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Abstract 
 

While cultural anthropology has a well-established tradition of studying armed conflict and post-

conflict societies, its consideration of morality in this context has hitherto been granted a tangential, 

rather than central role. Addressing this gap, the present thesis draws on qualitative data collected during 

four weeks of fieldwork carried out in the rural inland of Colombia’s Urabá region between June and 

July of 2018 to explore the ways in which morality is locally constructed in communities afflicted by a 

history of armed violence and rebel governance.  Relying on the informal nature of networks and social 

relations identified by extant anthropological research, it develops an inductive analytical framework 

intended to examine the moral dimension of life in conflict-affected communities. More specifically, it 

explores how communities come to construct and share a moral framework passible of sustaining 

cooperative and interdependent relationships in light of the strain that protracted armed violence exerts 

on social relationships and institutions. The obtained results highlight the existence of a binding sense 

of ‘moral intimacy’, which stems from the collective awareness of the contextual pressures that shape 

people’s moral judgments and often narrow the scope of personal agency. Individual morality and the 

constant challenges posed to it by life in conflict-afflicted areas are found to converge into a particularly 

adapted ‘extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict’, characterized by ambiguity and mistrust, but also 

by tolerance and understanding for other people’s—and one’s own—moral shortcomings. Finally, the 

role of moral leaders is explored and differentiated with respect to its relation to the above-mentioned 

extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict. The figure of ‘moral moderator’ is proposed in order to 

describe the articulating role of central figures that serve as reference points for the informal ethics that 

arise in surroundings characterized by pervasive and protracted violence. Overall, this thesis sheds light 

on the peculiar nature of morality in conflict-afflicted societies, and provides an empirical and 

theoretical contribution to its future systematic study.     
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To the humbling courage of unassuming heroes, who choose to 

carry their weighty cross and move forward, untiringly, to bring the 

world closer to their most honest conception of the good. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The first time I visited Colombia was as a senior high-school student, in the Summer of 2001. 

I remember the easily detectable bullet-proof vehicles with tainted windows, the convex 

mirrors used to check underneath cars for hidden explosive devices, and the matter-of-fact 

presence of smiling security guards, casually armed with semi-automatic rifles and shotguns 

guarding the entrance to any condominium, restaurant, or public building that could afford 

them. Yet I also remember, and much more vividly, how welcome I felt, and how struck I was 

by the contrast between the ever-present awareness of violence and the affable openness of the 

people who seemed bent to prove to me, the teenaged outsider from Europe, that Colombia 

was much more than the one-dimensional picture of drug-trafficking and violence painted of it 

beyond its borders.   

In hindsight, I had chosen quite the time to visit the country: 2001 was the year in which 

anthropologist Michael Taussig witnessed and chronicled one of the many ‘cleansings’ carried 

out by paramilitary forces in villages and small towns around rural Colombia, where they round 

up, publicly tortured, and killed dozens, sometimes hundreds of people at a time in brutal and 

theatrical fashion (Taussig 2005). Alongside the bloody escalation between paramilitaries and 

the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP), the years between 1998 and 2003 

saw a tremendous spike in kidnappings (Ugarriza and Ayala 2018, 243), while the number of 

combat-related deaths more than doubled the rates registered in the beginning of the 1990s, at 

the height of the Cartel wars. For the peak-year 2002, the Uppsala Conflict Data Program 

accounts for 3427 direct victims of the armed conflict, compared to 1500 deaths in 1992 

(Uppsala Conflict Data Program 2019). Yet it is extremely challenging to tally the exact 

number of deaths during an armed conflict, and it is even more so to accurately discriminate 

between the victims of the conflict and those killed for unrelated reasons. As it does with 

everything else, the violence of the armed conflict between legal, illegal, and para-legal actors 

transcends neat compartmentalization, encroaching on multiple spheres of social life. 

Homicide rates tell a slightly different story than war casualties, with peaks of 81.4 deaths per 

100’000 inhabitants in 1991, and 68.3 in 2002 (World Bank 2019a). To put that into 

perspective, Sweden’s homicide rate for the same years was 1.1 and 1.3, respectively (World 

Bank 2019b).   

The patchy distribution of violence among territorial lines and social classes also meant 

that the most vulnerable populations would find themselves paying the highest price, with life 
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in the city’s ramshackle suburbs, such as Bogotá’s Diana Turbay neighborhood or Medellín’s 

infamous Comuna 13, being little different from that of a warzone. Oddly enough, the rifles 

and security concerns notwithstanding, at the time it did not feel like that to me. Sure, I was 

staying only for a few months and with a middle-class family in reasonably safe environments, 

but even so and contrary to what one may expect, things had an air of dull normalcy, as if 

hearing the echoes of gunshots during nighttime or having yet another massacre reported by 

the evening news was just the tragic way things were condemned to be. People went about their 

daily lives, and in one way or another, made an effort to carve out a piece of trust, love, affection 

and joy amidst the ever-present awareness of what was happening around them. I remember 

wondering, even back then, how much of the joyous cordiality actually served as a 

psychological and social buffer to preserve at least a modicum of faith in goodness and love in 

the face of violence and despair; as a coping mechanism of some sort — a psychosocial 

adaptation to the extreme environmental demands of violent conflict. That is not to say that 

anyone was fooling themselves into believing that their country’s situation did not phase them; 

quite the contrary: Everyone was constantly vigilant and aware of the steady simmer of 

violence eager to penetrate every crack of the social fabric left vulnerable to it. And yet, the 

persistent turmoil seemed to have left way to a sort of unimpressed, numb habituation. Like an 

indomitable force of nature, violence seemed to have acquired the impersonal inevitability of 

rain in the winter season — an implacable winter that had held the country in its sodden grip 

for decades.  

To this day, the duration of Colombia’s internal war is a matter of dispute that eludes 

any attempt to pinpoint a precise cause or starting moment, with explanations often serving 

more as mythological birthplaces for this or that political narrative attempting to attribute 

meaning to what is otherwise a metonymic succession of massacres. Some make ‘this’ violence 

start in 1964, year of the foundation of what would become Colombia’s largest, and the 

Americas’ longest-lasting guerrilla group, the Colombian Armed Revolutionary Forces – 

People’s Army (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia – Ejército del Pueblo; FARC-

EP), and of the National Liberation Army (Ejército de Liberación Nacional; ELN). Others go 

further back, seeing the present violence as a continuation of what became known simply as 

La Violencia [The Violence], a bloody retaliatory spiral ignited by the sectarian fringes of the 

traditional liberal and conservative parties that lasted from 1948 to 1958 and claimed the lives 

of some 200’000 people. Still others say that violence dates back a century, or two, or perhaps 

even longer than that. Be it as it may, the search for a prolonged bloodshed’s circumscribed 

moment of origin is bound to regress to a point where memory becomes multiple, guilt and 
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pain make facts blurry and horizons shrink, and the affirmation of history is left bereft of the 

symbolic foothold necessary to establish itself (Pécaut 2013, Sánchez 2003).      

That first experience of just about three months spent between Bogotá, Cali, and the 

Caribbean cities of Cartagena, Barranquilla and Santa Marta made me leave the country with 

many fond memories, a new language, a couple of long-lasting friends, and the certainty that 

one day I would return. It would be a whole seventeen years until that happened — ten of which 

I spent living about 4000 km further South, in Argentina, studying psychology and absorbing 

one of the many varieties of Latin-American life. Eventually, favorable circumstances and 

funding generously awarded by the Swedish International Development Agency’s (Sida) gave 

me the privilege of conducting eleven weeks of fieldwork in Colombia during the Northern 

hemisphere’s Summer of 2018, as part of my master’s in Cultural Anthropology at Uppsala 

University. This time around I would be motivated not by the wish to learn Spanish, but 

specifically by the desire to engage with the contrasting aspects of Colombian culture that so 

struck me at first — namely, the puzzling tension between armed violence, morality, justice, 

and social cohesion.  

Indeed, in countries that enjoy long histories of relative peace and stability, morality 

and justice tend to overlap, giving the superficial appearance of being, if not one and the same, 

at least very similar. Ideally, morality and justice aspire to be extensions of each-other, and 

societies are assumed to function on the basis of a roughly shared understanding of what fills 

the categories of ‘good’ and ‘bad’, formally translated into judicial terms and sanctions which 

the state upholds in a given territory by wielding the “monopoly of legitimate force for itself” 

(Weber 2007 [1919], 127). To be sure, things are far from being that simple in even the most 

peaceful of liberal democracies, and disputes about the nature of the common good abound, 

exposing society’s inner tensions and fundamental disagreements. Yet, such frictions mostly 

take place through non-violent channels, and armed confrontations are the exception rather 

than the rule. Things are different in a context of civil war, when opposing parties take their 

differences to be irreconcilable and their resolution to be only possible through the use of armed 

violence. Clashes are then not so much over circumscribed issues, but over the injustices those 

issues expose, and over the contested moral principles on which they rest. Violence, as Fiske 

and Rai (2015) have pointed out, is often “virtuous”—it breaks out because those resorting to 

it see it as a necessity in order to redress relationships that are perceived as morally unjust; as 

radical attempts to reshape the moral organization of a society when political channels are 

perceived as ineffective. In the case of Colombia, contrasting views about what the moral 

character of the nation ought to be have been violently fought over, with varying degrees of 
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intensity, since its founding in 1810. Especially since the 1950s, different groups affiliated to 

factions of the country’s traditional conservative and liberal parties have taken over the control 

and administration of sometimes considerable areas of the rural inland, in an attempt to bring 

about their own view of a just society — from the self-proclaimed ‘Communist enclaves’ and 

of the 1950s and ‘60s  (Pizarro Leongómez 1989, Villamizar 2017), to the paramilitary 

strongholds such as Puerto Boyacá, where since the mid-1970s and for about four decades a 

big sign greeted its visitors with the unmistakable words: “Welcome to Puerto Boyacá, land of 

peace and progress, antisubversive capital of Colombia”1 (Centro Nacional de Memoria 

Histórica 2019, Duncan 2015). Where illegal armed actors were able to impose their pervasive 

and near-uncontested rule, they established what Arjona (2016) calls “rebelocracy”, i.e., the 

administration of local affairs pertaining to the political, economic, and social realm at the 

hands of illegal armed actors.     

As remarked long ago by the likes of Plato and Rousseau, a society is made functional 

by a binding set of morals that ties its members together – a ‘social contract’ of mutual duties 

and expectations resting on a common idea of the good, or at least on a shared wish to neither 

suffer nor commit injustice. To be sure, the idea of social contract has been thoroughly 

problematized since the 18th century, mostly building on David Hume’s early criticism of the 

social contract as a convenient fiction for the legitimation of tyranny and injustice (Hume 1994 

[1741]). But it is hardly disputable that a social order implies, by necessity, a moral order as 

well (Rawls 2010), and thus the struggle over society is contingent on a deeper reassessment 

of its organizing morality. What this means for the people living under rebel rule is that they 

are required to navigate a social landscape where norms, justice, and moral values are shifting 

with the ebbs and flows of governance by the state and various armed groups as they seek to 

administer the public and private lives of their subjects. Different armed groups may undergo 

internal changes and shifts in loyalty while in power, but they may also exert partial governance 

by sharing it with other state or non-state actors. Arjona (2016) calls the full social, economic, 

and political administration of a certain territory by rebel groups “rebelocracy;” and their 

shared, minimalist rule, “aliocracy” (alio meaning ‘somebody else’ in Latin — hence, ‘rule 

with others’). The complexity that emerges from this unstable friction and eventual coexistence 

of formal and informal normative codes and rulers makes navigating the moral landscape a 

delicate affair for the populations caught in the middle of it. Given the above, the construction 

and maintenance of moral communities in contexts permeated by armed violence poses a set 

 
1 “Bienvenido a Puerto Boyacá, Tierra de paz y progreso, Capital antisubversiva de Colombia.” 
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of particular questions that have only tangentially been addressed in the anthropological 

literature (e.g. Manrique Rueda 2018, Finnström 2008, Fiske and Rai 2015). Addressing this 

gap, I thus set out to investigate the ways in which morality is locally constructed in a context 

where the norms that are meant to encode it are often ambiguous, characterized by the presence 

of armed actors that are not seen as representatives of the law by the State, but existing at its 

margins: grupos armados al margen de la ley2, as the Colombian guerrilla and paramilitary 

groups are often referred to.  

The meaning of law, its relationship to norms, and the moral substrate drawn upon for 

the enforcement of what is “right,” however, differs between that of the formalistic 

understanding of Colombia’s legal institutions on the one hand, and the informal realities of 

how the normative management of the moral community is carried out by the myriad of armed 

groups scattered across the national territory. As it turns out, Colombians have a name for it: 

la ley del monte (the law of the mountain). For it is often from the hills, made hermetic by the 

trees and chest-high undergrowth that enclose the farming settlements and small rural towns of 

the Colombian inland, that the informal authority of those actors, branded as existing “at the 

law’s margins,” irradiates a law of its own that may replace, compete, coexist, or be in a 

symbiotic relationship with that of the state.  

It is a task left to each individual, and sometimes taken up by communities as a whole, 

to assess the proper ways of navigating the ensuing moral landscape—to negotiate the 

relationship between their inner morals and the external ethics encoded in the social systems 

they inhabit.3 A number of related questions emerge: How is it that local communities where 

notions of justice and loyalty shift abruptly with every new tide of commanders and strongmen 

still maintain their cohesion in the face of authorities whose legitimacy would appear to derive 

not from a perceived sense of righteousness, but arguably from their monopoly over fear and 

uncertainty? What is the nature of the moral fabric coexisting with, or perhaps even sustaining, 

the apparently dissonant framework of rulings and social codes imposed by the contingent 

ideological and material interests of guerrillas, paramilitaries, and local mafias? How do 

farmers and villagers in rural Colombia manage the relationship between their inner notions of 

 
2 Armed groups at the margins of the law. 
3 The definitional distinction between ‘morals’ and ‘ethics’ does not enjoy a scholarly consensus, and many authors 
use both terms interchangeably to mean the principles related to ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ conduct (Cuneo 2020). One 
commonly employed understanding (cf. Fransson, 2017), which I follow in this thesis, is that of morals referring to the 
individual’s internal sense of right and wrong, while ethics point to the shared standards provided by institutions or 
groups.  
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fairness, loyalty, and justice, and the beliefs and behaviors that are expected from them by the 

power relations that shape their everyday lives?  

It is interrogating myself about those issues that I approached my field and the 

conversations with the generous informants I met along the way: the inhabitants of the small 

town of San Martín del Venado and of the secluded small village of Puerto Crucero, as well as 

the former FARC-EP combatants that were living in a makeshift enclave in the outskirts of 

Venado, where they lived as part of their reincorporation program4 as stipulated by the 2016 

peace agreements.  Far from unraveling the mystery, I ended up getting a glimpse of the 

complexity involved in maintaining the local equilibria —between personal intimacy and social 

mandates, between politics and kinship, justice and law, faith and pragmatism— in rural areas 

where “the law of the land,” as the totality of legal rules existing in one place at one time is 

known in classical legal scholarship, is much more volatile, ambiguous, and multi-leveled a 

concept than a casual observer might suppose. 

  

1.1 Purpose and aim 

The research presented in this thesis is based on ethnographic material collected in Colombia 

during 4 weeks of fieldwork. Its objective is to understand how rural communities 

characterized by a history of collective violence construct and enact their local morality in a 

context of ambiguous rule by illegal armed actors. More specifically, the purpose of this study 

is to understand the ways in which people living in rural areas of Colombia that have a history 

of varying degrees of governance by illegal armed actors construct and enact their local 

morality. The research question guiding this monograph is thus the following: How is morality 

locally constructed in Colombian rural communities characterized by prolonged armed 

conflict? In order to address this question, this thesis will draw on anthropological theories to 

analyze the moral and social organization of the small rural town of San Martín del Venado, 

and, to a minor extent, of the secluded enclave of Puerto Crucero, concentrating in particular 

on the ways in which the experience of civil war and rebel rule is reflected on different moral 

spheres of private and social life. 

 

 
4 In the context of post-conflict peacebuilding, reincorporation refers to the integration of former combatants into 
civilian life. As defined by the Colombian Reintegration Agency (ARN), it involves “[t]he implementation of co-
designed short, medium and long-term measures that will allow the FARC[-EP] to incorporate themselves into civil 
life in order to be citizens with rights and obligations” (Agencia para la Reincorporación y Normalización 2020). 
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1.2 Thesis outline 

The chapter that follows is dedicated to methodology. It offers a reflection on the implications 

of conducting fieldwork in rural Colombia, addresses some of the study’s limitations, and 

engages with reflexivity.  

The third chapter offers a brief background of Colombia, with the aim of 

contextualizing the field in terms of its historical past and of the political history that has 

ultimately converged in the country’s civil conflict and its situation at the time of fieldwork. 

 The fourth chapter aims to provide the theoretical foundations for the study. It begins 

by delineating the scope of moral anthropology, and then proceeds to propose and develop four 

analytical concepts: moral attunement, moral intimacy, extra-ordinary situational ethics of 

conflict, and moral moderators. 

 The fifth chapter draws on ethnographic data and addresses the nature of coexisting 

moral frameworks in Colombia’s Urabá region. By illustrating the juxtaposition of value 

systems embedded in the ideologies of rebel groups and civil society, it highlights the moral 

narratives at play and how different ideas of the just society underlie the often competing aims 

of antagonistic factions.   

 The sixth chapter is likewise based on collected ethnographic data, and explores some 

of the ways in which people living in the conflict-afflicted communities that are the focus of 

this study carve out a moral space for themselves. It does in large part by articulating the data 

with the analytical concepts of extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict and moral intimacy 

introduced in chapter 4, arguing that people in conflict-afflicted communities rely on an 

implicit set of values that provides them with enough moral leeway to respond to the pressures 

of their social environment, while at the same time preserving a mutually recognized sense of 

moral belonging. 

 The seventh chapter is also ethnographic in nature, and addresses how the local 

communities in question constantly strive to achieve social cohesion through the harmonizing 

process of “moral attunement,” laid out in chapter 4. By highlighting the values at play during 

an observed celebration involving the community of San Martín del Venado at large, it analyzes 

the interplay of moral values and how their redressing is sought. Finally, the seventh chapter 

also highlights the different roles of morally relevant figures within the community. By 

comparing the roles of schoolteachers and of a local priest, it illustrates the articulating role of 

what in chapter 4 I call “moral moderators” as pivotal figures in the moral attunement process 

of conflict-afflicted communities. 



 
 

8 

 The eighth and final chapter consists of a summary of the findings and general 

conclusions, and suggests directions for future research.         
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2. Methodology 

2.1 Fieldwork in Colombia 

This thesis is based on ethnographic material collected during four weeks of fieldwork 

conducted across two rural municipalities, which I call San Martín del Venado and  Puerto 

Crucero, in Colombia’s north-western Urabá region, between June and July of 2018. To avoid 

the risk of negative repercussions for my informants, as well as myself should I return to the 

field at a later point in time, the locations have been anonymized.  

San Martín del Venado is a small town located between the city of Medellín and the 

Caribbean coast, and its inhabitants are mostly active in agriculture, with some running small 

local businesses such as eateries, food shacks, and small clothing stores. Its population is 

mixed, with most of its citizens being originally from either the Chocoan inland, or from the 

department of Antioquia. While no recent demographic data are available, one could say that 

a slight majority of venadeños5 are of African descent, while slightly less than half are of 

Spanish descent.  Although the territory surrounding San Martín del Venado is rich in natural 

resources such as nickel, gold, gold, and petrol, its inhabitants are notably poor, and the 

richness in natural resources is an important reason why control over Venado has been bitterly 

fought over for decades. At the time of my fieldwork, the rule of San Martín del Venado was 

informally shared between Colombia’s central government, and rebels from the neo-

paramilitary Gaitanista Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AGC), making it a case of 

“aliocracy” (Arjona 2016). Public infrastructure is precarious, with all but a few street patches 

consisting of uneven mud and debris which makes accessing Venado by car problematic, and 

contributes to the locals’ preference for motorcycles for transportation  instead—either 

privately owned ones or, most often, moto-taxis. Likewise, the electricity and plumbing 

structures are scanty, but most people do have access to running water, and while cellphone 

coverage is decent, internet access is slow and hard to come by. Although on occasion I 

undertook short travels to neighboring villages and towns —as well as to a Territorial Training 

and Reincorporation Space in Venado’s outskirts, which hosts a community of former FARC-

EP combatants— during the bulk of my fieldwork I resided in a small guestroom in the living 

quarters of San Martín del Venado’s Catholic church building, sharing the premises with its 

priest, who would become my key informant. Thanks to his broad social network and his 

 
5 Inhabitants of San Martín del Venado 
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embeddedness within the community, I was able to approach most of my interlocutors with 

relative ease if one considers the circumstances. 

My secondary field site, Puerto Crucero, is a small, isolated stilt-house enclave of about 

two-hundred people, located along the Atrato river and reachable only by boat after a ride of 

approximately two hours from San Martín del Venado. Its inhabitants are almost exclusively 

small farmers that either tend to their small patch of land, or in most cases get hired by the hour 

to work on some of the neighboring plantain, banana, or palm-tree farms. The ethnic makeup 

of Puerto Crucero is almost exclusively of African descent, with very few villagers belonging 

to one of the native indio tribes. The poverty in Puerto Crucero is even more striking than in 

Venado: the stilt houses are precariously built and generally in bad shape; they have no glass 

windows, no running water, and no plumbing system. Sufficient electricity to light up bulbs is 

produced by a diesel generator, and there is neither telephone, internet, radio, nor TV 

connection. Being difficult and cumbersome to reach, the central government’s presence in 

Crucero is virtually nil. Consequently, it has historically been, and still is, a relatively easy 

community to manage for the different rebel groups that have controlled the region over the 

past half-century. At the time of fieldwork, the informal, yet undisputed rule over Puerto 

Crucero was exerted by the National Liberation Army (ELN) guerrilla group. Although they 

did not have a steady presence on-site, the ELN had the final and unchallenged say on matters 

of commerce and administration, making Puerto Crucero an example of “rebelocracy” (Arjona 

2016). I was able to access Puerto Crucero by associating with another local priest, 

accompanying him on one of his visits. I spent five days there, hosted by an elderly lady who 

had a spare room of wooden planks separating it from the one next to it. Given their location 

in the country’s so-called periphery, as well as the pervasive history of armed violence 

experienced by the Urabá region due to its richness of natural resources and its strategic 

proximity to the border with Panamá, the selected field sites are particularly suitable for the 

study of morality in conflict-afflicted communities.  

  Before accessing the field, I spent a few weeks of preparations in the city of Medellín, 

establishing contacts, gathering sources, and interviewing expert informants such as social 

workers and academic researchers. During my fieldwork in Urabá I relied predominantly on 

participant observation, a strategic research method that “involves getting close to people and 

making them feel comfortable enough with your presence so that you can observe and record 

information about their lives” (Bernard 2011, 256). By allowing my informants to become 

accustomed to me, and me to become accustomed to them in turn, I was eventually able to 

engage in spontaneous, free-flowing conversations that ended up providing me, most often, 
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with the most valuable data. Depending on the situation I would either take notes on my 

notebook or my cellphone as the conversation unfolded, or I would try and remember the key 

information and jot it down as accurately as I could at the next best opportunity, if I considered 

doing so more appropriate. Complementing this approach, I also recorded a series of eleven 

semi-structured interviews: five with local key informants; three group interviews; and three 

interviews with experts—two of them actively involved in academic research related to 

Colombia’s peacebuilding process from the perspective of economics and social psychology; 

and the third a social psychologist with longstanding experience in working with populations 

of former paramilitary and guerrilla combatants. Direct quotations from recorded and 

transcribed interviews are identified as such through a corresponding footnote. When this is 

not the case, it is understood that the reproduced quotes stem from my fieldnotes and were 

collected via the process mentioned above. All conversations and interviews were held in 

Spanish, and the reproduced interview quotations are direct translations made by myself.   

During the time of my fieldwork, the Colombian people voted in two rounds of 

presidential elections, held on May 27th and June 17th, ultimately electing the candidate of the 

conservative Democratic Center party, Iván Duque. Although political tension is always high 

in Colombia, the election of Duque sparked fear and discontent among the supporters of the 

peace agreement signed between the FARC-EP and the government led by Juan Manuel Santos 

less than two years prior. While Duque’s supporters welcomed his uncompromising position 

with regards to the FARC-EP, his opposition to the content of the peace agreement filled many 

people with uncertainty as to the country’s medium-term peace prospects. Knowledge about 

past—and arguably ongoing—complicity between the Colombian government and 

paramilitary forces fueled fears of a reactivation of paramilitary activity with its corollary of 

killings and ‘false positives’— the practice, adopted by sectors of the Colombian military 

(Fuerzas Militares de Colombia; FMC) in connivance with the paramilitary umbrella 

organization known as the United Colombian Self-Defence Forces (Autodefensas Unidas de 

Colombia; AUC) from the late 1990s onwards, of killing civilians and reporting them as 

guerrilleros in order to inflate the number of enemy casualties in exchange for career benefits  

(Rojas Bolaños and Benavides Silva 2017). Fears of a violent escalation, resulting from the 

suspected intent on Duque’s side to undermine the peace agreement, crack down on guerrilla 

activity, and retreat from peace talks with the ELN on one side; and worries about the still-

active ELN and other minor guerrilla groups’ response to the prospect of increased threat on 

the other, meant that the country was, once more, on edge. After all, significant areas of 

Colombia’s inland were still in the hands of the ELN, of FARC-EP dissidents, or administered 
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by so-called neo-paramilitary groups (or BACRIM6) that had taken over the activities and 

territories that were once the AUC’s. And finally, although the heydays of the cartels have 

passed since the 1990s, the influence of drug trade-related organizations keeps permeating the 

country’s politics and institutions. Notwithstanding the international efforts to address the 

problem, Colombia still is the world’s largest producer of cocaine, providing almost 70% of 

the global supply (UNODC 2019). Embroiled in its over half-century of internal armed conflict, 

these elements contribute substantially to Colombia’s general climate of violence and 

instability, which as of 2018 translates to a homicide rate of 25 per 100’000 — the lowest since 

1974, yet still at the top of South American countries at par with Brazil, and surpassed only by 

Venezuela (81:100’000) (Dalby and Carranza 2019). Since it is in the country’s rural periphery 

that most of the armed conflict has taken place, where the state is either absent or only 

managing to establish a feeble presence, it is also in the periphery that one is most vulnerable 

to violent actions by non-state actors. 

Although at the time of fieldwork there were no open clashes between the Colombian 

Armed Forces (FMC), the paramilitaries, and guerrilla groups taking place in Urabá, the social 

dynamics of armed conflict were very much palpable: the police were equipped with military-

grade weaponry, military checkpoints were common, and the mostly covert presence of illegal 

armed actors meant that locals are, at least to some extent, constantly on edge. The line between 

peace and violence is fine and blurry, and people in the cities and countryside are naturally 

aware of how things may escalate on a whim. Episodes of targeted violence, resulting from 

either political motivations or economic interests and blended with the decades-long cycle of 

retaliation and revenge, are a constant reminder that the Colombian conflict is far from over — 

the 2017 peace agreement notwithstanding. Assassinations, kidnappings, and power struggles 

between armed factions have surely diminished over the past fifteen years, but they are still 

very far from being anomalies. While thinking of Colombia as a ‘post-conflict’ scenario would 

be too naïve and optimistic, referring to its present-day internal violence as a ‘civil war’ would 

fail to recognize the important steps achieved towards relative peace to-date. Colombia finds 

itself somewhere between the categories of conflict and post-conflict, with Pécaut (2018, 386) 

choosing to call its present situation a “pacification process.” To highlight the impact of the 

 
6 BACRIM is a term employed both colloquially and officially, and stands for bandas criminales [criminal bands], mostly 
understood to be the heirs of the paramilitary networks of the AUC. The ARN defines BACRIM as: “Criminal gangs 
recognized as criminal organizations (macro - criminal) that are significantly armed and develop activities of both 
control of large illegal businesses and subsidiary depredation of the same, and which often use violence as a mechanism 
of internal discipline, delimitation of specific areas of influence, and unilateral coercion and intimidation of third 
parties, in order to maintain the operating conditions required by their activities” (Agencia para la Reincorporación y 
Normalización 2020). 
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prolonged armed conflict on the communities I studied, rather than focusing on whether they 

are experiencing active group violence at present or not, I refer to them as “conflict-afflicted.” 

Given the conditions of the field, concerns about my safety and that of my informants 

were paramount throughout, and I strictly followed the American Anthropological 

Association’s ethical guidelines (American Anthropological Association 2012). I placed great 

care in not overstepping any boundaries with regards to sensitive local knowledge that might 

have imperiled my informants if they had shared it with me, such as exact locations or names 

whenever I suspected the involvement of illegal armed actors, and in general refraining from 

asking about matters beyond the scope of my research. Confidentiality and anonymity were 

maintained, which includes the use of pseudonyms to refer to my informants as I mention them 

in this dissertation, as well as the alteration or omission of details that might make their 

identification possible. Informed consent was obtained in spoken form to avoid compromising 

the participants. Freedom of movement was relative, and made dependent on the 

recommendation and collaboration of trusted locals, who would either accompany me directly, 

or set me up with someone they considered trustworthy in turn. The presence of illegal armed 

actors and their role in local governance is a well-known fact and reported upon by the national 

media, as well as by the government agencies involved in Colombia’s peacebuilding process. 

Regardless, the names of informants and locations were anonymized for the sake of safety. 

Sensitive information that might exceed the knowledge of local authorities was omitted, or 

presented with an intended lack of detail in order to nullify its specificity.     

 Conducting ethnographic fieldwork in violent settings also poses supplementary 

challenges to the ethnographer’s efforts in establishing “rapport,” i.e., relationships based in 

mutual trust and confidence that are crucial for the obtainment of anthropological data. While 

building rapport is complicated by the sensitive nature of the topic itself, Robben (2012) warns 

about the “ethnographic seduction” occurring between the ethnographer and his informants. 

Narratives about history, truth, and attributions of guilt and responsibility are often presented 

in a way that entices the ethnographer to empathize with the informants’ viewpoint: 

“[S]eduction is a dimension of fieldwork that is especially prominent in research on violent 

political conflict because the interlocutors have great personal and political stakes in making 

the ethnographer adopt their interpretations” (ibid., 177). Without being necessarily deliberate 

about it, the narratives of both victims and victimizers are often pervaded with defenses and 

strategies whose purpose it is not only to win the ethnographer over, but perhaps even more 

importantly to convince the informant himself of the validity and righteousness of his position. 

Seductive narratives are characterized by their thinness and monotonous repetitiveness, which 
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give the illusion that social discourse is a settled matter, univocal and straightforward. Always 

seeking to see the social reality through the eyes of his or her informants, the ethnographer 

tends to accept too quickly whatever it is the informants choose to share, and to dwell in a 

deceptively satisfying feeling of accessing the much sought-after back-region information, 

while in reality the ethnographer is merely experiencing an acritical “illusion of congeniality 

with cultural insiders” (ibid., 178). Conversely, ethnographers may also engage in the narrative 

seduction of their informants, in an attempt to have the informants’ worldview match the 

ethnographer’s own value framework. As Robben points out with reference to action research, 

and to Marxist and feminist approaches in particular, “the ethnographer tries to seduce people 

into accepting his or her interpretation of social reality as the most objective and correct 

analysis. The language of oppression and exploitation is used as a powerful rhetoric of 

persuasion” (ibid., 188). Other frameworks may infuse the ethnographer’s value framework in 

different ways: evolutionary approaches may seek to impose an understanding revolving 

around notions of absolute and relative fitness; psychological ones, to squeeze the encountered 

material into a mold that dismisses social explanations, and so on. Especially when tackling 

issues related to morality, it is hardly conceivable that a researcher may be able to adopt a 

completely neutral stance. What questions are asked, and how they are formulated, inevitably 

carries with it a set of assumptions and hopes about the answers one hopes to get. In the case 

of the present study, this includes a critical consideration of the role of illegal armed actors, 

and a certain insistence on the social-psychological framework that constitutes the bulk of my 

academic upbringing, leaving structural and economic factors in the background. That is not to 

say that those aspects do not come into play, or that I ignored or dismissed them whenever they 

came up. Rather, I caught myself attempting in many an occasion to bring my informants to 

answer my questions in a way that would speak to the conceptual tools I was more familiar 

with, which in various instances led to an impasse in the conversation that I swiftly had to try 

and rectify, with varying degrees of success. The problems that arise with dynamics of 

ethnographic seduction do not mean, however, that one cannot trust his interlocutors, or that 

analyses of oppression and exploitation from a particular perspective are necessarily out of 

place. Rather, in keeping with Robben’s recommendation, it is germane to develop an 

awareness about the pitfalls of ethnographic seduction, so as to allow the ethnographer to 

include it as a variable of their study.   
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2.2 Limitations 

The main limitation for this study derives from the short time I had to build rapport and trust 

with my informants. While it always takes time to get to know a place and its people, it is even 

more difficult when one has to slalom one’s way through an invisible and potentially dangerous 

forest of unspoken rules that have to do with the risks and mistrust that are part and parcel of 

working in a territory shaped by prolonged armed conflict. A longer timeframe would have 

made it possible to develop additional and more intimate personal relationships, which in turn 

would have allowed me to better understand the subtle codes and practices that make up the 

expressions of the peculiar moral economies of conflict-afflicted communities.     

From a conceptual standpoint, this study suffers from the drawbacks of attempting to 

inductively develop an analytical framework while at the same time applying it to a concrete 

case study. The development of an analytical framework ‘on the go’ implies gathering 

observations that are hard to place within a theoretical frame at the time of fieldwork and 

acquire a tentative unifying logic only post hoc, while incipient ideas and interpretive schemas 

inform and guide the ethnographic gaze in often confounding ways. On the other hand, it is 

precisely from taking a leap out of known theory and into the social reality of the field that 

cultural anthropology draws its value, both empirically as well as at the level of theory building. 

Whether and to what extent the insights garnered in the course of this study are valid and 

passible of generalization, and the degree to which the proposed analytical tools are useful for 

further analyses of the morality of conflict-afflicted communities, is a matter for further 

research to determine.          

 

2.3 Reflexivity 

The ethnographer’s own implication in his research poses the problem of how their subjective 

stance influences, or even determines, the way in which he or she apprehends and understands 

his or her object of study (Davies 1998). When confronted with a field that is charged with 

suffering, emotion, and political tensions, it would be inappropriate to expect a social scientist 

to be an avatar of objectivity and impassive neutrality. The first topic for my own self-reflection 

thus concerns my political sympathies and prejudices, due to the markedly ideological 

underpinnings of Colombia’s armed conflict.  

My initial approach while preparing for my fieldwork was rather detached, as I relied 

on overarching characterizations of the involved parties as provided by newspapers and books. 
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I do not share the declared political goals of the guerrillas, just as I condemn the bloodshed 

perpetrated by the paramilitaries or the FMC, and I expected to feel a certain degree of outrage 

once in the field. To my own surprise, however, my role as an outsider with no personal stake 

in the past history or in the present political situation of Colombia put me in a relatively serene 

emotional state which allowed me to interact with people from all sorts of political leanings 

and affiliations with few, if any, prejudices. When I came face to face with paramilitaries or 

former guerrilleros, my interest in their histories and experiences as individuals undid whatever 

preconceived notion I might have had about them beforehand. I would even go as far as to say 

that my profound ignorance of their predicament, their histories, and their emotional baggage 

actually allowed me to engage with them in a rather receptive and non-judgmental manner. 

Who was I, the lucky beneficiary of a comfortable and peaceful life in Switzerland, Argentina 

and Sweden, to point my finger at people born and raised amid gunshots and poverty? Being 

aware of my experiential blindness to their place in the world, I embraced it and allowed it to 

humble me in my interactions with them. In so doing I embodied my role as ethnographer, 

allowing my curiosity to direct my listening and my perception in order to try and apprehend 

the other’s perspective, rather than feeling the urge to intervene in it — be it through the 

expression of judgments, or by taking sides in whatever social conflict I was being let in on. 

Although I never felt anger or resentment, I did experience plenty of sadness and compassion 

talking to both civilian victims and perpetrators of violence as they detailed their life histories. 

To do one’s best to remain ‘neutral’ does not mean that one is made devoid of empathy and 

compassion. Had I had skin in the game, however, I doubt that I would have been able to 

exclude my own feelings and preconceptions to the degree that I did. But again, my position 

as an outsider, as well as my role as an ethnographer, shielded me from being overwhelmed, 

just as it must have constituted a barrier between what people had to tell me, what I was able 

to understand, and what they considered me capable of comprehending.  

My presence in the field was midway between that of a guest and that of an intruder. 

My fair appearance clearly stood out as an anomaly amidst Urabá’s mestizos, paisas, indios, 

and afros—the many ethnicities product of Colombia’s colonial history.7 As a result thereof, I 

automatically attracted both curiosity and suspicion, since tourism is virtually inexistent there. 

Being so evidently out of place meant that there was no shortage of people coming up to me 

and striking conversation: especially children, but also teenagers, adults, and elderly folk. On 

 
7 “Mestizos” refers to people of ethnically mixed descent, mostly Spanish and native. “Paisa” is the name reserved to 
the citizens of Antioquia, mostly—but not limited to—those of Spanish descent. Descendants of pre-colonial 
indigenous peoples are known as “indios;” while Colombians of African descent are called “afros.”     
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my part I was quick to stress that I was a student from Europe, and that I was conducting 

fieldwork for my research — mainly because it was true, but also to reassure them that I was 

not an agent of the US’s Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) or of Colombia’s National 

Intelligence Directorate (DNI). After having been asked point blank if I was indeed a DEA or 

DNI agent more than a few times during my very first afternoon in the field, I figured it would 

not hurt to clarify and stress my role as a researcher from the get-go. My social identity in the 

field was also strongly determined by my close association with two Jesuit missionaries whose 

established place within their respective communities was instrumental for my access: don 

Germán, the parson of San Martín del Venado; and don Fausto, who was responsible of tending 

to a number of isolated enclaves spread along the nearby Atrato river. Both made sure right 

away to ‘show me around,’ both in the sense of showing me the town, but also as a way to 

display me to the community. My sense is that, beyond the sightseeing function of the round 

walk, their goal was to make sure that the people there knew that I was ‘with them,’ and thus 

that I was not out to cause trouble for anyone. My association with these men of the church 

went so far that people often assumed I was a missionary, and asked me on multiple occasions 

if I was going to give mass. Needless to say, I had to disappoint them in that regard.  
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3. Historical background 
 

The first humans reached present-day Colombia anywhere between 14’000 and 10’000 BC. 

Nomadic hunter-gatherers at first, the development of agriculture from 3’000 BC onward 

progressively increased the groups’ sedentarity, eventually leading to groupings of dozens or 

hundreds of tribes under a common chieftain and giving rise to what some scholars call 

“confederations” or “developing empires” (Melo 2017, 24), such as the Muiscas, the Taironas, 

and the Sinúes. While population density was low, competition over fertile land dedicated to 

the farming of corn and potatoes led to frequent wars, especially in the Cauca valley and 

between the Muiscas and their Caribbean neighbors to the East, that went on until the mid-16th  

century. The arrival of the Spanish conquistadores in 1503 shifted from an initial and short-

lived amicability, to a war of expansion and conquest, to a task of colonial administration 

between 1550 and 1810. While the indigenous population drastically decreased due to 

mistreatment and illness during that time, the Spaniards imposed their own system of 

governance, for which they often relied on indio chieftains to act as intermediaries of their 

authority. Newly arrived Spaniards took possession of land parcels with the blessing of the 

Crown, and mostly relied on the work of indios reduced to the status of serfs, who lived in 

small hamlets built on the model of Spanish villages, complete with a chapel and bell tower to 

promote their conversion to Christianity (Melo 2017, 59).  

The system of government became highly centralized and dependent on the rulings emitted 

by the central authority of the Spanish kingdom, and so-called cabildos made up the local level 

of colonial government in the shape of municipal councils, headed by local strongmen and 

conformed by undemocratically elected members (Bushnell 2007, 34). The resulting system of 

social, political, and economic organization thus displayed a markedly vertical structure, with 

the families of the first Conquistadores administering large swaths of territories converted into 

farming estates called haciendas, whose workforce was made up of recently disembarked 

Spanish peasants and indio serfs (Melo 2017, 59-67). With its imposition of unelected 

strongmen in charge of local affairs, a vertical system of governance, a stark distinction 

between peasants and ‘higher’ classes owning most of the territory, Spanish colonial rule set 

the foundation of Colombia’s subsequent development for the centuries to come. The 

relationship between urban centers and the rural periphery, in particular, bears the mark of the 

political organization imposed by its colonial history. While the cities witnessed an increasing 

accumulation of wealth and infrastructural development, the rural territories were largely left 
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to their own devices and entrusted to the authority of local strongmen whose main 

responsibilities were the assurance of order and a steady flow of income for themselves and for 

the urban upper class in the shape of taxes and other contributions (Melo 2017, 70-73).        

After a deterioration of its relationship with the Spanish Crown towards the end of the 18th 

century, Colombia achieved its independence from Spain in 1810. Since then, it has been 

cursed with an ever-transforming, yet almost constant streak of violence — so much so that the 

historian and preeminent Colombianist, David Bushnell, captured his bewilderment at the 

duality between the country’s instability and its continuity with his now-famous 

characterization of Colombia as “a nation despite of itself” (Bushnell, 2007). Ever since its 

independence, the matter of how the Colombian nation ought to be structured and organized—

and, by implication, which values ought to serve as the country’s unifying ethos—became a 

matter of profound disagreement leading to a chronic, and often violent, confrontation between 

the historical Conservative and Liberal parties: the former endorsing a form of social 

organization rooted in tradition and vertical hierarchy; the latter challenging the established 

order and seeking to replace it with a more pluralist egalitarianism. According to Alape (1993), 

between 1863 and 1884 Colombia witnessed no less than 54 “mini civil wars”: 14 of 

conservatives against liberals, 2 of liberals against conservatives, and 38 fought by liberals 

against other liberals. Later, during the Thousand-Day War that lasted from 1899 to 1902, one 

out of twenty Colombians lost their lives, with anywhere between 150’000 and 160’000 dead 

out of a population of 3’700’000 (Villamizar 2017, 106). After a period of readjustment, the 

country witnessed two decades of ‘conservative hegemony’ between 1910-1930, followed by 

a return to power of the liberal party that maintained its rule until 1946. Each transition from 

one government to the next sparked an upsurge of violent episodes in which the supporters of 

the winning side took advantage of the changing political tides to collect pending debts and 

rectify perceived slights suffered while they were ruled by their opponents.  

For most, however, the conclusive welding of violence and social order occurred in the 

years after the end of the Second World War, when polarized worldviews and revolutionary 

zeal galvanized both social demands and anti-Communist fears. The latest chapter of 

Colombia’s turbulent history can thus be made to start, retrospectively and not without a certain 

degree of arbitrariness, with La Violencia (The Violence), the decade-long undeclared civil war 

fought approximately between 1948 and 19578 that saw liberals opposed to conservatives, and 

 
8 There are differences in the years chosen by different authors to mark the beginning and end of La Violencia, with 
some (e.g., Pécaut, 2013) extending it from 1946 to 1964, and others (e.g., Bushnell, 2007; Melo, 2017) taking the years 
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claimed anywhere between 100’000 and 200’000 lives (Bushnell 2007, 292). Sparked by the 

assassination of liberal politician and presidential hopeful Elicer Gaitán on April 9th, 1948, civil 

unrest turned violent and contributed substantially to the emergence and proliferation, over the 

following years, of both liberal- and conservative-affiliated peasant vigilante and self-defense 

groups that would carry out acts of retaliation and counterretaliation against political 

adversaries and their supporters. Supported by communist and socialist party branches, local 

chiefs responded to the generalized turmoil by assuming power in their communities and 

declaring the creation of juntas revolucionarias9 that took it upon themselves to administer the 

local economy and regulate the social order; while groups aligned with the conservative party 

also proceeded to take things into their own hands wherever they saw an opportunity to do so. 

The phenomenon of autonomous insurgent armed bands of peasants of the left and the right 

engaged in banditry became known as bandolerismo, and by the end of 1949, the first calls to 

create proper guerrillas were raised, and armed groups began their activity in the Llanos, 

Antioquia, and Tolima regions, violently opposed by supporters of the conservative 

government that had organized into groups called pájaros. During La Violencia, the utilitarian 

killing of political opponents on both sides —whether real or suspected— was routinely 

complemented by macabre, symbolic displays of tortured and maimed bodies with the aim to 

instill fear and enforce public compliance, setting a precedent for the practices that guerrillas 

and particularly the paramilitary would adopt some decades later. Unable to get the situation 

under control, the conservative and liberal parties eventually achieved an agreement and in 

1957 declared that both parties would systematically share power and representation in 

ministries, courts, and other governmental institutions, effectively forming a coalition known 

as the National Front (Frente Nacional; FN), which lasted until 1974 and was successful in 

defusing some of the animosity and violence that were so viciously tearing the country apart. 

With the Cold War in full swing, news of the Cuban Revolution’s success and Fidel 

Castro’s rise to power on January 1st, 1959, swept across Latin America galvanizing the 

revolutionary ambitions of socialist and communist sympathizers on one hand, and the fears of 

a communist takeover on the other. Already engaged in small-scale armed operations, peasant 

armed groups of bandoleros aligned with the Colombian Communist Party now could point to 

a concrete example of a communist revolution brought to completion in their continent 

(Villamizar 2017, 72-92). In 1964, in the self-proclaimed independent communist enclave of 

 
between 1946 and 1957. Still others (e.g., Taussig, 2003; Villamizar, 2017) consider the period of La Violencia to have 
begun with the assassination of Elicer Gaitán, occurred in Bogotá in 1948. 
9 Revolutionary councils 
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Marquetalia in the Tolima department, a small such group consisting of a half-hundred armed 

peasants led by Pedro Antonio Marín Marín (better known by his nicknames Manuel 

Marulanda Vélez, or Tirofijo) clashed with the Colombian military during Operación 

Soberanía [Operation Sovereignty]. The army’s strategy was devised to retake the territories 

claimed by communist insurgents in the country’s South, where they had declared the 

establishment of so-called ‘independent republics.’ The events of Marquetalia turned into a 

symbolic point of origin for what would become known as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia - People’s Army (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia; FARC-EP) 

(Villamizar 2017 :261-291). Numerous other leftist guerrilla groups of various denominations 

sprung up around the same time, such as the Maoist-inspired Popular Liberation Army 

(Ejército Popular de Liberación; EPL); the ‘Guevarista’ National Liberation Army (Ejército 

de Liberación Nacional; ELN), which embraced an amalgam of communist Marxism and 

liberation theology; and the mostly urban, leftist-nationalist Movement 19th of April 

(Movimiento 19 de Abril; M-19).10 Yet it was the Marxist-Leninist FARC-EP that would 

establish itself as by far the largest, longest-lasting, and most powerful one. Following an 

explicitly militaristic organizational blueprint since 1982, focused on combat capacity and 

structural integrity (Gutiérrez-Sanín 2018), at the peak of its might around the year 2000 what 

had started off as a handful of peasants with handguns in Marquetalia could muster over 20’000 

fighters, powerful weaponry, and exercise de facto territorial control over almost half the 

country while seriously threatening the country’s governability (Pécaut 2013). Soon after their 

formation, however, the groups that originated as peasant self-defense movements were 

confronted with the need to secure their financial sustenance and exert the necessary authority 

over the population living within the territories they controlled. Extortion became increasingly 

common, as did kidnappings and other illegal activities that eventually led to a gradual erosion 

of public support. But it was the spectacular cash flow stemming from participating in the drug 

trade from the early 1970s onwards that gave the guerrillas the means to exert considerable 

political influence, especially at the local level wherever the state struggled to impose its 

presence.  

Heirs of the pájaros emerged during La Violencia, paramilitary groups appeared in the 

late 1970s as a response to the guerrilla’s increasingly arbitrary attacks against farmers, 

 
10 In his comprehensive study on the history of the Colombian guerrilla movement, Villamizar (2017) focuses on the 
formation and history of over 30 Colombian guerrilla groups between the 1950s and today, although he mentions that 
the actual number of guerrilla groups exceeds the number of 60. 
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landowners, and politicians (cf. Duncan 2015, Ronderos 2014). Independent and autonomous 

at first, the disparate groups eventually grew into private armies with the backing of landowners 

and companies unwilling to yield to the guerrillas’ demands. Given their brutal efficacy in 

imposing their rule and fighting the guerrillas, the goals of the paramilitaries soon overlapped 

with those of the drug cartels and large landowners who saw the guerrillas mostly as hurdles 

to the pursuit of greater gains of money and political influence. Especially after M-19’s 

kidnapping of María Ochoa, sister of two prominent drug kingpins affiliated with Pablo 

Escobar, on November 12th, 1981, and the cartels’ consequent creation of the organization 

Death to Kidnappers (Muerte a Secuestradores; MAS), the relationship between drug 

traffickers and guerrillas grew sour. Bound by their common goal of fighting the guerrillas, 

paramilitaries and drug traffickers grew closer, often becoming indistinguishable and leading 

to the birth of the term narcoparamilitarismo (narco-paramilitarism) (Ronderos 2014). In 1997 

the various paramilitary militias were joined under a common umbrella by the brothers Carlos 

and Vicente Castaño, forming the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (Autodefensas 

Unidas de Colombia; AUC), setting the stage for Colombia’s most bloody years since La 

Violencia. Colluding with drug cartels, the Colombian military, and enjoying the active support 

of wealthy landowners and powerful multinational companies, the AUC went on to carry out 

brutal ‘cleansings’ of anyone even remotely suspected of having harbored sympathies for the 

guerrillas (Duncan 2015, Taussig 2005, Arjona 2016). In only a few years, the paramilitaries’ 

death toll matched and then surpassed that of the leftist guerrillas, benefitting among other 

things from a complicit government and from the conditions created by president Álvaro 

Uribe’s (2003-2010) so-called Democratic Security Policy, which sought to establish order by 

relentlessly cracking down on guerrilla activity.  

With the guerrillas suffering heavy losses and public opinion becoming increasingly 

outraged by the stream of news reporting instances of massacres where the army and the AUC 

seemed to work hand in hand, the AUC were dismantled and officially demobilized in 2006. 

However, while some of its surviving leaders were tried and received prison sentences in 

accordance with the transitional justice agreements—which some consider having been too 

lenient—, the networks, social structures, and many of the key figures involved with the AUC 

have remained active, evolving from formal organizations to distinct and mostly autonomous 

local power actors that perpetuate similar kinds of governance and pursue similar interests. The 

heirs of the now-defunct AUC are referred to by different terms, such as neo-paramilitaries or 

BACRIM (Spanish acronym for Criminal Bands). After a referendum was called to ask the 

Colombian citizens whether they supported the signing of a peace agreement with the FARC -
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EP, those opposing the agreement won with a slight majority, yet after some adjustments to its 

content, the peace agreement was passed nonetheless (Gobierno de Colombia & FARC-EP 

2017). The FARC-EP have signed a peace agreement in November of 2016 and have 

demobilized as well, while the ELN is in the process of conducting peace talks with the 

Colombian government.  

While recent developments are doubtlessly moving in the right direction as far as a 

diminishment of violence is concerned, the promise of a Colombian peace still seems a faraway 

mirage. New young recruits fill the ranks of constantly emerging new fronts and organizations 

(Nussio 2017), the appeal and the power of the drug trade remains strong, and the vacuum left 

by the demobilization of one group mostly means that it is promptly filled by another. La 

Violencia has undoubtedly left a deep imprint onto Colombia’s collective memory that has 

since taken hold of all societal spheres, normalizing the social imaginary that social and 

political relations are inalienable from violence (Pécaut 2013, 30). The persistence of violence 

by active guerrillas unwilling to abandon their cause on the one hand, and the ongoing brutality 

of BACRIMs who often seem to act with the tacit approval—when not active support—of the 

government and military (Grajales 2017), on the other, contribute substantially to a climate of 

mistrust in the institutions and in the political process. While the 2018 presidential elections 

saw an unprecedented support for centrist candidate Sergio Fajardo, the final ballot asked 

Colombians to choose between left-wing economist and former M-19 member Gustavo Petro, 

and conservative lawyer and Uribe’s protegé, Iván Duque. The victory of the latter 

conservative candidate arguably demonstrates that the majority of Colombians still favor a 

government that promises to establish order and stability. However, for a long-term peace to 

become viable, the redressing of structural inequalities and social relationships will have to 

happen alongside the bid for law and order (Naucke 2017, Pécaut 2018, López 2016). Time 

will tell how, if, and when such a transformation will occur.  
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4. Theoretical background 

4.1 Moral anthropology 

 
When interpreting the actions of people from other societies from a moral point of view, we 

often err. Two types of errors are of particular relevance here. One consists in overestimating 

the similarity across cultures of the moral judgments that guide people’s actions and 

interactions. The other consists in underestimating this similarity.  

(Baumard and Sperber 2012, 611) 

 

One of the reasons for anthropology’s value and relevance as a discipline is its stated goal to 

understand the human being from a holistic perspective that attempts to synthesize otherwise 

reductive dissections of the human condition. Concerning itself fundamentally, as it does, with 

the local manifestations of moral order, this thesis fits into the area of cultural anthropology 

known as moral anthropology. Morality is of concern not just to anthropologists, but to every 

human being as we deliberate about the distinction between right and wrong in the small actions 

and interactions of our everyday lives. It would be absurd to claim that morality plays no role 

in the anthropological studies of sexuality, poverty, technology, or environmental issues — let 

alone in those dealing with conflict and violence. Yet, anthropology has been surprisingly 

reticent to approach morality as an object of study in its own right.  

Given anthropology’s historical concern with the tension between the variability of 

culture and its universality, it was only a matter of time before it would begin exploring 

specifically the moral dimension of the populations it studied. Owing to the parentage of both 

Kantian universalism and Boasian relativism, the anthropological perspective questioned 

morality’s traditionally dogmatic grounding, and at the same time ventured, cautiously when 

not reluctantly, in search for its universals. Moral anthropology would strive to show how 

moral values can vary dramatically between times and places, and subsequently try to explain 

how it is that specific objects or customs acquire a moral character to begin with. With its 

recent establishment as a circumscribed field within anthropology, moral anthropology has 

clarified its object of study and delimited the aim of its interest. Didier Fassin, arguably moral 

anthropology’s most prominent contemporary figure, defines it as follows: 

 
[Moral anthropology] explores the moral categories via which we apprehend the world and identifies the 

moral communities that we construe, examines the moral signification of action and the moral labor of 
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agents, analyzes moral issues and moral debates at an individual or collective level. It concerns the 

creation of moral vocabularies, the circulation of moral values, the production of moral subjects and the 

regulation of society through moral injunctions. The object of moral anthropology is the moral making 

of the world. (Fassin 2015, 4) 

 

Understood in this way, moral anthropology lends itself to an evident overlap with other 

disciplines such as political science, the study of religion, jurisprudence, sociology, 

psychology, and ethics. What distinguishes it from other approaches is, however, the focus on 

the local, concrete manifestations of morality as it expresses itself in the social worlds created 

and populated by humans. To the abstraction of philosophy and the generalizing macro-level 

approach of political science, moral anthropology contrasts morality’s lived experience, and 

studies how the interplay between values, norms, their practice and their meanings, contributes 

to the establishment and maintenance of a collective order for people to inhabit. In other words, 

moral anthropology “explores how societies ideologically and emotionally found their cultural 

distinction between good and evil, and how social agents concretely work out this separation 

in their everyday life” (Fassin 2008, 334).   

 Several classical anthropological works can be considered early antecedents of moral 

anthropology, such as Evans-Pritchard’s (1940) description of the rules regulating violence 

among the Nuer; Mead’s (1928) study on the sexual mores among Samoan youth; Douglas’s 

(1970 [1966]) analysis of the social and relational implications of purity taboos; and 

Malinowski’s (1929) study of the norms governing violence and sexuality among the 

Trobrianders of Melanesia, or his exploration of legality and punishment among the same 

people (Malinowski 1926). More recently, a growing number of studies more strictly inscribed 

within the subfield of moral anthropology has been produced. For instance, Parish (1994) has 

explored the emergence of moral consciousness in Nepal, highlighting how it comes about 

through interactional relationship between cultural meanings and practices, and emotionally 

driven psychological processes. Fassin (2005) followed the transformation of the moral 

arguments surrounding French immigration policies, inquiring into the logic of humanitarian 

compassion and repression in contemporary biopolitics, while Naumescu (2016) studied the 

tension between the ethical projects of Orthodox Christianity and atheist secularism in socialist 

Romania. Other topics addressed by the moral anthropological literature are the relationship 

between Christianity and tradition in a rapidly changing Papua New Guinea society (Robbins 
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2004), the ethics of kinship (Faubion 2001), and sharia scholarship (Nakissa 2014), among a 

multitude of others.11  

 

4.2 Constructing an analytical framework 

Although the breadth of topics studied from a moral-anthropological perspective is remarkable 

and constantly expanding, it is notable that, to the best of my knowledge, no explicitly moral-

anthropological study has been conducted on conflict-afflicted societies, nor on communities 

in a post-conflict context. To reiterate, this is not to say that previous anthropological 

investigations of conflict-afflicted societies have ignored the moral dimension in their analyses, 

but rather that morality is addressed secondarily, rather than as their main object of study (e.g., 

Finnström 2008, Utas 2012a). The present thesis thus aims to contribute to the field of moral 

anthropology by addressing this gap, treating the morality of conflict-afflicted societies as an 

object of study in its own right. In order to do so, the development of an analytical framework 

to approach the object of study is needed. To this end, I shall rely on concepts drawn from the 

literature on the cultural anthropology of conflict, and complement them with theoretical 

concepts from the fields of sociology, evolutionary anthropology, and cultural psychology. In 

the subsequent chapters I intend to analyze the ethnographic case by employing the theoretical 

constructs developed in what follows, with the goal of contributing to the understanding of the 

local making of morality in the conflict-afflicted rural communities of Colombia.  

I begin by considering the multileveled and dynamic phenomenon of what I call moral 

attunement, which I take to be common to all societies, and refers to the interactive sum of 

psychological, symbolic, and relational processes by which shared norms are collectivized and 

allowed to function as the basis of cooperation and sociality. I then proceed to develop three 

subordinate concepts that I consider relevant for the functioning of moral attunement in the 

particular setting of the conflict-afflicted communities that are my object of study: I term the 

normative foundations active in conflict-affected communities the extra-ordinary situational 

ethics of conflict, which I describe as being rooted in an informal moral economy characterized 

by the ambiguities that come with living in a context of protracted violence for the people’s 

sense of moral judgment of themselves and others. I then argue that sharing a common sense 

of adherence to the extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict gives rise to a sense of what, 

 
11 See the edited volume by Fassin (2012) for an overview of the field, and the edited volume by Kapferer & Gold 
(2018) for a critical take. 
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paraphrasing Herzfeld (2016 [1997]), I call moral intimacy. Finally, I describe the particular 

role and articulating function of pivotal figures within the informal moral economy of conflict, 

which I call moral moderators — specific members of the community that acquire a distinctive 

charisma by reuniting a disparate set of features such as compassion, courage, integrity, openly 

displayed vulnerability, a sense of collective responsibility, and an exemplary approach to their 

own suffering. Located at the intersection of competing, morally grounded norms, moral 

moderators are crucial in sustaining the moral attunement process based on the intimately 

shared extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict.  

 

4.2.1 Moral attunement 

Every state is a community of some kind, and every community is established with a view 

to some good; for mankind always act in order to obtain that which they think good. […] 

And it is a characteristic of man that he alone has any sense of good and evil, of just and 

unjust, and the like, and the association of living beings who have this sense makes a family 

and a state.  

(Aristotle, Politics, book 1) 

‘To attune’ means to bring different components into harmony; to adapt and adjust them to 

each other in a coordinated fashion. Like the members of an orchestra tune their instruments 

and agree to play a set score in a particular key in order to create music, so do societies share 

languages, meanings, cultural artifacts, laws, narratives, and traditions in ways that make 

communal living possible. To do what others do, in ways that are expected, signals familiarity 

with the implicit and explicit rules governing social behavior. Explicit and formal norms 

generally form the bedrock of relationship-governing institutions, and individuals are expected 

to abide by the local laws, lest they be punished. But a multitude of other, more diffuse aspects 

flow into the attunement process necessary to establish and maintain a community, such as the 

sharing of symbols, practices, collective memories, conventions, prohibitions, and values that 

organize communal living and make peaceful cooperation and interdependence possible. Since 

I will be focusing on the role of morality in shaping communal living, and analyzing how moral 

values come to be locally constructed, shared, and applied to conform moral communities, I 

expand on Zigon’s (2014a) general concept of “attunement” and propose the more specific 

term moral attunement to describe the sum of moral processes and related practices involved 

in harmonizing societies along moral lines.  
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The idea that morality is shaped by culturally fashioned interactions whose aim it is to 

establish a sense of morally grounded community is hardly new. For Durkheim, the 

establishment and maintenance of a community is nothing less than the chief purpose of shared 

morality. Summarizing the Durkheimian position, Jack David Eller writes:  

 
Morality in an important sense is society, or perhaps society is morality. That is, humans living in social 

arrangements will have normal, or at least ‘channeled’ and habitual, ways of doing things because we 

must have them. Social normality depends on regularity and predictability in human affairs, such that I 

know what I am supposed to do, that I know what you are supposed to do, and that I can reasonably 

assume that you are going to do it – and judge you if you do or do not. (Eller 2015, 130) 

 

Durkheim considers communities synonymous with the existence of a moral order, and refers 

to them as “moral communities” (Durkheim 2001 [1912]).  By sharing a commonly idealized 

image of the group, its members recognize their shared identifications and unite around a sense 

of “moral kinship” (ibid., 321) which religion (or its secular forms) represent and make 

intelligible, and thus passible of sharing. In order to trace the contours of the aspects of social 

reality pertaining to morality, Durkheim (1974 [1893], see also Karsenti 2015) defines the 

“moral fact” as a rule of behavior involving a sanction attached to the rule’s violation. 

Durkheim’s sociological explanation for how is this community-building sharing of meanings, 

values, and identifications—this attunement—is achieved emphasizes the role of particular 

shared emotional states (“collective effervescence”) that are often attained through ritual 

practices involving the bodily synchronization of a community’s members, which contribute 

to an overall alignment of thoughts around cultural representations that involve the sacred 

(Durkheim 2001 [1912]). Importantly, both for the understanding of Durkheim’s views of 

morality and for the accurate description of moral attunement as I conceive it, moral 

communities are not homogenous entities in which moral norms are fixed and universally 

shared among their members. Rather, communities harbor a tension between prevailing norms 

and constant challenges addressed towards them. Nevertheless, societies cannot do without a 

certain degree of conformity on moral matters if they are to function and sustain themselves 

across time.        

 In a series of writings, Jarret Zigon (2007, 2014a, 2014b, 2015) has developed an 

analytical moral-anthropological framework that departs from ethical concepts such as freedom 

and virtue, focusing instead on what he considers to be more primordial ontological dynamics 

that underlie people’s moral behaviors. Relying on Heidegger and on conceptions of 

assemblage and relation derived from Deleuze, Zigon suggests that moral life is best 
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understood as consisting primarily of the “attunement” to the assembled relations in which 

individuals are embedded. The individual’s commitment to these relations, which can be 

positive, negative, or neutral, elicits a stance that Zigon calls “fidelity” and determines the 

comfort or anxiety associated with the relations at play (Zigon 2014b). Hence, rather than 

relying on traditional ethical concepts such as dignity, good and evil, freedom, or virtue—

which he considers to be trapping the anthropologist’s analysis of morality in the terms of the 

anthropologist’s own ethical frameworks—, Zigon shifts the ontological space and proposes to 

conceive moral and ethical life from an anthropological perspective relying instead on the ideas 

of relational being, fidelity, comfort, anxiety, and attunement.  

As Holbraad (2018) notes, however, Zigon’s fruitful emphasis on the relational 

embeddedness of morality does not solve the problem of the anthropologist’s a priori 

understanding of moral categories, but rather begs the question, which Zigon leaves 

unaddressed, of why the particular terms he proposes ought to be taken as ethical concepts, 

while notions such as dignity, freedom, or virtue do not. In this sense, both the ambition and 

the challenges faced by Zigon (2014a, 2014b) and identified by Holbraad (2018) echo 

Durkheim’s (1974 [1893]) early wrestling with the question of how social science may 

undertake the study of morality without pursuing an inherently moralizing project. Durkheim’s 

proposed solution of delineating the contours of “moral facts” in their relation to sanctions was 

a first step in this direction, which however carried with it the limitations of a rather narrow 

and unyielding definition (cf. Karsenti 2015). Other, more recent approaches have sought to 

strike a balance between epistemic relativism and realism as it pertains to the study of morality 

(cf. Shweder 1990a, 1990b). By identifying circumscribed moral domains, while at the same 

time refraining from providing them with specific content, anthropologist and cultural 

psychologists have sought to derive empirically viable moral taxonomies that carve out morally 

relevant aspects of social life, while maintaining a pluralistic stance with respect to their 

content. For example, Shweder et al. (1997) identify three distinct ethics involving autonomy, 

community, and divinity. Expanding on Shweder’s work, Moral Foundations Theory (Haidt 

2007, Graham, et al. 2013) proposes that morality rests on five “moral foundations,” each 

concerned with variable solutions to specific challenges inherent to communal living: care, 

fairness, authority, loyalty, and purity.         

 Focusing on the moral character of human relations more specifically, Relational 

Models Theory (RMT) (Fiske 1991, 1992, 2000, Fiske and Rai 2015) proposes that people 

coordinate most aspects of their social activities based on “relational models” grounded in 

specific “moral motives” (hierarchy, unity, authority, distribution of resources and reciprocity, 



 
 

30 

and proportionality), which provide the intrinsic motivation and knowledge to evaluate the 

nature of specific interactions. Their implementation is dependent on cultural guidelines 

embedded in paradigms, precepts, prescriptions, proverbs, cultural precedents, and the like, 

that specify when each relational model ought to be used, with whom, when, and with respect 

to what. Fiske (2000) calls these indispensable cultural guidelines “preos,” and specifies that 

whenever a relational model is realized, it is according to such “cultural affordances” (Franks 

2011).12 According to Relational Model Theory, morality, social relationships, and cultural 

affordances are constantly modulated and negotiated (i.e., attuned), with the ultimate aim of 

maintaining a network of inherently moral relationships that allow for the individual’s 

embeddedness in society, and make them instrumental for the embedded moral relationships 

of others.  

Evolutionary accounts stress the importance of shared moral frameworks as the basis 

of cooperation (e.g., Christakis, 2019, Tomasello 2016). Drawing an inseparable link between 

human thinking and the emergence of human morality, Tomasello (2016) contends that the 

human cooperation is based on uniquely evolved human cognitive capacities that enable 

individuals to assume the perspective of a plural-agent ‘we’ driven by a “shared intentionality”: 

‘we’ ought to capture a prey; ‘we’ must protect our group from others, etc. By subjecting 

oneself to the collective intentions of the group, the individual recognizes his dependence from 

it, and interprets his self-regulation —his partial subordination of ‘me’ to ‘we’; or, we could 

say, his attunement to what Durkheim (1974 [1893]) calls “collective consciousness”— as 

legitimate. By sharing a common set of moral guidelines, one’s own behavior, but also that of 

others, thus becomes predictable: I know what others expect me to do, but I can also predict 

what others are up to. The perspective of the individual shifts from an individual viewpoint, to 

a reciprocal one, to an external one that ‘observes’ the group from without—a perspective that 

Tomasello calls “‘objective’ morality,” taking great care in always enclosing the word 

“objective” between quotations. The reason for it is, to put it simply, that in order to be 

effective, the particular morality of a group ought to be treated by its adherents as if it were 

objectively grounded. Identifying the correspondence between one’s shared-intentionality 

goals and those of the other members of the group, their associated ideal roles, and the 

 
12 The concept of Cultural Affordances refers to “relations between a person and the environment, which support the 
uptake of information and successful action. They do so via combining the descriptively accurate detection of 
information with the normatively appropriate course of behavior. A way in which Cultural Affordances function is by 
detecting the relevant collective joint intentions regarding the object of thought or action since such joint intentions 
engage joint normative commitments. Any cultural setting or niche comprises an array of such Cultural Affordances, 
offering culturally appropriate ways of thinking and acting” (Franks 2011, 4). 
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correspondent ‘ways of doing things’, individuals infer membership to one’s group from 

cultural similarities and behavioral cues: “those who share my cultural practices—are most 

likely members of my cultural group” (ibid., 89). Although arriving at it from a very different 

angle, Tomasello shares many of the insights gained by Durkheim a century earlier, such as 

the necessity of the belief in an objective morality, or the recognition of “society’s part in the 

origin of logical thought. This is possible only from the moment when […] man has begun to 

conceive a whole world of stable ideals, the common ground of intellects. To think logically, 

in effect, is always in some measure to think impersonally” (Durkheim 2001 [1912], 331). 

Synthesizing the multidisciplinary perspectives on attunement surveyed above, I take 

moral attunement to mean the ongoing dynamic process by which members of a community 

harmonize the moral values that regulate their social life. A number of psychological, affective, 

and symbolic dimensions are simultaneously and interactively involved in this process. Linked 

to specific moral affects and shared valenced identifications, cultural affordances encode the 

guidelines necessary to pursue relevant relational models, which are maintained, adjusted, or 

redressed based on individual needs and socio-environmental possibilities and constraints. By 

achieving a sufficient degree of concordance and joint-intentionality, people harmonize their 

reciprocal roles and expectations, giving rise to a moral community centered in cooperation 

and interdependence.  

 

4.2.2 Moral intimacy  

Social cohesion is not given by the strictest obedience to definite sets of rules, but instead 

depends largely on the space allowed to its members to work around its legal norms in ways 

that are known and predictable to such a degree that it is they who lie at the core of the feeling 

of familiarity. Herzfeld (2016 [1997]) calls this common ground of unspoken and 

commonplace complicity “cultural intimacy,” which he defines as “the recognition of those 

aspects of an officially shared identity that are considered a source of external embarrassment 

but that nevertheless provide insiders with their assurance of common sociality” (ibid., 7). The 

informally shared moral connotations attributed to words, places, historical figures and events, 

as well as to roles, activities and ways to perform them, distinguish between the ‘us’ who are 

in-the-know, and the ‘them’ who are not. Plainly put, cultural intimacy refers to the social 

actors’ knowledge of and participation in how things really work, as opposed to how they are 

supposed to work; and to the way in which ‘real life’ unfolds as an interplay between dissonant 
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official and social perspectives, often blurring the line between formal and informal moral 

codes. Adopting a more circumscribed view that is congenial to the purposes of moral 

anthropology, for a sense of cultural intimacy to emerge from informal arrangements, it is a 

prerequisite that intimacy be, first and foremost, moral. It is in this sense that I employ the term 

moral intimacy to refer to the sense of familiarity that derives from subscribing to a shared set 

of informal ethics that arise from the need to adapt to particular circumstances, such as living 

in conflict and post-conflict societies, that require that individuals adjust their personal morality 

to the demands of a particular socio-environmental context.     

 

4.2.3 Extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict 

During armed conflicts and in post-conflict societies where sovereign entities are fractured, 

political and socio-economic networks often shift from the formal to the informal plane, and 

alternative, more fluid forms of governance become more prominent (Utas 2012a). Focusing 

on the informal nature of social relations, Ellickson (1991) provides an account of how people 

settle disputes cooperatively, without relying on the official, government-sanctioned legal 

frameworks; how “informal norms emerge to help people achieve order without law” (ibid., 

123). In line with Durkheim, Ellickson asserts that societies rest necessarily on a degree of 

social control, which consists in the enforcement of rules promoting desirable behavior, whose 

infringement is met by a sanction. Good and bad behaviors are reinforced and deterred, 

respectively, by a logic of rewards and punishments. Importantly, Ellickson distinguishes 

between different “controllers,” or sources of sanctions and rules of behavior, depending on 

the locus of control—that is, depending on the location of the entity that enforces them. While 

the individual’s self-control is rooted in his personal morals, and promisee-enforced contracts 

bind two people in agreement, social forces exert an informal control based on norms. 

Organizations (e.g., the church or the military) exercise organizational control through formal, 

organizational rules; and the government enforces laws through its legal apparatus. Within the 

domain of informal social norms, Ellickson differentiates between procedural and constitutive 

norms: the former consist in “information whose circulation would help minimize internal 

disputing,” while the latter “govern a member’s obligation to sustain the group as an effective 

institution of informal control” (ibid., 230). Three main mechanisms allow the enforcement 

and transmission of said norms and their corresponding structures of informal control: gossip, 

rituals, and hero worship.  
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Keeping in mind the Durkheimian definitions of “moral fact” and “moral community,” 

especially as they relate to the relationship between morality, rules, and sanctions, a minor shift 

in focus from legal normativity to its underlying morality makes Ellickson’s categorization, 

described above, usefully applicable to the discernment of different and variably overlapping 

loci of moral control as they exist in large swaths of the Colombian inland where formal and 

informal networks compete for hegemony and moral legitimacy. Translated into roughly 

equivalent terms, these loci of normative control, or “moral controllers”, could be said to 

encompass individual morals; mutual contractualism resting on the notion of “dyadic rights 

and duties” (Richardson 2018); the informal social norms pertaining to moral intimacy; the 

bureaucratized morality of organizations; and the institutionalized morality of the government 

as it is reflected in its legal codes and enforced through its executive branches. To be sure, these 

five types of moral controllers coexist at any point, either explicitly or in muted form, with the 

one or other being more or less salient depending on each particular context. An ideal, arguably 

totalitarian moral harmony would consist of the seamless overlap of all different loci of moral 

control. In reality, as Ellickson (1991) clarifies, every individual and every group are constantly 

engaged in the task of mediating between moral precepts deriving from different loci of control 

that are at odds with each other, leading to varying degrees of dissonance: our individual morals 

may contrast with the ethics of an organization we belong to; the informal social norms that 

regulate our community may be at odds with the official legal framework enforced by the 

government; the moral basis of our contractual arrangements with others may rub against our 

individual morals and also fall outside the frame of implicit social norms, and so on. In each 

instance, adherence to a certain set of morally relevant rules becomes a matter of ongoing 

negotiation and compromise — what existentialist philosophers such as Sartre and Heidegger 

have called “situational ethics.” Similarly, Lambeck describes “ordinary ethics” as being 

“relatively tacit, grounded in agreement rather than rule, in practice rather than knowledge or 

belief, and happening without calling undue attention to itself” (Lambeck 2010, 2).  

I will argue that conflict and post-conflict contexts are characterized by the necessary 

emergence of, and reliance on, a pragmatic situational and highly implicit ethics that accounts 

for the often-considerable rift between universalist moral principles (e.g., do not kill, tell the 

truth, etc.) and the contextual constraints of acting and relating in dangerous environments 

characterized by violence and mistrust. I call this particular moral grounding the extra-ordinary 

situational ethics of conflict, to indicate how their ordinary character is linked to the pragmatic 

need to act morally in a social environment that often impedes behaviors reflecting universal 

principles, and frequently compels individuals to actively contravene them.   
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4.2.4 Moral moderators 

Across cultures, particular individuals are tasked with preserving, transmitting, and sometimes 

enforcing a common morality. Priests, shamans, and witchdoctors come to mind as prime 

examples of people who intercede between the worlds of the material and of the sacred, from 

which they draw the inspiration on which members of a community rely to regulate their social 

life. But also teachers, parents, and peers may play a role in maintaining and transmitting the 

moral ideas at the root of socialization. Shweder (1991) calls these individuals “local guardians 

of the moral order,” entrusted with providing morally relevant interpretations of experiences 

and events. These moral interpretations are conveyed in the context of customary routine 

activities that take place in institutions such as schools and the family, but also of more 

mundane practices such as eating, possessing objects, sharing resources, etc. While Shweder’s 

social communication approach emphasizes the role of verbal exchanges for transmission to 

take place, he also stresses that the salience of morally relevant interpretations is also linked to 

emotional reactions such as the display of anger in the face of a moral transgression. Local 

guardians of the moral order persistently trace “the boundaries of a normative reality” (ibid., 

191) and assist others who are not yet attuned to it to step into the community’s moral frame. 

Contexts of conflict and post-conflict pose a particular set of challenges to the activity 

of local guardians of the moral order. Permeating society as a whole, war undermines “social 

capital,” defined by Putnam (1993, 38) as the “features of social organization, such as trust, 

norms [of reciprocity], and networks [of civic engagement] that can improve the efficiency of 

society by facilitating coordinated actions,” by transforming norms, social structures, practices, 

and social actors in profound and long-lasting ways (Arjona 2014, Wood 2008). With routines 

either disrupted or co-opted by the influence of armed actors, and institutions modified by the 

impact of war, local guardians of the moral order are forced to act outside their customary 

domain, bereft of the institutional footing and deprived of functional moral reference points. In 

such “bad surroundings,” where individuals lose the ability to exert control over their social 

environment and their lives, “arbitrators of the local moral world” (Finnström 2008, 71), mostly 

made up of the elders and diviners, are called upon to shield the community’s shared morality 

from the armed actors’ attempt to replace it with a new one; as well as settle disputes, reconcile 

people with the communities they have fallen out with, and provide meaning in the face of 

violent death.   

Not least because of the legacy of Spanish colonialism and its establishment by urban 

élites of local strongmen in Colombia’s periphery as a system of government, rural Colombia 
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is characterized by a strong reliance on clientelism and patronage relationships. What this 

means is that access to economic resources, job opportunities, and social privileges is often 

contingent on the loyalty directed at the local strongmen that manage the informal social, 

economic, and political networks of the periphery where the state’s presence is either weak or 

absent (Duncan 2015, 2017). Referring to the African context, Utas (2012b) describes the 

closely related phenomenon of “bigmanity,” which is pertinent to the informal sociocultural 

dynamics typical of armed conflict and its aftermath. “Big Men” are “informal political and/or 

economic actors situated in social space” that act as “nodes in networks, combining efforts in 

projects of joint action. Joint action may be economic or political, and could for instance be a 

war effort” (ibid., 1). Although their existence is not limited to conflict zones, the strain and 

partial breakdown of civil society under the effect of armed violence increase the profile of Big 

Men as informal agents of alternative governance that function as articulating pivots of social 

order by providing a regulating framework for social and political ties. The local legitimacy of 

Big Men, while resting in part on their ability to exert power via a careful management of social 

relations, is largely contingent on their ability to ensure protection and stability, as well as to 

guarantee a satisfactory degree of fairness when it comes to the distribution of wealth and 

resources. Their ways of action are thus not based uniquely on self-serving wealth 

accumulation, but are constrained by the moral expectations of their followers, who make their 

loyalty conditional to the degree to which the socioeconomic order of the informal networks 

they partake in are in line with the underlying norms. As Utas (2012b, 8) explains, “Big Men 

are not merely rational-choice wealth-generating positions; to maintain a Big Man position, 

one must extend solidarity within a moral framework.”  

As noted above, the context of war and post-conflict creates a set of circumstances that 

deeply affect social life and shape the role of the individuals within a community that fulfill 

the role of transmitting and preserving the local morality. Reuniting features of Shweder’s 

(1991) “local guardians of the moral order,” Finnström’s (2008) “arbitrators of the local moral 

world,” and Utas’s (2012b) “Big Men,” I propose the concept of moral moderators to describe 

specific actors recognized as morally authoritative by their communities that catalyze, 

organize, and carry forward the moral attunement of conflict-affected communities. More 

specifically, moral moderators function as interpreters and mediators in the informal moral 

economies that underlie the rivaling and often coexisting models of social order. 
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5. Multiple, disputed, conflicting: on the traces of Urabá’s 

rights and wrongs 
 

 5.1 Social orders, moral orders, rebel orders 

“The undertakings which bind us to the social body are obligatory only because they are mutual; 

and their nature is such that in fulfilling them we cannot work for others without working for 

ourselves.” 

(Rousseau 2018 [1762], 22) 

 

The six-to-eight-hour trip from Medellín to San Martín del Venado takes one progressively 

from the multitudinous turmoil of the big city to the intimate world of rural Colombia. Already 

among the buzzing crowd in Medellín’s main terminal, the eased rhythm of the two-dozen 

people populating the gnarled mid-sized bus I was about to board set them apart from the 

surrounding fuss. Once settled into their seats, their placid, self-absorbed expressions seemed 

to anticipate the renewal of a familiar encounter. For most of them Venado was home, either 

past or present. For a few others, it was but one of many stops on an itinerary involving small 

commercial transactions: clothes, shoes, and electronic equipment from the department’s 

capital are always welcome in the remote countryside. For a no less absent-minded aspiring 

anthropologist sitting among them, squeezed into a seat not suited for people his size, Venado 

was not yet a reality, much less a home, but rather a mysterious unknown. Excitement and 

concern occupied my thoughts as our driver left behind the clunky concrete towers and 

unyielding city traffic, and swiftly plunged into a different Colombia where the oddly 

tranquilizing metropolitan points of reference leave way to a scenario of seemingly unending, 

deep green hills. As we made our way along the barely trafficked roads hugging the hillsides 

and valleys, houses and people became more and more scarce. Wooden roadside shacks here 

and there offered up the produce of nearby local farmers to interested travelers: bananas, 

plantains, eggs, chicken. As the hours went by and the scenario passing our windows settled 

into a regular monotony of thicket and brief openings bespeckled with kaleidoscopes of yellow 

butterflies, smaller signs betrayed other changes that the forest did not give away. The 

customary messaging of political parties and presidential candidates, so present in all corners 

of the city we had departed from, became increasingly rarefied. In its stead, spray-painted 

messages and slogans informed passers-through about the armed groups and regional blocs 
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asserting territorial control. “Frente Occidental presente” read a wall as we approach a small 

bridge that allowed us to leap over a narrow stream, indicating the presence of the National 

Liberation Army’s (ELN) Occidental Front which, since the demobilization of the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia – People’s Army (FARC-EP), had been taking over 

the latter’s formerly controlled territories after its demobilization, and had been expanding into 

the Antioquia province.13 Only a few kilometers further, the words “Águilas Negras [Black 

Eagles],” referring to the loose amalgam of paramilitary groups that reinvented themselves 

after the United Colombian Self-Defense Forces’ (AUC) official demobilization in 2006, 

ominously branded the cement wall containing the steep mountainside and preventing it from 

reclaiming the street. Together with other markings—some notably fresh, others barely 

recognizable through what is left of their crumbling cement canvases—, they testified to the 

ebbs and flows of rebel governance that have characterized the Urabá region for decades past.  

 The seamless succession of graffiti marking the actual, intended, or past regional 

influence of one or the other armed group is indicative of a widespread phenomenon in 

Colombia’s inland and, at least in earlier years and to a lesser degree, also in its urban areas. 

Rebel governance—the ruling of civilians by illegal armed actors—has been a consistent 

influencing factor in the shaping of local order, economy, norms, and morality. In her study on 

rebel governance in Colombia, Arjona (2016) draws a typological distinction between 

disorder, i.e., conflict zones characterized by great uncertainty about the reigning norms and 

expectations; and order — namely, the situation of zones where some kind of social contract 

between armed actors and civilians has been established, and both are able to form consistent 

expectations about rules, punishment, and retaliation. Regulated by a formal or informal social 

contract, zones of order are “built on a set of institutions – that is, formal or informal rules, 

norms, and practices that structure interaction” (ibid., 21). Arjona further differentiates the 

latter category between rebelocracy, which refers to cases in which illegal armed actors 

intervene pervasively in civilian affairs and act effectively as near-uncontested rulers; and 

aliocracy, which translates into ‘rule shared with others’ (alio meaning ‘other’ in Latin), and 

applies to situations of order where “rebels rule in a minimalist way, leaving most local affairs 

in the hands of others – be it state officials, traditional leaders or some other local actor” (ibid., 

3). Rather than on a nationally or provincially consistent political order with its corresponding 

administrative, economic, and judicial systems, people in rural Colombia have to rely on, and 

adapt to, the explicit and implicit norms and regulations that illegal armed actors impose.  

 
13 https://verdadabierta.com/frente-guerra-occidental-del-eln-se-expande-hacia-antioquia/ 
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San Martín del Venado is a prime example of a small rural Colombian town coveted 

and fought over by all of Colombia’s main illegal armed groups. Founded in the early 1960s 

by a handful of displaced farmers seeking refuge from the sequels of La Violencia, the incipient 

FARC-EP soon took over its governance. As don Francisco, a hard-working and well-respected 

small business owner who was among Venado’s founding colonos14 as a kid, told me: “La 

primera ley acá fueron las FARC,”15 meaning that it was the FARC-EP administering the social 

and legal order of Venado since its inception, decades before the Colombian state made any 

attempt to do the same. Due to its fertile soil, to the natural resources of its surrounding lands—

from copper, to gold, gas, and even oil—, and to its strategic position that makes it an obliged 

point of passage for any merchandise flowing between Colombia’s inland and the nearby 

border with Panamá, Venado drew the constant attention of the Popular Liberation Army 

(EPL), the National Liberation Army (ELN), the paramilitaries of the Peasant Self-Defense 

Forces of Córdoba and Urabá (Autodefensas Campesinas de Córdoba y el Urabá; ACCU), and 

the Colombian government. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Venado was hit hard by the 

wave of paramilitary ‘cleansings’ that brutally did away with the rule of the FARC-EP and 

with anyone even remotely suspected of having had sympathies for them. Since the AUC’s 

official dismantlement in 2007, the situation in Venado has reached a fragile equilibrium of 

informal governance and paralegal interests where each involved party tends to keep to its own 

affairs without stepping on the toes of other organizations. Now it is not the somewhat 

centralized umbrella structure of the AUC calling the shots anymore, but loosely affiliated 

paramilitary groups that respond to the Gaitanista Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (AGC), a 

neo-paramilitary organization defined mainly by its opposition to the guerrillas of the ELN and 

what’s left of the FARC-EP.16 The nearby river marks a clear administrative border that 

everyone is aware of: “Del lado de acá los paramilitares. De allá, el ELN”17 Not long ago it 

was still the FARC-EP that challenged the AGC’s local governance, but since the peace talks 

seemed to be heading towards an agreement in the mid-2010s, the FARC-EP pulled out and 

left a vacuum that the state was unable to fill, and was quickly seized by the ELN. Now the 

counterweight in Venado is provided by the Colombian state, which is present with formal 

 
14 Colonos can be translated as ‘colonists’, or ‘settlers’. In this context, the term refers to small groups of farmers who 
departed from their villages or cities, either to escape violence or simply in pursuit of a better life, and moved into 
secluded and uninhabited territories where they established small settlements. Many of Colombia’s rural villages and 
small towns started out as settlements of this kind.  
15 “The first law here were the FARC[-EP].” 
16 https://www.elespectador.com/colombia2020/pais/no-hay-voluntad-del-gobierno-para-someter-los-gaitanistas-
obispo-de-apartado-articulo-915625 
17 . “On this side, the paramilitary. On that side, the ELN.” 
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institutions and a police station that lend this small and isolated town an air of superficial 

normalcy. Yet, the de facto governance in Venado is shared and partial, fitting the definition 

of what Arjona (2016) calls “aliocracy”: people pay taxes to the government, but they are also 

required to pay vacunas18, regular contributions collected by the AGC to ensure that they keep 

doing their part in maintaining the status quo. Any commercial activity, from the small eatery 

on the corner to the town’s only strip club, depend on the AGC’s blessing for their existence.  

Just like the authority of Big Men is embedded in the local sociocultural fabric, rebel 

groups (and government forces, for that matter) neither originate nor sustain themselves in a 

vacuum. In order to subsist they depend on vital support from the civilian population, be it for 

resources such as food and shelter, weapons, or new recruits to fill their ranks (Hultman, 

Kathman and Shannon 2013, Nussio 2017). On the other hand, civilian support depends to a 

considerable measure on the degree to which the rebel group is able to reflect and address the 

population’s grievances, channel its predisposition for social mobilization, provide an 

interpretive framework for its perceived sense of injustice, and provide adequate solutions 

(Pécaut 2013, 87). Especially in cases such as in Colombia’s vast and thicket-covered rural 

inland, where legal institutions and state presence are often either feeble or missing, rebel 

groups enforce an alternative local order where collective regulations obey the framework 

imposed by the armed group’s particular political goals, ideological outlooks, and economic 

interests. The result is a complex and tense interdependent relationship between civilians and 

armed actors, where the law of the land reflects the shifting dynamics of the wider conflict, and 

the normative structures of rebel groups and civic society interpenetrate.  

Following Durkheim, it is worth recalling that underlying the pragmatic and utilitarian 

aspects of every social order, and including that imposed by rebel governance, there is a moral 

dimension sustaining it: a social order is inherently a moral order as well (Rawls 2010, Shweder 

1990a). Adherence to a liberal democratic and political system, for example, presupposes the 

citizenship’s attunement to a multitude of interrelated moral principles underpinning individual 

rights, equality, and representation, and the belief that the resulting social relationships and 

hierarchies are reasonably fair, or can be redressed through peaceful means. What rebel groups 

seek to do is, in final instance, to replace an existing moral order that they perceive as corrupt 

with another that they conceive of as being more just. Finnström (2008) remarks as much in 

the case of the Ugandan civil war, although he suggests that the rebels’ claims to be acting for 

the sake of establishing a new moral order often are, in end effect, employed as instrumental 

 
18 Literally “vaccinations,” the term is used as a euphemism for extorsion, or protection money.  
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devices to legitimize the commission of violence and the pursuit of power. Yet violence is 

indeed often perpetrated precisely because it follows a distinctly moral motivation to redress 

the underlying moral principles that regulate social relationships, and peaceful means to do so 

are seen as ineffective (Fiske and Rai 2015). The stated end goal of revolutionary rebel groups 

such as the FARC-EP and the ELN can be understood as an extreme attempt to re-attune 

Colombian society according to a moral blueprint that stands in contrast with the existing one; 

while counter-revolutionary groups such as the AUC are moved by the desire to preserve the 

existing moral framework and the relational, economic, and political networks that it sustains, 

or alternatively to reinstate the one that existed before what they consider to be the guerrillas’ 

deleterious influence on the nation’s “moral fiber” (Taussig 2005, 11). As Manrique Rueda 

(2018) recognized while studying the moral representations in the discourse of paramilitaries 

who had committed atrocities, they framed their actions in terms of aiding the state in protecting 

civilians’ security, and of moral obligations towards their families and communities.  

The administration of justice is a crucial tool in the hands of armed groups to exert 

control over the population, but also to lead people to adopt the moral norms which it seeks to 

instill. As Aguilera Peña (2014) elaborates in considerable depth, the historical coexistence in 

Colombia of counter-powers [contrapoderes] in the form of revolutionary and paramilitary 

groups has led to a widespread presence of multiple paralegal organisms performing the task 

of settling disputes and administering punishments either in the place of the state, or in parallel 

to it. A small farmer living in Venado explained this much to me: While the police keep an eye 

on the general behavior of Venado’s inhabitants and intervene to prevent and resolve scuffles 

and other disturbances, in the case of serious disputes or when property rights are at play, the 

police tend to refuse getting involved. Instead, people make out the AGC’s known relay person, 

and ask him to bring their matter to the people “up the hill”—a commonly used euphemism to 

indicate the AGC contingent that is assumed to have its main camp on the hilltop. It is there, 

on a small mound hoisting a tall radio antenna, that the source of informal judicial power is 

said to reside.19  

I came across numerous stories about what used to happen there back when the AUC 

was still in the process of imposing its rule after having expelled the FARC-EP from Venado: 

short trials, interrogations, and executions were common occurrences. The manner in which 

they were related to me was, however, mostly dispassionate and casual, reminding me of the 

way people talk when asked about a bad movie they have watched too many times. The 

 
19 Interview with local informant F. Venado, July 7th, 2018. 
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instances that were used as pretexts for the AUC’s rounding up of Venado’s population, which 

took place mostly in the central square where I used to drink my morning coffee, were often 

either minor, or made up altogether. An episode of public drunkenness, suspected adultery, or 

outright accusations of being guerrilla collaborators or sympathizers readily led to open 

displays of the accused. Everybody had to witness the price of infraction. But perhaps more 

importantly, everyone had to be reminded of who had the authority to legislate over right and 

wrong. The punishments were dependent on the crime, and on whether the accused was a 

repeating offender, but also on the degree to which the AUC saw its rule threatened, and was 

hence inclined to spot potential subversion everywhere. If the accused were lucky enough to 

have their life spared, their punishments often involved community-oriented tasks such as 

garbage disposal and infrastructural maintenance—the paramilitary equivalent of a slap on the 

wrist. More serious charges were promptly met with a death sentence, which was carried out 

swiftly and publicly.  

The most feared instances of the AUC’s administration of its peculiar brand of justice 

were those that involved lists of people deemed to be guerrilla collaborators, which were 

usually compiled based on the declarations of sapos — literally, ‘frogs’, but meaning, in this 

context, civilian informants or snitches. Those were the times when the AUC proceeded to the 

outright limpiezas, or ‘cleansings’, vividly described by Taussig (2005). I was out and about 

one day, intent on taking pictures of Venado’s daily life, when a known informant saw and 

approached me, intimating me in a low but urgent voice to put my camera away: “You never 

know whose picture you end up taking, and there are people here that do not think well of 

outsiders taking pictures. Come, let’s go drink a beer instead.” We walked the short distance 

to one of the main bars on the central square, and my informant asked me which salsa song I 

wanted to hear. “What about ‘qué lío’, by Héctor Lavoe?”, I replied. He turned to the barmaid 

and shouted my music wish over to her. Soon enough, the familiar melody I had asked for 

started sounding from the speakers. Qué problema, caballero, en el que me encuentro yo…  

After we were served our beers, he went on to clarify for me how the AUC (by that time, the 

AGC) were quick to brand someone a subversive element, and to implicate the suspect’s social 

network by association. “It used to happen right here,” he said, nodding in the direction of the 

adjacent square. He went on to recall how the commander would show up with his men and 

holding a list, accompanied more often than not by the sapo who was made to wear a hood in 

order to conceal his identity. “But everyone always knew who it was.” Sometimes dozens of 

names were read out, apprehended, and delivered their death sentence. “Often times they killed 

them right here. Before it became a bar, this was just a canopy. There, on that wall.” As he 
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pointed to the concrete wall running parallel to the counter, he nervously looked down at the 

table and his words seemed to escape him quickly, as if he was trying to rid himself of them in 

a hurry. The systematic limpiezas are now a thing of the past in Venado, but the significance 

attached to such episodes never escaped the collective memory. Where today we drink beer 

and listen to salsa music, yesteryear people saw their lives violently put to an end. La vida sigue 

— life goes on. But the social and psychological impact of the past carries on as well, attached 

to objects that serve as constant reminders of how violence may be just around the corner, 

despite their repurposing and remodeling for more cheerful ends.             

The AUC continued with the intransigent administration of “rebel justice” (Aguilera 

Peña 2014) until they consolidated their rule and a certain aliocratic equilibrium had been 

reached. From there on, the involvement of the AUC and later of the AGC decreased, and it 

applied violent or lethal punishment less frequently, favoring more conciliatory rulings instead. 

Still, the people in Venado never stopped looked at the hill with noticeable apprehension. 

Aguilera Peña (2014) writes that one of the current names for the parallel judiciary of illegal 

armed groups is, incidentally, “la ley del monte [the law of the mountain].” It seems unoriginal, 

but no less apt because of it, to draw an analogy with the biblical Mount Sinai, from which 

Moses is said to have descended bringing God’s Ten Commandments. In contrast with the 

Biblical account, the rulings emitted on the hill relied less on moral principles carved in stone, 

and more on the contingent situation and what it meant for the AGC’s prospects of maintaining 

its power in the region. Adding to the dangerous unreliability of the judicial systems of illegal 

armed groups, their draconian punishments are also taken advantage of by people wanting to 

settle personal scores, which they do by making false accusations and spreading gossip 

(Aguilera Peña 2014, Arjona 2016). For the people living in Venado, it is as if they lived 

between two judicial worlds. On one side, the Mount Sinai of the Colombian state: formal, 

abstract, far away, uninterested, and bureaucratic, constituting the locus of normative control 

that Ellickson (1991) associates with the laws enforced through the legal apparatus of the state. 

On the other, the law of the hill: unpredictable, potentially violent, and rudimentary, but readily 

available and alert to people’s activities. Seen in this light, the aliocratic rule of Venado is 

harder to categorize, as it reunites features of the informal social control that Ellickson 

associates with norms, and the formal control of organizations based on rules.   

Things are different in small, isolated enclaves, such as Puerto Crucero. Located along 

the Atrato river in the heart of the Chocoan jungle, it is only reachable by boat, and home to 

some two-hundred people who live in rudimentary stilt-house shacks on the river’s edge, 

surrounded by kilometers and kilometers of thick forest in every direction, without telephone 
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lines, internet, cellphone signal, police, medical facilities, or running water. Venado is a 

common destination for Vigía’s peasant farmers and small-scale fishermen, who rely on 

Venado for commerce, or as a gateway to reach Medellín. Yet, although the inhabitants of 

Crucero visit Venado rather frequently, the opposite is not the case: for the venadeños, a trip 

to Crucero is associated with great risk, and thus undertaken only when strictly necessary. The 

whole village gets flooded every winter, and precarious wooden bridges connect the houses to 

each-other — a tiny jungle-version of Venice, somewhere deep in the Colombian rainforest. 

Over the years, Crucero has experienced the chronic abandonment by the state, the rule of the 

FARC-EP, then of the EPL, followed by the paramilitary limpiezas of the late 1990s and early 

2000s, and, at present, the solid and well-known presence of the ELN. According to Father 

Fausto, the priest who accompanied me to Crucero and who is responsible for the clerical 

activities of multiple similar enclaves along the Atrato river, isolated communities such as 

Crucero have little to no crime: people are all equally poor, and the close-knit communities 

where everyone knows everyone else heighten the value of reputation and increase the social 

cost of transgression. Depending on the seriousness of the infraction, the accused can find 

themselves exiled. Disputes, as I am told by Puerto Crucero’s matriarch, are dealt with 

internally, through communal meetings. Since recourse to the police or the judicial system are 

not in the cards, the ability to solve its disputes autonomously is vital for a community like 

Vigía. If the internal norms that allow for the group’s cohesion and interdependent relationships 

to subsist break down, the intransigent and self-serving administration of the illegal armed 

group of the hour are sure to sweep in and reinstate order their own way. With the state out of 

the picture, Crucero has had to build a particularly self-reliant ethics to sustain its resilience as 

a community, all while keeping the armed groups reasonably content and at the same time 

maintaining their interference at a minimum. Anecdotes of the community binding together 

and peacefully resisting the armed group’s excesses are common, and often consist of the 

narrative ‘snapshots’ of short interactions where the ties of kinship and community are made 

to bear on the armed groups’ unconscionable intrusions in local and private affairs. The woman 

running the minuscule local pantry tells me an illustrative story of this sort: A man, falsely 

accused of being a thief and an informant for the military, was dragged into a nearby field by 

the FARC-EP to be shot. Aware of his innocence on both counts, the community came together 

as one, and following the lead of the man’s mother it threw itself over the accused, protecting 

him. “They could not kill all of us,” the woman tells me. “So, they let the man go.” Whether 

the events she described actually happened, or if they did in exactly the way she recounts them, 

is both doubtful and irrelevant. What’s important is that the story functions as a myth or a 
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parable, acting as a precedent articulating a collective moral identity with values of care, 

courage, selflessness, and solidarity. As Zigon (2015) argues, the study of narratives when 

inquiring into the nature of morality may be more fruitful when we go from understanding 

them as meaning-making articulations, to reading them instead “as articulations of the 

embodied struggle to morally be with oneself and others in the social world” (ibid., 205). 

Rather than attempts to arrive at an agreement on objective truth, narratives are attempts of 

articulating the ethical process of negotiating moral breakdowns. By articulating a “moral 

stance,” narratives serve to recount what individuals understand as moral transgressions, and 

thereby reinforce, clarify, or revise the moral beliefs and values they hold dear (Ochs and Capps 

2001). In sum, the story of the whole community coming together and prevailing over the 

injustice of rebel rule is an example of narrative that may perhaps not be objectively, but 

“morally true” (Kurkiala 2002). In this sense, it sets a moral precedent that poses a barrier 

between the morality binding the community, and the ever-lurking violence that threatens it. 

The challenge faced by all armed groups—and by democratic governments as well—is 

how to rely on violence to bring about or sustain a morally grounded social order without losing 

moral legitimacy in the eyes of their constituents and their subjects—how many eggs may be 

cracked in order to achieve the revolutionary or counter-revolutionary omelet.20 The views 

expressed by my civilian informants often manifested awareness and even support for the moral 

motivations that originally drove the guerrillas or the paramilitaries. In the words of Santiago, 

a middle-aged man living in San Martín del Venado: 

 
The ideal of the FARC[-EP] was very good in the beginning, because they wanted equality, and the state 

here has always been very tyrannical. But then they got into the drug trade, and became something else. 

[…] The [paramilitary] autodefensas were born like the guerrilla. They were born because the FARC[-

EP] extorted and killed; to defend the people. But then they got into the drug trade as well, and they lost 

their reason of being. They turned into delinquents, like the guerrillas.21    

 

The concerns and outrage expressed by Santiago point to the intricate reality of Colombia’s 

inland and otherwise marginalized population: left adrift by a central government that lacks the 

means or the will to exert a rule recognized as morally legitimate, the peasants and small 

business owners are trapped between different illegal groups promising to instantiate a more 

 
20 "Most revolutionaries believe, covertly or overtly, that in order to create the ideal world eggs must be broken, 
otherwise one cannot obtain the omelette. Eggs are certainly broken—never more violently or ubiquitously than in 
our times—but the omelette is far to seek, it recedes into an infinite distance." Invalid source specified. 
21 Interview with local informant Santiago. Venado, July 1st, 2018. 
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just society. Pécaut (2018, 17) draws attention to this distinctive feature of the Colombian 

conflict, which is not about different social sectors with clearly defined identities, but rather a 

“contest between armed groups by interposed civil society.” The learned experience of my 

informants is that the result is invariably the same: after newly arrived armed groups pledge an 

unwavering commitment to justice, equality, and fairness, other interests eventually take over 

and dictate a new set of priorities that relegate the moral ambitions to a future so distant that 

barely anyone seems able to believe in it anymore. With the establishment of a peaceful and 

just society looking like a badly crafted mirage, ambitions and expectations are tuned back: not 

the achievement of a radiant future is on the minds of most people, but the maintenance of a 

modicum of order and stability. If things can’t be expected to get much better, one can at least 

hope that they do not get worse. Given Colombia’s and Venado’s history, that may be no small 

feat after all.  

 

1.2 Moralizing rebels 

 

“If you want to make an enemy of a man, tell him that his ills are incurable.” 

(Orwell 1986 [1937], 156) 

 

When I talked with former FARC-EP combatants undergoing the reincorporation process that 

were living in an ETCR located in the outskirts of Venado, moral arguments were ubiquitous 

and present not just in speech, but also prominent in the symbology that adorned the makeshift 

village. Everywhere on the white cabin walls, carefully and colorfully crafted slogans and 

portraits of guerrilla leaders and revolutionaries filled them with messages that seemed stuck 

between a nostalgic past and a present that fails to materialize. Ever-present, the faces of 

FARC-EP founder Manuel Marulanda Vélez and the late commander Alfonso Cano scrutinized 

the dwellers with a proud demeanor and a joyful smile alongside mural portraits of Ernesto 

Che Guevara and Fidel Castro. On the façade of the deserted library, the logo of the FARC-EP 

gilded the entrance, next to a drawing of cheering children pointing to an unauthored phrase: 

“Los sueños viven intactos en la lucha por la equidad y la justicia.”22 Further down, the name 

of another prominent guerrillero was stylized in big green letters, and next to it another phrase: 

 
22 “The dreams live on intact in the struggle for equity and justice.” 
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“Ser colombiano y no ser revolucionario es una contradicción hasta biológica.”23 Other words 

took up entire walls: love, resilience, dignity, social justice. 

After strolling around the peaceful compound and exchanging greetings with the 

dwellers I crossed path with, I was introduced to the FARC’s leader, a commanding afro in his 

mid-forties named Raimondo. After the customary small-talk I told him that I was interested 

in interviewing some of the ETCR’s inhabitants for the purpose of my thesis, and Raimondo 

promptly issued a call that resonated from the megaphone stuck on the roof of a centrally 

located hut. The summoned members of the ETCR’s directorate sluggishly made their way to 

what served as the meeting pavilion. A dozen men and women, all of them former guerrilleros, 

took their seats as I introduced myself and started throwing questions into the round. The 

answers seemed rehearsed and homogenous—after all, I was far from the first person to pay 

them a visit and ask them about their values and motivations: social psychologists, social 

workers, and other personnel involved in the reincorporation process were frequent visitors. In 

addition, since the FARC-EP have put down their arms and its former members are closely 

connected to government institutions that oversee and manage their reincorporation process, 

no shortage of researchers have taken the opportunity to approach them in order to gather 

coveted data for their studies. Raimondo was quick to emphasize their social identity as a group 

as soon as he had introduced me to the others: “We are going to answer as a community, 

because it is as a community that we are here. […] We are not going to disintegrate as an 

organization or a political movement.”24 For a good fifteen minutes, Raimondo talked 

assertively about the FARC’s commitment to the peace accords, stressing their readiness to 

comply with their content, and expressing disappointment about the Colombian government’s 

lacking will to hold up their share. Indeed, a criticism often leveled at the content of the accords 

is that it was too generous in terms of promises and assurances, yet failed to properly take into 

account the monetary cost associated with its implementation (e.g., Hernández Galindo, 2018). 

As time went on, other members of the round—some sitting on the floor and leaning back on 

the wooden railing, others leaning forward on plastic chairs—took the opportunity to speak. A 

petite woman in her thirties, looking at Raimondo rather than at me, expressed her overall 

agreement with him and added that their present living conditions were not dignified: the cabins 

had no running water, sanitation was lacking, and the supply of electricity was unreliable. “We 

ask the state to comply,” she concluded while finally looking at me, albeit briefly. A man in 

 
23 “To be Colombian and not to be a revolutionary is a biological contradiction.” 
24 Interview with FARC, June 27th, 2018. 
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his thirties, of athletic build and with a noticeable scar on his neck, took the word and reiterated 

the points raised by Raimondo in the beginning: “In Colombia there can be no justice if there 

is inequality. It cannot be that a few families own all the land, while we the farmers have no 

land to work. We are farmers, all that we want is to be able to cultivate our crops.” Unlike the 

woman that spoke before him, he stares at the floor while he speaks in a loud voice. A few 

others nod passively. Perhaps hoping to get answers that I was wrong to expect, I tried to steer 

the conversation towards more general matters of morality, asking open questions about their 

sense of right and wrong, and attempting to find a sensible way to ask them about how they 

felt with regards to the FARC-EP’s violent past, to no avail. Instead, Raimondo and the others 

insisted on describing their grievances in material and economic terms: “The general problem, 

the main problem, the problem that has always been the cause of the violence, the problem that 

feeds it, is called land.”25 

Indeed, the controversial land issue is well-known: starting in the 1800s with large 

landowners concentrating the overwhelming agrarian surface in the hands of a few well-

connected families, the struggle of the leftist guerrillas since the 1960s was always, in part, an 

expression of the peasant resistance against the extraordinary power of an unaccountable 

landowning élite that condemned them to a position of vulnerability and serfdom. As Mauss 

(2002 [1925]), Thompson (1971), and others have noted, morality and economic activity are 

deeply intertwined and inextricable from human relations. However, the guerrillas fell short of 

bringing about the structural changes they promised and envisioned. Especially since the 

irruption of the drug trade in the 1980s, their concern shifted from the pursuit of distal 

revolutionary ideals to more proximal preoccupations with their military power, economic 

viability, and territorial control (Aguilera Peña 2014, Gutiérrez-Sanín 2018, Pécaut 2013). To 

make things worse, paramilitary organizations in the 1990s would forcefully disown small 

landowners to benefit the interests of corrupt élites and multinational conglomerates (Duncan 

2015, 2017, Reyes Posada 2016). The historical shortcomings and failings of the guerrilla 

notwithstanding, the outrage expressed by Raimondo and his comrades over the perceived 

inequality embedded in the distribution of land strikes a chord with people’s deep-seated sense 

of unfairness.  

The group dimension with its homogenously shared, ideologically inspired moral 

framework was prevalent throughout my conversation with them, and no wonder: declaredly 

Marxist-Leninist and revolutionary, the FARC-EP as a group made a point out of instilling its 

 
25 Ibid. 
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ideological ethos in the new recruits and cadres through organized study sessions of Marxist-

Leninist literature that often took place multiple times a week and over many months (cf. 

Pécaut, 2013). Whenever I asked for personal reflections on their individual moral values and 

convictions, however, I drew blanks. The replies I got sounded like litanies; their tone and 

content were monotonous, almost sedating. A few of the present farianos26 yawned as they 

listened to their comrades take turns in pointing out the need for a revolutionary class struggle 

to restructure society and undo the dichotomy between oppressed and oppressors. When I asked 

what it was that bound them together and what it was that they do not want to give up, 

Raimondo took the word again:  

 
What we do not want to lose is our political vision, our struggle. […] The only thing that was done was 

that we laid down our weapons, because they say that they represented so-called ‘violence’. What 

violence? […] They were worried about weapons in the hands of a revolutionary movement.27  
 

Once the group dissolved, I headed to the ETCR’s lively billiard pavilion and ordered a cool 

beer from a guy guarding a fridge stacked with bottles of Bavaria, Colombia’s most popular 

pilsner. Nearby, a group of women was preparing a huge pot of traditional vegetable and 

chicken soup called sancocho over a log fire, while small children ran around chasing a ball. 

After I sat down, people approached me one by one, timidly and very politely, to express their 

curiosity for who I was and where I was from. The conversations were lively and unstructured, 

in stark contrast to my recent experience with the group. Exchanging a few words with each of 

them I got a glimpse of the many different stories that converged in joining the FARC-EP at 

some point in their lives, often out of need and convenience rather than out of conviction. 

Tempted by the prospect of a salary and a chance to acquire some sort of social status, many 

youngsters joined the ranks of either the guerrilla or the paras hoping to escape the lack of 

perspective of Colombia’s secluded inland.28 Still, the contrast between my interactions with 

the group and with the individual people at the pool pavilion get me thinking: How did they fit 

together? Which values had the upper hand; those held by the individual or those promoted as 

holding together the group? Where were those values nested, in culture or in ideology? What 

was the difference? 

 
26 Members of the FARC. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Interview with expert C. Medellín, June 30th, 2018. 
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My interaction with the FARC is useful to illustrate some peculiar dynamics of moral 

attunement as it relates to revolutionary armed groups, particularly as they pertain to the group- 

and ideological variables involved in the attunement process.  

A myriad of definitions of ‘culture’ exists, depending on the perspective of the person 

employing the term (see e.g., Eriksen 2015, 3-5, Strauss and Quinn 1997, 3-8, Goldstein 1957), 

and definitional consensus does not seem to be in the cards anytime soon. As early as in 1952, 

in fact, Kluckhohn and Kroeber collected 161 different definitions of culture (Kluckohn and 

Kroeber 1952). An encompassing definition is provided by Eriksen’s (2015, 5) who 

understands culture as “the acquired, cognitive and symbolic aspects of existence.” For the 

purpose of the present discussion, however, I shall focus on the way in which Clifford Geertz 

explores culture and ideology in Religion as a Cultural System (Geertz 1973b) and in Ideology 

as a Cultural System (Geertz 1973a). Emphasizing its symbolic aspect, Geertz (1973b, 89) 

defines ‘culture’ as follows: “[I]t denotes an historically transmitted pattern of meanings 

embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means 

of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes 

towards life.” For Geertz, culture denotes an ordered and shared template “of the way things in 

sheer actuality are” (ibid.). In other words, culture emerges as a means to represent an 

understanding of the social world as it exists, in a way that allows for its sharing and 

reproduction—it is, at the same time, a “model for” and a “model of” social reality (Geertz, 

1973b). In one way, thus, culture comes about as an adaptive solution to environmental 

challenges and , and at the same time it functions as a legitimizing device for the existing order 

of things: “[I]t objectivizes moral and aesthetic preferences by depicting them as the imposed 

conditions of life implicit in a world with a particular structure, as mere common sense given 

the unalterable shape of reality” (ibid., 90).   

The definition of ‘ideology’ is no less complex (see e.g., Gerring 1997), and a detailed 

discussion of its multiple meanings is well beyond the scope of the present writing. Sticking 

with Geertz’s (1973a) analysis of ideology, however, a crucial difference with culture 

transpires—namely, its appearance whenever existing cultural symbol-systems are perceived 

as insufficient to account for the strain produced by a given social reality:  

 
It is, in fact, precisely at the point at which a political system begins to free itself from the immediate 

governance of received tradition, from the direct and detailed guidance of religious and philosophical 

canons on the one hand and from the unreflective precepts of conventional moralism on the other, that 

formal ideologies tend first to emerge and take hold. (Geertz 1973a, 219) 
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Ideologies may emerge when the sociopsychological strain —which arises when the organizing 

principles of political life are destroyed or become illegitimate— meets “an absence of cultural 

resources to make sense of the strain” (ibid., 220).  As a vector towards a social reality that has 

yet to materialize, “the function of ideology is to make an autonomous politics possible by 

providing the authoritative concepts that render it meaningful” (ibid., 218). The key difference 

between culture and ideology can thus be summarized as the constrast between the cultural 

blueprint of how things are, versus the ideological blueprint of how things ought to be different. 

Whereas culture can be understood as emergent, i.e. as a two-way reflection between ‘what is’ 

and ‘how things ought to be done’ that points to itself as the point of reference (to reiterate: 

culture’s double function as model of and model for social reality), ideology is derivative in 

that it is derived and constructed with reference to a not-yet-materialized ideal that is sought to 

respond to the strain caused by cultural templates that have come to be perceived as insufficient. 

Put succinctly, culture rests on existing customs and traditions that serve as its ideal, while the 

ideal of ideology points to an improved state of affairs that has yet to manifest itself in a more 

or less distant future. Hence the reply I got from Raimondo to my question of whether he was 

rooting for the Colombian team during the FIFA World Cup that was taking place at that time: 

“Of course I root for Colombia. We all root for Colombia. But for a Colombia that is more just, 

with less inequality, with less abuse. Where riches are shared equally, and doesn’t stay in the 

hands of a few corrupt oligarchs.”29  

 As extrinsic templates for thought, morality, and behavior, ideological affordances can 

function in similar ways to cultural ones in regulating group activities, instilling inner cohesion, 

promoting loyalty, and framing the moral content of relationships altogether. Rather than being 

limited, for their acquisition, to routine discursive interactions with family, peers, and other 

“local guardians of the moral order” (Shweder 1991) that are linked to established customs and 

cultural institutions, however, the revolutionary ethic relies on actively transmitted extrinsic, 

formalized, and codified sources such as political literature, slogans, and imagery to attain the 

required moral conformity that allows for the necessary joint-intentional (Tomasello 2016) 

capabilities of the group. On the other hand, however, it is highly doubtful that ideological 

patterns could actually replace cultural ones, despite the fact that under certain circumstances 

groups may indeed more strongly adopt the former, and individuals may temporarily attune 

their behavior to them while signaling their conformity to their fellow group members as a 

 
29 Interview with FARC, June 27th, 2018. 
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means to reinforce the “relational models” (Fiske and Rai 2015, Fiske 1991) that are active 

within the ideological group with which they share many important ties. Except for prototypical 

“true believers” (Hoffer 2010 [1951]) who are fully committed to the promises of ideology—

and even for them, with plenty of reservations—, culture and ideology coexist and are in a 

dynamic relationship with one-another. As Germán, the Catholic priest of San Martín del 

Venado, told me: “You can’t think of the FARC as a culture. What you have are many cultures, 

and then this other thing that superimposes itself on top of it.” 

Colombian society at large, but particularly the communities that were, and sometimes 

still are, affected by the armed violence between guerrillas, paramilitaries and the Colombian 

Armed Forces, are struggling to find shared ways to reconcile the past with the FARC’s 

present-day commitment to the 2016 peace accords (cf. López 2016, Castro et al. 2017, Pécaut 

2018).30 Opinions are often clearly set one way or another. When I asked Santiago, one of 

Venado’s bakers, what he made of the FARC-EP and the morals they proclaim, I noticed his 

demeanor tightening as he confronted me: 

 
Now you explain something to me: why does this president [Emanuél Santos] go there [to Europe and 

the USA] and tell them [the countries and the UN] that he made peace? What peace? Here everything is 

as it was before, if not worse. That’s what people do who have not been affected by the conflict. I…I am 

a victim of the conflict. Now, imagine you’re in your home, a bunch of guerrillas break in, they rape your 

wife, they rape your daughter, they kill your parents—would you forgive them?31 

 

I took a few seconds, but the thought left me no choice and I replied honestly: “I do not think 

I could.” Santiago continued with the same verve: “Good. So how come Santos goes there to 

say that he made peace, but we are the ones who have to forgive?” The conundrum he was 

voicing was a challenging one, and one that is widely shared. The celebration of the peace 

accord by foreign agencies and high-class politicians left many Colombians with a sour taste, 

as if they had been robbed of their moral agency to choose whether to forgive—or not.  

The discordance between the moral values endorsed by rebel groups and those 

embedded in the society which they seek to reform is an important underlying aspect of the 

friction between rebel groups and civil society. Relatedly, challenges also arise when former 

 
30 On August 29th, 2019, Luciano Marín Arango, alias Iván Márquez, a former high-ranking FARC-EP commander and 
leader of the FARC-EP’s negotiation team during the peace talks, publicly announced that he and other three 
commanders backed by about a thousand guerrilleros would walk away from the agreement they had signed in order to 
pick up arms again. By and large, however, the former FARC-EP have stuck to their commitment to peace and to the 
pursuit of their political struggle by non-violent means. 
31 Interview with local informant Santiago. Venado, July 1st, 2018. 
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combatants seek to reincorporate themselves into civilian society, since their moral 

interpretation of society is bound to clash with the way in which they are moralized in return, 

often in ways that give greater weight to the perceived wrongs they have suffered at their hand, 

rather than to the ideals they proclaim and hold dear. When I asked a woman living in Puerto 

Crucero whether she would accept a demobilized guerrillero moving in with the rest of 

community, she shook her head. “But sometimes it happens,” she went on to say. “One comes, 

works in the fields, then after some time they leave again.” I asked her about forgiveness. “We 

can forgive, but we can’t forget,” is her reply. When I asked the matriarch of the village the 

same questions, she voiced similar reservations. Lone former guerrilleros may be tolerated, 

she said, as long as they worked in the fields, abided by the rules of coexistence, and didn’t 

show up in groups. Still, they would never be completely trusted, or fully welcome. “Why?” I 

asked. Her reply was a verse from the 1983 hit salsa song Plástico, by Rubén Blades: 

“Recuerda, se ven las caras, pero nunca el corazón,”32 implying that one could never be sure 

about the moral values endorsed by someone who had engaged in rebel activities. I found 

similar opinions to be held by various of my informants, who would spontaneously draw the 

distinction between individuals and groups when considering their willingness to reconcile, 

and expressed more reservations when considering reconciliation with the latter rather than the 

former. A possible explanation, in light of the argument laid out above, could be that people 

perceive greater moral affinity with individual former combatants separated from their groups, 

rather than with groups of former combatants, because they instinctively sense greater 

attunement with the culturally grounded values of the individual, rather than with the 

ideological ones embedded in the group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 Remember, you can see the faces, but never the heart. 



 
 

53 

6. Morality between the cracks: the pragmatic making of 

morally being-in-the-world 
 

6.1 “If the paras tell you to go, you go”: The contextual adjustment of 

moral limits 
 

“The true problem is not to study how human life submits to rules—it simply does not; the real 

problem is how rules become adapted to life.”    

(Malinowski 1926, 127) 

 

One does not need to travel to Colombia’s inland, where the influence of guerrillas and 

paramilitaries is strongest, to find ways in which the armed conflict is reflected in people’s 

moral judgments. Six weeks before heading to Venado I had just landed in Medellín, exhausted 

but at the same excited to begin my fieldwork. After exiting the arrivals gate, I hopped on the 

first taxi waiting outside. The driver was a young guy in his early twenties, skinny and well 

groomed. He loaded my suitcase in the trunk, I gave him the address of my destination, and 

we’re on our way. We engage in small-talk, and after some minutes he asks me if I would mind 

if he took a little cocaine. “Just to wake me up,” he says. “I’ve been working long hours and it 

would help me to stay alert. Just a little bit, under my lip.” I politely tell him that I preferred he 

didn’t, and after insisting only slightly he made a hand gesture to indicate that he would respect 

my wish. It didn’t take long, however, before he succinctly put the same hand in his pocket and 

creating suspicious noises of a small plastic bag being opened, before taking it out again and 

rubbing his index finger under his upper lip. I pretend not to have noticed, and we continue our 

conversation. Eager to get on to the object of study, I ask him about his thoughts on the peace 

agreement with the FARC-EP. “They should all be put in jail,” he tells me. “With all the killing 

that they have done, and everything they have destroyed…they destroyed the whole country. 

They killed so many people, they placed bombs, they raped… they raped! And now they give 

them money [subsidies as agreed in the peace treaty] while there are people in Colombia that 

die of hunger and struggle to get ahead. It is not right. They say they want peace, but they’re 

never going to have peace. Nothing’s going to change with this government. Delinquents 

remain delinquents.” “What government should there be?”, I follow up. He replies: “They’re 

all the same.” Without skipping a beat, he asks me if I smoke weed. “I can sell you weed if you 
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want. It is good.” Again, I decline. “What about women? Do you like women? I can set you up 

with beautiful girls. Cheap.” Once again, I reply with a smile: “No, thank you.” 

 My first personal interaction upon arriving in Colombia this time around embodied 

some of the main negative tropes associated with the foreign imaginary of Colombia: illegal 

activities, cocaine, and prostitution. To be clear, my taxi driver is not a representative of the 

average Colombian: most Colombians are neither more nor less law abiding than most 

Germans or Italians. It is also true that many tourists indeed do choose Colombia as their 

destination because they, in fact, seek cheap drugs and sex. What struck me most, however, 

was the juxtaposition between his vehement condemnation of the FARC-EP as “delinquents” 

and “criminals,” while in the course of five minutes he had ostensibly broken the law by 

possessing cocaine, and expressed his intention to break it in three more ways by offering to 

sell me cocaine, marijuana, and act as a pimp. Why are some illegal acts unforgivable, while 

others are treated as if they had no negative moral connotations at all? To be sure, most people 

would probably agree that raping and killing constitute greater moral infractions than 

possessing drugs or enabling prostitution, but the line between ‘criminal’ and ‘non-criminal’ 

seemed set in such a way that both sets of behaviors lacked any contact at all. What rules 

governed his moral framework, and how did they come to be? I did not have the chance to 

explore these matters with him, but I carried a number of related questions with me to San 

Martín del Venado and to Puerto Crucero later on, where the matter of acting in accordance 

with one’s individual ethics is complicated by the fact that the context there is characterized by 

competing normative orders that often run in opposition to one’s individual moral code. Indeed, 

while life in Medellín comes with its own set of challenges stemming from the influence of 

powerful criminal networks involved in the drug trade and other illegal activities, the guerrillas 

and paramilitaries only rarely engaged in violence in Colombia’s main cities, and the latter 

were never subjected to rebelocratic governance.33 How does ‘doing the right thing’ look like, 

when doing so with respect to one’s moral values potentially results in negative consequences 

for oneself and others? When lying might be a virtuous thing to do, and telling the truth might 

not? How is guilt conceptualized, and trust established? 

 A paradigmatic example of the contrasts and tension involved in the construction of 

morality in San Martín del Venado was related to me by César, a man in his early forties who 

 
33 It is worth noting, however, that drug cartels affiliated with paramilitaries and guerrillas have consistently influenced 
politics in the urban centers and at the national level by means of corruption and intimidation. Paradigmatic in this 
regard is the scandal surrounding the financing of the presidential campaign of Ernesto Samper (1994-1998) by the 
Cali Cartel. After a short and highly contested trial, Samper was declared neither guilty nor innocent, and precluded 
from further investigation (cf. Melo, 2017).  
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was born and raised in Venado, and thus had experienced first-hand the actions and influence 

of the FARC-EP and the AUC. During one of our lengthy conversations, sitting at a table under 

a tin canopy while tropical rain came down in thick and loud drops, we first came to talk about 

the local cemetery that I had just visited. Neglected and grey, it stuck out like an ugly clunk of 

cement dropped middle in the forest, just on the margins of town. The tombstones were mostly 

made of rough concrete, and the names of the deceased often scribbled into them by hand 

before it had set. Disposed with no apparent structure, the graves built across and partly over 

each other gave an overall impression of a congested and disorganized place. Adorning the 

hundreds of tombs were garlands of plastic flowers alongside mostly dead ones placed in 

makeshift vases made from the bottom of plastic bottle. “There’s more people buried there,” 

César tells me. Apparently, during the times of the paramilitary limpiezas [‘cleansings’] there 

was a high demand for space to bury bodies, and little interest in having them identified. “On 

some graves they put one or two names, but inside they have put three or four people,” he goes 

on to say, shrugging with a serious face as if to say: that’s just how it is. He then tells me that 

the AUC was also no stranger to burying people in unidentified collective graves in the forest 

surrounding Venado. “Everybody knows,” he clarifies, and continues: “I went and helped 

them, once. They had done one of their ‘things’ [i.e., executions] and needed help to carry and 

bury the bodies, so they told me, and I went. If the paras tell you to go, you go.”34 He must 

have been in his mid-teens at the time.  

Another episode César shares with me concerns an instance in which one of his friends 

had “messed up.” In what way specifically, I do not know, but it was in a way that rubbed the 

AUC the wrong way once they had been informed about it by word-of-mouth. Knowing of 

César’s friendship with the young man in question, the AUC picked him up in the middle of 

the day and drove him “up the hill” — that same hill that the venadeños pointed to when they 

talked about the “law of the mountain.” There, they interrogated him about his friend: had he 

done what he was being accused of? Was he trying to cause the AUC problems, or was he loyal 

to them? Was he passing on sensitive information to the DNI, the DEA, or other rebel groups 

eager to undermine the AUC? As mentioned, César did not go into detail about his friend’s 

infraction, but he definitely did something that would have put him in trouble, had the rumors 

been corroborated. Put on the spot, César decided to lie: “I told them that no, that nothing had 

 
34 Interview with local informant César. Venado, July 20th, 2018.  
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happened, that I knew him very well and they [the AUC] could trust him. I was on good terms 

with them, so they let me go and let my friend be.”35   

 The thought of aiding with the clandestine burial of people of one’s own town killed 

during a summary execution, and to do so with no ramifications, falls outside the realm of the 

ordinary real for most people. ‘I could never…’. But in Venado and elsewhere, it is understood 

that sometimes one must override one’s morals in order to do what is necessary to avoid 

punishment, retaliation against loved ones, and prevent fostering unnecessary conflict within 

an already tense and maimed community—ordinary ethics are expanded to include what it may 

mean to act morally in extreme situations. For aren’t those for the welfare of oneself and others, 

or the prevention of threats to the community, moral concerns as well? Faced with the 

potentially violent corollary of one’s actions for oneself and one’s family, the individuals’ 

ethical stance in contexts of war and post-conflict is a matter of continuous negotiation and 

compromise. In one situation, one compromises on their values (of care, altruism, justice, 

fairness, and so on) for the sake of safety; in another, they may opt to break an otherwise 

endorsed moral principle (e.g., ‘do not lie’) and put themselves at risk in order to actively 

contain or counteract the normative order enforced under rebel rule.  Most importantly, 

however, this ethical stance is one that people detect in each-other, and allows for an 

identification based in the recognition of facing similar moral challenges and having to be 

aware of one’s ability to make such compromises. Writing about the impact of violence on the 

people of Barrancabermeja in the Colombian province of Santander, Gill (2009) argues that 

people’s awareness not just of what other people have experienced, but what people have done 

and have been forced to do to each other is at the root of pervasive mistrust that undermines 

social cohesion. I do not dispute her contention, and largely agree. But on a more fundamental 

level, I argue that people’s awareness of sharing a similar moral predicament characterized by 

ambivalence, coercion and unpredictability may also be conducive to a mutual recognition of 

a shared human condition. This particular identification with the limitations of one’s capacity 

to act in accordance with one’s individual ethics evokes a sense of humanity-grounded 

familiarity and unspoken understanding that, drawing on Herzfeld (2016 [1997]), I have 

referred to above as ‘moral intimacy’: the shared awareness of how moral matters really work, 

compared to how they are supposed to work. 

This insight is similar to views expressed in the 16th century by Michel de Montaigne, 

often credited with being one of the forefathers of moral anthropology for his ability to assume 

 
35 Ibid. 
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the perspective of culturally distant others. In his essay On the Cannibals (de Montaigne 

2003a), he dares to invite us to reconsider what to our eyes seem like self-evidently aberrant 

practices, by contemplating them in relation to their own cultural context and from a critical 

distance to our own moral worldview:  

 
I find (from what has been told me) that there is nothing savage or barbarous about these peoples, but 

that every man calls barbarous anything he is not accustomed to; it is indeed the case that we have no 

other criterion of truth or right-reason than the example and form of the opinions and customs of our own 

country. There we always find the perfect religion, the perfect polity, the most developed and perfect 

way of doing anything! (de Montaigne 2003, 231) 

 

Montaigne forces the reader to direct the moral gaze towards himself, and to recognize that 

‘we’ may be just as immoral as those ‘others’ we hasten to condemn: “So we can indeed call 

those folk barbarians by the rules of reason but not in comparison to ourselves, who surpass 

them in every kind of barbarism” (ibid., 236). In a sense, Montaigne picks up on the biblical 

intimation to let he who is without sin cast the first stone, but goes one step farther. It is not so 

much about how none of us are virtuous enough to condemn the transgressions of others — so 

much is taken as granted. Rather, Montaigne seems to point to the fact that the appreciation of 

our respective and varied moral shortcomings is what allows us to recognize each-other as 

fellow human beings. In other words, we recognize our own moral imperfection in the other, 

and in so doing we acknowledge our shared human essence.  

 

 6.2 Trust, mistrust, and the informal attuning role of gossip 

During my time in Venado I spent a lot of time hanging out at the bakery and at a small eatery 

owned by an older couple that came to Venado from Cartagena looking to run a small business. 

Watching the people come and go, recognizing more familiar faces by the day, I settled in some 

sort of routine. Sitting outside, sipping on a coffee or beer, or eating empanadas36 while one 

watched the world go by, was quite the popular activity anyway. Pleasant as it may have been, 

it wasn’t bare laziness that motivated it. Just as I hung out outside to try and decipher the town 

and strike up a new conversation, so did the pervasive openness of food shacks, windows, and 

shops lend itself to both a sense of intimate care and of panoptic control. Everyone was seeing 

 
36 Empanadas are fried or baked savory pastry turnovers filled with a variety of ingredients, found throughout Latin 
America.   
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everyone, and everyone was being seen. In such an open space,  news and gossip jump quickly 

from one conversation round to the next like restless fleas, allowing everyone to be in touch 

with the local pulse of human affairs—and that included the paras. “They’ve been asking about 

you, you know?” said Santiago, the baker. “Who has?” I countered. “The paras,” he told me 

without letting go of the metal tongs he is using to display the freshly baked cheese tartlets 

behind the glass counter. And he continued: “But do not worry, nothing’s going to happen to 

you. The last thing they want is some international incident and the 30th army battalion coming 

over in full force to make their life impossible. They are taking care of you. Another coffee?” 

I didn’t quite know what to make of this insight, but knowing that I had been vetted and allowed 

to stick around does put me oddly at ease. Over the next days a number of people, Germán 

among them, would wait until nobody else was around to tell me the same thing: “They have 

been asking for you.” Things were not always as ambiguous as now. As Santiago explained to 

me, during the times in which the armed grip of the FARC-EP first and of the AUC later was 

firmer—when the rule they exerted was “rebelocratic” (Arjona, 2016)— it was easier to 

discriminate who was a paraco37 and who wasn’t. Military uniforms would clearly signal on 

which side some people were on, and what allegiance and morally-grounded relational 

expectations came with it. “Now they do not wear uniforms anymore,” Santiago explained. 

“They control of some key businesses, and through those they conveniently keep up-to-date on 

what people say and do. But their appearance is just like ours.” “Is that good or bad?” I inquired. 

“Bad. Now you’re never sure about whom to distrust.”  

Seeing and being seen by others is an important element of social control on the one 

hand, and of moral self-regulation on the other (Dear, Dutton and Fox 2019). The idea of 

panopticon was famously introduced by Jeremy Bentham in the late 18th century to describe a 

circular pavilion made of open cells facing inward and surrounding a central watch tower.  

Foucault (1977) discussed it as a power apparatus that drew its effectiveness from its particular 

field of vision, which made the inmates constantly visible to the guards’ gaze. As a 

consequence of their awareness of being under constant surveillance, the inmates eventually 

introject the deindividualized, impersonal power relation itself. Foucault’s sociological 

description of the panopticon, insofar as it refers to the internalization of a severe moral rule, 

bears a close resemblance to the Freudian notion of superego, which often understood as 

‘conscience’ and comes about through the identification with familiar and cultural norms 

(Freud 2000 [1923]). Unlike the panopticon, however, the superego attracts at the same time 

 
37 Colloquial term meaning paramilitaries. 
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loving and hating ties; it is a ruling agency that can love and hate, and that we love and hate 

simultaneously. The panoptic public space in San Martín del Venado is, in this sense, 

‘superegoic,’ by conveying at the same time a sense of threat and of protection related to the 

introjection of an invisible, yet omnipresent moral rule.  

The uncertainty about the nature of social relations was one of Venado’s self-defining 

features — as Daniela, a tall woman in her fifties, explained to me. She had been living in 

Venado for over forty years, leaving behind the isolated village along the Atrato river where 

she had been living with her family, in search of a better life. Back in the day, she told me, 

Venado was a peaceful place. People would go about their day without worries, and everybody 

felt safe. Then the FARC-EP started expecting a moderate degree of conformity, and around 

1993 the first paramilitary incursions began. Since then, fear had become an integral part of 

daily life. People started watching their mouths, becoming more acutely aware of things they’d 

better not say, and places they’d better not go. That was what delivered the hardest blow to 

Venado’s social cohesion, she told me: the constantly shifting boundaries of trust, made 

unreliable by the uncontrolled spread or rumors. “That is what is happening in San Martín del 

Venado,” she told me: “gossip.”38 Sure, people were chatty and up for jokes, but not knowing 

how one’s words would be transmitted to other people meant that the inhabitants of Venado 

tended to keep risky opinions to themselves. According to Daniela, gossip also played its part 

in undermining the basis of what could lead to a peaceful resolution of Venado’s territorial 

dispute: 

 
“Now, with the conflict over the bordering territory [between Antioquia and Chocó], which is the 

problem that we have now, there are many people who despite me being your friend, one invents gossip 

about the other, things that they do not even think are true. But I invent them because I’m from Antioquia, 

for example, or I want this to be part of Chocó, instead of coming all together and agree that we’re all 

San Martín del Venado. […] Now people are enemies, like the two schools, because of this.”39 

 

Just as anthropologists are drawn to “the gossipy nooks and crannies of real life” (Herzfeld 

2016 [1997]) to uncover precious information about their topic of interest, so is gossip a 

coveted means employed by communities and individuals to preserve their integrity via “the 

relaying of information, good or bad, about a good name” (Wilson, Kolig and Kapferer 1975, 

615). As an informal communication network, gossip spreads information that may help 

 
38 Interview with local informant Daniela. Venado, July 21st, 2018. 
39 Ibid. 
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increase one’s reputation, or compromise it in the eyes of the other members of the community. 

Father Germán, Venado’s Catholic priest, gave me an example to the latter effect of when, 

visibly moved, he described the resistance he experienced from Venado’s inhabitants during 

the first year of his arrival: 

 
The people didn’t love me, no! In the beginning it was hard. Very hard. I had to fight a lot. A lot. […] 

Because I am paisa40, because I am white. Because I’m a strange priest, you see? I had to gain their 

acceptance little by little, I had to prove to them day-to-day that I wanted to help the community. […] So 

they started to talk shit about me. That I am a homosexual, that I am a pedophile. That hurt a lot. It hurt 

me a lot. But after a year they accepted me, and the people love me.41 

 

One way to describe Germán’s recollection of his arrival to Venado is that, as an outsider, the 

community vetted him thoroughly—not so much in terms of his competence as a priest, but his 

moral character. Indeed, when people evaluate others they have recently met or do not know 

well, they generally place greater importance on the impression they get of their moral 

character, rather than other features (Ellemers 2017). But in their initial treatment of Germán, 

the venadeños also showed how their initial assessment stemmed from a default position of 

“basic mistrust,” which is a typical reaction of people and groups to prolonged experiences of 

violence (A. C. Robben 2000, Volkan 2004). Rather than starting out from the assumption that 

Germán ‘the newcomer’ was, most likely, an honest and upright person—which would have 

arguably indicated a predominance of basic trust—, the rumors spread about him viciously 

attacked his moral character, to the point of making him question whether to stay in Venado at 

all. In a context like that of Venado, where the outcome of human interactions has the potential 

of being undesirable or outright dangerous, it is easy to understand how people may choose to 

be safe rather than sorry, and hence to start out assuming the worst about people, rather than 

the best. Then, eventually, once they have proven the nature of their moral character to the 

community and withstand the initial vetting, they may be accepted and integrated as fellow 

members. 

 Yet, Venado, with its population in the thousands, is too big for everyone to have 

personal ties with everyone else. People cluster along different lines, such as their identification 

as chocoanos or antioqueños,42 the neighborhood they live in, or the church they frequent. And 

even within these subcommunities that coexist in Venado, rumors and gossip are used to 

 
40 Inhabitant of the province of Antioquia. 
41 Interview with local informant Germán. Venado, July 22nd, 2018.  
42 Inhabitants of the provinces of Chocó and Antioquia, respectively. 
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differentiate one’s own relational circle from others, who are often depicted as somehow 

morally lacking. I noticed as much on a Sunday, when many of Venado’s inhabitants flocked 

to one of its over thirty different churches and congregations—Catholic, Neo-apostolic, 

Presbyterians, etc. I was sitting at my usual table in the small eatery where I usually got lunch, 

and loud, persistent screams were audible from the nearby school building. Perplexed about 

what was going on, I asked the tiny lady that was running the place what that was about. She 

shrugged while giving me a smile, then sighed and said: “It is the Neo-apostolics,” as if that 

was going to be enough to placate my curiosity. When I inquired further, she told me about the 

many different churches in Venado, and she warned me: “This is going to go on for a long 

time. They go on for hours. Then they take a break and you can see them having coffee. They 

usually do not come here, though.” After all, she frequented the Catholic church where Germán 

gave mass. She then told me that most of the Neo-evangelists lived in the same neighborhood, 

and that they would conduct strange rituals at night, in the forest. As she continued, with a 

slight grin and in a low voice, she told me: “Some believe that they are Satanists.” Her grin 

betrayed that she did not actually believe that they were praising the Lord of Darkness, but 

what she did express was similar to the way in which the venadeños treated Germán at first—

namely, that in case of doubt, when assessing people one is not in closely acquainted with, it 

does not hurt to take the safe approach and assume that their moral character is different from 

one’s own—that while ‘we’ praise God, ‘they’ praise the Devil. Yet, in contrast to the gossip 

directed at undermining Germán’s moral authority, which consisted of serious accusations that 

many people came to actually believe, the rumors spread about the screaming Neo-evangelists 

(which I heard from two unrelated people the very same day) were of a more playful nature, 

and the tone of the conversations made it clear that everyone knew that in reality they were just 

stories. At the same time, however, there seemed to be a tacit agreement to keep this playful 

gossip circulating. Sharing rumors of the wickedness of the members of groups that weren’t 

one’s own, even if they were known to be tongue-in-cheek rather than earnest, functioned as a 

way to signal one’s commitment to the bonds of a certain sub-group of people in Venado, and 

thus to reinforce the moral intimacy among members of that particular subgroup, as if to say 

that not only did they share a particular understanding of right and wrong, but also silly stories 

about the wickedness of others that nobody except them would know.               

But gossip may also become a tool of both resistance against abuse, and the enforcement 

of social control and discipline, as Raj (2018) describes in his study on south-Indian tea 

workers. In a context like that of Venado, where rebel groups largely rely on gossip to gather 

information about the community they partly administer, the reliance on gossip is akin to using 
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a knowingly tapped phone: they may not be listening in real time, but the paras will get wind 

of the information that interests them, eventually. In Venado, and in other places governed with 

an emphasis on informal rule, tapping into gossip is like holding two parallel conversations at 

the same time: one with one’s interlocutor, and one with the armed group or similar 

organization receiving the echo of one’s words. Taking advantage of this fact, it is a well-

known fact that people often abuse of gossip in the pursuit of personal gain. Malicious 

gossiping cost Daniela’s brother his life: finding himself forcefully relieved of money he had 

been given to build a house for someone else, he was left with no instance to appeal to. The 

rumor, spread by an interested party, that he had kept the money to himself, tragically did the 

rest. As the Greek saying about gossip related by Herzfeld (2016 [1997], 181) goes: “The 

wicked tongue has no bones, yet it breaks bones.” In most cases, gossiping is a confidential 

place of encounter that contributes to the creation of cultural intimacy (Herzfeld 2016 [1997]) 

and can foster trust through the act of privately sharing precious information. It keeps people 

up-to-date about ‘the way things really are,’ rather than how they appear. By doing so, it also 

gathers and spreads information about people’s ‘real’ moral character, as opposed to that which 

they represent to the public eye.  

Carey’s (2017) original elaboration offers a complementary perspective that is useful 

to explain the dynamics and function of mistrust as they relate to the particular kind of moral 

intimacy and extra-ordinary ethics of conflict at play in conflict and post-conflict societies. 

While it is true that, in a general sense, trust is the bedrock of social capital, and that collective 

violence undermines basic trust by infringing on personal boundaries and permeating social 

relationships with anxiety and uncertainty (A. C. Robben 2000, Volkan 2004), Carey (2017) 

suggests that mistrust may be an attitude that contributes to establishing feelings of intimacy 

by carving out a space for individual autonomy and independence in circumstances where 

social relations are opaque. On a fundamental level, trust is based on our belief that we possess 

the capability of predicting other people’s actions and that we have a sense of how they might 

act in a given situation. The normative pressures of aliocratic and rebelocratic environments, 

however, make people necessarily uncertain about the past and potential future actions of 

others, but also of their own, as César’s recounting of his involvement in a mass burial, 

discussed above, illustrates. Not knowing anything about anyone for sure, not believing in the 

default goodness or sincerity of others as a matter of fact, also allows people to maintain a 

certain moral buffer and carve out a moral leeway for themselves — to “preserve a space of 

psychic and moral autonomy” (ibid., 35), indispensable to navigate their ambivalent moral 

surroundings.   
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Before Daniela and I parted ways, I was once again given a heads-up: “They are 

investigating you.” But the talk of the town seemed, in this case at least, to be truthful and 

working in my favor, as I was not deemed to be a threat to anyone’s special interests, nor to 

Venado’s social fabric as it stood. Without exposing themselves directly, the paras had 

presumably plugged their ears into the gossiping networks of food shacks and small grocery 

stores, discretely harvesting the information they were looking for. The awareness stayed with 

me. If the venadeños could never be sure of whom it is they were talking to, neither could I. 
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7. Albeit it does move: crafting community in bad moral 

surroundings  

 

7.1 A moral attunement ritual 

As I chatted with people about Venado’s troubled past and intricate present, I was struck by 

the apparent easiness with which my informants shared with me their private stories of loss and 

grief, and how few reservations they seemed to have in telling me how the contemporary rule 

of the paramilitary and the state had evolved over the years. Somehow, the latter was assumed 

not to be a secret for anyone. Yet, whenever the issue of Venado’s ongoing territorial dispute 

between Chocó and Antioquia dame up, they lowered their blinds and asked to talk about 

something else. How come that they were less troubled talking about massacres and 

displacement, than about what would appear like a rather bureaucratic formality between 

provinces?  

On the surface, the matter seemed rather simple: Venado lies on the border between the 

provinces of Chocó and Antioquia, and both claim that it belongs to them. The main declared 

interest is economic: connected as it is to the surrounding agricultural lands, its fiscal income 

makes for a coveted source of revenue. However, the involved emotions and actions made it 

clear that much more was at play. Although geographically unified, Venado counts with two 

government registries, two infirmaries, and two schools, alongside a number of other offices 

and institutions that have their duplicate in the side of town bordering with the neighboring 

province. The territorial conflict was particularly apparent in the hostility between the two 

schools. Kids and teachers alike avoided those from the rival school, and when they came 

across each-other this often led to tense situations that ended with broken noses and chipped 

teeth. In an attempt to reconcile the school—and with it, the community—, don Germán had 

organized a ‘via crucis of reconciliation’ a few months prior to my arrival. As a result, a brawl 

had ensued in the central plaza, and kids stabbed each other over Venado’s—and thus their 

own—provincial identity. The strain of the territorial dispute on the community was palpable 

during my fieldwork to the point of being almost a defining trait. 

Puzzled by the irascible feelings and dirty tactics employed by both sides of the 

territorial dispute, I once made my way to one of my go-to eateries. Luckily there were no other 

customers, and the owner, a tiny woman in her fifties with a loud voice and a shrewd, child-
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like expression, sat down beside me. She liked listening to my descriptions of Switzerland and 

seeing pictures of my cats, and always fed me extra generous portions of meat and soup. After 

a couple of hours, I shared my questions about the territorial dispute with her. She furtively 

looked around, then got closer and told me in a hushed voice: “Come, I’ll explain it to you.” 

Her explanation interwove the economic interests of the provinces with those of the armed 

groups whose zones of influence share the same boundaries. Each provincial and local 

government has, with time, found some degree of accommodation with the illegal groups active 

in their territories. The present situation reflected the attained equilibrium: each group, whether 

legal or illegal, was reasonably satisfied with the governance it was exerting and the profit it 

could draw from it. Part of the armed group’s efficacy was a direct result of the two provincial 

governments’ lack of coordination: with no agreement on who should provide which services 

and infrastructure, Venado remained difficult to access and all the easier to manage, which 

benefitted both the AGC and the ELN. A divided Venado is a conquered Venado. A definitive 

settlement of the dispute that would assign exclusive governance to either one of the provinces 

would have meant a more efficient intervention of the central government, which in turn would 

have increased order and compromised the paramilitary’s and the ELN’s ability to conduct 

business as usual, making it paramount for both to maintain instability and foster disunity. The 

possible intricacies of the dealings between illegal armed groups and provincial governments 

aside (once again, they’re just rumors), what such a synthesis would shed light on is how even 

the most personal relationships and fundamental values through which people in Venado relate 

to each-other were permeated by the shadowy influence of informal power networks. It indeed 

did not take much: a death threat can go a long way in having a whole section of the population 

gripped by fear and mistrust, and having the “circle of moral regard” (Lecky 1869) shrink 

tremendously. A seed of discord, planted in a social soil made fertile by decades of violence, 

would need only a few drops of carefully placed gossip to set roots. As an attempt to mend 

Venado’s internal rift over the territorial dispute, don Germán was in the process of planning 

an ambitious event that, he hoped, would help bring people together. The pupils and teachers 

of the two schools, together with Venado’s population and public institutional figures, would 

walk from one end of town to the other in order to inaugurate the beginning of a football 

tournament with special rules focused on fair-play, where the pupils of both schools would 

form teams and play each-other wearing t-shirts with the name of different values emblazoned 

on their back. As I came to understand it, the event organized by don Germán was an attempt 

of his to unify the community by attuning its members along shared moral lines: a moral 

attunement ritual.    
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Eager to see Germán’s project come to life, I followed him around in the days leading 

up to it. Preparations were in full swing: Germán was frantically coordinating the upcoming 

activities that would see the participation of the mayor, the police, and the two schools. For 

months, Germán had been working to organize what he called Mundialito de Valores43, a 

football tournament with weekly matches to be held between teams of the two rivaling 

educational establishments. Points would be assigned not just for scoring goals, but also to 

reward fair play. Standing in front of his usual church pulpit, he explained the details to the 

assisting audience composed of the teachers from Chocó and Antioquia, the local police chief, 

and the town mayor. Orderly displayed in front of them lied bundles of football jerseys carrying 

not the names of popular teams, but of moral virtues: solidarity, humility, compassion, 

friendship, respect, peace, tolerance, community, commitment, servicefulness. The jerseys of 

the referees carried the slogan of the tournament: Venado somos todos44. After all was cleared, 

the prospective team captains made their way to the podium and were each given a pack of 

jerseys. As they held up their uniforms to allow everyone to take pictures, the excitement was 

palpable, as was Germán’s nervousness. Given the bloody outcome of his previous attempt to 

reconcile the two schools, he felt the pressure to have things turn out differently this time.  

To mark the beginning of the tournament, a big parade saw all students from both 

schools marching together in punctuated formations, each upholding a banner with the name 

of a value of their choosing: equality, respect, dignity, and others, were carried from one end 

of town to the other, crossing the invisible line between Chocó and Antioquia that procured the 

town such deep trouble. Spearheading the procession, a large crucifix led the way. Intercalated 

between the packs of students, disciplined groups of uniformed police agents marched 

alongside them. The schools’ respective marching bands outdid themselves banging on drums 

and blowing on brass horns, and thousands of people observed the procession from their streets 

or their homes’ windows. While visibly entertained, people seemed also somewhat 

incredulous. Indeed, Venado had not hosted such a large event for longer than most people can 

remember. After about an hour, the last members of the procession finally rejoined the first 

ones, and everyone was reunited under the roof of the local sports arena. Germán took to the 

stage, and brandishing a microphone he delivered another passionate and heartfelt speech on 

the need to cast aside petty grievances in order to build a peaceful coexistence that would be to 

everyone’s benefit. Looking his usual un-priestly self, Germán avoided references to religious 

 
43 World Cup of Values 
44 We are all Venado. 
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matters altogether. Except the one or other si Dios quiere and que Dios lo/la bendiga45 , which 

are widespread expressions anyway, his language was, as per usual, direct, pragmatic, and 

emotionally evocative. Just behind him, hanging from his polyacetate cross, a suffering Christ 

peaked sideways into the crowd. After enumerating the teams’ names (solidarity, humility, 

compassion, friendship, respect, peace, tolerance, community, commitment, servicefulness), 

Germán added: “We all believe in these values. We have to guide ourselves by these values.” 

Behind him, three youngsters were holding up a hand-painted banner that read: “Si tenemos 

sentido de pertenencia por San Martín del Venado, somos capaces de vivir en armonía.”46 

After don Germán, the directors of each school addressed the public and expressed their 

agreement with Germán’s words, finishing their speeches with a close hug to the sound of 

cheers and applause. Motivated by the show delivered by a group of school cheerleaders, the 

students stuck around for hours after the opening ceremony had officially ended, showing off 

their ball control and dribbling skills. No violent incidents were reported today, and the World 

Cup of Values became the talk of the town. Germán seemed pleased. 

Rituals are a universally found human practice (Brown 2004) that is implicated in the 

resolution of human problems concerning issues such as death, the meaning of life, the 

relationship between individual and collective, and the legitimacy of power structures. Due to 

their ubiquity and to their relevance to the understanding of human culture, anthropology has 

consistently had a keen interest in the study of ritual, as the immense body of literature on the 

matter attests. A general definition of rituals is provided by Eriksen (2015, 272), who describes 

them as “rule-bound public events which in some way or another thematize the relationship 

between the earthly and spiritual realms.” The openness and ambivalence in meaning, the 

unsaid which rituals strive to represent and articulate symbolically, is also a large part of why 

rituals figure so prominently in human culture, intersecting multiple domains. As Eriksen 

(2015, 273) goes on to explain: “Rituals have oblique and complex meanings, and they can be 

seen as a synthesis of several important levels of social reality: the symbolic and the social, the 

individual and the collective; and it usually brings out, and tries to resolve – at a symbolic level 

– contradictions in society.” Often considered an inherently religious practice, rituals have been 

studied in their secular manifestations as well (Klausen 1999). When it comes to the collective 

aspect of symbols, in fact, the line between sacred and prophane is quick to blur, with religious 

content being transmutated as secular through the creation and reproduction of mythological 

 
45 “God willing,” and “May God bless you.” 
46 If we have a sense of belonging to San Martín del Venado, we are able to live in harmony. 
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structures (Eliade 1987 [1957]). Regardless of whether they have a predominantly religious or 

secular form, as Schirch (2014 [2005], 19) points out, “[a]ll rituals reflect beliefs and values. 

[…] Secular rituals enact some aspect of people’s values and beliefs without explicitly 

referencing religious beliefs.” Put in other words, rituals always involve some more or less 

prominent moral aspect related to communal living. In the case of the ritual I have described, 

the coexistence of religious and secular elements, as well as its moral purpose, are visibly 

upfront—from the name of the tournament (little world-cup of values), to the explicitly moral 

significance of the words on the jerseys, to the emphasis on fair game in the prospective 

referees’ rule book, and the overall message of the speeches delivered by Germán and others. 

The coexistence of religious and secular elements was also notable in the prominent place given 

to the crucifix and in Germán’s leading role. But besides that, the institutions represented were 

secular in nature: the police, the mayor, the schools. The role of religion arguably served one 

chief purpose, which applies also to the day-to-day life of people in Venado: with relational, 

geographic, and moral lines so blurry and plagued by illegitimacy, the appeal to religion serves 

to ground moral being in a symbolic realm that is, at least in principle, impervious to the impact 

of bullets,47 and in which people can ground the “’objective’ morality” (Tomasello 2016) 

around which the coordination of joint-intentional thinking can take place.  

Rituals are used as collective practices that can either avert or promote change. 

Interested as he was in the forces that keep societies together, Durkheim (e.g., 2001 [1912]) 

famously stresses the integrating, order-preserving function of ritual as an expression of society 

worshipping itself. Rappaport (1967) on the other hand, critiques Durkheim’s functionalist 

approach that limits the understanding of ritual to its order-maintaining purpose, arguing 

instead that rituals can serve to transform social structures and relationships in novel ways. 

Rituals can also transform conflicts by channeling them in a harmless direction, as Gluckman 

(1982 [1956]) noted, and many scholars have since adopted his focus. Schirch (2014 [2005]) 

provides what is arguably the most comprehensive and topical theoretical study on the ritual 

dimensions of peacebuilding. She enumerates three chief characteristics of rituals: 

 
First, ritual occurs in a unique social space […]. Second, ritual communicates through symbols, senses, 

and heightened emotions rather than relying highly on words. […] Third, ritual both marks and assists in 

the process of change. It confirms and transforms people’s worldviews, identities, and the relationship 

with others. (Schirch 2014 [2005], 1-2) 

 
47 Of course, violence can have a significant impact on symbolic structures, both mentally and culturally Invalid 
source specified. I refer here only to the fact that symbolic structures can constitute a backdrop that sustains social 
and psychological integrity in the face of violence.    
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As a general rule, people experience conflict when social norms fail to bring people 

together. Conflict thus tests, and then either reaffirms or transforms, the norms at the root of 

the conflict. But norms and relationships emerge from moral values that are reproduced, 

reaffirmed, or put into question in everyday interactions. When those fail, it is, in last instance, 

because there is a mismatch in the belief held by the different parties regarding the morality of 

their relationships with each other and with the rest of society. To redress ways of relating is, 

in other words, a moral matter; and the inability to do so by peaceful means is what lies at the 

root of much of the violence we see in the world (Fiske and Rai 2015). Although surely not the 

only aspect of conflict, there is arguably no conflict from which the moral dimension and its 

symbolic representations are absent.     

A common cause for strife is the tension between the persistence of the status quo, and 

the desire to modify social norms. A community experiencing a conflict or crisis in its social 

order may thus recur to “rituals of communitas” in order to address social conflict and 

reestablish unity (Schirch 2014 [2005]). Unity and the transformation of relational ties are, in 

the case of the described ritual, complementary: relationships have to be transformed, by 

attuning them to shared moral values, in order to achieve the sought-after unity expressed in 

the slogan of the event: We are all San Martín del Venado.  

Drawing on Relational Models Theory (Fiske 1992, Fiske and Rai 2015), a further layer 

of analysis can be added by considering the moral underpinnings of relationships, and how 

their configurations change depending on the actors that constitute them. The overall goal of 

the ritual is the reconfiguration of relationship models in ways that emphasize belonging to a 

same community, i.e., relationships built on the perceived equivalence of its members, driven 

by the moral motive of unity. The central slogan of the event clearly expresses this moral 

motivation and is repeated in different form in two of the values written on the football jerseys: 

friendship, and community. By increasing the salience of relational models underpinned by the 

unity motive, reconsideration of the relationships tainted by a sense of uneven distribution of 

resources between antioqueños and chocoanos is sought. Indeed, both groups perceive the 

claim of the other to administer Venado’s resources (and taxes) to be illegitimate and thus 

unfair. Again, values on the jerseys reflect as much: solidarity, servicefulness. The role of 

authority-based models is more complex, and the one most affected by Venado’s history of 

violent conflict and its present status as an aliocracy. The implication of redressing the other 

relationship models is that loyalty associated to different formal hierarchies must be modified 

in a way that fosters greater unity, and this applies to both formal and informal ones: for 
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example, not only are pupils from the Chocó school encouraged to obey and respect the 

teachers from the Antioquia school in a degree equal or similar to those of their own school, 

but also to chip away at the informal authority of the ELN, which pushes surreptitiously, 

through intimidation, corruption, and targeted violence, to manipulate the territorial dispute in 

its favor by sustaining the party of Chocó. Through the presence of the police, of formal 

institution representatives, and of religious authority in the form of don Germán, the message 

seems to be: ‘Build your authority-based relationships geared toward us, who are committed 

to unity, and are willing to establish with you relationships based on a fair distribution of 

resources, rather than to the informal actors who control so much of our lives.’ Harmoniously 

matching (i.e., attuning) the morally-grounded relational models in a way that prioritizes San 

Martín del Venado as a moral community also implies a move, slight as it may be, away from 

the semi-clandestine nature of the situational extra-ordinary ethics of conflict, and towards a 

morality more congruent with openly stated moral principles — an ordinary ethics, with an 

increasingly smaller need for the “extra.” 

 

7.2 Guardians, protectors, moderators: The role of moral leaders  

7.2.1 Carving out a neutral pedagogical space: School teachers as local 

guardians of the moral order 

As alluded to in the previous sections, Venado is afflicted by an internal split which stems from 

the territorial dispute of which it is the object: extending across the departmental lines of 

Antioquia and Chocó, the two departments are competing over the administration (and tax 

revenue) of San Martín del Venado, enhancing the salience of its inhabitants’ social identities 

as they relate to their identity as ‘chocoanos’ or ‘antioqueños.’ Part of this conflict is reflected 

in the duplicate institutions within the same town, such as infirmaries, civil registries, and 

schools. The rivalry between the schools’ pupils and teachers is, arguably, the expression of 

this internal conflict that expresses itself more openly. I decided to spend some time in each 

school in hopes of finding out more, and conducted group interviews with teachers from each 

school to investigate their social role as educators in matters pertaining to morality in the 

context of the territorial dispute, and of Venado in general. What emerged from my 

observations is that in Venado, schoolteachers’ function in relation to their children much in 

the way that Shweder (1991) describes the function of “local guardians of the moral order;” 
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that is, as didactical interpreters of moral events. In the violence-infused historical context of 

San Martín del Venado, however, this role turned out to have specific characteristics insofar as 

their activity emerged as serving, in part, to the establishment of a circumscribed space devoted 

to a neutral pedagogy of ethical coexistence. Or, to put it in other words, to a safe haven where 

people, and children in particular, could explore ways to “morally be-in-the-world” (Zigon 

2014b) in ways less affected by the ambiguous parameters of the extra-ordinary ethics of 

conflict that underlay much of the social relations beyond the school’s walls.  

Given their formal institutional role in a context characterized by an informality that 

spans from institutions to morality, communication, and legality, I ask the teachers about their 

role amid the shifting pressures from illegal armed groups and the state. What emerges from 

the account of both groups is a stance of political neutrality mixed with ethical responsibility: 

“As far as education went, those armed groups had nothing to do with us. We concerned 

ourselves solely and exclusively with our job, which is education. […] We heard rumors, but 

always left it alone. It does not concern us. What we have to do is educate.”48 Another teacher 

from the rival school stresses the same point: “If we are still here it is because of our neutrality. 

What we do is educate the children so they can build a future for themselves.”49 When violence 

swept the town, however, their duties extended to taking care of the kids’ psychological needs 

to the best of their abilities. But their own involvement, their social existence outside their role 

as teacher, means that they were often affected themselves, and the precariously gated space of 

the school becomes a caring container for the anxieties and fears of children and teachers alike. 

In the days following particularly traumatic events, such as limpiezas or public executions, the 

educational role shifts from regular course content to a collective effort to make sense of what 

has happened, emphasizing the need for resilience and social solidarity looking forward. 

However, the most seasoned teacher of all those integrating either round remarks that “peace 

begins at home.”50 It is a lack of parental guidance and responsibility, he claims, that sets the 

preconditions for large-scale violence to occur. If parents do not inculcate basic values into 

their children, he says, there is little that the teachers can do. “What are those values?” I ask. 

“Respect, solidarity, responsibility, tolerance… Those are the values that ought to be put into 

practice. By us as victims as well, and all that. As teachers. When people come and do not treat 

us fairly, do not respect our values, we must hold on to them.”51 A young teacher from the 

 
48 Interview with teachers of Antioquia, Venado, July 6th, 2018.  
49 Interview with teachers of Chocó, Venado, July 18th, 2018.  
50 Interview with teachers of Antioquia, Venado, July 6th, 2018. 
51 Ibid. 
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other school echoes similar feelings, and sees the establishment of a solid basis of values among 

Colombia’s young as the only hope for a future less castigated by violence: “If we can’t educate 

the youth […] we will never eradicate the violence and the groups in the margin of the law. 

[…] In the schools we have to try and change their way of thinking so that they aren’t tempted 

to join those groups.” What he goes on to describe amounts to what could be summarized as 

an effort to implement a pedagogy of coexistence under the rule of illegal armed actors, 

strongly grounded in universalist ethical principles. Yes, the ‘outside world’ may be unjust, but 

‘we’ must hold on to values that make of us good community members and good people. But 

there is no overlap, in his or the other teachers’ accounts on their moral practice as teachers, 

with the informally legitimized moral compromises that people in Venado and elsewhere are 

having to make on a day-to-day basis in order to navigate the normative landscape—the extra-

ordinary situational ethics of conflict, as I have called them above, that make up the silent logic 

at the root of the venadeños’ moral intimacy. As Shweder (1991, 191) explains, “local 

guardians of the moral order persistently and powerfully trace for children the boundaries of a 

normative reality and assist children in stepping into the frame.” Yet things are more 

complicated in the ambivalent moral universe of Venado: there is not just one normative reality, 

but multiple informal ones that coexist at the same time and whose interrelations change 

constantly — changes that people become aware of mainly through gossip that informs the 

inhabitants on the shifts in informal relations that have been taking place. But the teachers make 

a point of not engaging actively in the “morally relevant interpretation of events” (ibid.) as it 

pertains to the more practical, more ‘real’, but much more flexible and opaque situational extra-

ordinary ethics of conflict. To put it in another way, they are devoted to transmitting ordinary 

ethics, but without the ‘extra’ that is so crucial to the way in which Venado’s moral universe 

is presently structured at an intimate level. 

In fact, like their colleagues from Antioquia, the teachers from Chocó stress that they’ve 

always been able to fulfill their task because of the care they take in staying neutral and not 

overstepping the boundaries of their role. Within that neutrality, however, they carve out a 

space to establish a moral atmosphere that differentiates itself from the unpredictable excesses 

of the outside world. Yet, as the territorial dispute makes clear, the former is not impermeable 

to what seeps in from the outside through the teachers’ and the students’ emotions, 

relationships, and loyalties. By all good and sincere will to promote respect and tolerance, the 

teachers themselves are not immune from the implications of their social identities and 

relationships. Brawls between teachers from both schools are not uncommon, and one of them 

is known around town by his nickname, Ladrillo [brick] — “because he punches hard,” as 
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Germán will later clarify for me. And it is not for nothing: people have lost their lives for 

speaking out on the territorial dispute, for wanting to push the matter in one direction or the 

other. Blame and suspicions are readily thrown around, and gossip once again amplifies and 

distorts whatever kernel of truth one might hope to attain. Teachers from both schools who 

have since left town for their own safety have received threats to their lives, usually delivered 

as pamphlets pinned to their house-doors and signed with the name and logo of this or that 

armed group. But even of that, one can’t be fully sure: “One doesn’t know if [the pamphlets] 

come from there [the paramilitaries] or if it is individuals who make it all up.”52 Nothing, it 

seems, is solid.  

7.2.2 Portrait of a moral moderator 

“But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will 

be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil.”    

(Luke 6:35)  

 

Father Germán, the Catholic priest of San Martín del Venado, was my invaluable key informant 

during crucial parts of my fieldwork. Deeply committed to the daunting task that is the building 

of peace in Colombia’s inland, he spent over twenty years of his life following his calling 

throughout the Chocó region, and had actively worked together with the guerrillas, 

paramilitaries, the Colombian military, NGOs and other groups and institutions to try and mend 

the marred social fabric he is himself embedded in. Thanks to the respect he enjoyed for his 

tireless engagement with the community of Venado and other surrounding it, Germán was 

instrumental in my ability to gain access to people and institutions for me to visit and interview. 

I was first put in contact with Don Germán by an expert informant in Medellín, who seemed to 

want to warn me from the get-go: “He’s a very good man, but he does things in his own way 

and always gets away with it.”53 One time his arguably unorthodox way of doing good things 

seemed to have gotten him into trouble, and the diocese assigned him to Venado — as 

punishment. But after a hard time settling in, Germán’s work there was recognized as being so 

important that the diocese asked him to stay even after the planned two years, and he accepted. 

The people in Venado seemed to share a similar general opinion of him: he was odd, but 

extraordinary at the same time. As one old lady told me, “Father Germán is much beloved in 

Venado. He does a lot for the community. The priest that was here before him, he was… well, 

 
52 Interview with local informant Daniela. Venado, July 21st, 2018. 
53 His original expression was: “Se sale siempre con la suya.” 
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normal. He gave mass, he did his job, and that’s it.” She went on to tell me how she went to 

mass every Sunday, and proceeded to show me that she was subscribed to Germán’s WhatsApp 

group where he shared daily images conveying religious messages. “But I wouldn’t give my 

confession to him! Oh no, no way,” she then exclaimed before bursting into laughter.   

When I first met don Germán, he was hanging out at the bar opposing the church 

building that dominates the central square. He was sitting beside a red plastic table with other 

two people, and a respectable number of empty beer bottles indicated that they had been sitting 

there for a while. “Come my friend, sit down!”  he told me, without getting up and slightly 

slurring his words in a still distinguishable paisa54 accent. His blue eyes were glossy, and his 

cheeks were of a lively red color that I suspected I’d be seeing more often in the days to come. 

And yet, Germán was acutely awake. I immediately felt his gaze assessing me, taking me apart 

like only people with inordinate human experience can do, gauging whom it was that he was 

going to be dealing with over the next few weeks. The conversation quickly moved past the 

formalities, and the group resumed the conversation it was having before I had interrupted it 

with my appearance. The talk was of three bulls and a debt, a worried wife, and a broken water 

pump. Over the course of what was left of the afternoon, a half-dozen people approached our 

table to share their news with don Germán and ask him for advice. Love troubles had to be 

dealt with, snake bites cured, and a SIM card needed to be installed into the cellphone of a 

visibly proud first-time owner. A hollow-cheeked man in his 30s, covered in dry dust from 

head to toes, neared our table and waited a few meters away, holding his crumpled cap in his 

hands. He seemed excited. Germán asked him closer with a gesture of his hand, and handed 

him a small bundle of folded banknotes. “He’s our undertaker,” Germán told me. “He gets 

10’000 pesos for each grave, and yesterday we had three dead. So, he’s happy.” Without saying 

a word, the undertaker looked at me, smiles, and nodded giddily before leaving again. Time 

passed as Germán handed out guidance and acid jokes with equal generosity. Night fell, and 

Venado’s central square lit up with strings of feeble lightbulbs that illuminated the many food 

shacks lining its perimeter. More people gathered, the chatter got increasingly louder, and the 

seats and tables were taken over by families and groups of friends of all ages. Music blasted 

from all directions, each set of speakers pumping up its volume to outcompete the others. Atop 

of them all, the relentlessly hypnotic refrain of Lírico en la Casa’s reggaeton hit Marianela 

dominated the soundscape. People’s mood seemed happy; beer and aguardiente, Colombia’s 

traditional anise-flavored liquor, filled up glasses and bellies. It was Saturday after all. Then, 

 
54 Paisa generally means “from the department of Antioquia.” 
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suddenly, total darkness befell the plaza. The music stopped. People looked around, muted, 

their eyes turned into a stare. The only sound left was that of the crackling fire cooking large 

chunks of meat for the guests of the local barbecue joint. Only a few seconds later, the 

flickering light bulbs and neon tubes lit up the square again. The music resumed, and people 

released their tension by laughing and cracking jokes pointing out the others’ silly reactions. 

Noticing my bewilderment at what I had just witnessed, don Germán turned to me and 

explained: “This is what used to happen during the limpiezas. The paras would cut off the 

electricity before they would come and round people up. It hasn’t happened for a long time 

now, but the people still remember.”  

When I woke up the following day it was to the amplified voice of don Germán echoing 

from the church building that extended into the parish where I had my room. The singing 

churchgoers joined in an out-of-tune chorus that made up in enthusiasm what it lacked in 

intonation. I entered the nave from the back and found a seat on the last bench. Slowly climbing 

across the white metal beams that support the roof, a large iguana watched from above. As I 

listened to Germán’s passionate sermon I was struck by its coarseness and emotionality, which 

had more in common with the mid-game pep talk of a football coach than with the homily of a 

priest. His vocabulary was plain, his message personal, direct, engaging, going so far as to call 

people out by name to use them as examples, or to draw the community’s attention to some of 

their members’ particular circumstances and needs. His tone made it clear that he believed what 

he uttered to be important. Without attempting to assign blame or to make out a specific cause, 

he addressed the three deaths that made for the undertaker’s weekly salary. His message 

concerned the unity and mutual support that the people gathered in the church ought to rely on 

to elaborate yet another loss. Not anger, resentment, and hot-headedness, but love, compassion, 

and self-reflection. He proceeded to give an example from the previous days in which people 

resorted to their fists to settle a petty dispute: “How can we hope to put an end to the violence, 

if we can’t even take care of one-another and get at each-other’s throats over trivialities?”, he 

asked. The crowd of about eighty people was silent and hung from his every word, listening 

with uncommon respect to this odd figure who the night before was downing one beer after 

another in their company. After the customary blessings, mass reached its end, and everybody 

exited through the main door. A small crowd stuck around and took over a few tables at the 

newly opened bakery just outside. They ordered pastries and coffee, and waited for Germán to 

join them. Again, light gossip and earnest questions were shared. This time, a young woman 

approached him with an even younger girl. “My daughter got pregnant,” the woman said. “How 

old are you?” asked Germán, turning to the girl. “Thirteen” she replied, smiling timidly. 
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Germán paused for an instant, then stood up and invited them both back into the church. Some 

matters are best discussed privately. Once he had taken care of all the worshippers to their 

satisfaction, by offering them counsel or by simply lending them his ear, Germán made his way 

back inside and sat down at the wooden kitchen table. He told me that he would have to head 

to the city of Apartadó, some 4 hours to the north, on the following day in order to take classes 

for a public administration degree he was pursuing at the university there. “That’s how I think 

of myself,” he says, “that’s what I do: I am an administrator of people.” I asked him what 

happened to the three dead youngsters. “They got into trouble,” he told me, elusively. I didn’t 

inquire further. Part of the art of living here seemed to be to know what to ask about, and what 

to let be. 

On the second-to-last day before returning to Medellín, I had breakfast with Germán at 

our customary bakery while we discussed the success of the public event that Germán had 

organized and had been held two days before, and he delineated possible setbacks and ways 

forward. After finishing his coffee, he briefly stared me down, then asked: “Do you drink?” 

“Sometimes,” I replied. “Shall we drink aguardiente later on?” “Sure,” I assented. When I got 

Germán’s message to join him in his room later that afternoon, he greeted me with an ominous 

one-liter bottle of liquor and two shot glasses. “Come, take a seat,” he told me while he filled 

them up for the first time. “I suggest you start recording, because this will be your interview 

with me. ¡Salud!” We clicked glasses and downed the first gulp of many. Over the next three-

and-a-half hours we shared our life stories, asked about each-other’s fears, talked about God 

and about what it is that makes people human. Speaking to him I soon forgot that he is a priest, 

and got a glimpse of the self-doubt underlying the tenacity of a man who had made it his 

mission to roam Colombia’s innards and relieve it of whatever suffering lied within his reach. 

I came to realize that it was a lonely life; that selflessness is taxing on no matter how devout a 

soul if the fruits are always reaped by someone else and one is inevitably left with little but 

their faith. The harsh treatment he had received from the community upon his arrival in Venado 

still weighed on him, and although things had gotten much better since then, his relationship 

with the venadeños was not without frictions. After all, it was evident that he had come to 

Venado to change things up—but in what way? His expression while he told me about the 

hardship he endured during those first months made it evident that he was deeply hurt by the 

community’s initial hostility and ungratefulness for his work. But eventually, he won the 

community over and now he is, arguably, Venado’s most central figure, even more than the 

mayor or the police chief. When I asked him why he did what he did, he told me: “They’re 
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good people, you know? They’re good people.”55 And when I asked him what they would do 

if it weren’t for religion, his reply was as unorthodox as he was unconventional: “The same. 

They’d behave the same.” Did it mean that he saw no value in religion, that it was all a 

gimmick? Had he lost his faith, or had he never had any to begin with? After all, the answer I 

had got only a few days prior from Father Fausto, the priest who accompanied me to Puerto 

Crucero, had been diametrically opposite: “Religion has a central role to play in the peace 

process, because God is at the center of everything. I can’t wash my hands off that. At the core 

of religion lie the values of coexistence, the evangelical values, peace, justice, truth.”56 And 

yet Germán’s stance was not one of lacking faith, or even one that downplays religion as such. 

Quite the contrary. Rather, his answer seemed coherent with that of a man of faith who has 

resigned himself to the fact that people are agentic creatures, and things must be done without 

hoping for divine intervention to relieve people from their predicament. Like inhumanity, 

Germán believes that goodness is something that people are naturally inclined to perceive and 

feel repelled or attracted by, respectively. Religion may express those tendencies, but it is not 

religion that makes them true. Germán’s trust in people was profound and went beyond 

religion: he trusts us to be good even without religion, just as we show, time and time again, 

that we can act inhumanely despite of it.  

 What exactly he meant by ‘inhumanity’ he left unspecified, but my sense was that he 

was not thinking of any specific political ideology. He was all too aware of the fact that all 

political ideologies can degrade into bloody excesses. What his experience and sensibility had 

taught him, however, was that humans have it in them to disconnect from their humanity—

their culture—when they get taken over by a zeal that detaches them from their fellow humans. 

Still, in Germán’s eyes their humanity is not abolished: it always lingers underneath that 

vaguely defined ‘superimposed inhumanity’, passible of being salvaged and brought to the fore 

again. It might be this view of human nature, not foreign to what is expressed in the Christian 

ideas of redemption and original sin, that make it possible for Germán to extend his compassion 

across all groups. His past and present work were proof of his creed: from paramilitaries, to 

guerrillas, the army, and all sorts of people in situations thinkable and unthinkable, his effort 

had been directed at brushing away the ‘inhumanity’, and making people recognize each-other 

in what made them alike. To humanize the victims may seem intuitive and self-evident; to 

 
55 Interview with local informant Germán. Venado, July 22nd, 2018. 
56 Interview with local informant Fausto. Riosucio, July 15th, 2018 
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humanize the victimizers, on the other hand, requires a wholly different predisposition and 

effort. 

Germáns’ self-description as “administrator of people” bears an intuitive resemblance 

to the Christian idea of Christ and priests as “shepherds.” But his emphasis on the 

administrative aspect of his duty sheds light on the eminently practical task that he fulfills in 

Venado, and on his particular role as “moral moderator” in general. To begin with, things are 

not as easy as getting people to ‘follow Jesus Christ’, and adhere to the universalist precepts 

embedded in Christian religious doctrine. In Venado and in other communities permeated by 

conflict and violence, where normative orders and their moral underpinnings overlap and 

collide, moral guidance is bound to involve a pragmatic component, suited to navigate its 

normative universe. Germán’s role is unique in that he seems to be able to entertain within 

himself the multiple moral perspectives of the people he deals with, and to find points of contact 

and potential compromise. His moral guidance, present in all his interactions from the bar table 

to the Sunday sermons, is both ethically grounded and practical at the same time. Like a local 

guardian of the moral order, he imbues narratives with moral content—however it is a content 

that does not strictly coincide with the community’s “normative reality” (Shweder 1991, 191), 

chiefly because the normative reality of Venado is not univocal and does not coincide with the 

formal institutions that it harbors. In other words, Germán’s task is not simply that of making 

sure of the transmission of one coherent set of values embedded consistently across different 

institutions and norms from one generation to the next, and attune everyone to it—to “assist” 

people to “step […] into the [moral] frame” (Shweder 1991, 191). Rather, Germán is 

preoccupied with the more complex task of situationally carving out a practical moral path, 

while grounding it partly in the universalist ethics of Christianity57, but also granting the 

necessity to act pragmatically, as my informant told me about him before putting us in touch 

(“He does things in his own way and always gets away with it.”).58 And acting in part as an 

arbitrator of the local moral world (Finnström 2008), Germán’s grounding in universalist ethics 

constitutes a bulwark against the revolutionary or counter-revolutionary goals to re-attune 

Colombian society to the values they endorse. Yet unlike arbitrators of the local moral world, 

Germán performs, in his words, more of an ‘administrative’ and mediating function, rather than 

a refereeing or preserving one. He is not purely committed to guarding the local moral order, 

 
57 In this case I employ the term “universalist” in reference to the way in which universalist ethics are understood in 
moral philosophy, that is, as a meta-ethical conception of ethical principles having universal validity for everyone. 
Think, for example, of the Ten Commandments.  
58 Interview with expert informant C. Medellín, June 30th, 2018. 
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because he experiences its flaws and imperfections first-hand. Yet neither is he unwaveringly 

committed to universalist first principles, because real life lays bare their practical insufficiency 

to act morally in the world. Hence, albeit being a religious man, Germán shares with Venado’s 

inhabitants the morally-intimate recognition of the need for an extra-ordinary situational ethics 

of conflict that allows for a way to “morally be-in-the-world” (Zigon 2014b) in the face of the 

worlds’ impossible moral demands. What Germán performs is a constant dialectic process of 

synthesis between different moral universes, grounded in universalist values of care and 

compassion, but aware of the necessity to undergo compromises in order to act morally in a 

violent context. He moderates (mediates, intercedes, reconciles, negotiates, harmonizes) 

between moral values and codes of ethics, and serves as an example for the community of how 

to morally be-in-the-world—not ideally, but practically. But he also moderates between people 

and groups whose moral values put them at odds against each other—in this sense, he tries to 

promote social harmony through moral attunement and the redressing of contested morally-

grounded relationship models (Fiske 1991, Fiske and Rai 2015, Zigon 2007) by peaceful, 

conciliatory means.   

Why Germán is seen as a moral referent has not only to do with his religious role, his 

mediating efforts, or his sharing of the community’s moral intimacy and extra-ordinary ethics 

of conflict. A lot of Germán’s efficacy as a moral moderator comes from the particular charisma 

he irradiates, from his overall personality and character, so riddled with conflicts and 

contradictions. For one could intuitively assume that we take as moral models the people we 

see as embodying a sort of moral perfection, without weaknesses or shortcomings, yet that is 

not the case. As social-psychological research has shown, we tend to resent and envy the people 

who come across as being too ‘morally perfect’, because in comparing ourselves to them we 

experience a sense of threat to our moral self (Ellemers 2017). This becomes all the more true 

in violent contexts such as Venado, where people live lives marked by hardship and face the 

constant struggle of being morally in what, to paraphrase Finnström (2008) we may call “bad 

moral surroundings.” Someone coming across as virtuous, yet unafflicted and unscathed, 

would provide no anchor points for identification. Germán is, as I hope to have been able to 

convey in my description of him, quite the opposite of that. He is a slightly overweight priest 

with a drinking problem, who swears, makes inappropriate jokes, and bends rules. He has 

suffered loss throughout his life, is shunned by his dioceses, is deeply lonely despite being 

constantly surrounded by people, and unashamedly carries his inner suffering on his sleeve. In 

this sense, for the inhabitants of Venado he is just like one of them, that shares many of the 

same experiences and faces the same struggles — and despite of it is steadfastly committed to 



 
 

80 

following the best possible ethical path considering the circumstances, and carrying the 

community along with him to the best of his ability. It is the duality of being an observably 

broken human, and still aim towards the collective good by choosing to carry the community 

on his shoulders, I argue, that plays a considerable role in the efficacy of a moral moderator in 

violent and precarious contexts. Just like the Christ of the church of Bellavista — burned and 

maimed during an infamous massacre perpetrated in nearby Bojayá by the FARC-EP, in 

2002— enjoyed special devotion by its followers, so does Germán represent a suitable ground 

for people to identify with him. When the FARC-EP offered to replace the Christ of Bellavista 

with another one as an act of symbolic reconciliation, the people reacted negatively and 

expressed their attachment to the original Christ: “mutilated, [the Christ of the church of 

Bellavista] survived the massacre and maybe it is precisely for this reason that it enjoys special 

devotion. […] The mutilated Christ was their Christ, precisely because it was mutilated – as 

they were – by the violence perpetrated by the FARC[-EP]” (Buchely 2018, 8).    
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8. Summary, conclusions, and future research 
 

By concentrating mainly on the small rural town of San Martín del Venado, and to a smaller 

degree on the secluded enclave of Puerto Crucero, both located in the Colombian region of 

Urabá, in this thesis I explored the ways in which morality is constructed and functions in 

communities afflicted by a long history of collective violence.  

 Building on Durkheim’s (1974 [1893]) notion of “moral community,” a key contention 

adopted throughout the thesis and formulated explicitly at the beginning of chapter 5 is that 

different social orders are expressions of an underlying morality — that “a social order is a 

moral order” (Rawls 2010, see also Shweder, 1990a). When social order, norms, and individual 

morality are dissonant and their relationships unstable, as in the case of the conflict-afflicted 

communities considered in this study, I have argued that the possibility of a linear relationship 

between moral values and socially appropriate behavior is undermined due to a perversion of 

the Durkheimian relationship between sanction and moral fact. At the level of the community, 

the presence of multiple social (and hence, moral) orders affects the social fabric, making it 

difficult for people to harmonize as a collective and exacerbating conflictual relationships. 

These issues notwithstanding, however, people in Venado do coexist—albeit not always 

peacefully—and people do have a way of “morally being-in-the-world” (Zigon 2014a).  

 To address the relationship between the multiplicity of social norms, social cohesion, 

and individual morality, I have developed and applied four analytical tools: the process of 

moral attunement; the experience of moral intimacy; the notion of extra-ordinary situational 

ethics of conflict; and the role of moral moderators. Moral attunement refers to a constant, 

dynamic process involving psychological, affective, symbolic, and relational dimensions, 

through which people align their moral values in order to regulate social life. Moral intimacy, 

on the other hand, refers to the experienced sense of familiarity that derives from subscribing 

to a shared set of informal ethics that require that the individual partly compromise their 

personal morality to meet the practical demands of a particular social context. By extra-

ordinary situational ethics of conflict, I mean a pragmatic, situational, and highly implicit ethics 

that is linked to the practical need to act morally in a social environment that often impedes 

behaviors reflecting universalist principles, and frequently compels individuals to actively 

contravene them. Finally, I described the role of moral moderators as specific actors recognized 

as morally authoritative by their community that share its sense of moral intimacy; that 
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catalyze, organize, and carry forward the moral attunement process of conflict and post-conflict 

communities.  

 In the ethnographic chapters, I have provided descriptive accounts of morally relevant 

aspects of local life, and articulated them with a theoretical analysis based on the four concepts 

mentioned in the above paragraph, as well as other relevant literature. I began by describing 

the nature of rebel rule and how the territory of Urabá is traversed by multiple invisible lines 

that mark the limits between the administrative domain of one illegal armed group and the 

other, and then proceeded on to focus on the issue of rebel rule and the administration of justice, 

in order to highlight how the administrative aspect of rebel rule directly impacts justice and, 

with it, the moral fabric of societies and individuals. Returning to the notion that social and 

moral orders are intertwined, I turned to the moral aspects of rebel rule, showing how the 

violence of rebel groups is often rooted in moral grievances, and in the perception that the 

values embedded in existing societies ought to be modified in order to redress social 

relationships and injustice. Based on interviews conducted with former FARC-EP combatants, 

I found a notable difference between the conversations held with groups and those with 

individuals. On the basis of this, I discussed the similarities and differences between culture 

and ideology, and some possible implications for the moral attunement process. I concluded 

that cultural and ideological values coexist in the individual, yet become differentially salient 

depending on whether they find themselves in a situation where they are individuated from the 

group, or part of it. In the latter case, I suggested that ideological affordances such as political 

literature, slogans, etc., may come to functionally replace cultural affordances as extrinsic 

moral attuning devices. Following ideas put forward by Clifford Geertz in Ideology as a 

Cultural System (1973b) and in Religion as a Cultural System (1973a) I have argued that 

ideologically grounded moral values are prospective in nature, in that they articulate an 

envisioned future where present-day failings in the moral grounding of society are redressed.  

An important implication of the discordance between ideological group-morality and 

individual morality concerns post-conflict reconciliation. Indeed, while the former FARC-EP 

expressed their determination in maintaining their collective ties and sticking to their cause, 

conversations with informants in San Martín del Venado and in the small, isolated village of 

Puerto Crucero indicate that people may be more willing to forgive and accept former 

combatants into their communities if they are perceived as individuals, rather than as members 

of a group. Based on my ethnographic data, I argue that people tend to be more suspicious of 

groups of former combatants than of individuals, because the group dimension implies that 

with it also come the morally grounded relational models of the armed group, which seek to 
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challenge, redress, and potentially replace those active in the community. Future research 

efforts could be directed at exploring this issue, for example adopting an interdisciplinary 

approach combining social-psychological and anthropological approaches.    

Drawing on my interviews and observations, I further showed how people living in bad 

moral surroundings negotiate their conditional moral being-in-the-world. In essence, my 

findings suggest that people’s subjection to implicit and explicit coercion limits their moral 

choices and provides the grounds for the establishment of a shared extra-ordinary situational 

ethics of conflict, which in turn becomes the basis for the ensuing feeling of moral intimacy. 

In other words, people know that they have done or may do ‘bad’ things according to their own 

individual moral values, but also that others share the same predicament and are thus bound to 

face similar dilemmas. I argued that this awareness forms the basis of a sense of mutual 

recognition of a shared human essence that reflects their inherent moral limitations as human 

beings. 

On the topic of social relations more particularly, I draw on Carey’s (2017) 

ethnographic theory of mistrust to argue that mistrust may contribute to the creation and 

preservation of “a space of psychic and moral autonomy” (ibid., 35) where social relations are 

opaque. Put differently, the uncertainty about others’ actions is intertwined with the same 

perception of oneself by others, which, in keeping with the general idea of extra-ordinary 

situational ethics of conflict, allows people to maintain a certain moral buffer and carve out a 

moral leeway for themselves. Future research could look into this phenomenon by contrasting 

the relationship between feelings of moral closeness and psychological distance, especially 

between former combatants and victims.  

My study also highlights the peculiar roles occupied by different members of the 

community in shaping local morality. Beginning with educators, I related the finding that in 

Venado teachers function, at least to some degree, as “local guardians of the moral order” 

(Shweder 1991), which means that they carry out the task of providing their pupils with moral 

interpretations of events that are meant to guide them towards an alignment with the shared 

moral values of the community. Importantly, however, the pedagogical role of teachers does 

not happen in the domain of the extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict, but rather seeks to 

create a circumscribed, neutral space that is separate from it. Rather than seeking to attune the 

students to the ambivalent and constantly deliberated, compromise-riddled way of morally 

being-in-the-world that makes up the extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict, the teachers’ 

efforts go in the direction of grounding morality in ideal and universalist, rather than pragmatic 

terms. By drawing a narrative profile of don Germán, Venado’s Catholic priest, I then 
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highlighted the personal features of the moral moderator, and contrasted its features with those 

of the related concepts of “local guardian of the moral order” (Shweder 1991), and of “arbitrator 

of the local moral world” (Finnström 2008). I argued that moral moderators are characterized 

by a combination of personality traits and personal features that make them suitable objects for 

identification on part of the members of the community. While they have to be compassionate, 

caring, resolute, and courageous, I found that it is also important that they embody the 

community’s struggle and suffering—that they carry their human suffering on their sleeve. 

Furthermore, I showed that it is crucial that moral moderators be attuned to the extra-ordinary 

situational ethics of conflict and, as a consequence, share the moral intimacy of the community, 

but also that they maintain an anchoring in universalist moral principles as a bulwark against 

the onslaught of social interactions permeated by morally framed violence. By combining these 

elements, moral moderators become exemplars for how to navigate bad moral surroundings, 

upholding the ambivalent duplicity between acting the way one should, and the way one must. 

Although not intended as a stand-alone quartet of tools, but rather as a set of thinking 

devices that depend on their dialogue with ethnographic data and other theoretical frameworks 

for their application—as I have attempted to do—, I hope to have shown that, taken together, 

the four analytical concepts laid out in the theoretical chapter and expanded upon in the 

remainder of this thesis can constitute a useful resource for the anthropological study of 

morality in general, and of morality in conflict-afflicted communities in particular. By 

highlighting the moral attunement as stemming from the fundamental need to harmonize shared 

moral values if they are to function in making communal life possible, I have circumscribed an 

overarching socio-cultural process that is both problematic and essential for the cohesion of 

communities with a history of violence. Far from being limited to such contexts but rather 

universal in nature, the competition over the monopoly of moral narratives becomes most 

salient when political violence is routinely relied upon for their instantiation, making the 

crafting of one’s moral being-in-the-world particularly challenging. Although competing views 

of right and wrong pull individuals in different directions and might threaten to undermine 

social cohesion, communities such as San Martín del Venado and Puerto Crucero do display a 

remarkable sense of community against all odds, managing to uphold the relationships of trust, 

cooperation, and interdependence that morality seeks to regulate and make possible. It is to 

explain this occurrence that the concepts of moral intimacy and of extra-ordinary situational 

ethics of conflict become of use, helping to shed light on the ways in which morality is locally 

constructed — circulating, as it were, in the informal crevices of a moral fabric subjected to a 

constant pull from all sides. As I have shown, moral intimacy and the extra-ordinary situational 
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ethics of conflict are two sides of a same coin. Blurry and contradictory moral boundaries 

accompanied by varyingly explicit threats of violence make it impossible to coherently align 

social norms with one’s deontic moral principles. As a direct adaptive reaction to this 

impossibility, people resort to the development of an alternative ethics with enough flexibility 

to navigate the social landscape without compromising their moral self-image. The fact that 

the same predicament is shared by others in the community makes it so that this extra-ordinary 

situational ethics of conflict serves as a basis for mutual recognition and humanization, creating 

a feeling of intimacy, as well as a certain leeway in the face of moral judgment, thus facilitating 

forgiveness of themselves and others. Finally, the concept of moral moderators puts the 

spotlight on the articulating function of particular community members with regards to the 

extra-ordinary situational ethics of conflict. By virtue of their predisposition, personal history, 

and character, moral moderators help other members of the community address seemingly 

irreconcilable moral demands that present themselves in daily life, and serve as key 

convergence points for competing moral narratives, articulating them with each-other, and 

promoting the community’s moral attunement. 

The contribution of this thesis to the field of moral anthropology concerns mainly the 

development of theory and analytical tools for the investigation of conflict-afflicted 

communities. By proposing the concepts of moral intimacy, moral moderators, and extra-

ordinary situational ethics of conflict as relevant aspects of the process of moral attunement 

that underlies the establishment and maintenance of moral communities, it hopes to provide 

other researchers interested in studying similar topics with a more clearly defined set of tools 

to be used as a starting point. Being based on the ethnographic material collected during a short 

field study, it is hoped that more thorough and lengthy investigations may improve the 

proposed theoretical concepts by putting them to the test, increasing their generalizability, 

soundness, and accuracy. 

This study also has broader implications for peacebuilding in general. At a practical 

level, which may be of interest for peace practitioners and policy makers, it brings to the fore 

the importance and peculiarity of moral considerations in communities with a history of armed 

conflict. In this sense, it draws attention to the fact that understanding the local expressions of 

informal morality and how it is transformed by the experience of armed conflict may 

complement approaches that focus mainly on socio-economic aspects in the tradition of 

utilitarian, rational actor theories of conflict. For example, it may prove useful to interact with 

the target communities on the ground employing ethnographic methods, thus making it possible 

to identify the figures within it that function as moral moderators, and who may in turn be 
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particularly suited to take on an effective mediating role. A conscious awareness of the 

existence of a particular shared experience of cultural intimacy rooted in an extra-ordinary 

situational ethics of conflict may also prove useful to more accurately assess one’s position as 

an outsider and help in the establishment of rapport.  
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