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ABSTRACT

The objective of this study was to analyze the subjective construction of criminal identity in three
gang-related adolescents in a preventive detention center in Valle del Cauca, Colombia. A qualitative
methodology with a biographical study design was employed, which included in-depth interviews,
body mapping, and automated textual analysis using IRaMuTeQ. The study was situated within the
broader context of the gang phenomenon in Colombia, with a particular focus on Valle del Cauca,
where adolescent criminality was notably prevalent and had been largely overlooked by state pol-
icies that prioritized other armed actors. This oversight contributed to the proliferation of these
groups and their associated criminal activities. Through the analysis of discursive networks generat-
ed from life stories, it was discovered that the identity of adolescents linked to gangs was construct-
ed around their membership in these groups, which gave them recognition and power within their
social environment. The study identified significant patterns in this identity construction through
family relationships, narrated experiences, and cultural practices that shaped the sense of belong-
ing and self-affirmation within scenarios of exclusion.

Keywords: criminal identity; subjectivity; adolescent criminal responsibility system; juvenile delin-

quency; discursive networks.

1. INTRODUCTION

G ANGs have become a focal point in Colombi-
an society due to the fact that many of the
adolescents who are affiliated with these organi-
zations engage in violent acts and criminal activi-
ties in various cities throughout the country. This
study sought to ascertain information pertaining

to the department of Valle del Cauca, with a par-
ticular focus on crimes that exhibited the high-
est degree of activity. The investigation entailed
the collection of data regarding complaints that
had been filed, the management of prosecution
for the implicated parties, and the assessment
of operational outcomes, specifically the arrests
facilitated by the Policia Nacional de Colombia.
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Mosquera and Polo (2022) posit that the
presence of gangs in Colombia is a contributing
factor to the nation’s ongoing insecurity. These
entities exert a pervasive influence on various
sectors, including the social, political, cultural,
and economic domains. The state’s response to
this situation has been deemed inadequate and
ineffective, thereby contributing to the prolifer-
ation of gangs and their subsequent dispersal
to different cities. Colombia has been confront-
ed with different armed actors, so it has down-
played the existence of this phenomenon, “gang
activity,” and has concentrated on paramilitary
groups, guerrillas, drug trafficking, etc., which
are directly related to the armed conflict.

The Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Fa-
miliar (ICBF, 2018) made calculations from
the Planning Directorate of the Board of the
Sistema de Responsabilidad Penal para Adoles-
centes (SRPA), where it was evidenced that in
its last update in 2018, there were 853 cases of
adolescents between 14 and 17 years old who
committed crimes, mainly exercised by the
male gender. The most prevalent crimes were
trafficking, manufacture, or carrying of narcot-
ics (27.9%) and theft (22.39 %), or carrying of
weapons (17.58 %), homicide (6.68 %), sexual
crimes (5.27 %), and personal injury (4.40 %).
It is imperative to elucidate that these consti-
tute the most salient or recurrent crimes with-
in the population, in addition to less prevalent
crimes.

The Judicial Branch of the Superior Council
of the Judiciary of the Republic of Colombia has
indicated that, from 2020 to 2022, statistics
were presented from the criminal offices with
a guarantee control function. These statistics
reveal that demands were made against 4,444
adolescents in Valle del Cauca between 2020
and 2022. The most egregious offenses, con-
stituting the highest demand for justice, were
homicides, with a total of 1,061 complaints.
Subsequently, the most prevalent categories
of reported crimes are the manufacture, traf-
ficking, or carrying of firearms (1,059 com-
plaints), theft (824 complaints), sexual crimes
(691 complaints), domestic violence (420 com-
plaints), drug trafficking (240 complaints), and
personal injury (149 complaints). Of the 4,444
complaints lodged, a mere 492 have led to the
most substantial final inventory, which entails
the prosecution and subsequent detention of
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adolescents in preventive custody centers. Giv-
en the intricacy of the process, it is imperative
to address and further investigate the manner
in which the identity of these adolescents is
shaped within the context of gang member-
ship (Sistema de Informacién Estadistica de la
Rama Judicial, 2020).

The Policia Nacional de Colombia published
the operational results between 2021 and 2023,
i.e., the arrests of adolescents during those
years. A study of criminal activity among ado-
lescents reveals that the most prevalent offens-
es include trafficking, manufacture, or carrying
of drugs (589 cases), manufacture and carrying
of weapons (586), theft (509), personal injury
(148 cases), domestic violence (125), homicide
(134), and sex crimes (99). In consideration of
the aforementioned data, it is noteworthy that
the participation of adolescents affiliated with
criminal groups is of considerable significance.
These data pertain to the criminality of ado-
lescents, as it is challenging to ascertain in the
statistics whether those who perpetrated these
acts are affiliated with gang groups. The data
are calculated based on the nature of the crime
committed, with the groups to which the of-
fenders belong being disregarded during the
typification process.

Furthermore, the Fundacién Paz y Recon-
ciliacién (2023) has noted in its annual as-
sessment of security and citizen coexistence
between 2021 and 2022 that criminal orga-
nizations are present in various regions of
the country, including Valle del Cauca, where
groups such as the Shottas, Espartanos, Gladi-
ador, Los Nachos, Los Montenegro, La Empre-
sa, Los de la R, Los Marroco, Los de la 8, Los
del Pasillo, Los Lleras, La Factory, and Patio
Quinto have been identified. According to the
provided data, the primary criminal activities
of the group in question include the traffick-
ing, manufacture, or carrying of drugs and
weapons, extortion, robbery, and homicide.
It is noteworthy that these organizations fre-
quently recruit adolescents for their criminal
activities. This phenomenon, attributable to
their developmental stage, engenders the ca-
pacity to adopt a criminal identity associated
with their respective groups, such as “gang,”
“criminal gang,” or “armed group.” Each group
formulates a series of identity components that
young people appropriate.



Accordingly, the theory of Hall and Gay (1996)
is of great relevance, since it proposes that iden-
tity is not something fixed but is formed in re-
lation to the social and cultural environment.
Consequently, exploring the environment in
which adolescents affiliated with gang groups
find themselves is imperative, as their identity
is forged in relation to the dynamics established
in these groups. Conversely, Tajfel’s social the-
ory is considered, which, according to Morales
et al. (2007), underscores the impact of an in-
dividual’s relationships with diverse groups on
their self-perception and the formation of their
identity within a correctional environment. In
this context, criminal and institutional groups
significantly influence the development of an
individual’s identity and social standing.

This phenomenon is also examined within
the domain of social psychology, which eluci-
dates how individuals delineate their social
identity through group affiliation and the sub-
sequent impact on behavior and social inter-
action. This theoretical framework posits that
individuals and social groups tend to categorize
themselves and others based on shared charac-
teristics, such as race, religion, nationality, or
age, through a process of identification with a
particular group. It has been demonstrated that
individuals have the capacity to enhance their
self-esteem and establish a sense of belonging
and interconnectedness with their peers. How-
ever, the study also elucidates the mechanisms
through which prejudice and discrimination
may emerge when individuals perceive a threat
or competitive dynamic between their group
and other social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).

Furthermore, the research will be grounded
in social constructionism, a theoretical frame-
work that, according to Gergen (2007), encom-
passes social processes concerning the nature of
the real, the rational, and the good. This theo-
retical framework is comprehensive in its appli-
cation, extending to all categories of existence,
including the physical, mental, and spiritual
realms. The field of constructionism has yielded
six distinct areas of exploration: critical psychol-
ogy, discursive psychology, narrative psychology,
theoretical psychology, methods of inquiry, and
therapy as social construction. In this case, the
focus is on discursive psychology that, through
narrative elements, enables the recognition of
the construction of the subject’s identity.

According to Hall and Gay (1996), the theo-
ry of identity is currently a subject with other
positions; definitions are presented from differ-
ent perspectives and, in turn, are contradictory
to each other. Therefore, the research is carried
out from the theory of identity as a social con-
struction. The concept of identity is theorized
to be constructed from the recognition of its
origin or characteristics in common with oth-
ers or with ideals. The process of identifica-
tion can vary and/or be interpreted in different
ways. The concept of identity is strategic and
positional, which is why it lacks unification; it
can be constructed in different ways through
practices and discourses, which are general-
ly antagonistic. The argument is posited that
identities are inextricably linked to their his-
torical origins and utilization. The influence
of language and culture on the formation of
individual identities is a pivotal factor in this
process, as identities are shaped within the
context of a given representation, rather than
being independent of it. Consequently, the
argument is posited that identity is only con-
structible through relationships with others,
wherein discourse constitutes that identity
(Hall and Gay, 1996).

The subcategories of identity are as follows:
recognition and power, social interactionism
and practices, and rites and customs. In accor-
dance with Althusser (1970), as referenced by
Hall (1985), the concept of power and recog-
nition is inherently intertwined with ideolo-
gy. Ideology, therefore, cannot be regarded as
a mere compilation of ideas or beliefs; rather,
it is a multifaceted system of social represen-
tations that influences our comprehension of
the world and our respective positions within
it. In this system of social representations, the
relations of power and domination are primar-
ily manifested. Hall (1985) posits that power
is perpetuated through the generation and per-
petuation of societal signification, emphasizing
the pivotal role of ideological representations in
maintaining the stability and perpetuation of
dominant power structures.

Additionally, it underscores the significance
of recognition, which pertains to the manner
in which individuals perceive themselves and
others within a specific social and ideological
framework. It is associated with the concept
of identity, the process by which individuals
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perceive themselves in relation to established
social and cultural categories. Consequently,
individuals align themselves with ideologi-
cal representations, enabling them to adopt
specific social positions based on these iden-
tifications (Hall, 1985). Conversely, Honneth
(1997) asserts that recognition is an integral
component of social existence and that endeav-
ors to attain recognition have been a significant
driving force in the annals of human history.
He posits that recognition is not confined to
the individual sphere but is pivotal in the for-
mation of collective identity and political life.
Honneth identifies three forms of recognition
that are essential for the construction of the
identity and self-esteem of individuals: inter-
personal recognition, legal recognition, and so-
cial recognition.

According to Goffman (1997), the manifes-
tation of power is evident in the ability to influ-
ence the perception of others and the construc-
tion of social reality. This influence is exerted
through social interactions. The author posits
that social life can be conceptualized as a form
of theater, wherein individuals comport them-
selves in accordance with the expectations they
harbor concerning their environment. To refer
to how people use different strategies to pres-
ent themselves in the way they want, he uses
the concept of performance. These performanc-
es are strategic and are designed to meet cer-
tain expectations and social norms. The author
further posits that individuals employ various
means to manage the impression they project
to others, including body language, attire, and
cosmetic enhancements, with the objective of
elevating their social status and authority with-
in the context of the interaction. Additionally,
the concept of “frame” is emphasized, denoting
the manner in which individuals interpret and
comprehend interactions. These frames exert
a significant influence on how individuals rep-
resent themselves and how they interpret the
actions and intentions of others.

Hall and Gay’s (1996) seminal work posit-
ed that culture and power are inherently in-
tertwined, a perspective that has since been
further elaborated and expanded upon by nu-
merous scholars in the field. In their work, they
emphasized how social interactions are scenar-
ios where power relations are manifested and
how cultural practices and communication play
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a fundamental role in the construction and
negotiation of meanings in society. In their
analysis of identity and representation, authors
explore how individuals construct their identi-
ties in relation to cultural discourses and how
media and social representations influence the
perception of groups and communities. This
provides a broad theoretical basis for under-
standing the complex dynamics of social in-
teractions in the context of culture and power
(Hall and Gay, 1996).

Conversely, gangs can be regarded as a re-
sponse to the lack of adequate spaces in society
that cater to the needs and rights of children,
adolescents, and young people. These groups
assert their rights, which were previously de-
nied to them by their family, the state, or the
community. This group organizes itself without
supervision and develops its own set of rules
within a specific territory and with a symbol-
ogy that allows it to give meaning to its group
membership. These groups have been found to
violate the rights of all citizens and have been
linked to violence and crime (Organizacién de
los Estados Americanos, 2007). In this case,
the predominant members are male.

In this case, the group dimension in which
we wish to approach identity is considered,
with particular attention to the participation
in gang groups. Ordofiez (2021) posits that
gangs are distinguished by a phenomenon he
terms “protective magic.” He asserts that the
numerous magical rituals performed by gang
members are intended to protect them from
malevolent spells, witchcraft, imminent dan-
gers, misfortune, and persecution by their
rivals. These methods of protection include
prayers, amulets, magical acts such as pass-
es and drinking spells, as well as tobacco and
tarot readings to ascertain the future and in-
fluence destiny. It has been observed that the
prayers in question exhibit a repetitive struc-
ture and often bear a resemblance to biblical
psalms. These prayers function as a form of
magical ritual, employed to seek protection
and evade responsibility or blame for the per-
ilous circumstances confronting them. This
perspective is characterized by an emphasis on
self-interest, with a failure to acknowledge per-
sonal responsibility for one’s actions. This phe-
nomenon can be attributed to the perception
of a lack of adequate protection among gang



members, which results in a desire for secu-
rity. These amulets serve as conduits for the
transmission of desires and thoughts, thereby
conferring a perceived protective power.

According to the Organizacién de los Esta-
dos Americanos (2007), the classification of
gangs is determined by specific structural cri-
teria. Table 1 presents a categorization of these
phenomena.

According to OMS (2019), adolescence is de-
fined as a period of growth that occurs after
childhood and before adulthood, ranging from
10 to 19 years of age. Determining an exact age
range is challenging because it is important to
consider the adaptive, functional, and decisive
values that occur at this stage. According to
UNICEF (2020), the stages of adolescence are
as follows:

* Early adolescence: It occurs between the ages
of 10 and 13 and is characterized by the be-
ginning of physical development.

* Middle adolescence: It occurs between 14 and
16 years of age and shows psychological
changes and changes in the construction of
identity.

* Late adolescence: It occurs between 17 and 21
years of age, when they develop acceptance,
feel comfortable with their bodies, and seek
to define their identity.

According to the Cédigo de la Infancia y la
Adolescencia of Colombia, an adolescent is
defined as an individual between the ages of
12 and 18 years. According to Book II of the
aforementioned code, criminal liability for the
deprivation of liberty can only be applied to ad-
olescents between the ages of 14 and 18.

In order to understand how the identity of an
adolescent who belongs or was linked to a gang
is constructed, a search was conducted for re-
search articles in Spanish and English that ad-
dress both topics. The searches were conducted
in databases such as Google Scholar, Redalyc,
SAGE Journals, Scielo, Scopus, and repositories
of various universities, with a chronological
range between 2018 and 2023. To achieve a de-
limited search on the subject, the categories of
gangs, identity construction and criminal iden-
tity, and adolescents were addressed.

First, it is imperative to underscore the sig-
nificance of interactional relationships. As

demonstrated in the works of Martinez et al.
(2019), Affuso et al. (2020), Cocufiame (2020),
Davis and Silveira (2020), Hernandez et al.
(2020), Rosas and Salguero (2020), Ordofiez
(2021), Luco et al. (2022), and Mosquera and
Polo (2022), the development of identity is in-
fluenced by factors such as family, upbringing,
and context. For instance, an individual’s pro-
pensity to join a gang is positively correlated
with their perceived vulnerability. The present
authors concur with the position that adoles-
cents and young people construct their iden-
tities through a search for recognition, pow-
er, and protection. Consequently, they opt to
affiliate with gangs due to a multitude of risk
factors, including but not limited to close and
protective environments associated with crimi-
nal groups, low socioeconomic status, dysfunc-
tional family relationships, parental absence,
and the formation of new emotional bonds.

Conversely, gangs are known to maintain
a distinct identity. According to the works
of Baird (2018), Botero et al. (2018), Byrod
and Ferati (2018), Cohen (2018), Jiménez
(2019), Fernandez (2020), and Caicedo et
al. (2022), gangs exhibit a distinctive form
of communication, both internally and in
relation to their external environment. This
unique form of communication is character-
ized by the use of specific codes that serve to
maintain the group’s internal cohesion and
external reputation. These authors empha-
size that the construction of identity is dis-
cursive and that individuals maintain both a
collective and an individual identity. Further-
more, it has been indicated that individuals’
decision to join gangs is driven, at least in
part, by the pursuit of status. Specifically, the
act of belonging to these groups is believed
to enhance feelings of masculinity, there-
by providing a sense of power and respect.
However, this social acceptance may be ac-
companied by a sense of rejection and social
exclusion outside the confines of the criminal
milieu. This dynamic hinders the capacity of
its members to transition between different
identities, thereby impeding their ability to
adapt to alternative lifestyles. Consequently,
the group’s cohesion is maintained through
the cultivation of a sense of belonging and
protection, fostering a perception of fraterni-
ty among its members.
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Other research, such as that of Pefia (2019)
and Chévez and Melenge (2023), primarily
cites the involvement of women in gang groups
as a result of adverse childhood experiences.
These experiences, according to the aforemen-
tioned research, are accompanied by the need
to establish an identity and to be regarded with
respect within their group. The objective of this
need is to achieve social acceptance. Despite
the evident similarities, notable distinctions
emerge when comparing gangs in El Salvador
and Colombia. In El Salvador, women are in-
herently unable to ascend in status within their
respective organizations. Instead, they are sus-
ceptible to mistreatment and exploitation by
their peers. In Colombia, women have been
shown to have a more straightforward path to
leadership positions within criminal organiza-
tions, such as gangs. Women have the capacity
to establish emotional connections with other
members of the group, concurrently wielding
influence over them.

In light of the aforementioned points, schol-
ars such as Frisby and Wood (2020) and Hsu
(2022) have noted that individuals, in their ef-
forts to alleviate mental health concerns such as
depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem, exhibit
a propensity to forge stronger connections with-
in their respective groups. These connections
serve a dual purpose: they facilitate an enhance-
ment in self-esteem, thereby fostering a sense
of belonging that reinforces their membership
in the group. This, in turn, serves as a form of
self-protective behavior, as it provides a sense of
security and support within the organizational
structure. Furthermore, it is evident that ado-
lescents who predominantly join these criminal
groups are those who are marginalized.

In conclusion, an initial review of extant lit-
erature reveals that the majority of research
on the subject of identity has been approached
from a psychoanalytic perspective. These have
been excluded from the scope of this exercise.
Given the objective of this study, which is to
attain an understanding of the subject from a
psychosocial perspective, the analysis was cen-
tered on this objective. The research studies
selected for review were found to be related to
social theories, including identity theory, social
identity, social structures, symbolic interac-
tionism, identity construction, and identity as
a social construction.

From a methodological perspective, the ma-
jority of research was of a qualitative nature,
though ethnographic and mixed research meth-
ods were also employed, utilizing instruments
such as participant observation, semi-struc-
tured interviews, questionnaires, and sets of
scales and inventories. The analyses conducted
were predominantly narrative and/or discursive
in nature. Conversely, an analysis of the sub-
ject matter’s characteristics revealed that the
majority of research is grounded in qualitative
approaches. It is recommended that these stud-
ies be expanded to encompass mixed or quan-
titative methodologies. Conversely, research in
this domain is regarded as intricate due to the
inaccessibility of the subjects involved in these
studies, which impedes the advancement of re-
search from a qualitative standpoint.

The findings of the research indicate the ne-
cessity of implementing a variety of public poli-
cies, allowing investigators access to the popu-
lation in order to implement intervention plans
with the community under examination. Con-
versely, they underscore the state’s responsibil-
ity to allocate resources, provide support, and
facilitate opportunities for vulnerable sectors,
which are disproportionately susceptible to in-
volvement with criminal groups in pursuit of
basic necessities. Furthermore, the importance
of fortifying family bonds to establish a robust
support network is underscored, with the ob-
jective of averting instances wherein minors
seek external sources of protection, affection,
and acknowledgment, thereby compromising
the integrity of their primary familial unit.

The aforementioned points give rise to the
following research question: The objective of
this study is to examine the criminal identity
of three adolescents associated with gangs who
are currently detained in the Centro de Inter-
namiento Preventivo in Valle del Cauca. The
objective of this study is to understand how
adolescent members’ belonging to these groups
impacts their identity construction in the Co-
lombian context. In order to achieve the afore-
mentioned purpose, the following specific ob-
jectives have been established: first, to identify
the importance for gang-related adolescents of
obtaining recognition and power in the social
and family context; and second, to describe the
most common practices, rituals, and customs
among adolescents who belong to gangs.



The involvement of adolescents in gangs and
the commission of various crimes in Colombia
pose a major social and public safety problem.
Despite the efforts that have been made thus
far, the criminal identity of these adolescents
remains under-explored, impeding the poten-
tial for efficacious interventions to combat
juvenile delinquency. The contribution of psy-
chology is essential, as it can shed light on the
subjects’ self-perception, self-esteem, and the
influence of their environment on their partic-
ipation in gangs. This research endeavor aims
to address existing lacunae in the literature and
offer a more expansive perspective on the phe-
nomenon of juvenile delinquency in Colombia.
The relevance of the aforementioned point is
twofold: first, it provides information for the
development of psychosocial intervention pro-
grams, and second, it demonstrates feasibility
based on access to the population through in-
stitutional links and the absence of monetary
resources. The results promise not only a deep-
er understanding of the problem but also the
possible formulation of more effective public
policies to address the roots and consequences
of gang involvement. These policies would con-
tribute to the construction of safer and health-
ier communities.

2. METHODOLOGY

The research approach was grounded in a qual-
itative design, employing the biographical mod-
el. According to Sanz (2005), this model entails
the examination of individuals’ life narratives
to achieve a profound and contextualized com-
prehension of their personal experiences. In
this model, life narratives are collected through
in-depth interviews, diaries, letters, or other
personal documents. These narratives serve as
the primary focus of the research, enabling a
comprehensive examination of the individu-
al’s life, along with the events, decisions, and
experiences that have contributed to their
identity formation. A fundamental aspect of
the biographical method entails the contex-
tualization of life narratives. This process en-
tails the contextualization of the individual’s
experiences within their social, cultural, and
historical milieu to elucidate the impact of ex-
ternal factors on their life trajectory. Given the
research’s focus on identity construction, the
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biographical method was deemed the most
suitable approach. This approach enabled a
comprehensive understanding of the process by
identifying and examining the various factors
and events that have influenced its formation.
This entailed an exhaustive examination of the
traceability of their life history and narrative.
Conversely, in-depth interviews were uti-
lized, a qualitative technique aimed at acquir-
ing comprehensive information regarding par-
ticipants’ perspectives, concepts, sentiments,
and encounters (Arias, 2020). During the in-
terview, the dialogue between the interviewer
and the interviewee is characterized by its flex-
ibility, resembling a friendly conversation more
than an interrogation. This technique can be
used in various contexts, such as ethnograph-
ic, phenomenological, or case studies, among
others. The study population can be individual
or group, depending on the research approach.
This technique facilitates the collection of in-
formation that is otherwise challenging to ob-
serve and provides insight into the perceptions
and experiences of participants. The interview’s
structure and content can be adapted to align
with the specific context and interviewee re-
sponses. Given that the objective of the exercise
is to emphasize a narrative perspective, it is im-
perative for the subject to engage in self-disclo-
sure. Therefore, a biographical exercise is pro-
posed, in which the interview is fundamental
for opening up dialogue and enabling the indi-
vidual to tell their story in a meaningful way.
Furthermore, body mapping was utilized
as an ancillary instrument. The authors intro-
duced a novel methodological approach to in-
vestigating the body in biographical contexts.
The instrument under consideration comprises
three distinct stages: exploration, interpreta-
tion, and reflection. These stages facilitate a
connection with bodily sensations and promote
an understanding of the relationships between
the body, emotions, and experiences. This
model proved instrumental in elucidating the
intricacies of bodily experience within the con-
text of biographical research, as it facilitated
direct access to the lived experiences of partici-
pants and yielded insights into the dynamic in-
terplay between the body, identity, and culture
in domains such as health, sexuality, gender
identity, and migration (Silva et al., 2013). The
concept of body mapping emerged as a method



to link the subject’s narrative to their bodily ex-
perience, thereby demonstrating how historical
influences shape their perspective and crimi-
nal identity in relation to their body and body
structure. This approach also offers empirical
evidence of how the body becomes a represen-
tation of their criminal identity.

For this study, we collaborated with three
adolescents between the ages of 14 and 17 who
were detained at the Centro de Internamiento
Preventivo of Colombia in the city of Palmira
for criminal activity. The primary characteristic
of the subjects was their affiliation with gangs,
a finding that aligns with the significance of
social group identity in the context of criminal
involvement. The willingness of the partici-
pants and their families to engage in the study
was also a salient factor, and they were duly in-
formed and requested to provide their consent.

The analysis employed was of a narrative na-
ture, with a focus on the examination of nar-
ratives or stories that individuals present. The
objective of this study was to identify patterns,
themes, structures, and meanings within the
stories to understand how the subjects of the
study construct and express their experiences.
Life story analysis, a specific form of narrative
analysis, focuses on exploring people’s life tra-
jectories over time. This process entailed the
identification of significant events, transitions,
changes, and factors that have influenced an
individual’s development, thereby facilitating a
comprehensive understanding of their life and
experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995). Con-
sequently, narrative analysis facilitated the uti-
lization of the life story that the subject wished
to construct, the identification of the moments
that constituted their life narrative, the recog-
nition of significant moments in their history,
the establishment of individuals with whom
they shared their life story, and, in this manner,
the exploration of how the criminal component
was integrated into their life story.

This research is in accordance with the eth-
ical and confidentiality principles established
in Law 1090 of 2006, as well as the applicable
regulations. In each setting, the privacy and
protection of the personal and emotional infor-
mation of the participating adolescents is guar-
anteed, as well as respect for their rights and
dignity. To this end, consent was obtained from
the adolescents and their families through the

Centro de Internamiento Preventivo, as all ado-
lescents admitted must sign a consent form for
the performance of various activities. The in-
formation obtained during the interviews was
to be kept strictly confidential. The researchers
stipulated that they would not disclose or share
the information except in cases where there
was an imminent risk to the adolescents. In
such cases, they would act in accordance with
the law.

Conversely, Law 1581 of 2012, in Article 6,
stipulates that the processing of personal data
is prohibited in the absence of its public nature.
Consequently, researchers were obligated to
maintain the confidentiality of this informa-
tion and to employ alternative names when
necessary. Furthermore, this study adhered to
the general provisions established in Resolu-
cién 8430 de 1993, which categorizes it as “no
risk.” This term applies to studies that use doc-
umentary research techniques and methods, as
well as those in which there is no intentional
intervention or modification of the biological,
physiological, psychological, and social aspects
of the participants. In accordance with the res-
olution, the justification of this research’s uti-
lization of interviews as the primary technique
was detailed, with no mention of sensitive
aspects of the participants’ behavior. This en-
sured the ethics and integrity of the research.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results obtained and analyzed using nar-
rative graphs and body mapping, based on
information obtained from the discourses of
the three research subjects, are presented be-
low. The graphs facilitate the identification of
significant moments in the narrative, relevant
events in their life experiences, and the various
actors who form part of those experiences.

As illustrated in Figure 1, the life history of
Subject 1 is divided into four significant mo-
ments. Among these, three events stand out:
his entry into the world of crime, his betrayal
by his gang, and the moment when his grand-
mother handed him over to the authorities.
Furthermore, a relational plane of analysis il-
luminates pivotal figures, including his father,
mother, and grandmother, as well as more dis-
tant figures such as his role model, “Willi,” and
his victims.
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Figure 1. Narrative graph of Subject 1. Note. Prepared by the author.

As illustrated in Figure 2, the life history of
Subject 2 has been divided into four significant
moments. Among the aforementioned events,
two stand out as particularly significant: ini-
tiation into the gang and subsequent arrest.
M3. “Joined
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12, “Murder 1"

M1 “Family M2. “Death of
the father™*

union™
%  Plane: Act -
happening
>

> Plane: Relational
Experience Field

M32 M33
“Changes mn family and  “Mugder 27,
social dynamics™.

Furthermore, a relational plane of analysis il-
luminates pivotal figures, including the father,
mother, grandmother, grandfather, and sister,
as well as other more distant figures, such as
the gang and its victims.
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Figure 2. Narrative graph of Subject 2. Note. Prepared by the author.

As illustrated in Figure 3, the life history of
Subject 3 has been segmented into five notable
periods. Among these, three events stand out:
first, the subject’s induction into the criminal
group; second, the subsequent shift in group
dynamics; and finally, his capture. Further-
more, a relational plane can be observed that
highlights key figures such as his father, moth-
er, grandfather, sisters, and partner, as well as
other more distant figures such as his cousin
and his victims.
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Table 2 presents the emotional bonds of
each subject. A notable aspect of the study’s
findings is the observation that the rela-
tionship with the father figure undergoes a
disruption due to the absence of the father
figure, whether due to death or geographi-
cal separation resulting from conflict, in all
three cases. The dynamics between mother
figures and their offspring exhibit a greater
degree of variability, encompassing a range
of behaviors from the absence of emotional
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or physical connection to behaviors that are
oriented towards protection and nurturance.
Grandmothers have been shown to play a sig-
nificant role in relationships and are often

characterized as emotional figures. In two
cases, there is evidence of a role model in re-
lation to delinquency in the form of a subject
who is followed as an example.

Relationships of Subject 1

Breakdown in relationship with father
Conflictual relationship with mother

Close relationship with grandmother

“My father was murdered when | was 8 years old”

“l don’t want to know anything about her.
She abandoned me when | was just a child”

“My grandmother is the only woman | trust”

Relationships of Subject 2

Breakdown in relationship with father

Close relationship with all members of your family

“My father died two years ago; it was murder”

“I live with my mother, my grandmother, my
grandfather, and my little sister. They have always
supported me, and we have a good relationship”

Relationships of Subject 3

Conflictual relationship with father

Relationship with mother: good but distant

Close relationship with cousin

“When | was a child, my dad almost always
hit me for being out on the street, getting into
trouble, and every day was a fight and a complaint”

“My mom did start to distance herself
from me when I joined the group”

“l have a cousin who belongs to the same group,
and that influenced me a lot because I used to
hang out with him”

Table 2. Relationships between subjects. Note. Prepared by the author.

An analysis of the subjects’ statements has
been developed, revealing a common crisis be-
tween childhood and adolescence (Figure 4).
This critical period is precipitated by the ab-
sence or conflict with the father figure, which
results in a stage characterized by delinquen-
cy and a series of experiences that generate
transitions toward criminal behavior. In this

stage, individuals actively pursue power and
recognition, engaging in various criminal ac-
tivities. Furthermore, they assume the role of
provider within their family environment, a
role associated with the concept of power and
acknowledgment that the father figure repre-
sented. This role becomes a substitute for the
absent figure within their family environment,

1



albeit in a negative capacity. Despite the ongo-
ing challenges with maternal figures, a degree
of relationship with the subjects is maintained.
Furthermore, an individual who is involved in

criminal activity may reach a point where they
are confronted with two possible outcomes: the
possibility of reintegration into society or the
likelihood of recidivism.
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Figure 4. Relational deployment in the study subjects. Note. Prepared by the author.

Analysis of the participants’ statements
reveals a significant relationship between pa-
ternal absence and delinquency. In both the
first and second cases, the absence of a father
figure, whether due to death or abandonment,
is linked to the emergence of negative feel-
ings such as revenge and resentment, as well
as the need to assume provider roles within
the family. Subject 1 mentions the following:
“No, my childhood wasn’t so good because my dad
died when I was 8 and my mom abandoned me.”
When contrasting this with the body map, the
word “abandonment” is written by the subject,
reflecting how his life changed after his moth-
er’s departure, marking the beginning of his
involvement in criminal activities. Subject 2
states: “My family consists of my mother and my
father, who died two years ago; it was murder. Since
then, to be honest, I changed and became full of re-
sentment; my personality changed.” According to
body mapping, the subject expresses through
the word “death of my dad” the importance
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that this event has for him. It is clear that this
significant event marked a turning point in
the adolescent’s life, as he subsequently be-
came involved in crime, driven by a desire for
revenge and justice, in the hope that his par-
ticipation in these groups would enable him to
find his father’s killer. On the other hand, Sub-
ject 3 shows a conflictive and distant relation-
ship with his father figure, which contributes
to the absence of adequate family role models.
“When I was a kid, my dad almost always hit me,
so I hung out on the streets getting into trouble,
and every day was a fight and a complaint.” He
has had the support of some family members,
such as his grandfather and aunts. Although
his relationship with his parents is distant, es-
pecially with his mother, he maintains respect
for her.

In addition, each subject highlights the per-
ceived benefits of participating in criminal ac-
tivities, such as power, recognition, authority,
and respect within their social environment.



This recognition reinforces their identity and
position in the group, generating a sense of
belonging and social validation. Therefore,
the accounts underscore the crucial role of the
father figure in the formation of identity and
criminal behavior, as well as the search for rec-
ognition and power through participation in
criminal activities. Subject 1 mentions: “I felt
like a beast, a minor who didn’t copy anyone and did
what I wanted; that’s how I felt recognized.” Con-
sidering what the subject expressed in the body
map, the phrase “rebellion” reveals a sense of
revolution and autonomy on the part of the
subject (see Figure 5), who perceives himself as
someone strong and determined, unaffected by
the influences of others and capable of acting
according to his own desires.

Subject 2 states: “They see you as a different
person because they find out that you're in the film,
and they start to take you more seriously and treat
you with more respect.” When comparing his
discourse during the interview with what was
recorded in the mapping, the word “bullying”
emerges (see Figure 5), which suggests the en-
vironment in which he lives and how his par-
ticipation has led him to position himself in his

community as an intimidating figure, deserv-
ing of respect from those around him. This re-
spect may stem both from the fear he instills
and his influence within the community.

Subject 3 states: “When you belong to the
group, they have to respect you. I felt good within
the group because the old man told the others that
they had to respect me. I saw the others as part of
the group, but they knew they had to respect me
more because they hadn’t killed anyone, they were
just standing guard.” He also said, “People respect
you.” Considering the above, it is important to
note that in the body mapping exercise, the
subject also included the word “intimidating”
(see Figure 5). This relates to the way in which
he and his group intimidate those around
them, thereby gaining respect through the fear
they instill in people in their environment. In
addition, this behavior allows them to obtain
economic benefits through activities such as
extortion and kidnapping and also highlights
the fact that they have an authority figure, “the
old man,” who protects them. In this sense,
one can consider the relationship between this
figure and the lack or latent conflict with the
father figure.

Figure 5. Body mapping elements of Subjects 1, 2, and 3.

Note. The figure was kept in the original language, Spanish.

On the other hand, it was observed that
the subjects maintain a significant relation-
ship with the practices, rituals, and customs of
their respective communities. For example, in
the case of Subjects 1 and 2, these practices are
related, as both perform the same action after
committing a murder. Subject 1 mentions: “An-
other thing is to urinate on the hand I used to kill
him,” while Subject 2 states: “The only thing I did
was urinate on my hand, but that’s to remove the
gunpowder.” Subject 3 mentions: “I had bracelets
on my waist, foot, and hand. They protect you. The
one on your waist tightens when something bad is

about to happen, so I would hide. The ones on my
foot and hand would get hot. They are strange things
that you don’t even understand. The lady tells you
when she is doing it. When something bad is going
to happen, the cuff gets hot and the one on your
waist gets tight. When this happened, I would hide.”
According to the above, it is clear that each in-
dividual approaches these elements different-
ly, giving them a particular meaning according
to their personal and social context. However,
it is crucial to note that all of them are influ-
enced by these practices in various aspects of
their lives.
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From this perspective, it can be inferred that
practices, rituals, and customs are rooted in
each individual’s cultural identity and act as
fundamental pillars that shape their perception
of the world and their social interactions. De-
spite the potential for divergent interpretations,
a consensus emerges among individuals who
have been immersed in these cultural milieus,
underscoring the significance of traditions that
serve a distinct purpose. These traditions, in
essence, foster social cohesion and facilitate the
transmission of values that are intrinsic to the
criminal group. An exhaustive compendium of
the discourses that drive the development of
practices, customs, and rituals can be found in
the table in Annex 6.

4. DISCUSSION AND FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Through the analysis of the subjects’ accounts,
family relationships, and cultural practices,
significant patterns are identified that contrib-
ute to the formation of criminal identities in
the context of gangs. The findings of this study
align with the theoretical framework proposed
by Hall and Gay (1996), who contend that the
formation of identity is predicated on the rec-
ognition of shared characteristics with others
or with ideals. The extant research indicates
that fractured relationships with authority fig-
ures, such as deceased or conflictive parents,
contribute to the formation of criminal iden-
tities. Subjects seek to compensate for these
traumatic experiences through recognition and
power within gangs. It has been demonstrated
that individuals have the capacity to enhance
their self-esteem and establish a sense of be-
longing and connection with others. However,
the emergence of prejudice and discrimination
can also be precipitated when individuals per-
ceive a threat or competition between their
group and other social groups (Tajfel & Turn-
er, 1986). It also elucidates the mechanisms
through which prejudice and discrimination
may emerge when individuals perceive a threat
or competition between their group and other
social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Another
salient dimension is the experience of feeling
isolated or unrecognized in one’s immediate
environment, such as the family. This dynamic
can result in the pursuit of alternative refer-
ence groups, such as criminal organizations or
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gangs, in an attempt to foster a sense of be-
longing and connection.

The findings of this study are consistent with
those reported by Martinez et al. (2019), Affu-
so et al. (2020), Cocuname (2020), Davis and
Silveira (2020), Hernandez et al. (2020), Rosas
and Salguero (2020), Ordéinez (2021), Luco
et al. (2022), and Mosquera and Polo (2022)
concerning the impact of family and context
on identity construction. The presence of dys-
functional family environments, the absence of
parental figures, and a lack of protection have
been identified as risk factors that increase the
likelihood of gang involvement. This finding
aligns with the observed outcomes, as subjects,
following the dissolution of their relationship
with a father figure, whether through death or
conflict, engage in criminal activities to attain
recognition. This phenomenon underscores
the role of power dynamics in shaping criminal
identities. Conflicts with other figures, such as
the mother, are identified, and in some cases,
these conflicts contribute to emotional tension
due to abandonment or tension due to estrange-
ment caused by the subject’s criminal actions.

A multitude of studies have emerged that
underscore the significance of gang identity
and belonging. These studies, including those
by Baird (2018), Belalcazar et al. (2018), Byrod
and Ferati (2018), Cohen (2018), Jiménez
(2019), Ferndndez (2020), and Caicedo et al.
(2022), have revealed that individuals who af-
filiate with gangs often perceive gang identity
as a means of acquiring recognition, authority,
and protection. The necessity for acknowledg-
ment is further emphasized in the oeuvre of
Honneth (1997), who asserts that it consti-
tutes an indispensable element of social exis-
tence and that endeavors to attain recognition
have proven to be a significant catalyst in the
annals of human history. Furthermore, the
studies by Frisby and Wood (2020) and Hsu
(2022) are related to the research in terms of
the construction of a collective identity, as the
subjects express feelings of isolation from oth-
er environments, and their gang offers them al-
ternative ways of life through criminal activity,
which reduces their mental health symptoms.
The group assumes a pivotal role, becoming
the focal point of the criminal subject’s life,
thereby elevating their self-esteem and offer-
ing a supportive network.



Althusser (1970) and Hall (1985) posit that
power and social interactions are intrinsically
linked to ideology and power relations in soci-
ety, as they are understood from the perspec-
tive of social identity. Within the context of
gangs, social interactions are characterized by
the presence of specific roles and expectations.
In this environment, violence and coercion
serve as instruments for the establishment of
status and power among gang members. Ta-
jfel and Turner (1986), as cited in Morales et
al. (2007), underscore the impact of an indi-
vidual’s relationships with diverse groups on
their self-perception, emphasizing the pivotal
role these interactions play in the formation of
identity. This study explores how interaction
dynamics influence adherence to norms and
the formation of identities among adolescent
gang members. This research is particularly
relevant in contexts where parental authority
models are absent or in need of replacement,
such as within the context of gangs. The study
posits that the absence of a parental authori-
ty figure may be compensated for by the group
as a whole or by its leadership figures, thereby
contributing to the reinforcement of specific in-
teraction dynamics that shape the development
of adolescent gang members’ identities.

In conclusion, the practices, rituals, and
customs within gangs function as symbolic
elements that serve to reinforce the criminal
identity of adolescents. These elements include
rituals intended to protect members from the
influence of witchcraft, as well as practices in-
volving ritualized violence. These actions are
indicative of the internalization of criminal
norms and values within the subjects’ identity.
This notion aligns with the theoretical frame-
work proposed by Ordofiez (2021), who asserts
that the rituals engaged in by gang members
are intended to safeguard them from potential
threats and adversaries. This assertion under-
scores the necessity for security and protec-
tion in a hostile environment. The extant re-
search aligns with the author’s assertion that
these symbolic practices serve to reinforce the
criminal identity of gang members and func-
tion as mechanisms to ensure their safety.
These practices also reveal a different scale of
values, which is not related to social morality
but rather to a system of values of their own.
In this system, other aspects such as respect

for criminal authority and loyalty to the group
are emphasized. This phenomenon is also re-
lated to Hall’s (1985) perspective, which un-
derscores the significance of recognition. This
concept pertains to the manner in which indi-
viduals perceive themselves and others within
the context of a specific social and ideological
framework. It is associated with identity, the
process by which individuals define them-
selves in relation to prevailing social and cul-
tural categories. In light of this, individuals
align themselves with ideological representa-
tions, enabling them to adopt specific social
roles based on these affiliations.

When considered as a whole, these findings
elucidate the intricate nature of the identity-for-
mation process among adolescents involved in
gangs. They also underscore the dynamic inter-
play among individual experiences, social rela-
tionships, and cultural practices. These results
underscore the importance of addressing this
issue from a multidimensional perspective that
considers both psychological and contextual
factors in the formation of criminal identity.
They emphasize the importance of the role of
the father, which implies the need to heal the
relationship built in this area at the level of psy-
chosocial intervention.

In conclusion, it is imperative to address the
limitations encountered during the research
process and to propose potential avenues for
future studies. With regard to the study’s lim-
itations, it was observed that there was a low
level of participation from the subjects during
the body mapping exercise. This was attributed
to the subjects’ difficulty in articulating their
emotions through written expression. Further-
more, one participant exhibited caution when
responding to interview questions. Conse-
quently, we developed several strategies to fa-
cilitate the process.

To further investigate this topic, it is recom-
mended that future research focus on design-
ing and evaluating family interventions that
aim to strengthen bonds between parents and
children, particularly in cases of absence or
conflict with the father figure. This measure
aims to prevent delinquency and promote the
proper development of adolescents by fostering
healthy family relationships. It is also suggest-
ed that the impact of public policies related
to crime prevention and the strengthening of
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support networks be evaluated to identify effec-
tive intervention strategies at the community
and government levels. In a similar vein, a com-
parative analysis of the construction of crim-
inal identity among adolescents belonging to
gangs and those from other contexts or groups
is proposed. This methodological approach will
facilitate the identification of both similarities
and differences in the processes of identity for-
mation, thereby offering a more comprehensive
understanding of this phenomenon.
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