxv “Pueden iniciar a los quince años, peladitas también.[] Porque lo quieren hacer. Claro, la mujer se puede salvar más fácil que 
un hombre. [] Ellas se parchan con todos. Si es prostituta, es prostituta. Le digo que se parcha con todos, es la mujer de todos. A 
veces por el mismo consumo de drogas, por la fiestecita, por el ambiente, ella se lo parcha a uno y se lo parcha al otro. Es mujer 
de nadie.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxxxvi “Obviamente. Claro. Métase con una vieja… Aunque usted se la tire y “la parche”; póngase a joder con una vieja de esas y verá 
que esa vieja también “le hace la “balina” a uno. Usted tampoco puede obligarlas a que tengan sexo con uno, no. Eso no es para 
obligar a nada. Son parte del combo, claro, pero obligadas, no. Las mujeres de ahora son muy rebeldes.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxxxvii “Empezamos a coger mujeres para que nos vendieran el vicio, llevarán armas allí y al más allá. Sí, nosotros teníamos mujeres 
"´carrito´s", las que nos llevaban la droga a otros lados. Usted sabe que de por sí son más hombres los que andan en la droga, 
tienen esa pinta y claro, "venga a una requisa de inmediato, por favor". Entonces encuentran una bolsita, un arma o la droga y, 
"venga para acá, papito". Una mujer es más diferente, porque usted sabe que a una mujer le pone una faldita y una ombliguera, 
y le dicen: "Mami, ¿me va a llevar esto allí? No me lo abra y le doy 100 mil pesos, me los lleva a tal lado". Ahí lleva dos o tres armas 
o dos libras de marihuana. "Claro, papi. De una". Va y lo entrega, y dice: "Llegué bien, para que me tenga en cuenta". Y uno le dice: 
"Mami, usted es la que necesito." (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cxxxviii Es que las mujeres tienen otro papel. Las mujeres, por ser mujeres, pueden pasar un retén de la policía más fácil; pueden pasar 
más discretas, más sutilmente. Las mujeres tienen más malicia; tienen la ventaja de que son mujeres. Un policía a una mujer seguro 
que no la va a ir a requisar porque usted tiene el derecho. Las mujeres tienen ese trabajo, ese papel. Para unas cosas son necesarias 
las mujeres. (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxxxix Se va a robar más fácil si van un hombre y una mujer. Si son dos hombres, “venga pa’ acá”. Si usted va con una mujer a usted 
casi no le pasa nada". Es más fácil. Ese es el papel de la mujer: trasladar cosas, “empelpar”, que es armar los cigarrillos, medir el 
granito y echarlo ahí.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 
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cxl “Eso es como muy "de para arriba" un policía requisar una colegiala. Entonces en ese sentido utilizan mucho a las mujeres, de 
"´mula´s", de "´carrito´s", de prostitutas. Las más "lenguas", porque uno tiene su mujer en su casa, y uno busca en la calle otras 
mujeres y después por otro lado se cuadra a otra” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cxli “No. Las mujeres no. Como le digo, las mujeres tienen su papel en un combo; las mujeres no se meten en esos problemas. Las 
mujeres las tienen para trabajos especiales, se puede decir así. [] Sería más fácil para una mujer hablar con otra mujer, sí. Pero las 
mujeres son el combo no tienen ese trabajo; a las mujeres las tienen es para sus trabajos especiales. Por ejemplo, necesitamos que 
alguien vaya y "pistée" a fulano de tal, pero no puede ser un hombre porque ahí mismo se da cuenta. Mandan a la mujer.  []. Son 
como trabajos coordinados. Ahí es donde entra la mujer. De resto, la mujer no se ve por ahí caminando o poniendo cuidado.“ 
(Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxlii “Un hombre no puede pasar por ahí porque ahí mismo ese man se arisca. Entonces mandan a una mujer. Una mujer bien bonita, 
y si el man se fija en ella, con mayor razón. Entonces ahí es donde entra la mujer. Si tiene la forma la mujer de llegar al man y 
convencerlo de llevárselo para un apartamento se lo lleva. Ya todo está hablado, coordinado. O sea que si se lo lleva ya lo están 
esperando para matarlo. Ah ese es el trabajo que hace una mujer.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxliii “Tiene que ser que sea una mujer "bien parada", por ejemplo, "mami, campanéeme para un robo. Hágase en la esquina y vea 
que no vengan policías, y me escribe ahí mismo". Entonces ya los pelados dicen: "La pelada es 'probona', de una. Mami, venga 
para acá, usted es la que necesitamos" (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cxliv “Sí. Un 5 por ciento. Porque hoy en día es lo más normal y le llaman "sornería". Son mujeres que pueden llegar a desarrollar el 
mismo trabajo de un hombre, como las compañeras que tengo acá. Lo mismo o ser peor es que un hombre, con mucha más 
"sornería" (Andres Poblado, 2018) 

 

cxlv “La función que va a cumplir una mujer no va a ser la misma que va a cumplir el hombre. Pero no estamos hablando que es de 
menos responsabilidad que la del hombre o que asumimos más responsabilidades como hombre que como mujer. No, está 
cumpliendo y son cosas que está haciendo y que es delicada, no son cosas que las hace un niño ni un "culicagado". Todo es valorado; 
si lo ponemos en una balanza tenemos que igualarla; nadie es menos que nadie. [] si la mujer a la final cumple con la misma función 
del hombre. Y sí, hace lo mismo. A ella la van a poner a hacer lo mismo que me van a poner a hacer a mí; la única diferencia es que 
ella tiene cabello, es mujer.  "Camellar es camellar", y lo que toca hacer toca hacerlo” (Andres Poblado, 2018) 

 

cxlvi “Entonces hasta cierto punto ellas mismas pueden buscar lo de la droga u otras quizás también ven eso como un negocio [] Es 
que hay mujeres que llegan y venden, otras que pasan lo de las armas. Ese es un negocio que lleva muchos trabajos, y dependiendo 
de los trabajos que haga la persona, porque no se necesita solamente ser hombre para ir y llevar dinero a otra parte, dinero ilegal 
o ir a asesinar a alguien a otra parte” (David san Javier, 2018) 

 

cxlvii “Si no sabe muchas cosas, sí se puede ir. Si sabe muchas cosas no la dejan ir, más bien la matan. [] No se puede ir porque si ella 
estuvo en el combo ya sabe muchas cosas. Se puede quedar, tiene su hogar y eso. Como estuvo ahí y sabe tantas cosas siempre va 
a estar ahí colaborando, así no trabaje ya para el combo. Siempre va a estar ahí, sea para que les guarde armas, para que les 
guarde vicio.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxlviii “Muy pocas son las mujeres que están en un combo, o sea nada en esta vida, por decir: "fue lo que me tocó hacer". Más bien, 
entrar a esos combos por rebeldía: Por salir del hogar, por no dejarse dominar, o sea, por no querer llevar esos principios de familia. 
[E]s que siempre lo hacen es como el de tránsito de la pubertad a la juventud. Entonces, esa es la época más dura de uno. Cómo 
uno está tan explosivo, ya me empiezo a sentir como grande, y yo ya quiero hacer. Si en la casa me van a castigar: "¿Usted porque 
me a pegar? Usted no. Yo me mando solo". Sí, esa es la parte de la identidad la que juega mucho.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cxlix “Por salirse de la casa, entonces se encuentran un novio, no porque vayan necesariamente a pertenecer al combo. [] Vos vas a 
ver siempre los matoncitos en las esquinas, por los lados de los colegios, y siempre van a estar coqueteando trayendo las niñas. Y 
son en eso, como empezar a volver rebeldes a las niñas desde niñas. Entonces, las niñas empiezan con esos temores:" no, ¿Pero yo 
como me voy a enamorar? ¿Cómo me voy a meter con este, con el vaguito del barrio?". Y entonces, ya ellos empiezan a coquetearle, 
a mandarle regalos para poder conquistarla. Y todo en querer ser libres, tratar de lavarles el cerebro, de ser libres, ¿no? "Es que yo 
puedo hacer lo que me dé la gana. Con este me siento protegida porque, como claro, tiene poder. Se empiezan a soltar y a ser 
rebeldes desde la casa, a perder la disciplina del hogar cómo tal.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cl “Pero aparte de esas decisiones el factor fundamental es el hogar, los principios con que lo críen.[] Entonces si va mucho 
encaminado a la base de los principios que le den en la casa, en medio de las necesidades que tenga, en medio del hambre que 
tenga, de la pobreza, pero usted toma sus decisiones. Pero esas decisiones van enfocadas a la crianza que le den.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 
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cli “La problemática social es la parte económica. Muchas de las niñas también, cuando han empezado, son porque son hogares 
divididos, que a la mamá le toca ser papá y la mamá, entonces están también muy solas en la casa o solar en el hogar, y empiezan 
esas distracciones, porque son solitas.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

clii “Otra cosa es que sea su familia la que la incentive a que pertenece a ese grupo; entonces por eso depende de la situación, no 
todos los casos son iguales. Porque muchas veces son los papás los que los obligan a estar en esos grupos para traer un sustento 
económico o alguna cosa. Entonces cada caso es diferente.” (Pol Nac Prev, 2018) 

 

cliii “Que la mujer se supone que quiere ser igual, quiere tener los mismos derechos que un hombre, por llamarlo de alguna forma, 
entonces ellas creen qué haciendo este tipo de situaciones lo están logrando, pero ellas están confundiendo la libertad con el 
libertinaje, y allí es donde se malinterpretan las situaciones y es donde se dan miles de situaciones.” (Pol Nac Prev, 2018) 

 

cliv “Las peladitas en ese principio, buscando una seguridad, que las respeten, que tengan un nombre, "es yo soy la que ando con x, 
con y o con z". Y obviamente no son bobas; desde pequeñita tienen una visión, "es que si yo me meto con este puedo ser alguien 
en la vida", qué es un pensamiento muy gordo que tiene la gente, porque cuando uno dice: "Es que yo quiero ser alguien en la vida" 
[...]muchas veces que la saquen a vivir de esos barrios, [...] nunca piensan en estudiar. Entonces sí, está muy bien vestida, pero igual 
se quedó sin educación.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

clv “El machismo en los combos está en un porcentaje demasiado extenso; siempre van a tener la mujer como un objeto. No la van 
a decir como, "mis respetos, esa mujer es muy bonita, hay que cuidarla", no. Eso no se ve. No la van a querer como mujer; la van 
a querer como una necesidad, "la mujer es la que me va a guardar el revólver Y a ella no la van a requisar" (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

clvi “En la ciudad informal recae con mayor peso esto porque en la ciudad informal y en la ciudad ilegal los varones pueden tener la 
oportunidad de estar más activos en las dinámicas criminales y en ocupar roles más importantes vinculados con el uso de la 
violencia, mientras que en las mujeres lo que percibo es que quedan relegadas a roles menores, o como acompañantes o esposas 
de los jefes del combo, pero los papeles de mayor importancia dentro de las estructuras criminales quedan en cabezas de varones” 
(Dávila, 2018) 

 

clvii “las mujeres quieren asumir poder o quieren asumir roles k no tienen que estar tranbambalinas si no quieren tener una imagen 
tambien. [] si una mujer es mi esposa, aprende y conoce todo el movimiento, se gana un nombre dentro de una organización y 
asume una responsabilidad [] Es asi tambien como en los combos si un sujecto tiene el poder de algun combo tiene gran influencia 
de su esposa” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

clviii “porque la mujer puede ser más astuta que el hombre, pero la mujer así como es de inteligente, es esquiva para ir en contra de 
la Norma, para ir en contra de la ley. Pero el hombre es avaro y la avaricia lo lleva a ser osado, a muchas veces no medir las 
consecuencias de ir en contra de la ley. Entonces yo diría que el porcentaje es casi de un 100 por ciento que sea de hombres.” (Pol 
Nac, 2018) 

 

clix “se embarazan para tener una mayor atención y para estar más protegidas. Esto suena un poco descarnado, pero en alguna 
entrevista alguien me contó de esto: que la mujer cuando está soltera es vista como un botín, pero cuando ya es madre ya adquiere 
un nivel superior y es más respetada; si es una madre de un compañero del combo o la pandilla tendrá un estatus mayor todavía 
y tendrá un nivel de protección mayor” (Dávila, 2018) 

 

clx “Son más rivales. No sé, depende del noviecito que tengan y el rango que tenga entre el combo se empiezan a tirar. Y claro, si 
esta nena es la novia, por ejemplo, del comandante, ella cómo es la novia del comandante va a querer dominarlas y mandarla a 
las otras. Y me ha tocado ver cómo, incluso, las cogen por ahí parqueadas y las cascan nada más por mero... Por no querer, las 
aporrean. Así de fácil.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

clxi “Sí, escalar en la influencia de una mujer es eso: El arriesgarse y él ser "berraco". Y el tener como la inteligencia. A una mujer la 
hace valiosa en un combo, que pueda escalar [] Que sea más viva que todos, más viva y brava y que tenga las agallas de poder 
matar, de ir a robar; de planear un robo, de planear algo. Eso las hace importantes, claro.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

clxii “mujeres que han sido líderes en el territorio, que son reconocidas en el territorio, que se han ganado el respeto por otras las 
vías. O sea, mire que rompen en parte ese modelo, el molde patriarcal en eso. Son reconocidas, tal vez no como similares o pares, 
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pero son personas que dicen, « bueno, con la señora no me meto», o «con esta chica, como trabajar en una acción comunal, todo 
bien” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

clxiii “Empiezan a manejar una... Nosotros lo llamamos aquí, una jerga o un vocabulario igual a los hombres. "Este 'gonorrea', 
'chimba'", y son así, bruscas en la parte de actuar, porque es la forma de hacerse tan fuerte. No va a hablar así, suavecito o agachar 
la cabeza, porque entonces le van a pegar. No, y empiezan con la fisionomía y sus manias…uff. Es un clan. Las identifica mucho.” 
(San Javier, 2018) 

 

clxiv “si se mete directamente dentro del hampa a delinquir va a perder feminidad porque también tiene que tomar roles de pararse 
firme a muchos hombres; y la que no tiene ese rol de responsabilidades le pasa lo que yo le dije a usted ahora: es la esposa, es la 
novia, pero va a ser lo mismo, una mujer sin educación, porque pueden resurgir y tener plata y tener carros, pero la educación va 
a ser la misma: cero. Entonces puede estar muy bien vestida, pero no es nadie.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

clxv “las machorras” es decir una mujer que es incluso un poco masculina. Hay una que le dicen la pibe, ella juega futbol con los 
muchachos, maneja las motos como ellos, ella hace todo como ellos, muchas son así. Eso pone en duda digamos un poco su 
preferencia sexual, pone en duda un montón de cosas al interior de ese combo. A ella la miran como un hombre más, en ese sentido 
me parece que eso la arraiga más todavía” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

clxvi “Las mujeres, por ejemplo, muchas caen a la cárcel. Si caen, penden estupefacientes y vuelven otra vez a estar en el combo, y si 
entran porque, como fue capaz de salir de allá y volvió al barrio, ella ya tiene un poder. El mero hecho de estar en la cárcel es mucho 
más que cualquiera de ellas.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

clxvii “¿sabe porque ellas se vuelven lesbianas en la cárcel? Es por eso, como no tienes apoyo de nadie. El único apoyo que tienen es 
ya... Ahí sí que pierden la confianza en el hombre, porque como las dejaron abandonadas, “tanto que la espalda le cubrí, que le 
guardaba las armas y me dejó acá botada". Entonces, a perder ese deseo y ese cariño por los hombres, porque como las dejan en 
el abandono como tal. El hombre, para la mujer en la cárcel, ya no es de confianza.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

clxviii “O sea, ya no son sólo las compañeras, mira que ya hacen parte de la estructura y cada vez han tomado más lugares. Sin 
embargo, esa mirada hetero-patriarcal, al igual que los puestos directivos empresariales, se sigue reproduciendo y será difícil que 
lleguen a otros lugares.” (EAFIT, 2018) 

clxix 

 “Y en algunas ocasiones tambien ya asumen roles cuando ya tienen conocimiento cuando pero la mujer del combo para que le 
den una responsabilidad no es que la mas jovencita como tal y tampoco es que le den una responsabilidad como bueno es que es 
que me mandan este grupo de sicarios y si las han hecho es mus escaso.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

clxx 

 “estos grupos delincuenciales también tienen, simbólicamente, muy buena posición dentro del barrio, y quienes hacen parte de 
estos grupos, en muchas ocasiones, tienen mejor prestigio en la comunidad, y si hay mujeres probablemente también tendrán más 
prestigio que otras mujeres y más acceso a otros recursos económicos que reúne y consigue la estructura criminal” (SISC, 2018) 

clxxi 

 “Caen a la cárcel; depende de la condena ella le sigue siendo fieles porque ellas tiene que ir cada ocho días a llevarle la comida. 
De cierta forma, ellas mismas empiezan a entrarles drogas a ellos allá a la cárcel.” (San Javier, 2018) 

clxxii “De pronto la que quiere y siente es a fuerza de querer como empezar otra vida por el hijo y todo. Pero es que... No sé, ellas 
sienten como que es lo único que pueden hacer, estar en el barrio ahí, aun teniendo hijos. Y así ellas consigan y puedan decir que, 
listo, ya no están ahí en el combo tan metidas, y de pronto consiguieron un trabajo aparte, siempre en cierta forma, van a 
pertenecer. Ellas siempre van a estar ligadas. ¿Ligadas en qué forma? De pronto, en la parte de que van a guardar armas...” (San 
Javier, 2018) 

clxxiii 

 “Como usted es del combo, tiene su moto y tiene su fierro, mantiene plata. "Mami, ¿vamos ir a comernos un helado?", y dice: 
"Claro, papi, de una". Y por la noche: "¿Una cervecita o qué?", entonces ya a las 2 o 3 de la mañana es algo más fuerte. Y bueno, 
pasó lo que tenía que pasar, se consiguió otra mujer. Y una mujer de un barrio por estar con un duro o con un bandido por ahí, de 
una, se mete al segundo.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

clxxiv “Porque las peladas de hoy en día en los barrios no se valoran, entonces para uno estar con peladas así es mejor estar uno solo. 
Es mejor conseguirse una mujer firme, fiel, que esté con uno. Pero es que ya no existen, son poquiticas las mujeres así, entonces es 
mejor quedarse uno solo.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 
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clxxv 

 “Depende. Si la mujer es muy bandida, pues hasta el perro y el gato, "venga pa´ acá" todos los días. Y si ya la pelada es más seria, 
si no se lo está dando al uno y al otro, entonces ya más respeto les coge uno, no está uno "retacándoles". "Mami, ¿cuándo me va 
a dar eso?". No, se supone que estoy y ya.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

clxxvi 

 “Tiene que ser cerquita del barrio y tiene que ser una persona sana, porque si tiene un novio o un amigo en otro barrio y se dan 
cuenta los del mismo combo, entonces obvio que la van a llamar a juicio.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

clxxvii 

 “Cuando son madres tiene prácticamente que olvidarse de que son madres. ¿Cómo van a estar metidas en eso y cargando un 
niño? Por lo general, hasta se olvidan de los hijos. Se vuelven malas madres. Es por lo que le digo, de la necesidad de salirse, por 
tener tantos hijos, a veces se salen, abandonan los hijos y se meten a eso.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

clxxviii 

 “Esas personas que se meten a eso ya son malas madres. Y no hay tiempo. ¿Cómo va a estar usted metida en un combo y cuidar 
niños y hacer comida? No le da tiempo. Se vuelven malas madres por lo general. Y allá no pueden llevar niños. Usted no puede 
aparecerse a hacer una vuelta de esas con niños, nunca.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

clxxix 

 “Hay hombres muy responsables, que si una mujer se va siguen con su niño, pero por lo general se lo dejan a la muchacha y a 
veces la muchacha no tiene recursos, y termina metida en eso. No tiene más recursos, está sola, solamente ha sido ama de casa, y 
le dejan tres o cuatro niños.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

clxxx 

 “Sí, porque la que tiene relación con uno contaditas las veces uno la arriesga. Uno no la arriesga tanto como a la que no es nada 
con uno. Un ejemplo, yo detener una mujer con hijos no la metería a una vuelta de esas, "vaya róbese eso" o "'campanéeme aquí 
mientras yo me meto a este banco’. No.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

clxxxi “No hay diferencia. [] Pues hay unas que son humildes, buena gente, como hay otras que sí tienen mal carácter. Eso depende 
como uno sea. [] Da lo mismo, sea hombre o mujer. Es lo mismo. [] Sí, es el mismo, porque yo he visto mujeres que son humildes y 
sencillitas, y a la hora de la verdad son más agresivas que uno. [] Pues la mentalidad es la que vale, no lo físico, lo que usted 
demuestre por fuera sino lo que usted piense y como se exprese. [] Sí, son mentalidades. Es que uno no puede pensar lo que piensa 
otra persona. Y como son calladitas.” (Carlos Floresta, 2018) 

 

clxxxii “Porque la verdad es que el sistema que se maneja hoy en día en las bandas de vincular mujeres no viene desde muy atrás; es 
de ahora. Entonces siempre fueron hombres y todo comenzó con nombres. Ya hoy en día hay facilidad de muchas cosas y 
transportar cosas, y de entradas a ciertas partes las mujeres facilitan las cosas. Por eso, lógicamente, la cantidad. Pero estamos 
hablando de que eso es cuestión de tiempo para que se pueda decir que las mujeres igual en el número de hombres en estos casos.” 
(Andres Poblado, 2018) 

 

clxxxiii “También. Son jerarquías que también van aprendiendo. Si es muy duro el combo es porque hay personas muy duras. Entonces 
eso es algo muy posible. Hay mujeres que pueden actuar como hombre. A la fuerza. Es dependiendo como sea el carácter de la 
persona, dependiendo como sea ella. Si es una persona que es ambiciosa y quiere más entonces puede hacer lo que sea por subir 
y conseguir más. Ese es un punto en el cual uno piensa. Para mí las mujeres en cierto grado pueden ser más peligrosas.” (David San 
Javier, 2018) 

 

clxxxiv “Lo que yo se viste que ahí todos tomando un respeto hacia cada integrante porque, como ya lo dije, quizás son las mismas 
leyes. Si va donde el que tiene en el momento el mando, puede ocurrir...Esas son un poco de cosas que incluso son más oscuras. 
Ahí es donde toman ese punto de respeto.” (David San Javier, 2018) 

 

clxxxv “Por la antigüedad. Tiene usted que soportar mucho. Usted tiene que aguantar carcelazos, golpetazos. Es por la antigüedad. 
Mujeres, vea, es por más aguante. Es el que más aguante. No todo el mundo aguanta dos o tres carcelazos. Usted vive más allá 
que aquí. Si es muy cansón allá vive mucho. Entonces eso lo aguantan más los hombres, y por la antigüedad, Y a veces da más 
respeto un hombre. Que un jefe, digamos, si lo jode va y le mete su taponazo. En cambio una mujer… Eso le da risa a uno. Es por 
la antigüedad y porque aguantan más los hombres para eso. Por lo general es eso.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

clxxxvi “Pero si es la mujer del jefe usted no se meta con esa h*****". Ahí sí es otra cosa. Así escalando están un poquito rebajaditas, 
pero tienen el mismo respeto, eso sí. No se vaya usted a meter con ellas porque si están en el combo también tienen que respetarlas, 
haga de cuenta que es otro hombre. Así de simple. La mujer hay que respetarla en los barrios, usted no puede meterse con las 
mujeres a pegarles.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 
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clxxxvii “Algo grande: ir a hacer un robo, ir a hacer un asesinato. Algo grande, algo que la haga más fuerte. Puede subir, claro, pero 
tiene que hacer algo grande, tiene que mostrar su valentía, se puede decir. Obviamente, una mujer que lleve unos tres “chulos”, 
¿quién se mete con esa vieja?” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

clxxxviii “Claro, si ella quiere. Y después de que ella reciba su pago allá todavía sigue siendo del combo, y cuando salga sigue siendo 
del combo. Cuando salga y siga siendo del combo se le puede dar un rango mayor porque ya pagó cárcel por el combo. Eso también 
lo ven ellos, que ella ya pagó cárcel por la misma organización. Hizo algo que beneficio a la organización Pero ella está encerrada. 
Por eso le siguen mandando su pago allá, porque ella hizo algo por la organización.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

clxxxix Claro, porque la mujer a uno lo quiere más. Es contada la que quiere hacerle daño a uno, la que quiere hacerlo "encanar", por 
ejemplo, o echarle la policía. En cambio, una pelada que trabaje con uno tiene ambición, "este tiene más plata que yo. Este tiene 
más 'manes'. Si yo lo hago 'encanar' a él, yo me quedo con el 'man', o si yo lo mato me quedo con el 'man'. Si yo lo mato a él me 
quedo con esta plaza, con la moto y con el fierro". La piensa...(Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cxc Hay disputa porque una mujer quiere ser mejor que la otra. La mayoría de veces es así. Entre las mujeres del combo existe la 
rivalidad porque la una quiere estar en todo y la otra también. Para estar en todo una lo tiene que hacer todo mejor que la otra. 
(Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxci Hasta allá arriba no. No las dejan. Porque por ser mujer no la dejan coger el poder así. También puede ser que una mujer para 
mandar a tantos hombres, la cogen y más bien la desaparecen. No permiten que una mujer los mande. También se ve el machismo 
ahí. [] También la diferencia es que el hombre es más frío que una mujer. El hombre que haya hecho de todo al fin y al cabo, ¿qué 
lo va a mandar una mujer? No se deja mandar. Más bien a sangre fría coge y la mata. (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxcii No, puede subir también, pero no llega sino hasta cierto punto, porque el jefe es el jefe y la única forma de tumbar al jefe es 
matando a ese h***** también. Tiene que acabar con él o que él reparta las cosas, “va a quedar usted de tal. A mí me van a llevar 
para la cárcel, entonces usted es el que va a administrar esta vuelta, usted administra esta otra vuelta”. Se reparten las tareas. 
Todo es por la plata, así de simple. SUBIR PA Mujeres:Es más difícil, obvio. (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxciii Sino que hay mujeres que salen con Los pelados de los combos, creen que porque están andando con el entonces van a bravear 
a las otras peladas. Así son, que porque están andando con ellos se creen las duras. Cuando uno está hablando con ella se creen 
las duras, pero no (Jimmy Floresta, 2018). 

 

cxciv Por ejemplo, que estemos acá varios hombres y una mujer; si una mujer llega y habla duro, como dando una orden, todo el 
mundo se queda así, porque una mujer hablando duro… Hay muchos que una mujer les hable así, y se queda sorprendido. Entonces 
depende de la mujer, de lo que esté diciendo, y si tiene la razón, dicen: “Bueno, vamos a hacer eso”. La apoyan. Por eso es que 
cuando están reunidos coordinando algo todas las ideas cuentan, porque todos tienen una imaginación diferente. Y el que tenga 
la mejor idea y salga así, se cuenta. Todas las ideas cuentan en el combo. Por eso es una familia, porque cuando se coordina algo 
todos aportan. [] Sí, es que una mujer, después de que haya hecho muchas cosas, ya se va ganando su espacio y se le va respetando 
lo que ella diga.  Es como todo. (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxcv KM: ¿Entonces el respeto lo tienen las mujeres que se comportan más masculinas? 

SB: Sí. 

KM: ¿Pero como novia quieren a las más femeninas? 

SB: Sí, claro. 

KM: ¿Cómo puedes explicar esa ambigüedad? Porque son diferentes miradas a la mujer: respetan a la mujer que hace la misma 
cosa que el hombre, pero a esa no la quieren como novia. 

SB: No, porque es que uno la ve más como una bandida, una sicaria; no la ve como una mujer femenina. La ve más como un macho, 
como una mujer decidida, como un amigo más. Claro, una mujer que haga lo mismo que uno es "un amigo más". 

KM: ¿Y en comparación, cuál mujer es la que tiene el estatus más alto? 

SB: La mujer de uno... (Author with Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cxcvi Pues sí, si eso es una decisión seria o no. Pues ellos desconfían de todo el mundo, hasta de la mamá desconfían. Entonces ahí 
uno no tiene nada que opinar tampoco, porque ellos mismos dicen: “Yo desconfío hasta de mi mamá”, entonces, ¿uno qué va a 
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opinar ahí? Como ellos llegan a un punto en que desconfían es de todo el mundo se mantienen solos, encerrados. (Carlos Floresta, 
2018) 

 

cxcvii Si ocurre la circunstancia de que hay un embarazo y hay guerra, y uno ve que no va a sobrevivir a eso y se quiere salir, no va a 
ser posible porque ya empezó hacer para lo que los entrenaron, sino para lo que se necesita, personal, en cierto punto, son pocos 
los sobrevivientes (David San Javier, 2018) 

 

cxcviii No. No pasa nada. Por lo mismo, terminan, y si saben que terminaron… Por ejemplo, yo puedo ver a la exmujer mía con el otro 
man y es amigo mío, y si yo tengo claro que ya terminamos, normal. Como hay otros que todavía siguen enamorados de la misma 
pelada y puede ver al parcero con la ex mujer de él, y puede causarles problemas siendo del mismo combo. Entonces si los ven los 
del mismo combo peleando, llega un tercero y le dice: “vea, por allá estaban Fulano y perano peleando, no dan ejemplo. Haciendo 
escándalo”. Ahí mismo los mandan a llamar a los dos. “Vengan para acá”. Su jalón de orejas, los “madrean” o los dejan sin pago 
una semana. (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

cxcix Sobre todo muchos porque tienen, por ejemplo, casos de violencia intrafamiliar, entonces los "pelados" dicen: "¿cómo así? 
¿Usted se va a dejar mangonear de su papá? ¿Usted se va a dejar mandar de tu papá? No, qué va. Le pegamos una 'pela'". O sea, 
se sienten amparadas por los pillos, porque ellas sienten que así se pueden enfrentar al papá o se pueden enfrentar al hermano o 
se pueden enfrentar a la mamá, o ya se pueden ir de la casa. Entonces, siempre empiezan ofreciéndoles, así sea, llevárselas a vivir 
a una pieza. Llevárselas a vivir, pero ese poder salir de la casa, e irse, es lo primero que hace que pertenezcan a un combo, lo 
primero” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

cc “Si hablas con algunas de las mujeres que están activas pues como en esos grupos, ellas te van a decir uno de los territorios más 
peligros para una mujer es incluso su propio hogar, ahí es donde sufre más violencia, donde incluso sufre abusos, sufre muchas 
cosas [] en cuanto a la mujer es nuestra propia mentalidad lo que está haciendo que las matemos, las maltrátennos, ultrajemos, 
en ese sentido es difícil” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

cci “La otra es la protección. En sí, no es seguridad, pero es que me provee protección en un territorio donde el estado, no es que sea 
obsolescente, pero sí es selectivo para proveer la seguridad. ¿Quién me protege de qué? Entonces una de las razones para sumarse 
puede ser, hombre, no me violan si yo estoy con ellos o si soy la pareja de uno de los integrantes. Pues, me pueden matar pero no 
me violan, y creo que esa mirada, a mí me sigue pareciendo válido, no bueno, pero es válido, es razonable” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

ccii “Y lo otro es que son receptoras de otras violencias más invisibles: el acoso, el acceso carnal, el feminicidio. Pero como son pocas, 
entonces estadísticamente tú no las notas mucho, pero tampoco te das cuenta qué está pasando. [] Pues, no es que aquí las estén 
matando todo el tiempo, pero lo que te decía, esas violencias invisibles son: Ok, las pueden tocar, las pueden violar, las pueden 
vulnerar o pierden su trabajo, o no pueden salir del barrio. O sea, son un montón de vetas, de hilos que empiezan a salir de esas 
violencias, pero también termina siendo, paradójicamente, una razón para adscribirse al combo.” (EAFIT, 2018) 

 

cciii “Si hay algo que es recurrente o lógico dentro de la mentalidad de ellos, es que ellos podrían ver a las mujeres como algo que 
pueden disponer casi siempre o en algunos momentos cuando ellos quieran y de ahí ejerzan algún tipo de violencia contra ellas de 
alguna manera” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

cciv “Si, se vuelven muy agresivas. La mujer se vuelve demasiado agresiva, aunque sigue siendo femenina, porque igual, no deja de 
ser mujer, ya mucho más brusca, no es tan tierna o delicada sino que es eso: fuerte. [] Es querer igualarse en fisonomía, palabras, 
acción, forma de actuar como tal. Ellas quieren ser igual como son los hombres, así fuertes, de poder y de todo, de dominio y de 
maldad. Incluso de enfrentársele a los hombres mismos” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccv “La violencia llega hasta tal punto que se llega a compartir a algunas chicas por ejemplo. Ya digamos hacia afuera intentan 
también imponer esa lógica, pero eso de alguna manera también tiene un control, eso digamos si no es una práctica recurrente 
del combo” (Robledo, 2018) 

 

ccvi “si alguien les cae mal, otra "pelada sardinita" les cae mal, ellas las aporrean. Y nadie se mete con ellas, porque igual es luchar 
contra la corriente. Uno decir que otra pelada de por ahí de la calle va a maltratar o se va a igualar a pelear o a responderle, no, 
agachan la cabeza. Porque ellas se sienten superiores, como tienen ese respaldo.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccvii “Esa es la movilidad social, o sea, yo puedo subir un peldaño más, gana un poco más dinero, tengo más respeto, me vulneran 
menos. [] Te ofrece seguridad, porque es el principal vulnerador. En el caso de la perspectiva de género, me subo para que no me 
violenten. Es una mirada transaccional, generando una transacción para reducir la incertidumbre de la violencia” (EAFIT, 2018) 
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ccviii Tienen que ser muy malas, muy maquiavélicas para hacer eso. Si la hay, que si puede haber de pronto una persona así. [] Es 
más fácil disparar o de apuñalar, pero de participar así, yo no creo. No, eso es más para los hombres.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccix “Desde que estén en guerra ellas tienen que estar muy activas, y sienten como esa misma pasión de querer enfrentarse y de 
luchar por el territorio, sin importar que se les atraviese. [] Como no van a entrar ninguna al territorio de la otra, pero digamos que 
si están fuera del territorio, ahí está la disputa y está la muerte. Pues por fuera, si se logran ver, ahí está la agresión, porque como 
son fronteras entonces, claro, si yo pertenezco a este combo siendo mujer yo soy enemiga de ella.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccx “ellos le llaman "campaneras", de estar vigilando los movimientos de las otras personas para poder empezar la guerra y ellos 
poderse movilizar. [] El ser capaz, por ejemplo, de infiltrarse en el otro combo para sacarle información y poder hacerlos caer. 
Porque eso también lo hacen. Cuando las mujeres llegan y están en este combo y, cuando menos pensó, pasaron al otro. Y es por 
eso, porque ellas dicen: " yo me vine acá porque me iban a matar, me iban a hacer esto, tal y tal cosa". Y mentiras, a veces es como 
para infiltrarse en las otras. Eso lo hacen también mucho.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxi “que mataban la mujer de un combo, no necesariamente es por su actividad, es por ser la mujer de uno de ellos. Es simplemente 
una retaliación. No es porque esté en la actividad precisamente, simplemente es como que "estaba en el lugar equivocado" [] 
"Dime con quién andas y te diré qué te va a pasar". Está mal acompañada, se unta Y entonces cae, pero no es precisamente por la 
actividad.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxii “a ella ser la que se vaya para otro lado; o si el man es de esos dominantes que dicen "si no es mía no es de nadie", entonces la 
va a mandar a matar, la manda cascar, o al que se vaya a meter con ella también lo levanta; puede ser que lo casquen, que le 
peguen o que lo amenacen. O sea, ella queda estigmatizada. Es que fue la mujer del que manda.” (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

ccxiii “Es que salir del combo salir del barrio [] O cuando le matan el marido se salen. Ya, no hay nada más porque, claro, a ellas les 
mataron el marido que era el único aporte que tenían, entonces, de pronto ellas, algunas empiezan a aislarse. Algunas otras 
vuelven y se consiguen otro. Pero Son poquitas, más bien son poquitas las mujeres que logran llegar a ese estado de madurez y de 
conciencia de decir: "No, la vida es otra, voy a luchar por mi hijo, voy a empezar a cambiar de vida". (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxiv “Como integrante, porque es que el delito no difiere. Que porque es mujer va a tener menos pena, no. El delito es el delito; está 
tipificado, sea hombre o mujer cometió eso y es integrante de ese grupo. Ya puede discriminar si es el autor o coautor, ya es muy 
diferente, pero si está capturado dentro del combo es un delito. (Pol Nac, 2018) 

 

ccxv “Lo que pasa es que seguimos estando en una sociedad machista, entonces si cae un hombre, "qué embarrada", pero se cae 
una mujer, "por floja, por no hacer las cosas bien". Es como un pensamiento que tienen, machista,[...] depende del papel que haya 
jugado ahí dentro de la organización la mujer” (Pol Nac Prev, 2018) 

 

ccxvi “[L]amentablemente hoy en día todavía ven a la mujer cómo el sexo débil, supuestamente. Por la parte vulnerable, por las que 
no son capaces, porque aún les queda grande llevar a cabo alguna actividad y no hacer la parte difícil. Entonces son muy pocas las 
mujeres que en realidad reciben apoyo de esa índole al momento que caen en la cárcel” (Pol Nac Prev II, 2018) 

 

ccxvii “Son dos opciones: la dejan aparte, o si le siguen colaborando, ella sigue atada o sujeta a que, si en algún momento sale de la 
cárcel, tiene que seguir en la organización en el combo como tal.” []“caen a la cárcel, ya los niños se los dejan a los abuelos y es a 
lo que las propias mamás de ellas mismas, la familia les ayude. Es muy poquito el hombre que diga que le va a mandar plata o que 
le van a ayudar económicamente a la mujer allá en la cárcel.” (San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxviii “El sufrimiento es muy horrible, porque llevan una vida de estar huyendo le a la autoridad, de estar escondiéndose, de 
trasnochar días enteros, de aguantar hambre también; porque llegan a un punto en que, no es sólo el querer vender el vicio, sino 
también  consumirlo ya no les alcanza la plata, no tienen dinero para eso. Entonces, el aguantar hambre, estar por ahí de arrimada, 
sujetos a que éste... Tienen este novio, igual siguen el maltrato porque, ellos como tal... La violencia siempre está en los combos. O 
sea, alguien de un rombo, un hombre de un combo nunca sabe lo que cómo tratar a una mujer, siempre está la violencia. (San 
Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxix “Hay mujeres que salen de la violencia de la casa, salen de la casa porque se sienten incómodas allá y van es a refugiarse con 
los amigos. En la casa quién sabe qué problemas tengan, entonces se salen de la casa y buscan refugio en las drogas, así de simple. 
(Denis Floresta, 2018) 
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ccxx “En la protección que les pueda dar los muchachos. Métase con una mujer de esas, como le digo yo, y ella puede decir, “mi papá 
me pega”. Y le dicen: “¿Cómo así que su papá le pega?” Ahí mismo le dan la pela a ese man; está en las duras ese man, así sea el 
papá. Lo matan si la viola. Esa es una cosa fea; así es en todas partes. Usted no puede meterse con las mujeres a aporrearlas. O 
tirar vicio en todas partes, eso ya está un poco controlado. (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxi “Pero según la forma en que la haya dejado. Si la dejó y no le pegó y no le hizo nada, “ábrase”. A ella la dejó. Eso sí, tiene que 
responder por sus niños, así sea por las buenas o por las malas. ¿Cómo va a dejar una pelada embarazada? O se va del barrio. 
Tiene que irse del barrio. Y le hacen el reclamo: “¿Usted cómo va a dejar a su mujer sola tirada allá y usted ganando plata y 
parchado con otra por ahí?”. Tiene que responder por sus niños hasta cierta edad. Eso en los barrios sí se ve mucho. Tiene que 
responder por sus niños o tiene que “abrirse”, que le sacan la plata obligado, cuando son niños menores de cinco años, por ejemplo. 
Tan pequeños no los puede dejar tirados y la mujer sin nada que hacer. O la mujer se mete al combo o prostituirse. No sé qué más 
va a hacer. (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxii “Usted tiene protección, mucha. Claro; usted mientras esté en su zona es intocable; y si lo tocan hay problemas, muchos 
problemas [] Porque, por ejemplo, aquí la ley a las mujeres las protege. A nosotros los hombres no nos tienen compasión; a las 
mujeres las protege mucho la ley aquí en Medellín, no sé si en todas partes. Así se protege mucho a la mujer en todo el sentido de 
la palabra. [] Por ahí dicen que en tiempo de guerra cualquier hueco es trinchera. (Andres Poblado, 2018) 

 

ccxxiii “Sí. Sino que hay mujeres que quieren "picar" en todas partes, entonces muchas veces no sabe dónde picó, y sí va a ir a picar a 
otra parte no sabe dónde va a picar también. Ahí es donde más de una vez, picó acá y fue y picó allá, y se dieron cuenta, cogen y 
la matan, por ver cosas, por escuchar cosas que no debería de escuchar. (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxiv “Aunque no participen activamente las mujeres tienen el mismo riesgo. Obvio. Tienen el mismo riesgo. ¿Usted no escucha las 
noticias? Cada ratico matan mujeres como matan hombres. En eso ya no hacen distinción, no separan. A una mujer le dan bala 
como le dan a un hombre también. Hasta las descuartizan también. Por ahí últimamente aparecieron en el barrio muertas. Se 
ponen a sapear a la gente. (Denis Floresta 2018) 

 

ccxxv “Digamos que viene otro y más o menos sabe sus relaciones, entonces va a ir donde más le duela o hacerle daño a la persona. 
Pero la mujer es lo que más se cuida porque también duele mucho. Si le hicieran daño a mi pareja obviamente me va a doler. Como 
también viene con una educación en ese instinto de responder, de no quedarse con las cosas (David San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxxvi “Sino que hoy en día la mujer ya no se ve como antes, que se veían las mujeres con un fusil patrullando. Ya no. Ya hoy en día la 
gente se invisibiliza más. La mujer ya no es capaz, ya le da pena coger un fusil. Puede trabajar en el combo, pero eso le queda muy 
grande. Hay mujeres que hoy en día, como están en la ciudad, son muy femeninas. Entonces les gustan más bien las cosas 
moderadas, no tan estrambóticas y tan exageradas. Pero una mujer también está capacitada, igual que un hombre. ¡Qué miedo!” 
(Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxvii “Como hombre. El respeto se lo ganan con otras mujeres. No todas las mujeres se meten a eso. Ellas se hacen respetar como 
hombres, algo así. Pero esa es la actitud que toman ellas. Entonces puede ser por los mismos conflictos de la casa, más bien es por 
eso. Las mujeres no tienen esa tendencia a ser violentas; las mujeres no tienen ese papel de ser violentas, sino que ellas salen 
expulsadas de la casa, o la falta de oportunidades o no les gusta el estudio.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxviii “Una mujer que le comete un homicidio a un hombre le dan lo mismo de tiempo, entonces ellas pueden ser como "más 
paradas". "Ya maté dos, ya me importa un c**** parármele al que sea". Una mujer, después de que haya visto sangre, lo mata a 
usted dormido o despierto. Lo digo por experiencia, porque yo he visto mucha mujer decidida, y hay mujeres muy decididas, que 
se meten a esos combos y ya empiezan con la maldad” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

ccxxix “Antes, yo como hombre, tengo muy claro que una mujer es más peligrosa que un hombre. Porque una mujer tiene su arma 
que a cualquier hombre le dañaría la mente. No necesitan participar [en disputas]. Si se necesita matar a un man la "vieja" va y se 
le ofrece al man, está con ella, y no más con eso convence al man de que le haga el favor de matarle a fulano y ya el man lo manda 
matar. Así es porque ya me ha tocado más de una vez. [] Tienen la forma de manipular al hombre.” (Jimmy Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxx “Sí, claro. Ella tiene poder y tiene armas. Ella misma hasta puede mandarlo matar o lo manda matar con otro mozo. [] Sí pasa, 
claro. Depende como haya salido el hombre; si salió muy grosero, si ella se quiso separar de él porque le pegaba… Eso no lo 
permiten mucho aquí, que les peguen a las mujeres. Eso pasaba antes. Que le pegue a la mujer o que la atropelle, le dan duro a 
ese man” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 
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ccxxxi “Yo digo que en las mujeres eso es algo que se cuida más. [] Sí. Es que yo digo que la mujer es algo que se cuida más también 
en ese sentido. [] Es algo con lo que se debe ser más cuidadoso En ese sentido, es porque son novias de alguno de los "manes", de 
los participantes que tienen que ver con él, que son amigos. Siempre tiene que haber algún vínculo con esas personas para que 
una mujer pueda participar como tal. [] Por eso le digo, eso depende de la decisión de la mujer sobre qué quiere hacer, quizás tener 
los cojones para primero que todo coger un revólver.” (David San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxxxii “La mujer, como le digo, es para transporte, para escudriñarse uno, para que saquen las armas… Ellas tienen su papel claro 
también, y desde muy jóvenes arrancan. Y es porque lo quieren, porque digamos que las mujeres no tienen la malicia que tienen 
los hombres para eso. A usted a veces le toca “tirarse por un volado”, recibir una cortada o una puñalada y no se azara uno. Uno 
no va ni al hospital; uno no puede ir al hospital cuando lo hieren. Ahí mismo lo cogen y lo reportan. Eso tiene que ser uno mismo 
que se haga las curaciones o un médico particular.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxxiii “Vuelvo y le digo, hay una gran diferencia entre el hombre y la mujer; a nosotros nos dan más duro, a nosotros no hay ninguna 
ley que nos proteja. A nosotros solamente nos ponen a pagar; a la mujer si llega el punto en que hay mucha cosa que la proteja [] 
por más que tenga que cumplir con las mismas cosas del hombre, si toca hacer un homicidio a esa mujer no la van a mandar hacer 
ese homicidio. “(Andres Poblado, 2018) 

 

ccxxxiv “Yo creo que es hasta más fácil, porque a las mujeres en si no le toca matar, no les toca robar, no les toca cobrar las extorsiones. 
A un hombre sí; un hombre se mete más de lleno en ese mundo. Entonces tiene más peligro el hombre que la mujer. La mujer 
siempre va a estar como más protegida. Pero sin embargo, si la mujer es loca y atravesada se mete a ese mundo, con todo lo que 
lleve.” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

ccxxxv “Sí, por eso es que uno las protege tanto. Porque, por ejemplo, si hay una frontera usted no puede pasar de este lado para el 
otro, entonces arriba saben que la mujer mía está comprando una carne a las 2 de la tarde, y los "hijuemadres" del otro combo 
por hacerle el daño a uno, como saben que uno es del otro combo, "vamos hacerle el daño a este doble h****". Le dicen: "Mami, 
venga. Necesitamos hablar con usted", y se la llevan para un callejón, le dan dos o tres tiros y la matan. [] Claro, ellos saben que 
sólo a prender mucho a uno. Le matan la mujer de uno los manes del otro barrio” (Steven Calnaz, 2018) 

 

ccxxxvi “No pueden salirse. Si se sale tiene que irse para otro barrio y no puede decir que estaba metido… Si usted se va para otro 
barrio usted no puede decir que es de este barrio, por ejemplo. ¿De dónde vino? Tiene que decir que es de un barrio normal, usted 
no puede decir que vino se San Javier o así, porque también lo matan.” (Denis Floresta, 2018) 

 

ccxxxvii “Uno si se queda en eso mucho tiempo termina muerto o en la cárcel. Uno se queda en su vicio por aparte, pero si usted se 
queda toda la vida en eso va a resultar tarde o temprano que “va pa’ arriba”, como todo el mundo. A eso le llaman “la universidad”. 
Porque es la universidad de la calle, va es pa’ arriba H****. Y claro, las mujeres se hacen valer, pero hasta ahí se quedan.” (Denis 
Floresta, 2018) 

 

Chapter 8 Original Quotes: 

 

ccxxxviii “Pues, le dan a uno a veces el apoyo, lo que no le dan a uno en la casa, por causa de que si se pierde la mamá ya se pierde 
todo el núcleo familiar. Y a mí la verdad, en mi casa que yo recibiera a cambio algo, no. Yo me mantenía todo el día en la calle, 
hasta las once, doce o dos de la tarde, o tres de la mañana. Todo el día yo le iba y les daba vuelta a mis hijas y volvía y me iba.” 
(Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

ccxxxix “Ya tiene uno que hablar con el "papa". Él lo mira y lo pone primero a vender vicio. De ahí es que empieza uno. Y ya de ahí, de 
vender vicio, lo mueven a los sitios donde uno los tiene, y el tiempo que tenga lo ponen a cobrar.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

ccxl “Económicamente, para qué te voy a decir, fuimos muy humildes.Mi mamá andaba con un carrito reciclando y nosotros 
montados en ese carrito. Me tocó ver más de una vez como nos daba la comida a nosotros y ella sin comer nada Entonces eso me 
dolió y empecé a coger la calle, los vicios.” (Laura Calnaz, 2018) 

 

ccxli Me dijo, "Nada, vení, acompáñame allí". En ese tiempo, estábamos hablando de tres mil pesos. Imagínate, hace treinta años 
atrás. ¡Tres mil pesos eran tres mil pesos! Entonces me dijo, "Vamos, yo te regalo tres mil pesos, ¿me acompañas?". "Ah, listo, 
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vamos. ¿Cómo? ¿Tres mil pesos?”. Yo, que tenía catorce años, para mí eso era mucha plata. Entonces me fui con ella; entregamos 
una bolsita, y ya. Y así siguió.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

ccxlii “No, es que la necesidad de pronto son las ansias del dinero para uno poder desperdiciarlo o en gastárselo en unos zapatos o 
en tal cosa, pero yo no puedo decir que yo lo hice para ayudar a mi mamá. [] No, a nosotras nos dijeron, y nosotras dijimos "qué 
bacano". Nos dijeron que ganamos buena plata, y dijimos que sí. Nos dijeron: "Solamente es que usted llegue, usted está por tal 
parte y por ahí llegan y pasan 'manes' con plata..." (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

ccxliii “Entonces cuando yo empecé así, y él a vender vicio fue normal, eso se quedó así. Cuando él estaba así ocupada le decía: "Venda 
esto", que le hiciera el favor de vender mientras él estaba haciendo otra cosa. Entonces uno se empezó a meter en ese mundo. él 
empezó a decirme: "Colabórame por favor", entonces como yo a lo último me empecé a meter ahí, porque como la plata lo llama 
a uno.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

ccxliv “Uno no piensa antes de, y por uno querer tener más, quererse meter a la mejor fiesta o así uno hace cosas sin pensar. O 
también por las mujeres. Yo tuve dos noviecitas, y ellas me pedían muchas cosas. Ellas me decían: "Vamos allí. Amor, me invitaron 
allá. Amor, tan lindo esto". O sea, pedían mucho y a mí no me duele[] Entonces las nenas, las dos noviecitas eran así, que esto y lo 
otro, y yo quería más dinero. Un salario mínimo acá no es nada, entonces yo quería más.” (Sandra San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxlv “Uno llega a los bares y pregunta por trabajo, y le dicen: "Ah, sí mami. Párese ahí", y se para uno ahí. ...Prostituta, pues. . Porque 
prácticamente me empecé a prostituir a los 14. Conocí un amigo que era... Yo empecé con amistades y me decían: "Allí hay buena 
platica". Nos íbamos en taxis y todo. Ya después me empezaron a ofrecer cosas así, para viajar. Me gustó y me iba bien. ¿Sí me 
entiende? Entonces me dijeron que me iban a pagar bien y todo y, la verdad, yo sí necesitaba la plata. Me cogieron y para eso.” 
(Violeta Manrique, 2018) 

 

ccxlvi “Esclavo en el sentido de uno tener que caminar con la cabeza agachada, de uno tener que tener miedo y no tener que acostarse 
con otro sino para poderle dar plata de esa persona. De uno tener miedo a que lo maten, de que lo chucen o que lo maltraten. Todo 
eso marca mucho. Marca demasiado, y más cuando uno se ve ante la cicatriz de eso. De esos siempre van a quedar secuelas, eso 
nunca se quita.” (Andrea Candelaria, 2018) 

 

ccxlvii “´[E]ntonces, mami, ¿tú quieres ganar dinero?´. Claro, ¿quién no quiere ganar dinero? ´Bueno, entonces tenemos este trabajito 
para vos. Vos te desnudas en frente de una cámara, nosotros te grabamos´. Si a las personas les gustas entonces vos vas 
acumulando puntos. Entonces digamos que en dos horas ya tienes dos millones de pesos. Eso lo puedes retirar para ti. También 
tienes posibilidad de comprar juguetes. Si compras juguetes ahí las personas les van gustando más y así vas aumentando tu 
producción” (Paula San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxlviii “Y claro la prostitución si, porque yo era la que le llevaba las ninas bonitas al patron [] Esta semana me dice una amiga: ´Vea, 
fue su culpa. Por su culpa usted me presento ese hombre.´ En este momento está en Pedregal y no me la puedo sacar y no me 
puedo conseguir otra persona.” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 

 

ccxlix “Los que yo le digo así, ´culicagaditos´ en el parque son para vender vicio. A ellos son los que siempre los ponen para vicio, 
porque cuando ya la ley los coge a ellos, la ley lo suelto. En cambio Ya una persona de dieciocho o veinte años, usted lo cogen con 
una ´bomba´, con plata, con uno o dos millones, ya se lo llevan.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

ccl “Eran muchísimos años en una cadena consecutiva de estar trabajando con algo con que no se debía de trabajar, como son las 
drogas. Entonces, estuve en la cárcel por tráfico y porte de estupefacientes, y resulta y sucede que fueron veinticinco años en los 
cuales formé parte de esta cadena, de este tráfico, de esta ´vaina´ que es pésima; de que, en su momento, nos daba el dinero, me 
daba el dinero para mi manutención, para mis necesidades, para mis gustos.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

ccli “La familia de él empezó a trabajar con droga, y yo me vi en la necesidad. Ya tenía mis dos niñas y, la verdad, me vi en la necesidad 
de ayudarles. Ahí fue donde me mezcle con la droga. Ya ellos, para poder expandirla para las cárceles, para poder entrar a las 
cárceles y llevar la droga. Por eso pagaban muy bien.” (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 

cclii “Entonces me decían, ́ tú vas, solamente tú vas, y como tú tienes tus hijas, si de pronto te capturan, te van a dar una domiciliaria, 
porque usted no tiene antecedentes, porque las niñas son muy pequeñas, entonces te van a dar una domiciliaria´. Y listo, me confié. 
La plata lo puede todo. Yo estaba necesitada; el papá de mis hijas era un pillo, es todavía, y me tenía pues muy olvidada. Entonces 
sí, lo hice. Empecé a trabajar en las cárceles llevando droga.” (Rachel Popular, 2018) 
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ccliii “[E]mpecé a trabajar mejor dicho ́ la mula´ me pagaban un millón quinientos mil pesos en Pedregal, por entrar. Entonces empecé 
a entrar, me gustó porque me ganaba mucha plata y por la necesidad; yo pago arriendo, yo soy madre cabeza de hogar sola y 
todo. Yo empecé a trabajar así; yo saqué a mis hijas adelante también con eso, porque la tengo a ella y tengo otra de doce añitos 
y una de trece años. Doce, ella es la de doce.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

ccliv “Yo le dije la primera vez: ´La verdad ya no soy capaz, pero si usted ve que yo soy capaz es por algo´, y lo hice. Empecé y él habló 
con la gente, y les empezó a decir que yo era la que en el momento lo que yo les decía lo tenían que hacer.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cclv “Yo tuve ese mando un tiempo determinado, por ahí 6 meses, yo creo que hasta dure un año así mandando. Yo por ahí 3 años 
de mi vida estuve metida en eso. Yo vendí en ese tiempo mucha pólvora.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cclvi “Ya yo le pedí ayuda a mi hermano para que me diera trabajo ´jibareando´. Ya después a cobrar. Pero sin embargo, yo le seguía 
ayudando a mi ex marido a llevar alguna cosa a algún lado, y mi hermanito no podía darse cuenta, porque él ya no estaba con que 
yo me fuera y cargara un arma y la llevara allí. ! yo les (brother and the combo) estaba ayudando a ellos muchas cosas. Claro 
que consumí drogas, pero nunca me dejé llevar por la droga.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 

cclvii “Era, porque y no, ese era el mejor método que había. Si vos necesitabas transportar una droga de un pueblo a otro, un arma 
de un pueblo a otro, lo más fácil, uno como mujer, a uno lo requisaban, a uno no le decían nada, uno podía pasar tranquilamente. 
Ya, en estos momentos, no. En ese momento es requisa para todo el mundo por igual. Pero, en su momento, era lo mejor que había, 
y era la estrategia que ellos más utilizaban.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cclviii “Yo tenía una misión, y era transportar las armas desde el punto de encuentro hasta el sitio del acontecimiento, del delito. [] 
Sabía que era la primera vez que iba a ser partícipe en un asesinato. [] Pero ahí me encontraba, junto con otras tres niñas, cargando 
una maleta repleta de municiones y armas por un monte a las seis de la tarde.” (Sara Belen, 2018) 

 

cclix “Nosotros teníamos una casa alquilada donde guardábamos todo, allá no vivía nadie. Entonces yo iba para esa casa. [] 
Saquemos todo lo que tengamos acá que ya en esto nos hacen allanamiento. Entonces nosotros empezamos a sacar todo lo que 
había en la casa. [] En un bolso llevaba todo lo que tenía en la casa: una libra de marihuana, una ´bomba´ de perico, bazuco, de 
todo. Todo eso lo llevábamos en el bolso y en la cintura llevaba el arma, una pistola 9 milímetros con dos cartuchos y el silenciador.” 
(Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cclx “No. Es muy difícil que una mujer vaya a extorsionar. Es como decir que yo voy a extorsionar a un ´man´, ¿una mujer cómo le va 
dar una orden a un ´man´? Para eso están ellos, para que los hombres vayan y le paguen a los hombres. De pronto uno va y alguna 
peladita novata le dice uno alguna cosa, pero no para extorsionarla sino para insultarla, aprovechando que a uno lo defienden. 
Pero para eso de extorsionar sí están los hombres, porque le tienen más susto a la voz de un hombre que a la de una mujer.” (Camila 
Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cclxi “A veces, uno sí se quiere creer porque la otra persona tiene su hogar, su familia, en cambio uno todo el día en una esquina 
parado, a veces uno consiguiendo para la comida de los hijos o cómo venga vamos por allá pedirle a la tienda, o venga vamos por 
allí, partamos; o ir uno a pedir le a un colectivo; a veces los sábados y domingos le toca uno estar cobrando.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

cclxii “Trabajé para ´los Pájaros´ cobrando ´vacunas´ a los buses, a los centros comerciales, a los tenderos, a los mercados. Consistía 
en dar mil pesos diarios. Los buses daban cinco mil. Mejor nada empezaba desde las ocho de la mañana y terminaba a las cuatro 
de la tarde, después de hacer una ruta previa por todo el sector de Belén.” (Sara Belen, 2018) 

 

cclxiii “Era una extorsión de una casa y la casa valía 2.000 millones y era en Caucasia; era tipo casa finca Yo caí ahí porque me metió 
un man con el que yo trabajaba. Me dijo: ´Parce, vos que estás consiguiendo casa, te tengo un comisionista´. Me llevó y yo le dije: 
´Hágale´, y allá ya nos capturaron. Y el comisionista era un ´duro´; era un cabecilla de los Urabeños. Entonces ahí llegó la fiscalía y 
nos cogieron.” (Sandra San Javier, 2018) 

 

cclxiv “[M]e dieron las llaves de un barrio. Extorsión, crobaba busetas, edificaciones ´un million por piso´[] ´Entonces se cobraba eso, 
teníamos las plazas del vicio, las armas. Estuve en muchas partes [] Sí [tenía un grupo], 20 o 25 personas, que eran los de abajo. 
Los que estábamos más arribita los que mandábamos.... Eran dos plazas, entonces eran cinco para arriba, cinco para abajo, ustedes 
cobran los buses. Más de uno se cayó en ´cana´ en este momento. En ese entonces también se caían por eso. A mí también me tocó 
cobrar. Cuando yo ya apenas estaba empezando me tocó cobrar.” (Veila Floresta, 2018) 
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cclxv “Pues sí. Yo nunca tuve que estar con una persona. Nosotras éramos la carnada. Lógicamente que uno se iba con el ´man´, y 
obvio, lo tocaba a uno para poder seguir yendo. Entonces nosotros le decimos: ´Busquemos un lugar más solit´. Obvio, nosotros lo 
llevamos al lugar solito, y era para que pudieran llegarles ellos. Apenas ellos llegaban, nosotras de una nos bajábamos. A veces 
salían manes a pie, y nosotros llegábamos así andando; llegaban todos organizados a pie y nosotros íbamos caminando. Y como 
por allá hay muchas lomas y muchos lugares donde uno puede dejar a la persona.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cclxvi “Es similar [] los carros pasan como si uno fuera... y preguntan: ´¿Ustedes qué hacen por ahí?´. ´Estamos andando´. ´Vamos a 
dar un 'vueltón' ¿Quieren ir? Vamos allí´. Y nosotras nos íbamos, y cuando nos montábamos, detrás iban las motos pendientes de 
dónde hacia la parada el carro.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cclxvii “Yo desde lo de mi hermao a mí se me danó la mente. Literalmente. Yo hacía cosas malas así. Yo ya manejaba moto y me iba 
por allá a hacer cascaos o a llevar ´manes´y ´hacerlo´. Yo era así. Y entonces yo empecé desde muy pequeña, y ya desde eso, el 
crecimiento y todo, yo me forme ahí.” (Sandra San Javier, 2018) 

 

cclxviii “Sí, porque primero era la mujer del ´duro´, y ya no soy la mujer del ´duro´. Sí, ya es como decir, la ´lambeperros´, porque yo ya 
no puedo como opinar o que mi marido diga: ´Ay, mami, vea que esto y esto´, o manejar plata, darme el gusto que yo quería, de 
las comodidades.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

cclxix “Ya de ahí yo quedé manejándole las platas, cobrando, pagándoles a los muchachos, organizando la ida al supermercado, qué 
cuántos mercados para los QTH. Los QTH son las casas donde duermen los pelados. Entonces ya quedé pagando los arriendos, 
pagando los mercados, pagándoles a ellos mismos, quién trabajaba y quién no trabajaba, si hacían las cosas bien, si no las hacían 
bien.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 

cclxx “Me iba súper bien. Ya uno empieza a coger plata y ya uno quiere más. Entonces, llevando la más mínima cosa, ya quería llevar 
de todo. Empecé así, cada ocho días iba a diferentes cárceles de Colombia, y ya empecé a contratar a otras mujeres. Ya entonces, 
yo les decía, ´listo, usted va, yo le doy un tanto´. Un tanto yo les pagaba. Entonces, no conseguía trabajo, no quería estudiar, no 
quería nada. Igual, tenía plata. Entonces no quería nada.” (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 

cclxxi „Ya tenía mi moto. Era súper bien vestida. O sea, yo fui una de las primeras que tuvo moto en Envigado. Entonces era lo mejor, 
o sea, en ese tiempo era Towny, y de la Towny pasé a una ´ochentica´ que fue de las primeras motos que hubo. Entonces, eso era 
regio. O sea, lo mejor del mundo, y yo mantenía mi dinero. Simplemente, por ir a entregar cositas, por estar allí, por salir allí, por 
rumbear allí.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cclxxii “Sí, yo viví bien económicamente, porque como yo siempre tuve ese mandato. Nosotros no cocinábamos, no hacíamos nada, 
completamente nada, todo nos llegaba a nosotros. Nosotros llegábamos y teníamos dos personas que nos hacían la comida y 
nosotros solamente mercábamos puro ´mecato´ y frutas para tener en la nevera.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cclxxiii “No, pues un promedio, para el que más manda, por ahí dos o tres millones de pesos cada ocho días. Y a nosotros, qué 
estábamos en los carritos, porque así se dice aquí, ´los carritos´ o los ´lambeperros´, a nosotros nos dan noventa o cien mil pesos 
cada ocho días, cuando hay plata. Cuando cogen a un compañero de uno... [No sé si se podrá decir eso] cuando hay compañeros 
de uno que los cogen, los mismos policías, uno les paga a ellos y ellos los sueltan. ´Déme tres millones de pesos´. Entonces les das 
tres millones pa' que lo suelte.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

cclxxiv “Les pagan menos que a ellos. Digamos que si a ellos les pagan 700.000 pesos a ellas les pagan 400.000 pesos. Por el hecho 
de ser mujer nada más. En ciertos lugares, dependiendo del trabajo que uno esté haciendo, lo apoyan a uno. Pero siempre al 
hombre le van a pagar más que a la mujer, así esté haciendo el mismo trabajo.” (Nataly San Javier, 2018) 

 

cclxxv “No sé, siempre pusieron todo a la mano por la plata, por cualquier cosa. Los que hacen la ganaban eran ellos. El que mandaba. 
Creo que las cosas en ese entonces de los años pasados daba plata, pero a mí me tocó una época en la que no. Pues, en este 
momento la nómina de eso está a 90.000 pesos semanales. Eso no es nada porque si se ve está dispuesta a tener ese pago está 
dispuesta a yo decirle: ´Vea, vaya y allá 'tas'´. Si no copia, usted sabe que... Entonces sí, eso ya no vale la pena, uno ´calentarse´ por 
bobadas, no.” (Veila Floresta, 2018) 

 

cclxxvi “Eso depende de cómo uno lo vea. Por ejemplo, todo lo que usted consiga ahí nada le queda. Porque usted consigue todo muy 
fácil, la plata. ¿Pero para qué? Ni tan fácil porque vea, si a usted lo cogen a usted ya nadie le va a pasar plata.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 
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cclxxvii “Yo me retiré en una ocasión. El porqué: me retiré cinco años, porque me dijeron que matara a alguien, y no. O sea, yo les dije, 
´yo les paso droga la que quieran, yo les paso armas las que quieran, yo trabajo en donde quieran, pero no me pidan eso.´ Ah, 
entonces usted escoge: ´usted o equis persona´. Yo le dije, ´Ah, no. Entonces, yo, porque yo no me siento con derecho de quitarle la 
vida a nadie´. Entonces, se llegó, me tocó pagar mucho dinero, en su tiempo, para poder salir. Entonces, eso fue trabajar casi un 
año recibir un solo centavo para yo poderme salir.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cclxxviii “Me fui, me volé, prácticamente, con el muchacho. Más sin embargo, no deje de trabajar en las cárceles[] Listo, hasta que se 
dieron cuenta que yo era que me había ido con otra persona, y ellos mismos se encargaron de decirle a la policía que yo hacía eso, 
la misma familia de él, qué rabia porque yo lo había dejado e él.” (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 

cclxxix “Eso depende de la mujer; por ejemplo, hay unas que no les dan tanta plata, que los hombres no los quieren tanto; en cambio 
hay otras que sí les dan mucha plata y son las que les mantienen el negocio. Y obviamente una de esas que les da mucha plata les 
dice que se quiere ir, a esa no la van a dejar ir tan fácil.” (Nataly San Javier, 2018) 

 

cclxxx “Hubo tiempos de dificultades, para qué le digo que no. [] Hubo tiempos en los que decía uno que si almuerza o come no 
desayuna, o ninguno al día y más bien empáquele la comida a la mamá para que vaya y trabajar.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cclxxxi “A veces lo pienso, porque en la posición que yo estoy ahora, económicamente mal, no quiero volver a hacer eso. Ayer hablé 
con él y todo, y me dijo que si quería volver que fuera, pero no sé sí coger ese o volver a llevar a la cárcel.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

cclxxxii “Hace poco recibí una llamada, y me volvieron a ofrecer: ´Vea, está afuera. Usted sabe que usted es la que es y para el barrio. 
Yo estoy acá metido, 'paila', ya no puedo hacer nada´. Entonces no. Yo sí dije, ´déjeme pensarlo´, pero no, nada que ver así en ese 
sentido. [] Que siga así como antes. Claro, tener una casa donde se guarde todas las pistolas, el vicio. Donde posiblemente pueda 
llegar... Que van a golpear a alguien o le van a hacer daño a alguien, entonces pueden llegar a esa casa y ahí ya sé mira a ver si se 
hace.” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 

 

cclxxxiii “Entonces yo deseo que los mismos de los combos salgan adelante, que muestren algo mejor. Porque de uno estar en un 
combo, yo que estuve, se gana uno una muerte o una caída a una cárcel o a un hospital. Eso es lo que se gana uno de eso, porque 
como la plata fácil llega fácil se va. Eso es así.” (Sandra San Javier, 2018) 

 

cclxxxiv “[F]ui de mi casa muy joven por problemas intrafamiliares, con un desacuerdo familiar el cual, en esa edad, no tenía la madurez 
para asumirlo ni enfrentarlo, entonces opté por salirme de mi casa. Fue una decisión sumamente arriesgada porque sólo contaba 
con diez años, iba a cumplir once años [] me fui de la casa de mi mamá caí al centro, lo más conocido como la zona central de 
Medellín, y lo que es barrio Prado Centro.” (Sara Belen, 2018) 

 

cclxxxv “La historia mía empezó fue cuando me conocí con cierta persona y empecé a conocer las vueltas de los combos, y ahí me metí 
yendo, yendo [] Pues la verdad, en ese tiempo de los quince, a mí me mataron a mi papá. Yo, la verdad, no he tenido mamá. Mi 
mamita se murió de Cáncer y yo empecé a estudiar; apenas hice como hasta sexto. Ya ahí, como en el tiempo de uno había que 
pagar el colegio, ya no tuve quién económicamente me ayudara. Ahí a los quince años, y a los dieciséis tuve mi primer hija, qué 
tiene veintiséis años. Y ya. Ahí empecé a meterme de lleno con los muchachos, como se dice.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

cclxxxvi “Yo digo que cuando uno busca eso es cuando uno no tiene amor en la casa de uno. Pues, como si ya no hubiera nada en la 
casa, porque todos los que uno a veces ve, las historias de los compañeros: ´Ah, es que mi mamá se consiguió un marido y me echó 
pa' la calle a mí´, ´Es que mi mamá me pegó´, o mi mamá esto y esto... Entonces, usted sabe que ahí es donde van ellos llamando 
la gente. Entonces se va armando más, se va armando. Todo lo que hay son puros niños. Ahí solo hay niños, nada más.” (Michele 
Itagui, 2018) 

 

cclxxxvii “[Y]o me fui a vivir a un lugar del barrio, en Copacabana, donde hay mucho vicio, muchas plazas, muchas cosas en las cuales 
se fue metiendo a la familia en esas cosas porque el papá de mi hermana vino con otra mentalidad [] Entonces él comenzó a tener 
contacto con esa gente de allá mismo y él empezó a vender cosas en la casa. Entonces mi mamá también; no le echó mucha mente 
a eso, entonces yo me metí ahí y a lo último quedamos los tres metidos en eso.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cclxxxviii “Ya de ahí a mi pareja el 30 de mayo lo capturan [] El papá de mi otra hija sí era del combo, pero a él lo mataron cuando yo 
estaba en embarazo. El papá de mi hija no la vio ni supo que yo estaba en embarazo; la familia de él es la que la tiene a ella porque 
yo no tengo ninguna estabilidad” (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 
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cclxxxix “Bueno, me metí con el papá de mis hijas, que es una persona de... Es delincuente, se puede decir; mayor que yo. Yo tenía 
quince años, y con él aprendí muchas cosas. Con él se ven muchas cosas, porque el pertenecía a una banda, yo no. Pero, así uno 
no pertenezca, se mantiene ahí. Fue algo muy horrible, porque era una persona de un combo. Era totalmente diferente a una 
persona normal. Es un pillo, una persona que es agresiva, una persona que siempre está agresiva ¿bueno? Se mantiene en la calle. 
[] La familia de él, toda pertenecía a lo mismo, al mismo combo. Todos se mezclaban, porque eran hermanos, todos eran del mismo 
combo.” (Rachel Popular, 2018). 

 

ccxc “Yo me empecé a juntar con un pelado de ellos; después terminé de novia de él y ya me terminó metiendo con él ahí. Entonces 
me volví novia de un ´paraquito´ de allá de la 13, de San Javier la Loma, y ya me fui metiendo mucho por ese camino con él. Incluso, 
empecé a consumir drogas, tanto que conocí a mi amiga.” (Laura Calnaz, 2018) 

 

ccxci “La mayoría no tenían aceptación por parte de su familia o mayoría era muy pobre. Y como te dije al principio, ellos empiezan 
ofreciendo el cielo y la tierra; te ofrecen poder, fortuna, te ofrecen una falsa idea de familiaridad; te ofrecen una posibilidad de 
crear algo.” (Sara Belen, 2018) 

 

ccxcii “Entonces eso me llevó como a conocer malas amistades y a meterme al bajo mundo por la plata. Me gustan las mujeres, 
entonces también las mujeres necesitaron mucho en ese sentido porque la plata lo es todo, digámoslo así egoístamente. Y ya. 
Conocí gente de la cual dañé mucha, con tal de conseguir plata. Desde muy pequeña los conocía. Soy de La Floresta.” (Veila Floresta, 
2018) 

 

ccxciii „Sí. Todo empezó así como en amistad, de parceros. Todo fue influido por amistades, y cuando el marido de mi mamá se metió 
ahí entonces yo me metí fue. Cuando él se fue yo seguí metida ahí con las amistades y en las cosas” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

ccxciv “Entonces yo vivía en La Paz, yo vivía en todo el centro. Mi círculo de amigos eran ellos, eran los que llevaban, los que 
transmitían, los sicarios. Esa era la gente con la que yo rumbeaba, con la que yo me iba a montar en bicicleta, con la que nos 
íbamos a paseos a charcos.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

ccxcv “Yo los conocía así como le digo. Yo trabajaba así de prostituta, y ya los conocí. Me convencieron diciendo: ´Venga por unos 
días multas la otra persona vuelve´. Entonces yo ya me ofrecí, y hasta ahí fue.” (Violeta Manrique, 2018). 

 

ccxcvi “No, hasta allá tampoco. No, porque éramos muy aparte. Porque yo me mezclaba con ellos en el sentido de eso, para entonces 
no de lleno. [] Pero decir que voy a andar con ellos, que me voy a meter allí, no porque yo soy de las que pienso que nadie le tiene 
que quitar la vida a nadie. Jamás.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 

ccxcvii “Ellas también aportan en algo. Ellas también aportan algo, y no tanto eso, ellas son... Que porque es la mujer de zutanito 
entonces ya se creen más. Usted sabe que ellos siempre son ´perros´, tienen una y otra y otra, entonces ella va y las revuelca, las 
´casca´, o hace lo que quiera ya nadie le puede decir nada a ella, porque ella está peleando por su ´macho´.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

ccxcviii “Sí llegué a conocer una, que esa sí hacía todo lo que yo no hice. Ella todavía vive por mi casa. Ella si llegó a ser novia de varios 
de los de los barrios. Ella sí les cuidaba vicio, sí les avisaba de los policías. Tuvo relaciones prácticamente con todos, y todavía.” 
(Nataly San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccxcix “Porque ellas solo es como de rato, porque a ellas las sacan a pasear, o vamos a tomar una cerveza. Y eso que ni casi, porque 
ellos no dan mucho la cara. Porque como ahora, supuestamente, va a haber mucho allanamiento, muchas capturas, entonces están 
escondidos en fincas. Entonces, ellos las sacan en la moto, ´venga vamos a comer helado, ´mami, vamos a comer pollo´, o tal cosa. 
Pero ellos casi no porque se mantienen... O sea, que hay mucha ́ pelaíta´ que para poder coger fama, ́ ando con fulanito y zutanito´. 
Pero usted sabe que, en un combo de estos, ellos van a tener dos o tres mujeres más. La mujer propia es la de la casa, pero esas 
casi no dan la cara, se mantienen en su hogar, con sus hijos. Pero ellos nunca se mencionan casi con las mujeres; andan más que 
todo con ´las grillitas´, como se dice.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

ccc “Fue cuando llegamos por acá que yo no tenía amigos, entonces yo no le hablaba a nadie en el colegio, ni por la casa ni en 
ninguna parte. Yo no salía, y los que me empezaron a hablar fueron ese tipo de personas, entonces me volví amiga de ellos y 
empecé a salir con ellos.” (Nataly San Javier, 2018) 
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ccci “Pues como yo toda la vida fui a la iglesia, al principio los veía como que me daban miedo, pero luego los empecé a ver normales. 
[] Por ejemplo, a veces que les tocaba cuidar el barrio hasta tarde, y yo antes trasnochaba mucho por eso, me quedaba con ellos a 
veces ahí en una esquina, en la esquina cerquita de mi casa. Y al final jamás me metí.” (Nataly San Javier, 2018) 

 

cccii “Sí. No faltan las críticas, porque lo ven aún no así con los tintes de cabello, la ropita ancha. [] entonces que a uno le estén 
tirando es como feo, como, ´¿por qué? Si vos sos vos y yo soy yo, déjame vestirme así y vestite vos como quieras´. Pero normal; de 
eso se aprende y se tiene ya uno que acostumbrar. Porque qué pereza pelear. Pero sí se ve mucho la discriminación hacia las 
personas así, no tanto en mí sino que haya hay muchas personas así, LGTBI, y son muy encima de ellas. Entonces tampoco es así.” 
(Sandra San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccciii “Entonces mucha gente piensa que uno por ser así, ya uno es con todas. Porque claro, ya lo ven a uno como un hombre. Y por 
eso los hombres se enojan, porque ´esta va por más; esta va a conquistar´. Pero la mayoría de los hombres son... Pues, no todos, 
porque digo que la amistad de los hombres es muy bien, es muy ´bacana´; me gustan mucho las amistades de los hombres porque 
son muy sinceros, ellos hablan de algo y eso es. Pero la mayoría de ellos son así, entonces ¿uno qué va a buscarse problemas?” 
(Sandra San Javier, 2018) 

 

ccciv “Prefería a ese combo que a mi familia. [] Pero no como de aprecio, no. Eso era como de, ´me respetan, tengo que trabajar, 
tenemos plata todos los días´. Entonces sí. Muchas veces me fui de la casa y me iba a vivir a esas casas; se compartía con esa gente, 
se cocinaba con esa gente. Pero tampoco verlos como la familia porque la sangre de uno es la sangre de uno, pero sí, uno compartía 
mucho con esa gente.” (Veila Floresta, 2018) 

 

cccv “Entonces, a veces me daba mucho miedo, pero con las pocas personas que pude...  Con los pocos hombres que tuve el privilegio 
de dar fueron hombres buenos. O sea, buenos conmigo, pero eran unos completos asesinos para la sociedad; pero a mí me 
protegieron mucho, me trataron muy bien. En pocas palabras, no me faltaron al respeto, ni hubo algún intento de violación por 
parte de ellos hacia mí, no. Me vieron como una igual porque me vieron capaz de hacer lo mismo que hacían ellos, entonces me 
gané el respeto por eso.” (Sarah Belen, 2018) 

 

cccvi “Cuando yo me empecé a meter en ese mundo ya llegó la gente, y como aún no le iba muy bien, tenía como ´buena espalda´, 
entonces la gente lo empezaba a llamar a uno. Cuando el tiempo fue pasando y yo seguía en lo mismo. Yo a lo último no iba a 
donde mi familia; dejé de estudiar y seguir ahí metida.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cccvii “Total, total. Me sentía súper bien integrada a los paseos, las fiestas, dinero, el darme gusto, el decirme, una niña de dieciséis 
años [] Entonces, en su momento, sí, estábamos muy integradas al grupo, pero en este momento ya, que uno lo ha recapacitado, 
lo ha analizado todas las cosas, éramos las ´pendejas´, porque éramos las que cargábamos con todo, tanto con armas, con vicio, 
con plata, para que ellos no tuvieran nada qué ver si pedían una requisa. Entonces, eso lo hacía sentir a uno bien en su momento, 
pero en este momento ya, de verdad, que somos... Éramos las ´mulas´ de ellos para que ellos tuvieran sus gustos, para que ellos 
tuvieran sus cosas, simplemente nos estaban utilizando. Pero, en su momento, nosotras no nos sentíamos utilizadas, nos sentíamos 
era lo máximo.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cccviii “Yo creo que el rol una mujer en los combos... Yo creo que las mujeres nos metemos en eso porque uno se enamora, las mujeres 
pues.[] A las mujeres les gustan los hombres pillos, los hombres con moto los hombres que están ´pa' arriba y pa' abajo´, los 
hombres que tengan plata, porque así somos las mujeres[] A las mujeres les gusta... ¿cómo se dice? ´La gasolina´. Les gusta el pillo, 
el que manda en el barrio, el que tenga el poder, el que tenga todo. Entonces, uno es ciego y uno no ve. Que uno se enamora y no 
mira quién es quién. Uno se enamora y adios.” (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 

cccix “Pero de todas maneras, si uno se va a vivir con ellos, ya uno queda implicado en esa banda, porque convivir con ellos es 
guardar las cosas, hacer una cosa, hacer otra, andar con drogas también, porque ellos tiran su droga y uno va a estar ahí, entonces 
uno también está implicado en eso.” (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 
cccx “Sí, porque yo me iba de mi casa para la casa de él. Muchas veces, por motivo de mi hermanito, yo salía de mi casa y me iba 
para donde mi novio, y me quedaba allá con ellos hasta que llegó un punto en que me dijo mi mamá: ´Usted vive más en la calle 
que en la casa, entonces dígale a su novio que si anda por allá que la mantenga, que usted vive más allá con el que conmigo´. Y yo 
realmente iba a mi casa a cambiarme, y me quedaba día y noche con esa persona. Iba a mi casa a cambiarme y a organizarme, y 
ya.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 
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cccxi “Como yo me mantenía más con ellos; ya ni dormía muchas veces en mi casa. Por mantenerse con ellos ya uno sabía las vueltas 
y ellos hacían. No era de esas noviecitas que están con el novio y dicen: ´Amor, ya vengo´, se fue y ya. Nosotras íbamos a hacer las 
vueltas; incluso, más de una vez yo bajé en una moto a frentear a más de una persona, como se dice.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cccxii “[C]omo yo toda la vida he sido sola, para mi, ellos son como mi familia, como parte de mi familia. A pesar de los riesgos que 
tienen y todo. No sé yo voy a mi casa, me siento sola, yo me voy a la esquina o me voy para donde estan ellos o a una reunion o 
´vamos pa´por allá... entonces en la moto me iba” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

cccxiii “Pues la verdad, eso no es vida, porque como te explico, es como si usted... ´vamos pa' allí, vamos pa' allí, vamos a hacer algo, 
vamos a coger algo o a robarle a alguien o a secuestrar a alguien, o vamos al flete´. ¿Sí me entiende? Eso no es vida, porque usted 
cada rato tiene que estar corriendo le a la ley. Entonces, yo que la viví, en este momento todavía estoy, y no quiero porque quiero 
salirme de eso, pero eso no es vida para nadie.” (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 

cccxiv “El problema de haber socializado con ellos de una forma más profunda de la que yo lo hice, de haber salido con ellos, es que 
hay sapos, hay gente de ´los carros´, que llevan información y traen, entonces ya les dicen que yo me mantengo con ellos, y si yo 
voy a otro barrio enemigo van a creer que estoy como un ´carro´, de que yo voy por información de ellos para llevarles a los de mi 
barrio.” (Nataly San Javier, 2018) 

 

cccxv “No, para eso no hay género, porque como ellos dicen, hay mujeres ´gatilleras´, hay hombres ´gatilleros´. Hay gente avispada, 
hay gente bruta. Entonces para eso no existe género ni edad ni capacidad ni discapacidad. Porque así usted sea una persona 
discapacitada a ellos no les importa nada [] Hombre o mujer. Para mí en eso no existe género, para mí ni para nadie. No existe 
género. En eso el que sirve, sirve; el que no, estorba. Eso era antes. Ahora cogen a los más cachorros que no saben nada y eso 
siempre es así. Cogen el más niño porque silo coge la policía y es menor, lo dejan salir al otro día.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cccxvi “Sí. Pues yo creo que sí, eso era como lo mismo. Igual, había tres hermanitos en el combo de nosotros allá. Había dos o tres 
parejas que eran hermanos. Se compartía bien, pero ya las cosas se fueron saliendo de las manos. El trato no es el mismo, pero si 
nos toca lo mismo. El trato no es, ´¿Entonces qué, marica?´. Es, ´mami vea, haga esto´.” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 

 

cccxvii “Entonces digamos la nena que le pareció linda a un chico de estos de este combo empieza haciendo esta pareja, y por ahí 
puede ser una entrada. Empieza siendo pareja de esta persona; luego le guarda cosas en la casa. Y si el man ´sube de rango´ 
empieza también a tener esa relación. Es una de tantas. O también siendo familia de una de estas personas, un hermano o un 
primo o un tío.” (Nataly San Javier, 2018) 

 

cccxviii “Sí respetan a las mujeres, pero si la mujer se hace respetar. Si usted no se hace respetar, y usted es ´brincona´ y esto y lo otro, 
no la van a respetar por nada. Pero si usted es una persona que demuestra su seriedad y es centrada en lo que usted quiere, se 
respeta.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 

cccxix “Quedando bien. Sino que toda la vida fue como amistad de la familia de los que trabajaban. Nosotros crecimos en una escuela, 
entonces Ya empezaron esos con su combo y ya empecé yo a ir a ´parchar´, entonces decían: ´Ella trabaja con platic´". Entonces 
ponía plática y uno fue subiendo. Ya cuando me metí después de los 16 años, me metí a ´la vuelta´, ya uno sabía que en ese mundo 
se mueve la plata. Está con el que más plata tenga o ´¿Usted me va a invitar a rumbear´, ´sí, hágal´. O si no, nadie sirve. La plata 
es la que mueve ahí.” (Veila Floresta, 2018). 

 

cccxx “No, ninguna solidaridad. una persona que no sabe manejar las cosas, se te pueden voltear las cosas. ¿Por qué? Porque si de 
pronto das con alguien que te ayuda, entonces esa persona que te está ayudando, si vos querés tener ese poder [] Entonces ya, 
como se dice, le ´enterrás el cuchillo por la espalda´. Entonces, este me enseñó, entonces yo lo hago el doble para poder estar por 
encima de él o muchas se victimizan. Ahí es la ley del más fuerte.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cccxxi “Sin mentirle, yo nunca he sido de amigas. Mujeres no. Yo me mantengo rodeada de hombres porque los hombres no le envidio 
nada a uno. A mí me gusta estar rodeada de hombres, porque los hombres no tienen nada que envidiarle a uno; una pelada sí. 
Una amiga para mí, no. Yo la única amiga que llegué a tener fue ella y hasta ahora que la tengo.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cccxxii “Cuando estuve en esos grupos siempre fue mucha supervivencia. Sabía que tenía que sobrevivir, y que lo que estaban al lado 
mío estaban buscando la misma forma de sobrevivir, que si ellos tenían que pasar por encima de mí lo iban a hacer, y si yo tenía 
que pasar por encima tenía que hacerlo para poder sobrevivir. No puedo decir qué adopte a los sicarios como mis hermanos o mis 
amigos, o que vi un apoyo en ellos porque todo era una constante competencia, siempre, quién era el mejor, la que más rápido 
limpiaba las armas, la que más rápido tenía las caletas, el que más gente matara; siempre fue así.” (Sarah Belen, 2018) 
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cccxxiii “Y te quedarías muy asustada de [] las mujeres que están arriba en el mando del narcotráfico. Demasiadas mujeres que, como 
dicen, tienen las agallas y bien puestecitas, y pueden tomar muchísimas más decisiones, y pueden llegar a ser más frías a la hora 
de tomarlas. Así uno sea madre, y una cosa y la otra, pero una mujer que, generalmente, se mete en ese mundo, es porque sabe 
que no puede tener sentimientos. Entonces, sabe que nada le puede afectar. Entonces, se arman de ese valor; o son mujeres que 
han sufrido demasiado, entonces ya no tienen nada como por que luchar en la vida, entonces les importa muy poquitico lo que 
pase en su entorno, sino que simplemente quieren conocer el poder, quieren tenerlo en sus manos y ya.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cccxxiv “[M]uchas vienen de abajo, muchas han sido pobres toda la vida, lo ven como una escapatoria.[] se meten en el mundo de la 
droga y lo empiezan a conocer, y lo quieren empezar a manejar, y quieren tener más [] ya se vuelven en que quieren manejar, 
manipular y tener más.” (Mary Envigado, 2018). 

 

cccxxv „Es verdad esa parte también. Y la otra parte es que ya han capturado muchos cabecillas, o sea, muchos manes de altos 
mandos. ¿Entonces quién queda con las cosas? La mujer. ́ Mamita, si usted no me va a apoyar y no va a estar conmigo ayudándome, 
entonces ‘paila’´. ¿Entonces qué le toca hacer a la mujer? Por eso casi no se ve a la mujer a las afueras, porque la verdad ya están 
es manejando las cosas, viéndolo así, porque ya hay muchos cabecillas cogidos y más de acá, de la comuna 13, son demasiados. 
Entonces yo digo que están es mandando las cosas desde un bajo perfil, como lo dice mi compañera, no se dejan ver y ya.” (Nataly 
San Javier, 2018) 

 

cccxxvi “Sí. Yo una vez quise hacerlo así en ese aspecto, subir más, sentirme más del combo. Y yo decía: ´Póngame a mí fletear, a que 
de pronto le dispare a una persona´. Nunca me lo pusieron, pero a mí me hubiera gustado matar a una persona para subir en el 
combo. ... A mí me hubiera ido muy bien porque yo soy muy detallista en las cosas, como decir, si yo quiero armar un plan lo armó 
y a mí no se me olvida el detalle que falta. El problema es que es muy difícil que a una mujer le den la oportunidad de hacer eso, 
porque por ser mujer ya uno no tiene la suficiente fuerza como los hombres.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cccxxvii “Y muchas mujeres, como me preguntas, no quieren subir. Normal, se quedan ahí. Como le digo, yo estuve ahí por escaparme 
de mi casa, no fue por más. Nunca quise como tener un rango allá, siempre quise estar ´jodiendo´ allá para no ir a mi casa.” (Laura 
Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cccxxviii “Porque es que las mujeres somos más a lo de acá, más a lo que se puede manejar acá, más a lo que se puede hacer acá. O 
sea, ahí la jerarquía, a grandes rasgos, es más bien manipulada por hombres que por mujeres. Generalmente, los cabecillas todos 
han sido hombres. No hay una mujer todavía que haya sido capaz de llegar hasta allá. Estamos esperando a ver si de pronto llega.” 
(Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cccxxix “Escasa la mujer que tiene las agallas para hacer las cosas, pero también está la mujer que no se mete en eso, sino que se 
dedica a seducir a los pillos, a estar con ellos. Entonces ahí el hombre se mete más que todo para estar con mujeres, conseguir su 
moto, conseguir su plata y hacerlo todo más fácil. Yo pienso que para eso hay muy poquitas mujeres; las mujeres para eso están 
es en el monte, están en la guerrilla más que todo, en los grupos armados grandes.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cccxxx “Sí, es que eso es otra vuelta. En ese lugar se ven los caciques, los que mandan, los que no puede tocar nadie. En ese lugar se 
maneja el orden; aunque hay mucha gente, mucho hacinamiento, se maneja el orden. Para saber que desde las cárceles se mueve 
casi todo acá afuera. Los que están acá afuera son los que meten el pecho por cualquier cosa. Los que están en las cárceles son los 
que mandan.” (Veila Floresta, 2018) 

 

cccxxxi “Como sabemos, tristemente ellos no miran género, no miran edad, no miran tamaño; pueden mandarte a hacer la misma 
misión que hizo el sicario, si él falta; mañana puedes ser tú quién ocupe ese lugar. Entonces, creo que la mujer Incluso a veces 
desempeña el papel más difícil porque le toca cocinar para quince o veinte hombres en el cuadrante, en un sitio; les toca 
mantenerse aseadas, mantener aseado todo. Por ahí muchas son juguetes sexuales satisfactorios de muchos de esos hombres me 
toca cumplir con labores sexuales sin protección, sin la mínima idea de un control médico por alguna enfermedad venérea. Eso es 
muy complicado, es muy compleja la situación de la mujer como tal en un grupo delincuencial.” (Sara Belen, 2018) 

 

cccxxxii “Yo creo que la seriedad es lo que lo ayuda mucho a uno en esos temas. Porque yo digo que si una nena va a estar de ´patica´ 
y hablando maric**** en algo que es serio, porque las cosas de calle son serias, que se hacen pensadas, que se hacen con calma 
si van a hacer alguna cosa. Sí tienen respeto, pero las que se hacen respetar. Pero una niñita que ni sabe qué es lo que quiere y está 
ahí entonces la cogen de tema o se la o ´comen´ y chaíto o de parche por ahí. Pero una mujer seria y que demuestre que no se deja, 
claro, los mismos duros le ponen hasta mandos más altos, ya la ponen a ganar más.” (Nataly Calnaz, 2018) 

 

 



454 
 

 
cccxxxiii “Eso decían que era una ´berraca´. Y decían, ´Pues no, esta vieja es una parada, es una berraca. Pues esa hay que tenerla de 
este lado, y una cosa y la otra, y hay qué consentirla. Es que esta vieja no se le arruga a nada, esta vieja pasa lo que sea, esta lleva 
lo que sea, esta nunca se ha caído. Entonces esta es la que necesitamos´". (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cccxxxiv “Había una que es una mujer, pero le gustan las mujeres, entonces se viste como hombre y se motila como hombre. El trabajo 
de ella era igual al de un hombre por el aspecto de ella. No había diferencias entre ellos y una mujer; esa era la única mujer que 
había ahí.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 

cccxxxv “Y es lo que se le pide. Por algo entró a un combo. Pues, yo creo que si uno entra a un combo es para estar dispuesto a todo. 
O sea, no a todo en sí, pero sí en el sentido de ́ andá cobrarme esto. Andá por estos fierros´. Y vaya diga que no. Ese es un problema, 
entonces si usted se mete ahí tiene que ser sicaria, usted tiene que matar por matar, por ver caer, o no solo matar sino llevar o 
acompañar a la persona, no tanto de la sicaria a ella sino que está acompañada de los sicarios.” (Nataly Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cccxxxvi “O sea, era muy muy ´chévere´, porque siempre contaban con uno para todo. ´Vamos para tal fiesta. Mona, vamos´ Y yo, 
´¡Hombre, de una´. Eso era lo mejor, que a uno lo tuvieran en cuenta, eso era lo mejor, porque uno tenía un respaldo de que, 
entonces, en el colegio, en el barrio no se iban a meter contigo, porque tú andabas con ellos. Entonces, eso era lo major.” (Mary 
Envigado, 2018) 

 

cccxxxvii "Es que la gente me respeta porque yo soy de este combo [] Sí, pero personalmente a mí me conocí a mucha gente, porque 
yo era de una de las mejores familias de La Floresta. [P]ero se me dañó la mente después de los quince, entonces ya me miraban 
era con otros ojos: ́ Esta no es la de la familia de aquí sino que es la que manda casi todos esos barrios´. Entonces ya fueron saliendo 
los chismes y, claro, ´la hija de tal persona ya está acá moviendo esto y moviendo lo otro y saliendo de tal parte´, ´esta es de la 
vuelta entonces viene armada, algo tiene que tener encima. Qué miedo porque nos va a mandar a tal y a tal persona´." (Veila 
Floresta, 2018) 

 

cccxxxviii “Quizas respectados demás que por miedo. Allá a las personas les da miedo porque son gentes que el respeto, porque quizás 
son personas que les ha tocado duro tambien. Yo me metí a la vida así fue porque me pasó algo duro. [] uno lo tiene que tener el 
respeto [] esas personas son otra cosa, piensan de otra manera” (Sandra San Javier, 2018) 

 

cccxxxix “Sí, uno ya hacía, como que dice, lo que le daba la gana. Hablar mucho de uno: ´Esta es la de tal cosa o tal otra´. Más de una 
vez yo escuché a la mamá de más de un diciendo: ´No le vayas a decir nada a esa peladita, que ella anda con ese 'man´´. Le dejan 
mala fama a uno. Pero uno mismo se la busca. Nosotras éramos muy horribles. En ese aspecto, nosotras éramos muy chocantes. 
La idea de nosotros era caerle mal a todo el mundo. Nosotras conocíamos a alguien y lo que queríamos era caerle mal, y si le 
caemos más mal.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cccxl “Antes, pueden llegar a ser más condescendientes con las personas del barrio que los mismos hombres porque, ellas en sí, 
entienden las necesidades que tienen las otras, pero que no tienen la fortaleza de decir: es que nos vamos a meter en eso. [] ´Ve, 
te regalo para que les compres a los niños; ve, te regalo para que tengas para tal cosa´. Entonces, es eso. La persona que está en 
el combo, a la mujer que está en el combo le va a dar ese poder [] donde quiero y a la hora que sea, y me van a deber un favour. 
Porque no lo hacen desinteresadamente.” (Mary Envigado, 2018) 

 

cccxli “Sí, me mandaron a buscar varias veces y todo; me trataron de sacar de donde estaba, pero gracias a Dios no lo consiguieron 
porque tuve apoyo de una fundación que hoy en día apoya a todas esas madres solteras de calle, la fundación Brazos Abiertos.” 
(Andrea Candelaria, 2018) 

 

cccxlii “A la final es de tomar una decisión radical, porque los beneficios que uno tiene en ese momento no se van a comparar a cuando 
vos digas ´ya no más´.[] Igual era como manejar un perfil bajo en la realidad. Ya después, que tu sales de eso es como alivianar 
algo, pero aun así en tu cargo de conciencia o de muchas cosas que uno ve quedan. ¿Ahora cómo voy a hacer? ¿Por dónde me 
meto si lo que yo tenía en mi mente era esto? ¿Ahora en qué voy a trabajar o dónde me voy a meter?” (Paula San Javier, 2018) 

 

cccxliii “Sí, porque él dio esa plata por mí, y del cariño que él me tenía y de la seriedad que yo era, entonces él llegó en el momento y 
mi mamá también habló con él. Porque eso no fue como decir: ´Ya me salí´, sino que en el tiempo en que yo estuve por allá 
encerrada mi mamá también tuvo contacto con él, y después de que yo llegué ahí yo tenía unos procesos.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 

cccxliv “Sí, yo tenía mucho conocimiento de eso. [] No, porque ellos vieron que cuando a mí me cogieron yo no les dije nada. A mí 
siempre me decían: ´El día que a usted la cojan no puede responder nada. Si usted se pone a responder ahí la dejan. En cambio si 
usted no dice nada nosotros miramos como sacamos a la gente´.” (Alice Bello, 2018) 
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cccxlv “Cuando mi hermano murió (le digo ´mi hermano´ porque, para mí, es mi hermano) cuando mi hermano murió se murieron 
muchas cosas con él, y también nacieron muchas otras, porque yo le prometí que yo no iba a volver a las calles y que jamás iba a 
cobrar una venganza por nada que le llegase a pasar. Él me hizo prometer que la vida sola se iba a equilibrar y yo no me iba a 
meter, y mucho menos, iba a volver a caer en malas andanzas. [] El adaptarme a la sociedad; el adaptarme a los hombres machistas, 
morbosos, controladores, clasista. [] Ha sido muy difícil sobrevivir con la sociedad después de todo eso; ha sido muy difícil porque, 
igual, mi cuerpo tiene cicatrices que se ven. Mi alma tiene cicatrices que se notan.” (Sara Belen, 2018) 

 

cccxlvi “Automáticamente esa mujer queda siendo señalada, la que casi nadie la toca ni se la cuadra porque ya fue novia de un durito 
de ellos. [] A la otra persona que se quiera meter con ella le da susto eso, porque fue de ellos. Si tú eres novia de alguien y tú lo 
dejas, pero él no te dejó a ti... Las pilas terminando con ellos no se tendrían que ir, solamente que obvio, no pueden salir con otro 
peladito porque ya fueron novias de un duro. Pero nosotras que apoyábamos y hacíamos cosas malas con ellos, a ellos les causaba 
más temor que dijéramos algo. [] Por eso es que le digo, le tuvo el hijo a un enemigo de alguien, yo voy pasando por allí y va 
pasando el peor enemigo de él, y me quiere bajar a mí para hacerle el daño a él. Entonces uno ahí todavía sufre las consecuencias 
de la relación que lleva.” (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 

cccxlvii “Porque hay muchos padres que, por ejemplo en el caso mío, el padre es una persona de uno de esos grupos. Es una persona 
que no tiene responsabilidad y no tiene amor por él mismo, ¿qué va a tener amor por sus hijos? Si nunca ha estado ahí lo que hice, 
es de una mala madre, pero yo me considero muy buena madre porque yo, lo que hago, lo hago por mis hijas, y jamás volvería a 
hacer algo que me volviera a separar de mis hijas. Yo estaba ciega por la plata, y eso fue lo que más me dolió: Separarme de mis 
hijas.” (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 
cccxlviii “Mis amigas se fueron, cuando se fue. O sea, en el momento en que estabas indicada, ayudaron. ´¿Y qué quiere? ¿Qué 
necesita?´, y apenas me condenaron, te vieron que me condenaron a cinco años y medio todo el mundo se olvidó de mí.” (Rachel 
Popular, 2018) 

 

cccxlix “Pero uno piensa y dice: ´No, yo toqué fondo´. Mi familia me cerró la puerta en la cara. ´Ya no más, que la maten´, decían. 
Entonces ese lugar me hizo recuperar todo; me hizo recuperar la familia. No amigos, porque en ese lugar uno se da cuenta que 
amigos no hay, muy poquita gente. Pero ya no sé qué irá a pasar. Ojalá nada; no quiero volver a caer a eso. Y tengo como meterme 
y por dónde meterme, pero no quiero. Siempre he tenido como una voz de liderazgo, entonces eso ya lo veo como no...” (Veila 
Floresta, 2018) 

 

cccl “Tienen contacto con el papá, porque yo no se las quité, porque igual quieren al papá. El papá todavía está en el mismo combo, 
y yo se las llevo de vez en cuando. Las saluda, estamos un rato, no me agrede ya. Ya él tiene otra familia. Yo lo dejé a él hace seis 
años.” (Rachel Popular, 2018). 

 
cccli „Mi abuela nos daba con una ‘peinilla‘. ¿Sabes que es una ‘peinilla‘? Es un machete; nos daba planazos. [] Entonces yo digo 
que debido a todo ese maltrato mi hermano optó por esa decisión, cansado de todo, porque si ella nos dejaba salir.” (Sophia 
Robledo, 2018) 
 
ccclii “a mí me violaron cuando yo tenía 14 años y era un miliciano, y ella es hija de un miliciano. Ella fue producto de esa violación, 
y ella lo sabe, porque mi abuela siempre supo, y nos decía a todos las cosas.” (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 
cccliii Me tocó eso, y me tocó una cosa muy dura por mi hermanito, porque mi hermanito también me tocaba. Muchas veces lo 
decía, y lo regañaban. Ya cuando él se fue para el ejército yo me relajé más porque él ya no estaba ahí. []Es algo muy duro saber 
que una persona de la propia familia de uno le va a hacer algo, y más, una cosa cuando uno es pequeño. Ya de pronto cuando uno 
es grande... Yo digo, de pronto mi alivio fue crecer para que ya no pudieran seguir pasando muchas cosas que pasaron. (Camila 
Calnaz, 2018) 

 
cccliv Pues para mí ir a como un apoyo, para no estar en mi casa. No era tanto lo que me gustaba lo que hacía, sino que no quería 
estar en mi casa. Entonces buscaba esa parte para poder salir. Cuando ya empecé a conocer la plata y las drogas, más me gustó 
con él la vida, hasta que caí allá (Laura Calnaz, 2018) 

 
ccclv la persona que yo odio, que es un señor que lo detesto... En ese momento le agradezco mucho porque él fue el que salvó la 
vida de mi mamá cuando el marido la quería matar; le agradezco mucho eso. Pero lo odio porque él quería... A: A mí me querían 
mucho, y además me defendía mucho cuando él padrastro mío intentaba tirarle a mi mamá. Yo los llamaba y ahí mismo llegaban 
ellos porque a mí me defendían mucho y a mi mamá también (Alice Bello, 2018) 
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ccclvi La que se pone seria es más fácil que la protejan porque “si a ella le pasa algo tal vez nos embalemos nosotros”. En cambio 
la que dice ella, que es como la niñita que solo se comen, “esa ya no nos importa; si le pasa algo a ella no nos va a pasar nada a 
nosotros” (Nataly San Javier, 2018) 

 
ccclvii El papá de mis hijas empezó a maltratarme. Siempre me maltrataba, pero empezó peor, ya me sacaba pistolas me hacía 
tiros, ya hacía una cosa y ya hacía la otra. Me golpeaba en la cara, [] me cansé un día de que el papá de mis hijas me pegara, y me 
fui. Tomé la decisión por mis hijas. Mi hija mayor me dijo, " mamá, mi papá te va a matar”. Tomé la decisión por ellas (Rachel 
Popular, 2018) 

 
ccclviii Estuve con una persona que en vez de ayudarme me vendió, que fue mi pareja. Me pegó mucho; me maltrató mucho delante 
de mis hijas, pero no le deseo nunca el mal. Me robó el cargador del brazalete por hacerme el daño (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 
ccclix las nuevas que llegábamos estamos expuestas a puñaladas, a tener que estar con ellos a las malas, tener que ser la mujer de 
una persona de esas sin uno quererlos. Entonces fue una experiencia muy dura. Aparte de eso a mí casi me matan uno de esos 
"manes". Siempre tenía uno que estar como en "la jugada" porque hoy "me van a matar", entonces era el miedo a uno lo mantenía 
como alerta (Andrea Candelaría, 2018) 
 
ccclx La verdad uno se tenía que ir con el que tenía más poder, por ejemplo. Llegaba y le decía a la que quisiera, “usted es mi mujer", 
y uno por obligación se tenía que ir a vivir con esa persona, aguantarle maltratos y de todo, de toda clase de maltratos que usted 
se pueda imaginar. Y uno por obligación tenía que ser pareja de esa persona, hasta que llegaba otro más grande, más bravo 
(Andrea Candelaría, 2018) 

 
ccclxi Siempre tuve el don para que las mujeres vieran en mí un apoyo. Se sentaban las niñas, las mujeres hablarme sin que yo se 
lo pidiera. Conozco muchas historias. Tristemente, muchas de esas niñas ya no están; muchas de esas niñas siguieron en las drogas, 
fueron asesinadas por alguna pareja, se suicidaron o el mismo combo las mandó a matar; hicieron parte del feminicidio en Medellín 
(Sarah Belen, 2018) 

 
ccclxii si usted quiere subir de rango [] ya a lo último si quiere, matarlo a duro para poderle quitar el puesto. Es como todo. A todos 
les toca matar a uno para ellos subir de rango o para que el otro le coja respeto. Entonces ya a este le cogen mucho respeto, 
entonces este ya manda. (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 
ccclxiii Yo le digo: esas son amistades. Solo son amigos. Entonces yo fui conociendo y fui teniendo. Entonces cuando tú estás con 
ellos, todo bien. Pero cuando te mandan una orden es algo que tienes que cumplir ya (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 
ccclxiv Llegó a nuestro jefe sin previo aviso, nos llamó a la sala, sacó un alambre y le amarró los pies y las manos al muchacho que 
robó la "bomba". Me miró, me pasó un alambre de púas y me dijo que si yo no azotaba al muchacho con ese alambre, él iba a 
azotarme a mí. Tuve que hacerlo; era la primera vez que había atentado contra la vida de alguien con mis propias manos (Sara 
Belen, 2018) 

 
ccclxv Listo, hasta que se dieron cuenta que yo era que me había ido con otra persona, y ellos mismos se encargaron de decirle a la 
policía que yo hacía eso, la misma familia de él, qué rabia porque yo lo había dejado e él. Ese combo, ellos lo meten a uno, y ellos 
mismos se encargan de dañarle la vida a uno (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 
ccclxvi “Tuve mi tiempo que me "calenté" mucho porque yo robaba muchas motos, entonces me calenté con mi gente. Pero sí, por 
ahí 25 personas, ya a lo último todas buscándome para matarme. No robaba nunca en el barrio pero me calenté con mi gente, y 
me llegó el mejor amigo; en este momento está muerto, y me dijo: "Le mandaron una razón". Entonces sacó la pistola, y yo dije, 
"me mataron". Entonces le mandaron a decir que un tiro en la cabeza o me le paro en la cabeza. A mí me tocó poner la cabeza y 
él me saltaba. Yo quedé inconsciente después de eso. Él me saltaba.[] porque uno arriesgó mucho. Arriesgué mucho y también 
gasté mucho para haberme dejado como me dejaron. A mí me dejaron mal; yo estaba desfigurada de la cara (Veila Floresta, 2018) 

 
ccclxvii No, más que todo es que las personas escuchan cosas que no debían de haber escuchado. [] No se puede decir que sabemos 
por qué dejan a todos los picados. Uno no sabe si esa persona... Muchas veces dejan a una pelada; es muy difícil que maten a una 
pelada, normalmente son pelados (Camila Calnaz, 2018). 
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ccclxviii L: Le dan a uno la oportunidad de hacer cosas que no pueden las otras chicas. [] Por ejemplo, cómo dar luz verde de que 
uno puede "cascar", a quién uno le puede pegar. Muchas cosas que son mejores. Como hay otras nenas que no pueden porque 
ellas se ponen a pelear y les cobran multa. Por aquí es así. 
C: O les pegan a ellas (Laura y Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 
ccclxix Sí, es que uno se siente como... "Ah, vamos a hacerlo pues mijo". Es hacerse la fuerte, la valiente, que yo puedo hacerlo, que 
uno puede amedrentar a cualquier otra persona; que yo lo hice y que deja de ser novata (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 
ccclxx Por ejemplo, si la mujer va a matar a un hombre y hacerle la emboscada a un hombre, la mujer se puede vestir bonita, 
seducirlo y ya, con eso hace la emboscada al hombre. Como a veces el hombre, para ir a matar a una mujer, le hace la emboscada 
a la mujer y ya con eso tiene, allá la dejan. Yo he visto también mucho de eso. Eso es normal. El género no existe allá por lo mismo. 
Es como en la guerrilla; allá no existe género para ir a matar (Alice, Bello, 2018) 

 
ccclxxi Pues, a ver ¿cómo le dijera? Por ejemplo, como el esposo mío, el que mataron, él era el de mayor mando, porque él era el 
que mandaba el barrio, entonces sí. Por ejemplo: "Ay, es que esa es la mujer de fulanito", entonces nadie se metía con uno para 
nada, unos y se creía así, porque yo cogía a una y la revolcaba del pelo y ella no se me podía parar a mí, como una habla. [] Que 
yo iba a decirle: "ve, le pegues a mi hija", y yo iba a ir la "cacheteaba" y la trataba mal, sí. Y a veces ella, sacara yo lo que le sacara, 
y ella tenía que quedarse quieta, porque o si no le caía todo el combo. ¿Sí me entiende? Sí, a veces sí era así. (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 
ccclxxii Por las dos cosas. Por el estado, porque mire lo que nos pasó, de caer a la cárcel. Y la segunda por los otros combos...   
porque ya sabían, porque ya se dan cuenta que una es la mujer del duro. Se tiene mucho riesgo de que nos maten, porque es la 
novia de un "baboso pillo". (Laura Calnaz, 2018) 

 
ccclxxiii Sabíamos de esas muertes, sabíamos de esas cosas, nos hacíamos los que no era con nosotros, ¿Por qué? Porque nosotros 
éramos la cara bonita, la cara que ellos presentaban, las niñas lindas con las que nos mantenemos, y una cosa y la otra, y hasta ahí 
[] O sea, sí nos dimos cuenta de muchas cosas. En su momento, sí nos dimos cuenta de muchas cosas, tanto yo como mis amigas 
con las que pasábamos en ese tiempo pero, afortunadamente, no nos tocó participar directamente en una violencia (Mary 
Envigado, 2018) 

 
ccclxxiv Los asesinos, los sicarios contratados para esto iban mucho más adelante que nosotros y estaban preparados para lo que 
fuera; sabían que era una misión de matar a seis personas, las cuales no sabían cómo iban a reaccionar. Mejor dicho, sabían que 
iba para una balacera, que iban para un enfrentamiento cuerpo a cuerpo, a un enfrentamiento frente a frente (Sara Belen, 2018) 

 
ccclxxv Claro, no podía bajar por algún lado porque son fronteras invisibles. Entonces si yo me voy a meter por acá tengo que 
soltarme el pelo, tengo que hacerme alguna cosa, porque si me va a bajar a mí un colectivo va a pagar el colectivo que me bajó. 
Entonces más bien me iba en un taxi por los peligros que corría. Claro, hay muchas fronteras invisibles, y en este momento por ser 
la hermana de él en muchas partes no puedo estar, así yo no le haya hecho daño a nadie, por esa sencilla razón no puedo estar en 
muchas partes, no puedo pisar muchos barrios (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 
ccclxxvi A veces la policía no hace tanta cosa, entonces llega la comunidad y dice: “Están peleando allí, vamos a llamar a los 
muchachos del barrio”. Entonces llega tal persona, en este caso el del combo vio a un man ahí y dice: "Hey, ¿qué pasa pues aquí?”. 
Y entonces, “ya llegaron los del barrio, llegaron con armas". A ellos no les podemos decir nada, no los podemos tocar”. (Alice Bello, 
2018) 

 
ccclxxvii No, yo creo que más fácil las personas que ellos, [] un ejemplo: si aquel robó o aquel violó, ellos van y lo matan, porque 
hace... No sé cuándo fue, hace tres meses, cuatro meses hubo allá una violación y a él no se lo entregaron a la policía, nosotros 
mismos le dimos de una en el morro del Quitasol y allá quedó (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 
ccclxxviii Claro, allá siempre la seguridad empieza desde las nueve de la noche hasta las seis de la mañana, y ya entregan el puesto, 
y ya siguen los otros. Pero allá nunca, pues así, que problemas, que aquel le pegó a la mujer, entonces una va y habla. Allá le dicen: 
"Venga, no le pegue a la mujer, no queremos escándalos, este es un barrio donde no hay problemas, no queremos que llamen la 
policía", y tal cosa y la otra. Ya si el tipo vuelve y le pega, y toca ir a "cascarlo" también a él (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 
ccclxxix Yo creo que son un poco más seguras que los hombres. Porque a las mujeres no las buscan tanto... Aunque sí, las buscan, 
pero los hombres son los que más están como ahí, que la policía los va a agarrar, que la policía esto, esto... Entonces, las mujeres 
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sí son más reservadas. Es más, cuando uno anda con ellos, a ellos les gusta andar con una mujer, porque con una mujer casi no los 
paran, en cambio con hombres, ahí mismo la policía los va a parar (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 
ccclxxx Yo me quedé ahí, entonces él estaba con el otro "tombo" y no me podía soltar. Entonces en ese momento él me iba a alzar 
la camisa y yo no quise. "álcese la camisa" Pero eso fue porque una señora me "sapió" [] yo me quedé tres meses por allá sin saber 
de mi mamá ni de mi familia, ni nadie sabía de mí. entonces cuando llegué a mi casa yo llegué toda gamina. Todos me preguntaba 
que dónde estuve y yo les dije que yo nunca supe donde estuve. (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 
ccclxxxi “Sí, sabíamos muchas cosas. Nosotras caímos allá porque nos captó una cámara, pero nosotros estábamos con unas 
personas y la idea era que nosotros dijéramos cuáles eran las otras personas y donde los podemos localizar. Ver entonces por eso 
la familia de nosotros se tuvo que venir” (Camila Calnaz, 2018). 
ccclxxxii Claro, un día ya llegué a trabajar Bella Vista, la cárcel de acá en Medellín, y el dragoneante me dijo, " por favor, me pasa su 
documento, que usted viene con droga".  Yo le dije "¿usted por qué está tan seguro de que yo...?. "Sí, ya nosotros estamos 
informados de que usted viene con droga". Pero yo, confiada de que yo salía con domiciliaria, porque tenía a mis niñas. "Yo no 
tengo antecedentes, es primera vez, yo  salgo con domiciliaria". Pues no. Ese es el castigo que Dios... Me condenaron a cinco años 
y medio (Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 
ccclxxxiii Ay, mija, los dejan solos, como a uno. Usted cae en la cárcel y es poquita la persona que va y lo visita a uno. Ahí es donde 
uno se da cuenta quién es que está con uno en las buenas y en las malas. Ah, sí, ellos le mandan un porcentaje. Pero a mí me 
dejaron tirada ese año que estuve por allá. Mentiras, no. A mí me mandaron la primera vez doscientos mil pesos. La primera vez 
(Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 
ccclxxxiv Nos fuimos a vivir lejos. Fue algo muy maluco, porque ya el papá de mis hijas, cómo era de un combo, empezó a buscarme 
por todo Medellín. Eso empezó horrible, yo escondiéndome de casa en casa. De casa en casa escondía, que ya nos encontró, nos 
toca pasarnos...(Rachel Popular, 2018) 

 
ccclxxxv El jefe mandó a los otros muchachos, los mismos con que andábamos. Mi hermanito, que yo sepa, nunca estuvo en peligro. 
Pero mi mamá sí. Desplazaron a toda mi familia. [] Por yo ser la hija de ella. A ellos los hicieron irse del barrio. Ellos también se 
fueron. O sea, a todos los hicieron ir, claro. Sino que la tomaran con él repulsivamente, no, hicieron ir a toda la familia. En el 
momento ellos viven en otro barrio. (Laura Calnaz, 2018) 
 
ccclxxxvi Fueron como 5 hombres los que se tomaron todo ese barrio de la comuna 13, entonces ya empezaron a ir y a mandar 
muchos barrios, hasta que un trabajador de él fue el que le dio los nueve tiros. Pero antes de él irse yo me fui. Cuando ya él se fue, 
yo volví al barrio y me iban a matar porque yo estaba con mi hermano. (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 
ccclxxxvii No, porque en ese tiempo me mataron el papá de la niña mía, la mayor. A él lo mataron en El Picacho, Entonces ya no, 
porque cuando ya a él lo mataron a mí me tocó todavía siguiendo para criar a mis otras dos hijas, porque yo tengo una niña de 
veintiséis y una de dieciocho. Entonces ya, serían las mismas cosas, pero no, la cuestión económica seguía igual, porque cuando 
ya lo mataron a él ya me tocó desocupar la casa, entraron otros combos, estaban haciendo limpieza. Entonces ya me tocó "abrirme" 
a mí del Picacho. Llegué aquí a Bello, y ya. Empecé así otra vez. (Michele Itagui, 2018) 

 
ccclxxxviii No. Aun así uno no se puede mover en las fronteras, porque eso es respeto. Aun así usted sea la novia... como decir, es 
que mi novio es de este lado para acá, de Colinas para acá. Entonces yo tengo mi novio acá, pero allá hay una frontera y allá 
mandan otros, hice yo paso la calle y me voy para allá, yo puedo ser la novia del que sea y por eso me matan con más ánimos, por 
ser la novia del enemigo del lado de acá de la frontera (Camila Calnaz, 2018) 

 
ccclxxxix Claro. que si hay fronteras invisibles mis hijas no puede pasar por acá, y por ser mis hijas también les van a dar. No importa, 
eso le dan al que caiga. Por hacerle el daño a usted le hacen daño a su familia. Sí, eso no importa, ni niños ni nada. No importa 
nada, sí cayó, cayó (Sophia Robledo, 2018) 

 
cccxc Al fin y al cabo, después de usted tener una trayectoria así en un barrio, usted es una persona que siente. Entonces como 
usted es una persona latiente, que siente, eso no importa el género. Tanto el hombre como la mujer peligra en cualquier lugar, 
porque en este mundo de violencia que se creó, son cosas que ya viene en la violencia, sea hombre o sea mujer, eso no tiene 
género. Todos salimos (Alice Bello, 2018) 

 




