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Abstract

This article addresses the ways in which Afro-
Colombians in the region of Mar�ıa la Baja, Colom-
bia, re-signify their contentious bodies amidst par-
allel peace and war efforts. After over sixty years of
war, the government and armed paramilitary forces
continue to frame Afro-Colombian campesinos (ru-
ral farmers) as both innocent victims and guerrilla
combatants. Given the legacies of racialized
marginalization, how do Afro-Colombian communi-
ties stake claims to lost land and violent pasts when
their very bodies are presumed to challenge their
innocence? I illustrate how individuals use their con-
tentious bodies to resist militant and bureaucratic
attempts to label them as perpetrators of violence.
Afro-Colombian farmers enact embodied evidence,
such as calloused farming hands, to assert their dig-
nity and victimization. Through these corporeal and
visual self-assertions, I examine the ways in which
intersectional signifiers—including territory, ethnic-
ity, gender, and class—are simultaneously read and
performed within the context of war and peacetime
violence. [Colombian conflict, victimhood, Afro-
Colombian, embodiment]

INTRODUCTION—THE DAY OF THE

FARMER

On June 19, 2016, the central plaza of Mar�ıa la
Baja, Bol�ıvar, Colombia—normally uninhabitable
in the mid-day sun—was full of farmers celebrat-
ing Colombia’s El D�ıa del Campesino, the National
Day of the Farmer.1 While typically a joyous
occasion, the celebration was eclipsed by events
that occurred before and after the festivities. Whis-
pers spread across town: “Mataron a dos cam-
pesinos, pero no se met�ıan con nadie” (Two farmers
were killed, but they never bothered anyone). Over
the course of several days, two farmers from
Mar�ıa la Baja were killed separately for no clear
reason. The two men were life-long farmers of

African descent in their late sixties. They were
remembered as simple men who went to their
respective fields before dawn every day, never
made much money, and never bothered anyone.
As such, they could have been any farmer in
Mar�ıa la Baja, providing a cruel reminder that
national celebrations could not erase decades of
violence threatening campesino lives and liveli-
hoods.

While the police released reports of natural
and accidental deaths, word soon spread through
town that the first farmer’s body was covered in
deep cuts from machete strikes. The second farmer
“went missing” and was found dead at the edge of
a creek a day later. The police reported that he
died from a heart attack. But the group of farmers
who found his body contradicted the official nar-
rative and claimed that his mouth had been cut
open and he had suffered a blow to his head, pro-
viding proof of a violent death. In the days that
followed, the atmosphere of the town felt heavy
with grief. Although violent deaths are deeply
engrained in the minds of many Mar�ıalabajenses
given decades of guerrilla, paramilitary, and state
warfare, the inexplicable killings of two hardwork-
ing farmers and the lack of justice conjured pain-
ful memories. Over the next weeks, people across
Mar�ıa la Baja discussed the two farmers’ deaths
and drew parallels to assassinations and threats
that occurred during the height of paramilitary
control in the region by the United Self-Defense
Forces of Colombia (AUC) between the late 1990s
and early 2000s. This peak of violence had largely
subsided since the demobilization of the AUC in
2005. Nevertheless, these unclaimed killings in
2016 were potent reminders that threats against
rural farmers continued and that authorities had
little interest in pursuing justice for these deaths.

In order to understand the weight of these
deaths, it is necessary to delineate the relationships
among violence, geography, and bodies in Colom-
bia. Control of rural land has been at the heart of
Colombia’s over sixty-year-long war (LeGrand
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1986, 1992). Between 1958 and 2018, over seven
million citizens have been internally displaced and
215,005 civilians have been killed in Colombia’s
conflict.2 Rural farmers have typically been caught
in the crossfire of insurgent and counter-insurgent
battles in the countryside. Rural Colombian popu-
lations occupy territory that is simultaneously the
center of violence and the margin of the nation.
This reality has made it so that populations that
have been historically disenfranchised have also
been most impacted by the war (GMH 2013). The
killing of these two Afro-Colombian campesinos
in Mar�ıa la Baja was not exceptional but rather
part of a long history of conflict that has dispro-
portionately affected, and continues to affect,
lower class and Afro-descendant and Indigenous
populations. Due to their location in the center of
conflict, these populations further confront com-
peting stereotypes that label them as either victims
or guerrilla insurgent perpetrators.

At the time of these killings, I had been living
in Mar�ıa la Baja for over six months. While I was
accustomed to hearing about past violence in the
region, the death of these two men generated sto-
ries from neighbors and friends who had not pre-
viously discussed the armed conflict in my
presence. Seated under the shade of the tutumo
tree in front of the house where I lived, neighbors
contemplated the farmers’ deaths while sipping
afternoon cups of tinto—coffee sweetened with
caramelized sugar. Several women recounted the
violent deaths of male family members from years
ago, including the use of torture. One woman
recounted that it took days for her family to find
her brother’s body in el monte, or the rural coun-
tryside. Flies and worms had taken over the body,
preventing the family from determining the cause
of death or providing him a dignified burial. A
local farmers’ association similarly gathered to
recall violence they endured for decades, speaking
of several companions killed over the years. In
particular, they remembered one farmer who was
killed by the paramilitary in the early 2000s; his
body was found with his severed hands placed on
top of his chest.

Throughout the contemporary Colombian con-
flict, the killing of non-combatant farmers has been
coupled with bodily disfiguration and torture. Mar�ıa
Victoria Uribe (2004) considers these acts as fulfill-
ment of the perpetrators’ dual mission: de-humanize
the enemy “Other” and evoke terror in the sur-
rounding population. These acts were often commit-
ted with the goal of displacing individuals from
valuable land to allow for large agro-industrial

development. As most of these acts were committed
against farmers, the killing techniques were them-
selves grounded in rural sensibilities. Uribe notes
that “an inventory of practices and techniques of
bodily manipulation drew from everyday peasant life
(butchery practices and the culinary preparation of
wild and domestic animals) and from the ways that
peasants conceived of their own bodies” (2004, 87).
In these ways, the bodies of farmers—men and
women—became the medium through which armed
groups not only murdered those occupying valuable
land but also vilified the campesino population as
the likely source of guerrilla rebellion—a threat to
the political and economic interests of large-scale
agro-industrial development. It is with this dualistic
imagery—of victimized campesinos and dangerous
rural residents—that the current article is concerned.

Mar�ıa la Baja
Throughout this article, I draw primarily on
ethnographic research in the Afro-Colombian
rural region of Mar�ıa la Baja, Bol�ıvar, part of
the sub-region of Montes de Mar�ıa. Mar�ıa la
Baja is emblematic of Colombia’s complex tran-
sition from war to peace. It is both the site of
extreme past violence and one of the first cases
of state-led reparations. Approximately 39% of
Mar�ıa la Baja’s population is included in the
Unified Register of Victims (Registro �Unico de
V�ıctimas) that comprises the government’s data-
base of officially recognized conflict victims.3

Violence in the region has been carried out by
various armed actors, including guerrillas,
paramilitary groups, and the state military. More
recently, they have also endured violence associ-
ated with the introduction of the African palm
oil agroindustry that strategically followed mas-
sive forced displacements.4 The conflict in
Colombia has historically targeted rural farming
populations, and Mar�ıa la Baja is no exception.
That these campesinos generally self-identify as
Black or Afro-Colombian factors significantly in
how they understand the historic manifestation
of violence in their communities.5 For residents
of the region (Mar�ıalabajenses), their Afro-
Colombian identity and war history are
interconnected by violence that begins with their
ancestors’ forcible displacement from Africa and
continues into the contemporary armed conflict
and state abandonment that persists in rural,
ethnic minority populations. Mar�ıalabajenses
demand that the government see their victim-
hood in relation to these broader histories of
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inequality and not solely through narrow legal
definitions.

Over the past decade, peace and reconciliation
politics have slowly begun to replace armed vio-
lence. This transition is incomplete and uneven
across the country. Still, a partial transition to
peace has generated numerous laws and state pro-
grams meant to provide aid and reparations to
victims of the conflict. Victims’ programs require
affected communities and individuals to translate
violent experiences into official categories of vic-
timhood. Providing clear evidence of victimhood is
often logistically difficult or even dangerous due to
possible retaliation. This is further complicated by
decades of violence that have led the state to
equate farmers with subversive perpetrators. In the
context of over sixty years of conflict, distinguish-
ing between victims and perpetrators can
determine whether individuals receive victims’
reparations (including monetary compensation or
symbolic recognition) or are criminally charged
with fraud. It can even determine whether individ-
uals live or die. In this article, I address this cate-
gorization process as it manifests through the
body—often the first visible element in human
encounters.

CONTENTIOUS BODIES

I am overdetermined from without. I am the
slave not of the “idea” that others have of me
but of my own appearance

—Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks

In this article, I discuss the ways in which cam-
pesinos’ bodies become complex signifiers of their
potential innocence or guilt. This distinction car-
ries weight for individuals who are judged by
armed actors and bureaucrats alike to decipher
how their body fits into broader notions of victim-
hood and culpability. I highlight contentious bodies
—those that challenge clean categories of innocent
victim and guerrilla perpetrator. Contentious bod-
ies challenge these categories because they embody
characteristics that are simultaneously associated
with both victims and perpetrators: dark-complex-
ioned skin, masculinity, and rural, campesino
work and dress. Like turning a kaleidoscope, one
person’s contentious body could be seen and
understood differently with the slight shift in loca-
tion or historical context. Through these con-
tentious bodies, I demonstrate the way that
racialized, classed, and gendered signifiers are
simultaneously read and performed within the

context of war and peacetime violence in Colom-
bia. I illustrate the presumptions about which bod-
ies deserve violence and which deserve social and
economic aid. These exchanges highlight the inti-
mate moments through which marginalized citi-
zens are reincorporated (or not) into the purview
of the state.

I invoke practice-oriented theories of embodi-
ment in order to capture Mar�ıalabajenses’
contested formation of victim/perpetrator subjec-
tivities in Colombia. Such approaches re-center
anthropological analyses on the body as the pri-
mary site of human collective experience (Bourdieu
1977; Mauss 1973), as well as the formation of
subjectivities through the performance of the
everyday (Ortner 2006). Habitus, according to
Marcel Mauss (1973) refers to the individual and
collective bodily techniques that are socially
learned. Here, my analysis focuses on the ways in
which such bodily techniques translate into
national understandings of victim and perpetrator
identities. The individuals I highlight in this article
are contentious because their bodies cause confu-
sion for the armed and institutional gatekeepers
that seek to distinguish between victims and perpe-
trators of war. While it is never just about the
color of their skin, their dress, gendered or classed
behavior, each story highlights the ways in which
some combination of these bodily features gener-
ates doubt about their identity (see Llor�ens 2018).

Critical race and post-colonial theories con-
tribute an understanding of embodied practice in
relation to colonial and neo-colonial subject-
making (Stoler 2010; Thomas 2011). Through this
lens, embodied practice is understood within the
constraints of racialized, gendered, and classed
hierarchies, among others. In reference to colonial
subjects (Stoler 2010) and post-colonial (partial)
citizenship (Smith 2016; Thomas 2011), scholar-
ship highlights the ways in which bodily markers
and practices map onto histories of inequality and
social assumptions about the value of certain bod-
ies over others. This becomes particularly acute
through processes of racialization in which pheno-
typical traits become imbued with social signifi-
cance, demarcating which bodies belong within the
national imaginary and which do not (Omi and
Winant 1986).

In post-conflict settings, the (re)formation of
the state is central to peace politics. Similar to
analyses of colonial and neoliberal subjectivities, I
consider citizen subjectivities in Colombia as cru-
cial to the formation and maintenance of Colom-
bia’s proclamation of a post-conflict state. In this
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context, citizen subjectivities are built upon indi-
viduals’ experiences vis-�a-vis the war—as perpetra-
tors, victims, or innocent/complicit bystanders.
Furthermore, racialization practices broadly asso-
ciate darkened bodies with the geographic margins
of the nation—the space of war and where victims
and perpetrator identities are formed (see Paschel
2016). Here, I argue that encounters between citi-
zens and their observers, whether armed actors or
state employees, are mediated initially by their
physical bodies. How individuals are read in these
encounters reveals broader presumptions about
which bodies index subversive or innocent sub-
jects. Further, misreadings can result in the denial
of one’s rights to state benefits, the formal recogni-
tion of victimhood status, or even loss of life.

It is difficult to establish a clear definition of
what indexes subversive or innocent subjects for
the armed actor, police officer, or government offi-
cial making observations. It is because of this
ambiguity that certain bodies become contentious.
Broadly speaking, victimhood is commonly repre-
sented nationally through images of feminine fig-
ures (often mothers) and signs of rural and/or
impoverished conditions. Often times Afro-
Colombian and Indigenous individuals are also
associated with victimhood because of their geo-
graphic location in areas of most intense conflict.
Nevertheless, as the stories that follow demon-
strate, when femininity is not adequately per-
formed or one’s skin color and class status are on
display in the wrong place or at the wrong time,
these identifiers can instead index an individual as
a subversive, guerrilla combatant.

In her analysis of “terrorist assemblages,” Jas-
bir Puar (2007) articulates the visual and affective
components of (mis)interpreting bodies. Puar
argues that tendencies to read Sikhs as Muslim
terrorists are not just about wrongly indexing the
meaning of visual cues such as a turban. Rather,
she claims that it is the “broader affective frame
where the reason for the alikeness may be vague
or repressed” (2007, 187). Puar’s analysis unites
visual cues with emotions, demonstrating that
bodies are read through historical constructions
that demarcate us from them. Donna Goldstein
(2013) elaborates the racialized, classed, and gen-
dered contours of embodiment in Brazil, arguing
that hierarchies are established along racial lines,
with whitened bodies occupying the top and dark-
ened bodies the bottom. Yet, Goldstein elucidates
how racist presumptions about class and belonging
were exposed through the news story of the “Black
Cinderella,” in which a Black woman was

physically assaulted for holding up an elevator.
The woman was a governor’s daughter, yet her
skin complexion alone led her attackers to assume
that she was lower class, and therefore out of
place and out of line. These divisions can be
linked to Alexander Weheliye’s notion of racializ-
ing assemblages, “a set of sociopolitical processes
that discipline humanity into full humans, not-quite-
humans, and nonhumans” (2014, 4). Bodies are
not repositories of innocence, danger, and Other-
ness in and of themselves. Rather, bodies are
imbued with meaning during social interactions.
Projected emotions and presumptions about guilt
and innocence coalesce in a moment of bodily
interaction.

While many physical elements of bodies are
readily visible, such as skin color, scars, age, and
sex, I argue that to understand the ways multiple
identities are performed and perceived requires an
examination of how bodies become repositories
and signifiers of broader regional histories. For
example, in the context of Mar�ıa la Baja, both
Afro-Colombian and campesino identities are cen-
tral to local interpretations of historical and con-
temporary violence, resistance, and livelihoods.
Bodies—including dress, gait, hand gestures, skin
tone, eyes, speech—tell stories. But individuals are
not always in control of the story their bodies tell.
Rather, subtle signs map onto broader categories
and perceptions of identities that are raced,
classed, gendered, and—in the Colombian context
—victimized (perceived as being a victim of the
conflict) or vilified (perceived as being a perpetra-
tor of the conflict).

In the stories that follow, people’s contentious
bodies and sense of identity are put into contact
and conversation with bureaucracy, violence, and
legal categories. Through these stories, I show
how something that is intimately tied first and
foremost to the corporeal experience of individuals
comes to develop multiple meanings as it encoun-
ters external and sometimes abstract observers,
including the ethnographer. I discuss place, race,
and gender as they connect to violence and peo-
ple’s embodied relationship to this violence. While
I address each separately, the stories across these
sections reveal the ways that these identifying
marks are intimately interconnected. I first discuss
the place of violence in Colombia and how this
violence has mapped onto particular groups of
people and ways of life. I then consider the race of
violence, arguing that the disproportionate vio-
lence against ethnic minority communities is not a
coincidence of war; it is a defining feature of the
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conflict that targets populations whose lives and
land have been threatened historically, especially
when they are seen to obstruct political and eco-
nomic interests. Finally, I examine the gender of
violence and the way that notions of innocence
and guilt correlate to perceptions of femininity
and masculinity, respectively. In each of these sec-
tions, I use stories of contentious bodies to expose
both institutional desires for clear-cut categories
and the slippage that particular bodies produce
when they challenge their observers’ eyes.

GUERRILLA OR VICTIM?—
PLACING VIOLENCE

Campesino life is often expressed as both a bless-
ing and a curse. The work of a farmer—though
hard and undervalued—is still considered by many
Mar�ıalabajenses to be a source of freedom and
autonomy. It is a profession and a source of pride.
But, in the eyes of the Colombian state and
paramilitary forces, farmers’ work and presence in
the countryside have historically associated farm-
ers (especially men) with guerrilla fighters or sym-
pathizers. While women also participated in
guerrilla group combat, the stereotype that con-
nected farm work to guerrilla sympathizers was
mainly applied to male farmers. As I detail below,
exceptions to this were often tied to women who
broke the social norms of their gender role more
broadly, through outspoken political engagement.

Guerrilla groups that formed in the early
1960s claimed to be the voice of the landless peas-
ant, but this ideology put a target on the back of
every farmer. As guerrillas were seen as sympa-
thetic to the plight of the landless peasant and the
beacon of hope for agrarian reform, the farmers in
rural areas were likewise assumed to be sympa-
thetic toward or converted into guerrillas. Further-
more, as Bettina Ng’weno argues, “social
movements of campesinos are common and, com-
bined with the close association with the guerrillas,
particularly threatening to the state” (2007, 162).
Counter-insurgent paramilitary and state forces
have therefore used this association as a justifica-
tion for decades of violence against campesino
civilian populations.

The contours of war are reproduced at differ-
ent scales in Colombia: from the national, down
to the regional and local level. From a macroscale,
the conflict in Colombia can be read through
national maps in which urban centers are small
oases of relative calm surrounded by rural areas
caught in active war (Figure 1). At the regional
scale, the connection between place and suspicious

bodies is more complex. For example, city-dwellers
from the port city of Cartagena on the Caribbean
coast may generically consider the entire munici-
pality of Mar�ıa la Baja and the greater Montes de
Mar�ıa as an area of violent conflict (Figure 2).
Yet, within Mar�ıa la Baja, features such as roads
and bodies of water mark perceived divisions
between citizens, guerrillas, and paramilitary at the
local level (Figure 3).

Santi, a farmer in Mar�ıa la Baja, considered
paramilitary profiling in relation to the main high-
way that runs across the municipality. As he
reflected on the paramilitary-led threats, assassina-
tions, and displacement that has affected his fam-
ily, he interjected that “for the paramilitary, if you
lived on that side of the road [pointing to the hills]
you were a guerrilla.” Santi, like many other farm-
ers in the region, was born in the countryside and
raised working on farms. That these farms happen
to fall on the “wrong side of the road” meant that
Santi’s livelihood put his life at risk. My research
suggests that the exaggerated connection between
farmers and guerrilla fighters is part of the reason
campesino communities became the largest civilian
victim population of the armed conflict. More
troubling still, farmers must now stake their claim
to victimhood on the basis of their rural, cam-
pesino identities. These are the same identities that
provoked violence against them as supposed guer-
rillas in the first place.

Innocent Hands
To know campesinos is to know their hands.
Farmers in Mar�ıa la Baja often told me that you
cannot fake the hands of a campesino. The strong,
calloused, and warped fingers are a sure-fire way
to distinguish a life-long campesino from a city-
dweller. Even the farmers forcibly displaced by
violence in the countryside carry the evidence of
their livelihood in their hands. Over the course of
my research, I became used to feeling hands as
part of a subtle read on people’s lives. At first
meeting, men and women typically shook hands,
which with familiarity evolved into embraces with
kisses on the cheek. Those handshakes told stories
—the rough touch of the hand, firm grasp, and
atrophied fingers stained with dirt were all part of
a larger history about land, labor, pride, loss, and
violence.

Care for hands is also wedded to farming life.
When I had a jammed index finger from a pick-up
basketball game, Se~nor Marco saw me struggle to
open a bottle of water and asked to see my hand.
“I’m no doctor like you,” he said with a small
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laugh, “but I know a thing or two about fixing
hands.” With my nod of approval, he set about
feeling all of the ligaments, rotating the finger, and
diagnosing the problem. Once he determined the
issue, he swiftly moved the finger and popped it
back into place so it could heal. He told me to
take some string and tie it to the neighboring fin-
ger for the next week. When I asked Se~nor Marco
how he learned to do this, he just laughed and
said it was part of being campesino.

I became even more alert to the importance of
hands when I traveled one day to Cartagena with
members of an Afro-campesino association, work-
ing to reclaim land that they lost to paramilitary
violence in the early 2000s. We arrived at a gov-
ernment office to meet with their state-assigned
lawyer. When I shook the lawyer’s hand, I hid the
shock from my face with difficulty—his petite,

pudgy, smooth white hand turned to mush in my
grasp. I felt myself recoil slightly at the implica-
tions of this difference in hand and in lifestyle.
Dressed in white linen with a gold watch, the law-
yer flicked his shiny, fat fingers in the air as he
explained the law to the group of campesinos. This
encounter also reminded me of how smooth and
soft my own hands must feel to most people, and
what that may convey to people who shake my
hand and thereby confirm their perceptions of my
foreign, white, academic life. Beyond this tactile
trace of lifestyle, I learned that hands were embod-
ied evidence of dignity and innocence. They were
the physical proof of a life spent working in fields
and not wielding weapons.

Miguel is a lifelong farmer. His tall and lanky
figure is complemented by kind eyes and a pencil-
thin mustache perched upon his youthful smile.

Figure 1. National scale map of urban-rural divisions. This map was modified from “Map of forced displacement in the

Colombian armed conflict (1996–2012)” (GMH, 2013, 74) to include the five most populated cities (Bogot�a [capital],

Medell�ın, Cali, Barranquilla, and Cartagena) and the region of Montes de Mar�ıa. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyon

linelibrary.com]
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During one of our first conversations, Miguel told
me: “I don’t know how to read or write, but I cap-
ture things that are going on.” Miguel had ethno-
graphic sensibilities—a knack for recalling the
minute details of events and interactions. An
example of what Bianca Williams [Robinson] calls
“everyday experts,” Miguel offered his analyses of
events and drew big conclusions about their deeper
meaning (Robinson 2009, 16). He often regretted
that, as a single man without children, he didn’t
have anyone to talk to at home. On days when his
thoughts were swirling, he would go out and walk
to quiet down his mind. Perhaps in light of this,
our encounters often turned from five-minute
exchanges to hour-long conversations. Miguel was
eager to talk and I was eager to listen.

One day Miguel wanted to explain to me how
it was that campesinos were treated and targeted
by the paramilitaries in Mar�ıa la Baja during the
height of the conflict. In the early 2000s, Pellito,
one of the local paramilitary AUC bosses in the
Mar�ıa la Baja region, approached Miguel at a
local bar and accused him of being a guerrilla—an
accusation that was also a threat against his life.
According to Miguel, the basis of this threat was
nothing other than the fact that Miguel’s work as
a farmer led him to the countryside, where it was
considered likely that he was either an active or
supportive guerrilla member. When Miguel coun-
tered Pellito by saying that he was only a farmer,
Pellito decided to quiz him. He asked Miguel to
tell him how many yucca you could plant in a

Figure 2. Regional scale of urban-rural divisions. Map of Montes de Mar�ıa (outlined in red) and Mar�ıa la Baja (outlined

in blue). The red dots represent massacres committed between 1982 and 2013, leading the urban population from

neighboring Cartagena to associate the entire region with conflict. Data for massacre locations was obtained from Rutas

del Conflicto, “Cartograf�ıa del Conflicto.” Accessed October 10, 2017. http://rutasdelconflicto.com/geografia-del-terror/ma

sacres-por-anio.php. (The link is no longer active.) Modified from source: Google Maps, view of Montes de Mar�ıa. [Color
figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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hectare. Miguel carefully answered, accounting for
the lay of the land, the possibility of lost crops
and proper spacing. Pellito repeated the question
with other local crops: corn and ~name (yam).
Again, Miguel responded in detail with his expert
knowledge of farming. Finally, frustrated by the
interrogation, Miguel thrust his hands forward,
challenging Pellito to feel his hands and then tell
him that he was not a campesino. As he described
this encounter, Miguel then thrust his hands at
me, shaking them in the air. They were scarred
and gnarled. His fingers always seemed slightly
curved from the work “with machete,” as the
grunt labor of farming was usually called. I
reached out hesitantly to touch his hands, unsure
if I was now playing the role of the paramilitary
interrogator or just fulfilling Miguel’s request that
I, too, see and feel the proof of his innocence.

In this encounter, Miguel’s contentious body
nearly betrayed him. Pellito, now dead, was
well known in the community as a leader of the

paramilitary AUC whose simple command could
lead to a person’s assassination. Miguel’s work in
the countryside, where the opposing FARC guer-
rillas held their camps, made him subject to
paramilitary scrutiny. Furthermore, farmers like
Miguel who lacked money or their own land, were
assumed to have more motivation to support the
revolutionary goals of the guerrilla movement. But
when Miguel’s meticulous display of his knowl-
edge of planting fields was not enough, he turned
as a last resort to the very thing that made him a
target in the first place: his body. Miguel sought
to flip the paramilitary script, asking Pellito (and
me) to explain how his hands could look like this
if not for his life-long dedication to his crops (Fig-
ure 4). These were not the hands of a soldier, and
luckily for Miguel, Pellito recognized the differ-
ence.

While the height of paramilitary and guerrilla
fighting has subsided, the killings of two farmers
discussed in the opening of this article clearly

Figure 3. Local scale divisions. Municipality of Mar�ıa la Baja. The black line represents the main highway, which was

often referenced as a geographical marker that labeled individuals working or living southeast of the line as complicit in the

armed conflict. Modified from source: Google Maps, view of Mar�ıa la Baja. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibra

ry.com]
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show that campesino lives are still under threat,
though now from unknown sources. But beyond
the threat of direct violence, Miguel and other
farmers are coping with a new form of interroga-
tion. Rather than facing an armed assassin,
Mar�ıalabajenses are confronting the emergence of
victim reparation programs. These programs,
though ostensibly representative of peace, carry
out a mission that in many ways parallels Pellito’s
paramilitary accusation. That is, these reparation
programs approach populations known to be
caught in conflict zones and then request that indi-
viduals provide proof of their victimhood. Implicit
in this request is that victims provide proof that
they were not perpetrators of violence—that they
did not deserve the violence brought upon them or
their loved ones.

RACIALIZED VIOLENCE

“Somos una comunidad negra” (We are a Black
community), Juan Pablo told me within the first
thirty minutes of meeting him in the House of
Culture of Mar�ıa la Baja in May 2014. Mar�ıa la
Baja and Mar�ıalabajenses are often identified by
their Afro-Colombian ethnic identity. In the most
recent census, more than 97% of the region’s pop-
ulation self-identified as either Afro-descendant,
Black, or Palenquero (an identity linked to African
populations that reclaimed their freedom from the
Spanish and have since maintained their own lan-
guage).6 Throughout my fieldwork, individuals
and communities would ensure that I understood
the importance of this claim to a Black identity in
Colombia generally and in relation to violence in
particular.7 Mar�ıalabajenses also highlight the
ways in which ethnicity was a fluid category that

did not rely solely on perceptions of skin color.
They highlighted their African heritage as built
into a way of life—a shared history of slavery and
marginalization, traditions, resistances, and the
contemporary fight for rights as victims of Colom-
bia’s armed conflict.

The conflict in Colombia requires attention to
the ways in which violence has targeted ethnic
minority groups, especially Indigenous and Afro-
descendant. Nevertheless, ethnicity-driven analyses
risk flattening complex regional histories into
racial categories. Such oversimplified labels neither
help to understand experiences of violence nor
reflect the diversity of people and histories repre-
sented in regions such as Mar�ıa la Baja. Blackness,
as expressed by Mar�ıalabajenses, can be better
understood through Stuart Hall’s call to re-think
fixed notions of racialized subjects. Hall asserts
that this “entails a recognition that the central
issues of race always appear historically in articu-
lation, in a formation, with other categories and
divisions and are constantly crossed and recrossed
by the categories of class, of gender and ethnicity”
(1989, 201). Bringing this concept to bear in
Colombia, Eduardo Restrepo argues that “the eth-
nicization of black political subjects and subjectivi-
ties must be understood as an ongoing process of
the articulation of blackness in Colombia that has
established a specific relationship between terri-
tory, identity, cultural tradition, nature and other-
ness” (2004, 699). In other words, Blackness in
Colombia is not only a reference to a shared eth-
nicity but also histories of social movements, terri-
torial claims and dispossession, resistance, as well
as shared cultural practices (Ng’weno 2007). Theo-
retical endeavors to historicize and destabilize
racial essentialism are crucial to my analysis. This
requires recognizing the cultural construction of
race, while also attending to the ways in which
race and racism continue to rear their heads in
everyday politics and social interactions.

As Kaifa Roland (2013, 2017) has elucidated
in the Cuban and US context, race is a fluid and
performed category. Despite this fluidity,
Roland’s ethnographic work on tourism in Post-
Soviet Cuba demonstrates the ways in which
racialized hierarchies continue to determine which
bodies belong and which do not. For example,
Roland tells the story of Javier, “a light-complex-
ioned mulato with hazel eyes and dreadlocked
hair” (2013, 210). After Javier waited for Roland
outside of her hotel, she returned to find him
detained by the police because they perceived his
body to be out of place in this tourist district.

Figure 4. Miguel’s hands. Courtesy of the author. [Color

figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Roland explains that “Javier’s black(end) self-
identification served to clarify his place as an out-
sider for tourism’s gatekeepers” (2013, 411).
Racialized violence in Colombia similarly
demands attention to the racial contours of
belonging, danger, and innocence. I seek to
demonstrate how social constructions of Black-
ness in Colombia—as associated with negative
and undesirable behaviors—emerge in relation to
historical constructions of class, place, and gen-
der. This approach opens up concepts of race
and ethnicity to broader physical, social, and
affective assemblages, while still attending firmly
to shifting formations of racism.

Given the racialized contours of violence, it is
unsurprising that national perceptions of rural
farmers, guerrillas, and victims each share an asso-
ciation with having darker complexions than
urban city dwellers. The region of Mar�ıa la Baja,
as a predominantly Afro-Colombian population,
fits this broader perception. In this way, percep-
tions of both the farming occupation and skin
complexion of many Mar�ıalabajenses can provoke
confusion as to whether or not they should be
indexed as guerrillas or victims. While Miguel’s
daily labor in crop fields signaled his potential
affiliation with guerrillas, the following account of
the experience of Victor and Emilio in the city of
Cartagena reveals this logic in action beyond the
geographic limits of Mar�ıa la Baja.

“You Look Like a Guerrilla”
“The police stopped me and Emilio in Cartagena
last week,” Victor yelled to me over the whipping
wind on the back of the motorcycle in early 2016.
“What? Why?” I asked, wondering under what cir-
cumstances two rural community leaders and col-
lege students would be stopped by police during a
visit to the bustling port city. Victor called back
with a laugh, “Think about it! Two young, Black
men . . . and Emilio with his long hair and beard!”
I protested, “But what did the police think?” Vic-
tor shouted through the humid wind, “They
checked our c�edula [Colombian ID] and then told
us we looked like guerrilleros [guerrilla fighters].”
At that we both burst out laughing. We found the
idea of Victor and Emilio as guerrillas laughable
as they were both aspiring school teachers, but the
reality of this profiling was not funny.

While Victor and Emilio have never had any
involvement in the armed conflict, their communi-
ties have most certainly been marked by fighting
between guerrilla, paramilitary, and state military
groups. The dominant narrative within Mar�ıa la

Baja asserts that the paramilitary groups have
caused the deepest harm in this region through
massive displacement, massacres, disappearances,
and general terror.8 The paramilitary often carried
out this violence against the civilian population
based on accusations that their victims were guer-
rilla fighters or sympathizers. Thus, while we
found the police accusation humorous, we also
understood that for many in Mar�ıa la Baja, like
Miguel above, past accusations of guerrilla iden-
tity were potential death threats. After our initial
laughter, I pressed him further. “But why do you
think they assumed you were guerrillas?” Victor’s
explanation was first “ser negro,” (for being
Black). Cartagena is a predominantly Black city so
this element of their identity did not seem to be
enough to explain the experience. He added that it
was about their dark complexion and maybe
clothing—collared shirts, jeans, and Victor’s signa-
ture straw hat—as an indicator of their rural iden-
tity. This combination, skin color and rural class,
is what Victor felt caused the police to see them as
possible guerrillas.

As we sped down the highway with me
squeezed onto the back of the motorcycle, I
looked left and right to see never-ending fields of
African palm oil. Many inhabitants of Mar�ıa la
Baja say that the influx of African palm is a con-
stant visual and odorous reminder of the displace-
ment caused by the paramilitary groups and the
subsequent arrival of land investors to take their
land through allegedly legal means. Those who
reside on this land, work the land, or continue to
fight for their stolen land are often still labeled as
guerrillas. That is, labor and (dis)location on rural
land in and of itself can be incriminating, as evi-
denced by the story of Miguel’s hands—and per-
haps the two assassinated campesinos.

But Victor and Emilio were not farmers, and
they spent more time in community meetings and
seminars than in the countryside. While native to
this war-torn region, they were pursuing academic
and political futures in the fallout of decades of
violence. So, why, in the urban context of Carta-
gena, did the police slot Victor and Emilio as
guerrillas? As Victor concluded, it was probably
about perceptions of skin color and rural origins.
But in order to understand how these markers
would lead the police to label them as guerrilla
fighters, it is necessary to consider Victor and Emi-
lio’s bodies as complex intersections of identities
that were misread during this encounter. It is
through layered assumptions about the young,
Black, and landless peasant (male) farmer, that a
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guerrilla revolutionary identity is considered
viable. Similar to Javier in a Cuban tourist district,
Victor and Emilio’s bodies were read as struc-
turally out of place and dangerous (Roland 2013).
For Victor and Emilio, their profile led to an
offensive, though ultimately inconsequential, police
stop in 2016. This same layered identity is what
has led to the assassination of thousands of cam-
pesinos around the country since the 1960s; it is
what still supports threats against the life of farm-
ers in Mar�ıa la Baja as recently as July 2016; and
it is what continues to call into suspicion people’s
claim to victimhood. Contrary to the reparative
promises of victimhood, this racialized policing
echoes Christen Smith’s understanding of limited
Black citizenship in Brazil, where “the biopolitical
practices of subjectification occur in order to
pacify and control black bodies but not necessarily
assimilate them into the nation-state” (2016, 80).
In Colombia, whether in times of war or peace,
the surveillance and control over rural Afro-
Colombians has remained consistent. As Smith
observed in Brazil, such practices do not intend to
incorporate these individuals into the fold of the
state. Rather, Black rural bodies are monitored
and pacified precisely because of the potential
threat they pose to the interests of political and
economic elites.

In August 2017, over a year later, I learned
that Emilio’s trouble with the police had contin-
ued.9 Cecilia, a local community activist, relayed
tersely that Emilio faced routine, arbitrary police
stops and profiling when he traveled through cities
to the south of his rural village—cities known for
racism against Afro-Colombians. Cecilia’s analysis
of Emilio’s situation once again settled on the
intersection between his Black body, his rural ori-
gins, and his image as a leader who was fighting
for community land rights. Profiling and policing
of this sort may still rely on the term guerrilla to
accuse individuals of improper behavior, despite
the fact that guerrilla groups have not had a
strong presence in Mar�ıa la Baja for decades. Fur-
thermore, individuals such as Miguel, Victor, and
Emilio were never accused of belonging to the
paramilitary, even though the paramilitary troops
in the region also included combatants, such as
AUC leader Pellito, who would be identified as
Black. In this way, the police officer’s guerrilla ref-
erence was less about accusing these young men of
armed revolution than it was about surveilling
Victor and Emilio’s contentious bodies as they
represented the new perceived threat to economic
and political power (see Roland 2017). While the

guerrillas may have represented this threat in dec-
ades past, I posit that today these threats have
shapeshifted, embodied by people like Emilio and
Victor who seek social change through unarmed
activism and community empowerment.

THE GENDER OF INNOCENCE

Studies of Colombia’s conflict and resolution pro-
cess often adopt a gender-neutral stance. Yet a
gendered analysis not only highlights varied expe-
riences with violence but also reveals how peace
and reconciliation processes carry presumptions
about the relationship between gender and the per-
petrator–victim binary. A statistical review of the
conflict reveals that it has been male-dominated—
both in terms of combatants and civilian fatalities.
Paramilitary groups presented the lowest estimated
number of females in their ranks at 2–4%, while
guerrilla groups enlisted more women, representing
an estimated 30% of the FARC combatants (Tate
2007, 54). Of the estimated 218,000 individuals
killed between 1958 and 2012 due to the conflict,
81% were non-combatant civilians. Still, male
casualties far outweigh female, with men represent-
ing approximately nine out of every ten deaths
(GMH 2013). Men have typically been targeted by
assassinations because of their presumed or
invented connections to combatant groups. This is
particularly evident in the case of so-called false
positives in which the Colombian military killed
innocent young men, transported them to combat
zones, and dressed them in guerrilla fatigues.
While women are underrepresented in statistics on
violence resulting in death, they are affected by
other forms of violence, such as sexual violence
and displacement. Additionally, women have often
been left as the sole breadwinners of their families
because of the murder of male family members
(GMH 2013; Meertens 2001).

In 2000, the United Nations Security Council
adopted Resolution 1325, directed at the inclusion
of women in peacekeeping and conflict resolution
strategies (Bell and O’Rourke 2010). Echoing these
international measures, Colombian reconciliation
work conducted by the National Center for
Historical Memory and the Victims’ Unit devotes
subsections of their research and services to
gender-based issues. Importantly, this work argues
that violence against women cannot be seen as
merely a byproduct of war, but instead should be
analyzed as a systematic strategy of war. Further,
this research recognizes that as survivors of vio-
lence, women play a crucial role in the conflict res-
olution process (GMH 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2012).
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The relatively new attention to women in transi-
tional justice and conflict resolution literature is
necessary and yet still underrepresented in truth
commissions (Bell and O’Rourke 2010). Neverthe-
less, the gender work produced by international
and Colombian organizations primarily conflates
gender to female victim and gendered violence to
sexual assault.10

In her work on the Peruvian Truth Commis-
sion and with demobilized combatants in Colom-
bia, anthropologist Kimberly Theidon argues that
gender cannot simply serve as a synonym for
“women” (Theidon 2009, 2013). In the Colombian
context, Theidon uses ethnographic research with
primarily male demobilized paramilitary and guer-
rilla combatants to “examine the salient links
between weapons, masculinities, and violence”
(2009, 2). Thus, rather than view men as a neutral
gender category, Theidon emphasizes the impor-
tance of understanding how violence forms around
the performance of masculinity. Analyses of
female combatants, in contrast, often emphasize
the contradictory or “double-sided” experience of
negotiating femininity in a predominantly mascu-
line sphere (Bayard de Volo 2018; Lara 2000;
Meertens 2001) and the rigorous gendered assump-
tions that define the terms of demobilization, dis-
armament, and reintegration (DDR) campaigns
and protocols (Theidon 2009).

In written reports by the National Center for
Historical Memory, masculinity is not fully omit-
ted from the discussion. Reports acknowledge the
ways in which violence and displacement have
altered traditional masculine roles. Additionally,
the experience of bearing witness to violence
enacted on the bodies of female kin are seen as
explicit efforts to “emasculate” men in their inabil-
ity to prevent such harm (GMH 2011a, 2013).
These analyses take important steps to acknowl-
edge the breadth of the gendered impacts of vio-
lence. However, the overwhelming predominance
of narratives focusing on female victims as well as
the strong presence of female actors in the search
for justice and peace also limits the national, legal/
political possibility of seeing men as victim-
survivors of conflict. Yet, if women are overrepre-
sented as the bearers of memory and mourning,
they are underrepresented in the realm of political
negotiations.11 This is not to say that women are
absent from public debates; they are active and
present. Still, gendered ideas about proper ways to
mourn, protest, and organize have often decen-
tered female voices—especially if they are seen as
too angry, emotional, or aggressive. On the other

hand, women who are known to be more outspo-
ken are often targeted by death threats, receiving
treatment similar to that of their male counter-
parts who are accused of being guerrillas. Sara’s
story illustrates this gendered double standard.

“Revolutionary”
Before I ever met Sara, I was told that she was
known in Mar�ıa la Baja as a revolucionaria—a
female fighter for revolution—and also a trouble-
maker. Short black hair streaked with bright-
colored dye contrasts against Sara’s caramel-
complexioned face. Her occasional smile is offset by
piercing eyes that are typically buried under a fur-
rowed brow. I learned to speak with care around
Sara, as she was prone to assume that people were
out to take advantage of her or do her physical
harm (see Jackson 2008). This was especially appar-
ent during meetings with government or NGO
workers, where her attitude in a room let people
know that she was ready to defend herself, regard-
less of their supposedly good intentions. Conversa-
tions with Sara were also unpredictable, and her
voice usually projected a raspy whisper, which was
paradoxically on the verge of passionate yelling.
Sara grew up in el monte and lived through the for-
mation of the guerrilla groups and the subsequent
entrance of the paramilitary in the larger region of
Montes de Mar�ıa. She emphasized that the
paramilitary was the main source of violence and
destruction in the region, and on a personal level,
Sara rightly blamed the paramilitary for her forced
displacement, the death of her partner, and subse-
quent threats against her life due to her public acti-
vism for numerous victim communities.

On the day of our scheduled interview in May
2016, I arrived by moto-taxi to Sara’s neighbor-
hood with two pieces of sweetbread. When I
approached the house, there was coastal vallenato
music bellowing from the front door, but the white
and gold metal fence was still locked shut, sealing
in her aqua blue house. When Sara emerged, she
welcomed me and in the same breath declared that
our conversation would be interrupted by weekend
duties: laundry and peeling mangoes to make juice
for her grandson. Her short-cut hair was tucked
away under a loose knit hat, but I could see that
the gray streaks had been recently dyed bright
pink.

At one point during our conversation, Sara
started talking about her relationship with Jos�e, the
Departmental Director of one of the regional gov-
ernment institutions for victims. Sara knew Jos�e
because she was a go-to source on the geography

Dani R. Merriman 35



of the region, where multiple municipalities have
been peppered with decades of overlapping guerrilla
and paramilitary violence. In areas where munici-
pality lines are unclear, Sara has often used natural
landmarks to help government officials like Jos�e
draw the invisible borderlines that help determine
cases of stolen land during the conflict. During one
encounter she had with him, Jos�e said to Sara in
half-jest: “Were you a guerrilla?” Sara explained
that he asked this because “I know.” “I know all of
el monte like the palm of my hand,” she asserted.
Then she explained that since she was a child, she
had traveled those paths with her father, working
on farms here and there. During her childhood,
Sara remembered with some excitement that the
guerrillas came to give talks about agrarian reform
and farmers’ rights. But she was also adamant that
she had not participated in any way as a guerrilla
fighter and expressed frustration about Jos�e’s joke.

In order to emphasize the pain of his ostensi-
bly playful accusation, Sara told me more about
her displacement: “When the paramilitaries came
to displace us from our house, they handed guns
to my children as a test. They told the children to
arm and disarm the gun in order to see if they had
been trained by the guerrillas.” After a pause, Sara
shouted, “They had never touched a gun in their
lives, Dani!,” shaking her head at the thought.
Then, as if to give me the final proof of her inno-
cence, she stuck out her thumbs: “Look at these
callouses!” On the top of her thumb joint, just
below her nail, the skin was slightly deformed and
rough. I touched it lightly. “That is from milking
cows,” she said, showing me the motion of her
technique to explain the placement of her perma-
nent marks. Just as Miguel put out his hands for
me and for his interrogation with the paramilitary
leader, Sara showed me her thumbs with defiance
and a certain amount of pride, offering proof that
her life in el monte was dignified by hard labor,
not guerrilla fighting.

In many ways, Sara’s encounter with Jos�e is
indicative again of the conflation between cam-
pesino knowledge and guerrilla sentiments. The
fact that this accusation, even if joking, came from
a regional director of an office working on conflict
resolution, further demonstrates that these cate-
gorical stereotypes have not diminished with the
transition to peace politics. Rather, the same signi-
fiers used to criminalize the rural population dur-
ing the peak of guerrilla and paramilitary violence
continue to inform the logic of peacebuilding.
Despite the obvious parallels to the stories of
Miguel, Victor, and Emilio, Sara’s story is also

rare in that such accusations were typically applied
to men. Sara’s commitment to activism, justice,
and victims’ rights is well known, as is her fiery
personality. These traits contribute to the forma-
tion of her contentious body as one that strains
the limits of acceptable female victimhood. Sara
continues to feel the threat of armed actors in the
area who have made death threats against her and
her family. It is because of these threats, Sara
explained with exasperation, that her house is sur-
rounded by a ten-foot tall metal gate. Yet, Sara’s
unwillingness to “shut up,” as she puts it, has also
led government officials to question her innocence.

CONCLUSION—THE DAY OF THE FARMER,

DEATH THREATS, AND LEAVING

EL MONTE

Life in a conflict zone is never black and white. It
is messy and chaotic. From a distance, the conflict
in Colombia can appear to be simply a conflict
between leftist insurgents and conservative counter-
insurgents. In small towns, however, these over-
simplified divisions fracture into a jigsaw puzzle.
The way things fit together is constantly shift-
ing and often appears to be contradictory.
Campesinos often end up as casualties of the
insurgent movement that claims to protect their
livelihood. Alternatively, campesinos may end up
fighting for the opposition, the counter-insurgents,
taking orders from wealthy landowners and politi-
cians. Or yet again, farmers may try to walk the
tightrope between these groups. Regardless, the
reality is that the distinctions between left–right,
insurgent–counter-insurgent, innocent–guilty, and
victim–perpetrator are never clear. In a conflict
zone, innocence is an ideal, but it is rarely a real-
ity. Even those who managed to avoid direct
involvement in warfare could be enveloped in its
grasp.

Several days after the deaths of the two farm-
ers in Mar�ıa la Baja in June 2016, I traveled to a
small farm just on the outskirts of Mar�ıa la Baja’s
municipal center. I arrived early for a meeting
with an association of Afro-campesinos and found
Gerardo, one of the leaders, seated under the palm
thatch roof looking off into the plantain trees just
beyond the patio. When I entered, Gerardo
feigned a warm welcome, “Oye, Daniela!” But his
beaming smile and dimples were overshadowed by
sad, distant eyes that told a different story. “What
are you thinking about?” I asked. He looked up at
me and slowly expressed the pain he felt over the
farmers’ deaths. “No se metı́an con nadie” (They
never bothered anyone), Gerardo sighed heavily,
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shaking his head. “It makes you feel so impotent;
me entiendes (you get me)? It’s as if just going to
el monte is a risk to your life.” He paused and
then repeated, “They never bothered anyone.”

Though he did not say it in that moment,
Gerardo’s concern was also linked to his own
safety as a leader of a group of farmers fighting a
controversial land battle. This claim was steeped
in histories of drug traffickers, paramilitary sol-
diers, and corrupt politicians. Their land case was
highly sensitive; it had already provoked a kidnap-
ping and numerous death threats against his life as
well as those of several group members. Such
threats have become systematic on a national scale
in recent years. Despite the peace accord signing
between the Colombian government and the guer-
rilla FARC in November 2016, Colombia’s defen-
sorı́a del Pueblo estimates that 311 community
leaders and human rights defenders have been
assassinated in Colombia between January 1,
2016, and July 30, 2018.12 This means that roughly
every two to three days a leader is killed. Many of
the individuals assassinated are from Indigenous
and Afro-Colombian communities and hail from
rural areas of the country. The suspected perpetra-
tors of this violence vary by region from new
paramilitary formations, dissident guerrillas, mili-
tary, and private assassins. In many cases the kill-
ers and their motives are unknown. Regardless,
these assassinations send a clear message to long-
victimized communities across Colombia that their
efforts to rebuild and reclaim land are not wel-
come.

If the two assassinated farmers “never both-
ered anyone,” then what could happen to someone
like Gerardo who was accused of guerrilla tenden-
cies and stirring up trouble for elite land owners?
As he had done before, Gerardo decided with his
family that he should lie low and avoid el monte.
Indeed, a day later, he confided that he had
received another death threat and was told that he
“had the face of a guerrilla.” He turned to me
with a forced laugh, “What does that mean? They
say it’s my face, but what?” he asked, running his
hand down the length of his forearm as a silent
indication that perhaps it was the dark color of
his skin (see Roland 2011). Regardless of the
answer, he was looking into rooms to rent in the
nearby port city of Cartagena, to distance himself
from the dangers of el monte and being an Afro-
campesino, at least for a while.

If it happened to these two men, then it could
happen to anyone. This was the sentiment that
hung in the air in every conversation in Mar�ıa la

Baja over the weeks following the killings. There
was no explanation for the two farmers’ deaths,
and there was little hope that justice or clarity
would ever come. Even without these details, this
gruesome violence against two fellow campesinos
sent a shock wave through the community. The
farmers’ deaths represented more than just ever-
present violence: it represented the constant threat
against a way of life and the historic and system-
atic extermination of that lifestyle with no objec-
tion from the authorities supposed to protect
them. These deaths, two of many assassinations
without justice, put into focus the dangers for peo-
ple who embrace life as farmers in rural Colombia.
In particular, they highlight the life-and-death
stakes of adequately displaying one’s contentious
body, both during the more intensive violence of
the past and today, featuring new actors using old
tactics.

At the height of violence in the early 2000s,
there was no viable recourse against armed
threats. During that time, people like Miguel were
forced to use their bodies to assert their innocence
in the face of accusations that they were guerrillas.
Since 2011 new laws have provided legal frame-
works to denounce violence. Still, bodily enact-
ments continue to define people’s relationship to
violence, as their legitimate claim to victimhood is
often tied to perceptions of their bodies. In this
article, I introduced the concept of contentious
bodies to expose the unspoken racialized, gen-
dered, and geographic assumptions about who is a
victim and who is a perpetrator. While guilt and
innocence are difficult to pinpoint in a war zone,
they often serve as the bedrock of conflict resolu-
tion. Citizens are filtered through the bureaucratic
system as either victims or perpetrators, with little
room for teasing out the complexity of living and
surviving in a conflict zone. The experiences of
Miguel, Victor, Emilio, Sara, and Gerardo demon-
strate the ways in which armed actors and institu-
tional gatekeepers attempted to interpret
intersectional markers on their bodies. Yet, their
bodily displays of Blackness, campesino identity,
and masculinity or improper femininity were con-
tentious precisely because they caused confusion,
revealing problematic overlaps in assumptions
about what constitutes innocence and guilt. It is
difficult to establish when such assumptions are
due to the legacies of racism, sexism, or discrimi-
nation against campesinos. Rather than make
claim to a singular narrative, contentious bodies
highlight the ambiguity that emerges in violent
and post-conflict settings.

Dani R. Merriman 37



Dani R. Merriman Department of Anthropology,
University of Colorado Boulder, Boulder, CO,
80309
E-mail: Dani.merriman@colorado.edu

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My deepest gratitude goes to the individuals in
Mar�ıa la Baja who shared their lives and stories
with me. I would also like to thank the attendees
of the “Ethnography in Progress” session in the
Department of Anthropology at the University of
Colorado Boulder, where I workshopped an early
draft of this article. In particular, thank you to
Alison Cool, Bailey Duh�e, Allison Formanack,
Kate Goldfarb, Donna Goldstein, Jerry Jacka,
Carla Jones, William Lempert, Dawa Lokyitsang,
and Arielle Milkman. I am grateful to L. Kaifa
Roland, Meryleen Mena, and Amarilys Estrella
for their encouragement and feedback that helped
to transform this piece from a conference paper
into an article. This research was supported by the
Tinker Foundation, the Latin American Studies
Center at the University of Colorado Boulder, the
Jean Bovard Sanville Graduate Fellowship, and
the Beverly Sears Graduate Research Grant from
the University of Colorado Boulder. Finally, I
am grateful to the editors of Transforming Anthro-
pology and the anonymous reviewers for their
thoughtful comments and critiques.

NOTES

1. Throughout this article I use the Spanish
term campesino in reference to the small-scale rural
farmers in regions like Mar�ıa la Baja. While this
term is often translated as “peasant farmer,” the
term in English can carry connotations of a pas-
sive underclass (see Seligmann 2008). By contrast,
Mar�ıalabajenses self-identify as campesino with
pride and as a means of expressing the complex
realities of farming in Colombia.

2. These figures come from two online govern-
ment databases: (1) The National Center of His-
torical Memory’s “Memory and Conflict
Observatory” (Observatorio de Memoria y Con-
flicto). Accessed October 11, 2018. http://cen
trodememoriahistorica.gov.co/observatorio/. (2)
Victims’ Unit’s “Unified Victims’ Registry”

(Registro �Unico de V�ıctimas). Accessed October
11, 2018. https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/es/reg
istro-unico-de-victimas-ruv/37394.

3. 18,665 individuals of approximately 47,749
inhabitants from Mar�ıa la Baja were registered by
the Unified Victims’ Registry. (See note 2 for
information about the Unified Victims’ Registry
website.) The population of Mar�ıa la Baja is cited
from “Plan de Desarrollo ‘Un Pueblo Educado
Asegura Su Desarrollo,’ 2016–2019.” Mar�ıa la
Baja municipal government website. Accessed
August 28, 2018. http://www.marialabaja-bolivar.
gov.co/Transparencia/PlaneacionGestionyControl/
Plan de Desarrollo Mar�ıa La Baja 2016 - 2019.pdf.

4. African palm oil plantations throughout
Mar�ıa la Baja have caused environmental and
social damage to the region. Pesticide run-off has
contaminated fresh water sources, leading to skin
rashes and stomach ailments in the local popula-
tion. The introduction of these plantations has
also reduced the population’s access to local food
staples, as African palm replaced land previously
dedicated to subsistence crops, and the water toxi-
city has significantly decreased the fresh water fish
population. See: Canchila, Antonio. 2018. “En
Cifras, As�ı va La Lucha Por El Agua En Mar�ıa
La Baja, Bol�ıvar.” Semana Rural website, Febru-
ary 14, 2018. Accessed September 15, 2018.
https://semanarural.com/web/articulo/en-cifras-asi-
va-la-lucha-por-el-agua-en-maria-la-baja-bolivar/.
421. See also: Monta~no, John. 2017. “La Privati-
zaci�on Del Agua En Mar�ıalabaja (Bol�ıvar):
Monocultivos de Palma de Aceite Secan y Con-
taminan Fuentes H�ıdricas de La Fuera Despensa
Agr�ıcola.” El Tiempo website, December 13, 2017.
Accessed September 15, 2018. http://www.eltie
mpo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/la-privatizacion-
del-agua-en-marialabaja-bolivar-161312. See also:
“¿D�onde Est�a El Agua de Mar�ıa La Baja?” Ver-
dad Abierta website, July 13, 2015. Accessed
September 15, 2018. https://verdadabierta.com/
donde-esta-el-agua-de-maria-la-baja/. Additionally,
private security on palm oil plantations have
restricted access to previously public trails and
threatened regional small-scale farmers with fire-
arms.

5. The Colombian census recognizes multiple
ethnic groups that fall collectively under African-
based ancestry. These include Afro-Colombiano/
Afro-descendiente (Afro-Colombian/Afro-descen-
dant), Negro (Black), Mulato (of mixed African
and white or Mestizo heritage), and Palenquero
(from Palenque de San Basilio). Afro-Colombian/
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Afro-descendant and Black are often used in daily
speech and writing interchangeably, though some
individuals have a preference for one over the
other. Generally speaking, Afro-Colombiano is
more common in formal references. This difference
parallels the use of African American and Black in
the United States. Mulato is a colonial-era term
developed to indicate someone with mixed African
and white European or Mestizo heritage. The
word is still used today, though it can be consid-
ered offensive due to its colonial origins and root
word mula, meaning “mule” (the offspring of spe-
cies so divergent that it cannot procreate). Palen-
quero refers to the contemporary population from
Palenque de San Basilio, located in the Mahates
municipality to the east of Mar�ıa la Baja. Histori-
cally, palenques refer to cimarron villages that
were established by African men and women who
escaped slavery and reclaimed their freedom.
Mar�ıa la Baja and the surrounding region was his-
torically comprised of numerous palenques during
the time of slavery in Colombia. Today, only San
Basilio de Palenque retains the name “Palenque.”
While an outside observer may recognize all dark-
complexioned inhabitants of this region as Afro-
Colombian/Black, locals can distinguish among
Palenqueros and Afro-Colombians based on their
language/accent and certain physical traits, such as
skin tone and facial features.

6. DANE, Departamento Administrativo
Nacional de Estadistica. 2010. “Bolet�ın: Censo
General 2005, Perfil Mar�ıa La Baja, Bol�ıvar.”
Accessed October 25, 2019. https://www.da
ne.gov.co/files/censo2005/PERFIL_PDF_CG2005/
13442T7T000.PDF.

7. In Colombia, the terms for race and ethnic-
ity are often conflated, especially in popular
speech. I use the term ethnicity in accordance with
the way local identities were often described in
Mar�ıa la Baja as well as in governmental census
categories. Still, I title this section “racialized vio-
lence” in order to highlight the ways in which the
process of racialization and racism are central to
the misreading of certain contentious bodies, as
particular phenotypes become associated with
behaviors, ideologies, geographical spaces, etc.
within the national imaginary. For an extended
discussion of the political and social formation of
Black identities and social movements in Colom-
bia, see Paschel (2016).

8. Discourses around guerrilla, paramilitary,
and military violence can vary greatly from region
to region, and to a lesser extent within regions. As
armed groups’ strongholds varied across the

country, so too did citizen perceptions of the “les-
ser of many evils.” Grossly speaking, certain areas
of the country experienced higher numbers and
concentrations of guerrilla-led violence, while
other areas were dominated by paramilitary and
military attacks. While Mar�ıa la Baja experienced
guerrilla-, paramilitary-, and military-led violence,
most academic and local analyses emphasize the
paramilitary (and military by association) to be the
primary source of violence against citizens. Within
regions, personal economic or political affiliations
often influence how people experience and later
interpret violence. For example, a wealthier, land-
owning, and lighter-skinned family in Mar�ıa la Baja
often provided me with analyses of violence that
countered the dominant narrative of the region to
which I had grown accustomed given my academic
and working class associations. They expressed
their primary frustration with the guerrillas and
considered the paramilitary violence as an unfortu-
nate but unavoidable consequence of the guerrilla
actions. These sentiments are echoed more broadly
by supporters of former President �Alvaro Uribe.

9. The racial identity of police in and around
Mar�ıa la Baja varies. In some cases, police officers
come from the region where they work and there-
fore share similar racial identities with the popula-
tion they serve. In other cases, police officers are
stationed away from their region of origin, making
it more likely, for instance, that a police officer of
lighter complexion may work in a region like Mar�ıa
la Baja that is predominantly Afro-Colombian. In
the specific examples of profiling discussed here,
the racialized identities of the police were never
discussed explicitly with me.

10. Importantly, these analyses also often
exclude conversations about gender non-conforming
or gender-conforming trans bodies (see exception:
CNMH 2015).

11. In Colombia, the public circulation of
women’s stories often emphasizes loss and mourning
over stories of action in combat or otherwise. In a
similar vein, McGranahan (2010) proposes the con-
cept of “narrative dispossession,” in which female
combatants from the Tibetan resistance army were
limited in their ability to express their stories of war
due to political, gendered, and classed constraints.

12. “123 L�ıderes Sociales Han Sido Asesinados
En Lo Que va Del 2018.” El Tiempo website, July
6, 2018. Accessed October 25, 2019. https://www.e
ltiempo.com/colombia/otras-ciudades/asesinatos-de-
lideres-sociales-en-colombia-en-lo-que-va-del-2018-
239834. See also: Rinc�on Ortega, Mar�ıa Camila.
2018. “La Escalofriante Radiograf�ıa de Los
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Asesinatos Contra L�ıderes Sociales En Colombia:
Esto Es Lo Que Sabemos.” CNN Espa~nol website,
July 11. Accessed October 25, 2019. https://cnnespa
nol.cnn.com/2018/07/11/asesinatos-lideres-sociales-col
ombia-cifras-defensoria-motivos-somos-defensores/.
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