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Abstract

This article investigates why organised criminal organisations opt for dismemberment, a costly and resource-
intensive practice compared to targeted killings. We argue that dismemberment serves two functions for OCGs:
first, it demonstrates OCGs' willingness to use gruesome violence against those who challenge their territorial
hegemony, and second, it sustains criminal governance regimes by punishing individuals who violate OCGs'
regulations. To demonstrate this argument, we analyse 25 cases of dismemberment in Colombia that we
compiled during more than four years of fieldwork, review of press archives and databases provided by local

authorities. This article contributes to extending the concept of extra-lethal violence to organised crime studies.

Keywords: Criminal governance, extra-lethal violence, organised crime, dismemberments, strategic

calculations, inter-criminal violence.
Resumen

Este articulo busca entender por qué las organizaciones del crimen organizado utilizan el desmembramiento, una
practica costosa y que requiere muchos recursos, en lugar de asesinatos selectivos. Argumentamos que las
organizaciones criminales utilizan los desmembramientos para disuadir rivales de retar su hegemonta territorial
y para reforzar las reglas establecidas en su gobernanza criminal. Para demostrar este argumento, analizamos 25
casos de desmembramiento en Barranquilla que recopilamos durante mas de cuatro anos de trabajo de campo, y
contrastamos esta informacién con revisién de archivos de prensa y bases de datos provistas por autoridades
locales. Este articulo contribuye a extender el concepto de violencia extra-letal a los estudios sobre crimen

organizado .
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Introduction

Why do organised criminal organisations (OCGs) choose to dismember people when this is a more complex and
costly practice than targeted killings? Dismemberment is an unusual form of homicide. It involves the mutilation
of the victim's body parts (usually the head or limbs). Sometimes dismemberment is, in itself, the way of
executing a person, while in other cases this procedure is done after the homicide.’” Some authors argue that the
purpose of dismemberment is to conceal the identity of the victim, * to obstruct investigations by the authorities®
or to hide evidence incriminating the perpetrator.® Other authors have found that dismemberment may also be

a deliberate form of cruelty to the victim's body.7

Although this literature offers reasonable explanations for dismemberments, most of it has focused on individual
rather than collective perpetration. However, dismemberments have also been used in the context of civil wars®
and by OCGs.” In civil wars, this phenomenon is puzzling. Jeremy Weinstein, for instance, affirms that some
acts of ‘brutality (...) are above and beyond what is required to send a signal of the costs of defection’."
Nevertheless, there is evidence to suggest that some deeds are done more viciously during civil wars than during

peacetime. ' 12

To account for this puzzle, some scholars have introduced the concept of ‘terror as spectacle’, whereby armed
groups use violence as a form of terrorism to generate a general sense of insecurity." '* Others argue that the
events of chaotic violence in civil wars desensitise combatants, making them more prone to extreme violence."

Some also argue that brutality during civil wars serves to reinforce pre-existing institutions, with those of
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perceived lower social status more likely to be victimized.'® These explanations are divided between those that

attribute brutality to instrumental reasons'’ and those that attribute it to factors other than rationality. 18

However, the applicability of these explanations to criminal violence is not straightforward due to differences in
the logics of violence between civil wars and criminal violence.'”** Extensive literature suggests that OCGs seck
to hide their violence to evade law enforcement,”’ unlike dismemberments which tend to elicit strong
institutional reactions and media attention.”” Nevertheless, in some Colombian cities, OCGs have publicised
their dismemberments and openly taken responsibility for them.? Furthermore, dismemberment is a resource-
intensive practice compared to targeted killing. According to reports from Colombia, dismemberments are
usually carried out by three to eight people, while a targeted homicide is usually executed by one or two people.”

Given these factors, why would OCGs opt to use dismemberment in certain situations?

Similar to the literature on civil wars, arguments regarding the instrumental or non-instrumental use of
dismemberment by OCGs are divided. On one hand, some authors argue that extreme violence, including
dismemberment, is functional for OCGs to claim territorial control.”” By employing extreme violence against
rival groups, OCGs send a message to rivals, the state, and the community about their dominance and authority
over certain markets or territories.” " On the other hand, some authors argue that extreme violence is used by
OCGs to build their organisational identity.” By brutalising perceived enemies, OCGs create a sense of unity
and identity, which may be more difficult to establish compared to civil wars where ideological referents are
present.” Some authors move away from both positions, arguing that dismemberments are produced by

spontaneous situations outside the control of criminal organisations. 30

While these studies provide valuable insights into the use of dismemberments by OCGs, there are still
unanswered questions. First, why do some armed groups continue to use extreme violence, including
dismemberment, against individuals who are not rivals of the organisation or during times when there is no

competition for territory? Second, why do smaller groups without significant military capabilities resort to
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extreme violence, including dismemberment? Most of the existing research focuses on drug cartels as case
studies, as they often have significant military and operational capacity, which has been used to explain their
reliance on extreme violence. Finally, existing studies often focus on specific moments when extreme violence
appears, but how can we explain cases where extreme violence, including dismemberment, is recurrent over

many years?

In this article, we address this puzzle by connecting the literatures on extra-lethal violence and criminal
governance. We argue that dismemberment, one form of extra-lethal violence, serves two functions for OCGs.
First, it enhances the credibility of an armed group's territorial establishment by demonstrating its willingness to
use extreme violence against rival groups, deterring competitors and asserting dominance. This notion is
supported by existing literature on the use of extreme violence by OCGs. Second, dismemberment is utilized as
a tool for consolidating and sustaining criminal governance regimes. By using dismemberment as a form of
punishment for those who violate the OCG's codes of conduct, the organisation can regulate the behaviour of

the governed and maintain social control. In this sense, the armed group makes the rules it has established credible.

We demonstrate this argument drawing upon an original database on dismemberments in Barranquilla
(Colombia) and extensive fieldwork. In Barranquilla, there are no major drug cartels or open warfare with the
Colombian state military forces. Even so, there have been at least two dismemberments every year for the past
ten years, most of them related to OCGs. We constructed this database on data obtained from the Attorney
General's Office, the Ombudsman's Office, Legal Medicine, and the National Police. We triangulated this
information with a review of more than 150 local press archives and interviews with members and former
members of criminal organisations, civilians, and local authorities. Information was anonymised to protect the
identities of the victims.' This article contributes to connecting the literatures on brutality in civil wars, on the

use of extra-lethal violence in scenarios of organised violence, and on the functioning of criminal governance.
Criminal governance

Lessing defines criminal governance as the ‘imposition of rules or restriction on behavior by a criminal
organisation. This includes governance over members, non-member criminal actors, and non-criminal civilians’
(p. 857).” Although, in practice, this implies that armed groups usurp some of the functions that are the
prerogative of the state, in reality the purpose is hardly ever to overthrow the state.” In fact, given that the police
can intervene in criminal governance scenarios, ** armed groups may even reduce some forms of visible violence

5o as not to attract the attention of the state. *°
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OCGs have a variety of incentives to engage in criminal governance. Through security fees they can make a
profit®. By providing order to the neighbourhoods they govern, they can gain legitimacy.”” At the same time,
criminal governance allows them to protect some of their core businesses, such as drug sales.*® Although not all
OCGs establish criminal governance regimes, by some estimates around 80,000,000 people in Latin America
probably live under this system of governance. Notably, a significant portion of this population resides in urban
settings, which suggests that greater state presence does not necessarily correlate negatively with the strength of
OCGs.”*

Such governance is exercised by large drug cartels, ** street gangs*' and prison gangs alike.*” Given this variety of
OCGs, the way they govern is also multifaceted. Charismatic leaders may use their personality and reputation
to gain and maintain power over a community, ** while more bureaucratic groups rely on established rules and
procedures to govern.* This has consequences both for the way in which armed groups exercise violence and the

way in which they carry out their criminal activities. 4

A less explored aspect of criminal governance has to do with the mechanisms used to establish and sustain it over
time. Armed groups may use community actors and NGOs to engage with communities.*® They also use
corruption to avoid law enforcement.*” In some cases, OCG members use their own identity as community
members to exercise criminal governance.48 Some may even reduce the use of violence in order to be recognised

as ‘less evil’ than competing organisa'cions.49

However, none of these strategies alone is sufficient to explain how an OCG manages to establish itself in a
territory, defeat its competitors and gain the legitimacy of the population it governs. While existing studies on
criminal governance have focused on understanding its functioning, there is still a need to investigate the
mechanisms OCGs use when they have not yet consolidated their criminal governance and how they respond to

armed competitors who challenge them. This article aims to address this aspect of criminal governance.
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Extra-lethal violence in criminal governance

Adriana Cavarero has coined the term horrorism to describe the dismemberments of bodies, among others forms
of contemporary violence. This is because it is a form of violence that exceeds death by also destroying the body.
As she explains, “What is at stake is not the end of a human life but the human condition itself, as incarnated in
the singularity of vulnerable bodies’ (p. 8).*° By dismembering, the victims' bodies are destroyed as a form of

ultimate punishment, destroying their humanity.*'

However, there are two elements of Cavarero's argument that are difficult to transpose to the violence of
organised crime. The first has to do with the notion of the vulnerability of the victims of horror. Cavarero
constantly uses the idea of innocent victims to define horrorism.>> As she herself explains in differentiating
terrorism from horrorism, this condition of innocence derives not only from being defenceless, but also from the
condition of randomness. In the violence of horrorism anyone can be a victim and no reason is needed; that is what

makes victims vulnerable.*?

The violence of organised crime, although laden with the dehumanisation of the body that Cavarero describes,
is far from random and, then, far from fulfilling this notion of vulnerability and innocence. As we will show
below, several of the victims of dismemberment were members of the same criminal organisation or members
of other OCGs. They were punished precisely because they had committed crimes. Therefore, it is not possible
to argue that this is random violence.

The second element of the argument that does not coincide organised criminal violence is the lack of an
instrumental character. According to Cavarero, horrorism surpasses the logic of strategic calculations. It is not
strategic because the purpose is the violence itself, rather than any consequences that may stem from it.>*
Although horrorism has consequences for the audience, the perpetrators' initial intentions do not account for these
effects. This violence is exercised for reasons other than the horror it produces in the observer.*>* On the contrary,
organised criminal violence is typically instrumentally motivated. While OCGs may use indiscriminate violence,
it is almost always driven by instrumental reasons.* Since the use of violence carries a cost in terms of potential

state response, OCGs try to minimise its use whenever possible.*’

In cases of dismemberments committed by OCGs, this logic also seems to hold true, since the horror inflicted

on the victims' bodies is not always the end goal for these groups. Several OCGs have publicly displayed their
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victims®® or inscribed messages on their bodies.*” In other words, the aim was not only to punish and dehumanise

the victims, but there was also a propagandistic aim in the act.*

Lee Ann Fujii's concept of extra-lethal violence helps overcome these challenges. Fujii introduces this term to
refer to ‘face-to-face acts of violence that transgress shared norms about the proper treatment of persons and
bodies’ (p. 411).°" Extra-lethal violence is not randomised violence; instead, it is directed against specific people
and displayed to a particular audience.®” This type of violence can be committed for instrumental or expressive
purposes, as well as being premeditated or spontanecous. A single episode of extra-lethal violence may feature
some or all of these dimensions. The central point of extra-lethal violence is to put violence on display, thereby
constituting a particular social order: those who commit these acts are asserting their identity in front of an
audience.®” When extra-lethal violence is exercised, those who exercise it are asserting their authority in the

most graphic terms possible.**

Our argument is that the dismemberment of bodies is functional for the OCGs to constitute and sustain the social
order they desire in their criminal governance regime. This form of extra-lethal violence serves two purposes.
First, it contributes to the establishment of criminal governance by eliminating rivals. As the literature has already
shown, dismemberment functions as a deterrence exercise. The organisation in charge of dismembering its rivals
is demonstrating that it has the capacity to use force, and that other members of the rival organisation may suffer
a similar fate.®® Thus, by exerting extra-lethal violence on rivals during turf wars, armed groups can establish

their hegemony and begin to build criminal governance.

Second, dismemberments are functional to punish non-compliance with the codes of behaviour established by
armed groups after they have established their criminal governance. In other words, when criminal governance
is not challenged, dismemberments are not primarily directed at rivals, but at the governed community. This
community includes the criminal group's own members, criminals outside of their structure, and non-criminal
civilians. By disciplining the community through the use of extra-lethal violence, armed groups enforce their
established codes of behaviour and maintain their criminal governance.® This shows that criminal governance
regimes are not only protected through violence against competitors, but also through disciplining the

community itself.
Research Design

This study adopts a case study approach, focusing on a specific instance of a phenomenon (dismemberment)

rather than examining the phenomenon as a whole. ® The method of data analysis used is process tracing, which
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involves demonstrating that previously identified intervening variables behave as predicted by the theory. ® The
goal of the study is to explain a specific event that is difficult to understand (the use of dismemberment by
organised crime when less costly alternatives, such as targeted killing, exist)*” using the approach outlined by
Beach and Pedersen.” The purpose is not to demonstrate that the argument is applicable in all contexts, but
rather to provide the best possible explanation for the case under study.” Further research with more cases

should be done to generalise our argument.
Empirical evidence

Our argument posits that OCGs utilise dismemberment to establish and maintain a criminal governance regime.
The underlying mechanism is that dismemberments serve as propaganda tools to either i) deter rivals during the
establishment of criminal governance or when it is challenged, or ii) punish the governed population for
breaching established codes of behaviour. Following Beach, we have operationalised three observable

manifestations, as outlined in the table below.”

Table 1. Observable manifestations of our process tracing.

Observable . .
R . Reasoning Evidence
manifestation
We have constructed a database by triangulating
information requested from the Colombian
National Police, the Attorney General's Office,
the Ombudsman's Office, Legal Medicine, a
private database of William Colina Paez, a
journalist from a local media outlet who has
been in charge of covering the dismemberments,
and a review of archives in local media.
If our argument is true, OCGs will not only
dismember their victims but they will also take
public credit for it. It would make no sense to Not all dismemberments were presented to the
Di assume that OCGs use dismemberment as a community equally. In some cases, the body is
ismemberments . . o 5 X . X
mechanism for regulating community life if they left on public roads, while in others, the bodies
as propaganda d ly disclose what they did and why hav : d.w d
o not openly disclose what they did and why. ave not even appeared. e attempted to
Moreover, this must occur systematically: a good categorise these dismemberments as public
number of the dismemberments must have been (when they were distributed in the
used propagandistically. communities) or private (when, despite being
announced, the bodies were not distributed).
Through fieldwork and archival review, we
qualitatively reconstructed the details for each
case.
This classification and subsequent analysis were
conducted using the performative analysis
approach suggested by Fujii.”* According to this

% Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey T. Checkel, ‘Process tracing: From philosophical roots to best practices’, in Andrew Bennett
& Jeffrey T. Checkel (eds.), Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press,
2014), pp. 3-38.

% John Gerring, 'Single- Outcome Studies: A Methodological Primer', International Sociology, 21: 5 (2006), pp. 707— 34.
https: //doi.org/10.1177/0268580906067837

7 Derek Beach and Rasmus Pedersen. Process-tracing Metdhods: Foundations and Guidelines (Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press, 2019).

' Adam R. Humphreys, ‘The Heuristic Application of Explanatory Theories in International Relations’, European Journal of
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72 Derek Beach, ‘Process Tracing Methods’, in Claudius Wagemann, Achim Goerres & Markus B. Siewert (eds.), Handbuch
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approach, extra-lethal violence is considered a
performance because it involves an audience and
the staging of actions. Therefore, it is important
to understand how a particular scene was staged
to understand its meaning.” To achieve this, we
reconstructed the processes of dismemberment
by examining, at the limits of our possibility, the

reasons behind it, the settings in which it
occurred, the treatment of body parts, and the
explicit messages conveyed.

Dismemberments
of various
profiles

If our argument is true, victims of
dismemberment should have varied profiles
(members of the armed group, members of other
criminal organisations and non-criminal civilians).

Not all dismemberment victims had the same
profile. Based on Lessing's conceptualisation,
media reports and interviews, we have
categorised each dismemberment case according
to a profile: i) rival, ii) member of the
organisation, iii) criminal outside the
organisation and iv) non-criminal civilian. We
have anonymised the information to respect the
identity of victims and their families.

Changing
dismemberment
profiles
according to the
violent context

If our argument is true, victim profiles will vary
according to the context. In situations of
competition among OCGs, the victims are likely
to be members of rival organisations, while in
established criminal governance regimes, the
victims are more likely to be those governed who
have breached the codes of behaviour established

We have reconstructed the history of violence in
our case study city between 2006 and 2022.
Thus, we have identified the moments of
competition for territory and the moments of
hcgemony of an armed organisation. This has
been done through intelligence reports, reports
from the Ombudsman's Office, a review of local
press archives and the levels of homicides during
these years. We then identified the trajectory of

dismemberments and their variation in different

by the OCG.

years to verify whether dismemberments of rival

members increased during times of competition.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.
Case selection

According to a database provided by the Colombian National Police, 383 people have been dismembered in
Colombia between 2006 and February 2023. Of all these dismemberments, 65% are concentrated in four
departments: Atlantico, Antioquia, Cundinamarca, and Valle del Cauca. Our research objective is to understand
the use of dismemberment by OCGs. In several of the municipalities in Colombia with cases of dismemberment,
there is still a presence of rebel groups, making it virtually impossible to distinguish between dismemberments
carried out by OCGs and those carried out by rebel groups. Thus, we have decided not to include any
municipalities with a presence of rebel groups. At the same time, our period of analysis begins in 2006, since

almost all of these cities had a paramilitary presence before then.

We have only considered the inclusion of municipalities with more than 15 cases of dismemberments, since
otherwise, it would be hard to find trends. Thus, we reduced the universe of municipalities to five cities:
Barranquilla, Medellin, Bogota, Cali, and Buenaventura. Within these municipalities, we conducted a
convenience sample, given that Barranquilla is the only city in which dismemberments virtually disappear until
2013. Although there were several turf wars between 2006 and 2013, there was no dismemberment in
Barranquilla during these years. At the same time, while in other cities dismemberments only appear during the
years of competition for territory, in Barranquilla, they are recurrent during periods of turf wars and periods of

criminal hegemony. Given that our purpose is to understand i) when dismemberments appear (presumably in

™ Fujii, Show Time, 7-10.



times of armed competition) and ii) how their use transforms after criminal governance is established,

Barranquilla offers an ideal scenario to understand the phenomenon over the last ten years.

Dismemberments in Barranquilla: Communicating through extra-lethal

violence

Barranquilla is the most populous city in northern Colombia and the fourth on a national scale. Due to
its economic development, it has been considered "the capital of the Colombian Caribbean".” In 2006,
the Jose Pablo Diaz Front of the United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC) demobilised. This
ended a cycle of violence resulting from the Colombian armed conflict in the city. However, this did
not mean the end of criminal violence. During the second half of the 2000s, the Colombian
Ombudsman's Office denounced the presence of several OCGs that took advantage of the vacuum left
by the paramilitary group to implement new systems of extortion and drug distribution in the outskirts

of the city. " Until 2013, the city was in the midst of several disputes between criminal groups.

However, towards the end of that year, following a dispute between three armed groups (‘Los
Rastrojos-Calenos’, ‘Los Costefios’, and the ‘Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia’ [AGC] -also
known as the Gulf Clan-), ‘Los Costefios’ gained criminal hegemony in the city. This hegemony
remained virtually uninterrupted, with the exception of 2016-2017, when the AGC returned to the
city financing a group called ‘Los Papalopez’, and 2022, when a local armed group called ‘Los Nuevos
Costefios’ also challenged their hegemony. 77 Figure 1 summarises the disputes between different armed

groups in the city of Barranquilla since the demobilisation of the AUC.

Figure 1. Moments of competition or hegemony in the criminal scenario in

Barranquilla.
Competition Criminal hegemony Competition Criminal hegemony Competition
Demobilization of the Calis;:;s:r?:io‘;s o5 Costefios Criminal alliance
AUC. e 05 LOSIEN0s between ‘Los Costefins’
Paisas’. and AGC
2007-2010 2012-2013 2016- 2021-
2017 2022
2006 2010- 2013-2015 2017-
[ o ' . } ‘Los Costefios’ and ‘Los 201
L‘US Ngvaiius ,Los 4F] \ 2012 Los Rastrojos- Papalopez’ [financed 019 ‘Los Costefios' and Los
Las Aguilas Negras', Calefios’, Los palop Nusvos Costefias’
and ‘Los Paisas’. Costefios’, and AGC. by AGC1. '

Source: Elaborated by the authors with information collected from newspapers, intelligence reports, press

review and fieldwork.

The databases reviewed differ with respect to the total number of dismemberments that have taken

place between 2006 and 2022 in Barranquilla. The National Police identifies 20 in the metropolitan

7> Gerson Pérez, ‘Barranquilla: avances recientes en sus indicadores socioeconémicos y logros en la accesibilidad geografica
ala red ptblica hospitalaria’, In Gerson Pérez, Maria Aguilera, Luis Galvis, Andrea Otero, Andrés Sanchez-Jabba & Karina
Acosta (eds.), Economia de las grandes ciudades en Colombia: seis estudios de caso (Bogota: Banco de la Republica, 2014), pp. 1-
43.

7 Colombian Ombudsman's Office, Informe de Riesgos No. 001-09 (Bogota: Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, 2009).

77 Luis Trejos-Rosero, Reynell Badillo-Sarmiento, Camila Orozco-Florez and Luis Parra-Arrieta, ‘Organized Crime and the
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area, whilst the database of journalist William Colina Pérez identifies 27. Through our archival review
and fieldwork, we have been able to identify at least 25 dismemberments committed by OCGs. All

dismemberments were committed between 2013 and 2022.
Dismemberments as propaganda

The first observable manifestation of our argument is that homicides are used by OCGs as a form of
violence for propaganda purposes. That is, OCGs seck not only to punish their victim but also to use
the horror produced by their killing to send a message. If this is true, then an observable manifestation
of this argument would be that armed groups, after dismembering their victims, do their best to make

the dismemberment and the reasons for it known to potential recipients of the message.

In Barranquilla, 76% of the identified dismemberments were made public by the perpetrators. There
were three main ways of doing this. The first consisted of leaving the body parts in full view of the
entire community on public roads or in areas heavily frequented by the inhabitants. About 52% of the
cases of dismemberment that were public were found in this way. In 42% of the cases, the body parts
were piled up in bags, small coolers or sacks and left on public roads. In one case, the dismemberment

was broadcast live on social media while threatening messages were sent to members of a rival armed
group.

The way in which the body was dispersed also suggests that the purpose was to convey a message. In
only 16% of cases, the remains of the dismembered individuals were discovered in the same location.
In 75% of cases, the limbs were left in one neighbourhood, the torso in another, and the head (which
usually appeared days after the first remains) in the neighbourhood where the victim lived. The
neighbourhoods chosen to distribute the dismembered parts were the same areas where the armed
group had a continuous presence. In at least three cases, messages were written explaining the reasons

for the killing, in addition to leaving the dismembered body in public.

In the remaining 24% of cases, the dismembered remains were not discovered until months later, as
they had been buried or hidden by members of the OCG. However, in these cases, a message was still
sent: the victims' families were informed of the dismemberment very early on, and the community was
made aware of the reasons why they had been killed.” In five of the six cases in which the victims'
remains were not distributed, the individuals killed were members of the same organisation responsible
for the dismemberment. This indicates that the decision not to distribute the remains was primarily a
matter of showing respect for the murdered person while still making the reason for the punishment

known.”

The use of dismemberments as forms of propaganda was confirmed by several members of the
organisation. One of them stated that ‘it was not just about punishing the person, but you had to show
why. You had to be careful to think about where and how the bodies were left so that it would be
discovered who was dismembered and why’ % Another interviewee mentioned ‘the head could appear

close to where he could be recognised, but the other parts close to where he committed what he was

78 Authors Interview with a civilian, family of one of the victims of dismemberment, Sabanagrande, 15/03/2021.
7 Authors Interview with a former member of an OCG, Sabanagrande, 21/03/2021.
80 Authors Interview with a former member of an OCG, Malambo, 15/02/2023.



accused of”.*" A public official also explained that there were some symbols, such as covering the mouth
when the dismembered person was accused of leaking information, or leaving inscribed messages close

to the body.*
Dismemberments of various profiles

The second observable manifestation of our argument is that victims of dismemberment have different
profiles. Specifically, we believe that if our argument is correct, there should be at least four victim

profiles of dismemberment:

1. Rivals: The literature on organised criminal violence has identified that the use of gruesome
homicides is associated with the punishment of members of rival groups® or a sign of
establishment in a territory.* Given that, as we have just shown, there have been some
moments of competition for territory in Barranquilla, we assume that among the victim
profiles, there will be members of rival organisations. This would function to deter other
members of the organisation from continuing to challenge the hegemony of one of the armed
groups or to demonstrate the territorial control that the group responsible for the
dismemberment exercises.

2. Members of the organisation: The literature on criminal governance has shown that
OCGs, in addition to establishing norms of behaviour for communities, have established codes
of behaviour for their own members*> *. Failure to comply with these codes often results in
exemplary punishments that can be brutal to deter other members from following these
behaviours.®” Our argument assumes that, in an environment where dismemberment is used
by criminal groups, their own members who violate the organisation's codes of behaviour may
also be victims of this form of violence.

3. Criminal civilians: When armed groups exercise territorial control, they not only establish
codes of behaviour for their members, but many have also established a system of rules for

88, 89

criminals outside their structure . Some armed groups have established punishments for
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those who engage in theft within the community,” sexual violence,”" drug use,” or so-called
"social cleansing" campaigns in the name of stopping waves of violence.”” Thus, we assume that
if a group has established criminal governance, it will also begin to establish rules for criminals
outside its structure. Non-compliance can lead to severe punishments, including
dismemberment.

4. Non-criminal civilians: The main element that the literature on criminal governance has
pointed to is the ability of these armed groups to establish codes of behaviour for civilians.”
Around the world, different armed groups have established everything from rules on conflict
management” to rules on how state borders function.” Indeed, we could hardly argue that
there is a system of criminal governance if there were no system of norms in place for civilians.””
Consequently, if we argue that armed groups in Barranquilla have used dismemberments to
sustain their criminal governance, then we should have evidence that some of these killings
were committed against non-criminal civilians for failing to comply with the norms established
by the OCGs. This would coincide some a recent literature identifying that armed groups

exercise violence against civilians even when they control the territory®.
In testing this observable manifestation in Barranquilla, we found the following (Table 2):

Table 2. Profiles of dismemberment victims.

Victim profile Number of dismemberments
Rivals 6
Members of the organisation 7
Criminals outside the organisation 6
Non-criminal civilians 6

Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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Rivals: Between 2013 and 2022, 24% of the dismembered persons were related to the rival OCG to
which the dismemberment was attributed. The victims' parts were spread across different
neighbourhoods, including La Luz, La Chinita, Barlovento, Rebolo, Siape and Las Flores. These were
all neighbourhoods in dispute and close to the river, which allowed river connections for the entry and
exit of drugs into and out of the city.” This information was confirmed by the police, who stated that
these cases of dismemberment were ‘settling of scores for the control of drug trafficking and micro-
trafficking in the city’.'” In one case of dismemberment, the victim was filmed and the video was later
circulated through WhatsApp. In the video, the person doing the dismemberment was shouting ‘this is
happening to you for being a traitor. Here in the neighbourhood, we rule, but you decided to ally

yourself with the competition’.

Members of the organisation: The most common victim profile identified was that of members of the
organisation itself, with a total of seven cases of intra-organisational dismemberment recorded. The
armed group cited two main reasons for carrying out this punishment: theft of the organisation's money
and betrayal."”" Between 2013 and 2014, ‘Los Costefios’ dismembered some of its members for
allegedly stealing money belonging to the organisation. These members were responsible for extortion
and underreported the amount of money they collected to their leaders.'* In times of competition with
other armed groups, both ‘Los Costefios’” and ‘Los Nuevos Costenos’ dismembered members of their
own organisation, accusing them of being affiliated with rival OCGs. One of the members of the
organisation said that 'we were all told when the war started that whoever changed sides was going to
be punished. The other organisation could offer you more money or even threaten you, but you knew
they could dismember you'.'” Another reason for dismembering a member of the organisation was to
hand over information to the authorities. A member of the organisation who allegedly handed over
evidence to incriminate one of the ‘Los Costenos’ leaders was dismembered, and the video of the event

was distributed among members of the armed group.'**

Criminals outside the organisation: We were able to identify six of the dismembered persons as
criminals who did not belong to the organisation. In one case, the person was killed for murdering a
member of ‘Los Costefios’. In the other cases, all the killings were because the persons were carrying
out criminal activities in the OCG's territory, but without its permission. In one case, the person killed
was working as a hitman, and days before he was dismembered, he received a threatening phone call
saying ‘in La Luz (the neighbourhood) I am in charge, so you cannot work on your own. We're in
charge here’.'” After his dismemberment, some of his limbs appeared in La Luz neighbourhood. In

another case, the victim's body appeared in the same place with a sign that read: “This happened to him

% Verdad Abierta, ‘Infierno en Bendicion de Dios’” (June 22, 2015). Available at: https://verdadabierta.com/infierno-en-
bendicion-de-dios/

' El Heraldo, ‘Descuartizado si era el taxista desaparecido’, (September 27, 2013). Available at:
https://www.elheraldo.co/judicial / descuartizado-si-era-el-taxista-desaparecido-126231

101 Authors Interview with a former member of an OCG, Sabanagrande, 21/03/2021.

102 Authors Interview with a former member of an OCG, Soledad, 13/12/2021.

103 Authors Interview with a member of an OCG, Soledad, 03/03/2023.

1% Semana, ‘Esto pasara con el hotel en donde fue asesinado y desmembrado un hombre en Barranquilla’, (June 23, 2022).

Available at: https://www .semana.com/nacion/barranquilla/articulo/ esto-pasara-con-el-hotel-en-donde-fue-asesinado-

)

y-desmembrado-un-hombre-en-barranquilla/ 202214/
"% El Heraldo, ‘Asi amenaz6 alias el Oso a hombre que fue descuartizado’, (August 19, 2015). Available at:
https://www.elheraldo.co/judicial /asi-amenazo-alias-el-oso-hombre-que-fue-descuartizado-212377



because he was a thief and this will happen to the other criminals of this neighbourhood. This will
happen to all those who continue to do harm here. Robbery is not allowed’.'* In two other cases,
people were killed after the OCG discovered that they were reselling the drugs they bought as
consumers, without being authorized to be dealers.'” All these cases demonstrate that the
dismemberments were used to enforce the orders given by the armed groups on criminality outside the
organisation. From the prohibition of contract killings outside the organisation, to the need to register
as drug dealers with the armed group and the prohibition of robberies. The OCG controlled criminal

activity even when it was outside its main functions.

Non-criminal civilians: Six of the victims of dismemberment between 2013 and 2022 were not identified in
any of the above-mentioned profiles. The reasons identified for their homicide were twofold: sentimental
involvement with the partner of a member of the armed group and breaking the ‘law of silence’. On the first
point, two people were dismembered after it was discovered that the partners of members of the organisation
had been unfaithful with them, which was forbidden'®® ', However, the most common cause of civilian
dismemberment was the breaking of the "law of silence". In some neighbourhoods, ‘Los Costenos’ had
established a law that they called ‘the law of nobody saw and nobody knew anything’ (‘nadie vio y nadie supo
nada’).'"” Basically, this meant that in neighbourhoods under the control of this armed group, people were not
allowed to talk about "drug seizures, captures of criminals, criminal attacks, or any other matter of public
order".""" An inhabitant of the Las Flores neighbourhood said that ‘here we already know the issues that cannot
be touched. To talk about it is to put a gun to one's head’."? The dismemberments of these people were in
response to the fact that they revealed information to the National Police about some of the events happening in
these neighbourhoods. In addition to the law of silence, the armed groups also set hours when people are not
allowed to leave their homes and patrol to verify compliance.'"” They also offer cash lending services and charge

fees to traders to let them operate.114

Changing dismemberment profiles according to the violent context
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According to several authors, levels of organised criminal violence increase in times of competition for territory.
!5 116 When armed groups do not have other actors challenging their dominance, then they will potentially seek
to reduce violence to avoid attracting media or institutional attention, as it may affect their business. However,
if another armed group is challenging its criminal governance regime, the OCG would have much greater
incentives to increase levels of violence against its rivals.'"” In this scenario, for our argument to be true,
dismemberments would then need to have been used differently by armed groups according to the context. We
would thus expect an increase in dismemberments during the years when they were establishing criminal
governance in competition with other armed groups (2013) or when this criminal governance was challenged by
other actors (2016-2017 and 2021-2022). During the last ten years, there were five years of established criminal

governance and five of contested criminal governance.

Figure 2 helps to situate the patterns of dismemberments by year. In total, 76% of the dismemberments happened
during the years when there were competitions for territory. All dismemberments of rivals occurred in 2013,
2021, and 2022. In addition, all dismemberments of gang members accused of betrayal occurred between 2016-
2017, except for one, which happened in 2021. In other words, all the events that could be related to the
competition for territory (either the dismemberment of rivals, or of members of the organisation suspected of
having allied themselves with rivals) happened during the years of dispute. In fact, the first dismemberments in
Barranquilla occurred in 2013, the year in which ‘Los Rastrojos-Calefios’ ‘Los Costefios’ and the AGC first
clashed. This likely suggests that ‘Los Costenos’ used dismemberments to establish its criminal governance
regime by deterring its main rivals in 2013. Subsequently, during the other years of competition, the
dismemberments were a way to defend the criminal governance they had already built. Figure 2 shows the cases

of dismemberment by year and profile of the victim.
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Figure 2. Dismemberments in Barranquilla by profile and year.

3

N
N
N

3 3
11 ‘ 1 1 ‘ 1 1 1 11 1
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2021 2022

@ Criminals outside the OCG ® Non-criminal civilian B Member of the OCG W Rival

Source: Authors elaboration.
Alternative explanations

There are still three hypotheses in the literature that could be useful in explaining the cases of
dismemberment by criminal groups. Although some of their premises have been contradicted by the
data presented so far, we will dedicate the rest of the article to briefly explain why we consider them
insufficient for explaining the case of Barranquilla and, likely, any other case where OCGs use

dismemberment recurrently.
Hiding the identity of the victim

As mentioned at the beginning of this article, there is a large body of literature that suggests that
dismemberments serve the function of hiding the identity of the victim and, with it, the information
that could be useful for the authorities to find the perpetrators.''® Although this hypothesis seems to be
very useful for thinking about individually committed dismemberment cases,'" it has also been used to
explain the actions of some armed groups during civil wars.'** Dismemberment may not be discovered
for a long time and, when it happens, body parts may be difficult to identify. It makes sense that OCGs,
which have as one of their central objectives to conceal their violence so as not to attract state and media

attention,'?' would use this tactic.
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We believe there are two reasons to think that this hypothesis does not apply to the case of Barranquilla.
First, 75% of the dismembered bodies in Barranquilla were found on the same day or, at the most, one
day after the dismemberment. In fact, we observed that the perpetrators often left the victim's head
close to their place of residence. Therefore, it is unlikely that the perpetrators were attempting to
conceal the victim's identity or delay its identification. On the contrary, they appeared to want the
victim to be identified to convey their message. This was also confirmed by some members of the OCGs

interviewed.

Secondly, the distribution of body parts was not random. Armed groups openly left them in
neighbourhoods where they had influence or were in conflict with their rivals. In some cases, the body
was accompanied by a message, which was delivered to the community by members of the organisation.
It was clear that the dismemberment was a form of punishment, and the perpetrators wanted to make

clear who they had punished and why. Concealing the identity of the victim was not their objective.
Crime to disfigure the victim

A second hypothesis that could explain these cases is that dismemberment happens because the
perpetrator wants to unload all his violence on the victim's body. According to this idea, the strategic
and instrumental logic is insufficient because the purpose is to disfigure the body rather than simply to
kill."”” Dismemberment has been understood as an act of cruelty against bodies that does not necessarily
bring with it a strategic calculation, but rather is leveraged in pedagogies of cruelty.'” It happens
because people have learned to be cruel during war, but not because they want to use the event for

ulterior purposes.'**

We believe that this explanation cannot be immediately dismissed if we consider that some of the crimes
happened for reasons that could be considered very passionate (such as betrayal or infidelity).

Moreover, there is no doubt that dismemberment is an act of extreme violence to the victim's body.'*’

However, we believe that, although it may be part of the story, this explanation leaves out cases in
which the bodies were not distributed as a sign of respect for the victims (who were almost all members
of the organisation). The dismemberment happened, but the leaders of the organisation gave the order
that their bodies were not to be displayed.'* If they were not going to show the victim's body, they
could have used selective killing. Still, they decided to go for dismemberment.

What we argued is that this was a compliance with a rule and not an act of hatred against the person.
Therefore, it is not just a dehumanising crime (which it is), but a crime that serves an ulterior purpose:
to enforce the norms that underpin criminal rulers. Dismemberment makes it possible to maintain the

rational-bureaucratic order of a given regime of criminal governance. Otherwise, there would be no
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point in having committed these dismemberments that they concealed, or others that could have been
better dealt with by selective homicide (such as those who violated the law of silence or who were
minor criminals in the neighbourhood). Dehumanising is an inherent part of dismemberment, but by

itself it does not solve our puzzle.
Narco-terrorism

As already mentioned, many published studies examining the extreme violence exhibited by OCGs
have focused on Mexican drug cartels as case studies. Due to the intensity and visibility of such armed
groups, there has been ongoing debate on whether it should be classified as terrorism."”” The
predominant conclusion among researchers is that gruesome violence is often employed during

1128

struggles for territorial control'*® or attempts to establish dominance in new markets. 129 The purpose

130

of such violence is twofold: to terrorise the population and rival groups,'™ and to foster intra-

organisational cohesion. "'

The first strand of research (gruesome violence aims to terrorise population to consolidate territorial
control) is mainly focused on inter-criminal violence and moments of armed competition. Armed

groups are cruel to their enemies because they have dehumanised them'3?

or because they need to make
credible the threat of violence against all those who try to encroach on their territories.'* However,

we argue that extra-lethal violence also occurs during periods of consolidated territorial control.

For instance, in Barranquilla, only 25% of dismemberments over the past decade were directed against
rivals, while 75% were perpetrated against criminals outside the organisation, non-criminal civilians,
and members of the armed group itself. While this partial explanation sheds light on some scenarios,
we believe it may not fully account for territories with persistent high levels of dismemberment over

an extended period.

The second explanation, which suggests that gruesome violence is aimed at building intra-organisational
cohesion, also offers a partial understanding. It is true that extra-lethal violence can foster a sense of
community and identity within armed groups. However, our case study in Barranquilla revealed
elements of dismemberment practices that deviate from ritualistic logic. For example, there were cases
where dismemberments were only communicated to organisation members without displaying the
bodies, indicating a different motivation beyond ritual. In these cases, rather than a ritual, it seemed to
be a punishment. One of the interviewees confirmed this by saying this about one of the

dismemberment cases "we knew that they were people who were very respected by the bosses. It was
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not a spectacle to watch for anyone, as with others, but a punishment for doing something against the

organisation. Out of respect, we only knew about it, but we did not observe it".
Conclusions

In this article, we have explored a phenomenon that has received relatively little attention in organised
crime studies: human dismemberment. This is a rare form of violence compared to others: in
Colombia, over the past 15 years, there have been 383 dismemberments, while in 2022 alone there
were more than 12,000 homicides. Still, the link between dismemberments and organised crime is not
minor. Most of the dismemberments took place in cities where there is a sustained presence of OCGs.

It is therefore not unreasonable to think that this is part of the violent repertoire of these organisations.

To evaluate this nexus between dismemberments and organised crime, we have analysed the case of
Barranquilla. Our methodological strategy consisted, first, in understanding how many of the
dismemberments were potentially related to OCGs. To do so, we triangulated all available databases
on the phenomenon in the country and in the city. Although the numbers vary between 20-27
homicides, through review of press archives and extensive fieldwork we were able to identify that at
least 25 cases were related to OCGs.

Having identified this pattern, we then analysed the information based on three elements: i) the ways
in which dismemberment is presented to the community, ii) the profiles of the victims of
dismemberment and iii) the variations over time of this form of violence. With this information, the

argument we present is that dismemberments are used by armed groups for two central purposes.

The first is to make the territorial establishment of an armed group credible. Dismemberments against
rivals increase when one armed group attempts to challenge the territorial establishment of the other.
Thus, the message sent to rivals is that there is a willingness to defend that territory with a significant
level of viciousness, which is intended to deter competitors. The second purpose is to consolidate and
sustain a criminal governance regime. By establishing themselves in a territory, armed groups may
decide to establish codes of conduct for the population. When this happens, punishments must also be
established for those who break them. Dismemberment here functions as a punishment to enforce those
norms against the governed (members of the organisation, criminals outside the organisation, and non-
criminal civilians). In this way, they would discourage further challenges to criminal governance. Our
article thus connects the literatures on dismemberment in civil wars, on extra-lethal violence in settings

of organised violence, and on criminal governance.
Future research

There are two questions related to dismemberment that our research did not resolve and that may be
useful for further research. The first is: Why do some groups use dismemberment and others do not?
As we show here, dismemberment appears to be useful both for deterring rival organisations and for
generating credibility for the system of norms produced by criminal governance. It is pertinent, then,
to ask what makes some OCGs use it, whilst others do not. The literature on civil wars can be useful

in this regard, showing how such violent acts are taught and how they become practically mandatory



for members of some armed groups.m More comparative research is needed to understand this

phenomenon.

The second question is: What is the reaction of the state and society to dismemberments? It is worth
remembering that these happen mainly in cities (in the Colombian case) and that on at least 19 occasions
human remains appeared in different neighbourhoods of the city. Even so, our fieldwork and archival
press review shows that there has been neither a large-scale institutional response nor a public reaction
against this practice. On the contrary, for ten years the authorities have tended to claim that these are
not systematic events, but rather settling of scores between criminals that should not be of concern to
civilians.'” This framing of violence has the potential to limit public solidarity as well. If it is suspected
that the murdered person was involved in criminal affairs, it is likely to be assumed that the
phenomenon will not be a problem for others. It is therefore necessary to study not only
dismemberments, but also the way in which the media, citizens and authorities talk about and respond

to dismemberments. '3

Finally, an issue on which there is still much room for research is the micro-politics of dismemberments:
is the decision to dismember headed by someone specific? How does the norm of dismemberment as
punishment for the organisation come about and is it adopted? How does the organisation get its
members to internalise these ideas? This is one of the most difficult avenues of research to pursue given
how secretive some armed groups can be and how messy these processes can sometimes be. Still, it is
worth considering these possibilities to better understand these small decision-making processes that

can also contribute to better policies to combat the phenomenon.

13* Jaime Santamaria, ‘The El Salado Massacre: Necropolitics, Necroaesthetics, Resistances’, unpubl. PhD diss., Universidad
de los Andes, 2020).

% El Heraldo, ‘La historia de cémo descuartizaron a Johnny en La Chinita’, May 08, 2016. Available at:
https:/ /www.elheraldo.co/judicial /la-historia-de-como-descuartizaron-johnny-en-la-chinita-2 59379

¢ Natan Skigin, ‘Prosocial Behavior amid Violence: The Deservingness Heuristic and Solidarity with Victims’,
(forthcoming).



