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ABSTRACT 

Political engagement for ex-combatants is essential for their reintegration (reincorporation) 
process, especially if they were in a politically-motivated armed group. This dissertation studies 
the political reincorporation process (part of the Disarmament, Demobilization, and 
Reintegration/Reincorporation or DDR) of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas 
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia or FARC) leftist rebel group in Colombia from 2016 to 
2020. The FARC, founded in 1964, signed a peace agreement with the Colombian government in 
2016 and started the DDR process that continues until today. Using the methodology of an in-
depth qualitative case study and process-tracing, 44 interviews and over two months of participant 
observation at seven Territorial Spaces for Capacitation and Reincorporation (Espacios 
Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación or ETCRs) and two New Areas of 
Reincorporation (Nuevas Áreas de Rincorporación or NARs) were done. The results highlight that 
more of the political and not less will motivate individual ex-combatants to continue in the peace 
process and their personal reincorporation processes. Ex-combatant engagement with political 
activities during their reincorporation process gives them meaning in their personal lives and 
allows them to maintain and evolve their political identity that were formed during their time in 
the politically-motivated armed group. Peaceful mobilization as a politically-motivated group in 
the reincorporation process can strengthen and solidify their commitment to the peace process 
instead of weaken or destroy it, by offering members identity and group support, leadership, and 
direction. This raises the likelihood of their engagement with the peace process and their 
reconciliation with civilian institutions and activities, regardless of the ongoing intractability of 
the armed conflict. 

El compromiso político de los excombatientes es esencial para el proceso de reintegración (la 
reincorporación), especialmente si formaron parte de un grupo armado político. Esta disertación 
estudia el proceso de reincorporación político (parte del Desarme, Desmovilización y 
Reintegración/Reincorporación o DDR) de un grupo armado de izquierda en Colombia, las 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), desde 2016 hasta 2020. Las FARC, 
fundadas en 1964, firmaron un acuerdo de paz con el gobierno colombiano en 2016 e iniciaron el 
proceso de DDR que hasta hoy continúa. Para el análisis se usa la metodología estudio profundo 
de caso cualitativo y process-tracing, a partir de 44 entrevistas y más de dos meses de observación 
participante en siete Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación (ETCRs) y dos 
Nuevas Áreas de Reincorporación (NARs). Los resultados destacan que mayor participación 
política, y no menos, motiva a excombatientes individuales a continuar en el proceso de paz y sus 
procesos personales de reincorporación. El compromiso de los excombatientes en actividades 
políticas durante su proceso de reincorporación les da significado en sus vidas personales y les 
permite mantener y evolucionar sus identidades políticas que se formaron durante su tiempo en el 
grupo armado político. La movilización pacífica como grupo político en el proceso de 
reincorporación puede fortalecer y solidificar su compromiso con el proceso de paz, en vez de 
debilitarlo, además de ofrecer a los miembros identidad, apoyo de grupo, liderazgo y dirección. 
Esto aumenta la probabilidad de compromiso con el proceso de paz y su reconciliación con las 
instituciones y actividades civiles, a pesar de la intratabilidad constante del conflicto armado. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Colombia has had one of the longest armed conflicts of the 20th century, one which still continues 

to this day. However, in 2016, the country was finally able to negotiate peace with its most 

significant adversary, one of the world’s largest, richest, and longest-functioning non-state armed 

groups, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—The People’s Army (Fuerzas Armadas 

Revolucionarias de Colombia—Ejército del Pueblo) (FARC-EP)1, ending their 52-year armed 

struggle (though other armed groups are still active). One of the most important first steps of any 

peace process, is the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of the combatants of 

the non-state armed group in question. Though Colombia suffers from an intractable armed 

conflict, the country has created one of the largest, longest-running, and successful DDR programs 

in the world run by the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (ARN) (Capone 2017). 

One relatively new and understudied aspect to reintegration programs is the political one. This 

aspect is especially important for the FARC, as they began and ended their armed struggle being 

a politically-motivated group. It is this aspect that currently continues to give the group hope for 

their future: a future fought for not with guns, but with words. At the same time, as will be shown 

here, it is also one of the aspects that poses some of their greatest challenges. For example, some 

academics have suggested that dismantling the political aspect of former insurgent organizations 

is crucial to preventing recidivism (Stedman 1997; Walter 1997; 2004; Bøas and Hatløy 2008; 

Themnér 2011; Zukerman Daly 2011). 

For the longer-term peace-building stage of a peace process, the reincorporation (or reintegration)2 

of ex-combatants into civilian life is key. Current scholarship on DDR recognizes that the 

reincorporation process requires various elements to be structured around the specific conflict 

context: social, economic, educational, health-related, and political elements. Colombia´s DDR 

program includes these important elements, and the longer-term reincorporation process takes 

approximately eight years to complete which makes it the longest process in the world. After the 

 
1 I use “FARC-EP” when referring to the pre-2016 armed group and just the “FARC” to the general political 
movement, normally in its disarmed post-2016 form. Sometimes I use FARC without insinuating any distinction.  
2 The FARC uses the term reincorporation, which is similar in its general meaning to reintegration, the term that the 
UN uses.  
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signing of the Peace Agreement in 2016, the FARC has agreed for its ex-combatants to complete 

this program. 

This doctoral dissertation seeks to trace, describe, explain, and understand the effect of political 

engagement on the reincorporation processes of individual ex-combatants of a politically-

motivated armed group in Colombia, the FARC, within the period 2016-2020. Political 

engagement refers to the activities, events, and groups created by persons in process of 

reincorporation (PPR) with socio-political aims. The social is understood as taking part in 

activities, events, or groups that foster non-violent social skills, strengthen links between PPRs, as 

well as with the community, wanting to strengthen relationships with others as well as promote 

and create positive social change. The political is understood broadly as representing a will to 

change the environment and addressing power structures within the status quo through socio-

political activities, events, and groups; voting or being a member of a political party; and running 

for office or being a leader in the community. The FARC is viewed here as being a typical case 

for how political engagement can benefit, create meaning, and maintain the identity of PPRs during 

their reincorporation processes from a politically-motivated armed group during a peace process, 

even one that is taking place within an intractable conflict environment.  

The research question therefore is: in what ways can ex-combatants´ engagement with political 

activities during the reincorporation process generate traction and inertia toward a stronger 

commitment with the peace process, ultimately preventing ex-combatants to rearm, even within 

an intractable conflict environment? 

I have two hypotheses to answer this research question. The first one claims that ex-combatant 

engagement with political activities during their reincorporation process gives them meaning in 

their personal lives that they would not get without these. This raises the likelihood of their 

engagement with the peace process and in reconciliation with civilian institutions and activities, 

regardless of the ongoing intractability of the armed conflict. The second hypothesis has two parts: 

a) inasmuch as ex-combatants can engage with the political identity that they formed during their 

time in the politically-motivated armed group, during the DDR process, this can strengthen and 

solidify their reincorporation process. In turn, being confronted or socially sanctioned as a result 

of membership in the group may result in strengthening feelings of regret and skepticism about 

the peace process; and b) continued, peaceful mobilization as a politically-motivated group in the 
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reincorporation process can strengthen and solidify their commitment to the peace process instead 

of weaken or destroy it, by offering members identity and group support, leadership, and direction. 

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration Programs are vital for maintaining a peaceful 

environment and preventing renewed violence so that the society can embark on the post-conflict, 

peace-building project. Disarmament is for removing the means of violence; demobilization is for 

dismantling the command-and-control structure of the armed group and certifying each ex-

combatant as a civilian; and reintegration is the long-term process of giving social, psychological, 

economic, and sometimes political assistance to ex-combatants to reintegrate back into civilian 

life (Kingma 2001; Spear 2002; Humphreys and Weinstein 2007; Muggah 2009; Torjesen 2013; 

Muggah and O’Donnell 2015). Social and political reintegration are the most understudied of all 

areas of reintegration. Though political reintegration is the focus of this dissertation, I define it to 

have many social elements. For this reason, I present social reintegration in the literature review 

and theoretical framework as well (see Chapter I). Social reintegration is the process by which the 

ex-combatant and his or her family feel part of, and are accepted by, the community (Kingma 

2000; Özerdem 2012; Kaplan and Nussio 2015; Rhea 2016) while political reintegration explores 

two dimensions: the extent of ex-combatants’ political voice (i.e. political involvement) and the 

content of their political voice (i.e. democratic values and norms) (Söderström 2013a). Since civic 

responsibilities are an important part of social reintegration (Özerdem 2012), this dissertation 

recognizes the social aspects of political reintegration and takes the position that social 

reintegration is in fact part of political integration (in the FARC’s context: reincorporation). 

The FARC was chosen as a typical case of what can happen to a politically-motivated armed 

group’s ex-combatants in process of DDR when allowed to engage in political activities, events, 

and groups. As will become clear in this dissertation—their reincorporation processes are 

positively affected by allowing them to keep and transform their group identity, give their lives 

meaning, and maintain their politically-motivated movement mobilized, though now for peace and 

not war. This dissertation will also outline the long history behind this group identity.  

Studying the case of the FARC can give us many insights into other reintegration processes around 

the world, especially for politically-motivated armed groups. For these types of non-state armed 

groups involved in a DDR process, allowing for ex-combatants’ individual political reintegration 
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could add value to their process and could help motivate their commitment to peace. This 

dissertation argues that allowing the ex-combatants of the FARC space for political 

reincorporation solidifies their commitment to the peace process. This dissertation could benefit 

other individuals in the DDR process in Colombia, as well as future potential collective DDR 

processes (i.e. the ELN). Policy-makers can learn from this to further improve future DDR 

processes not only in Colombia but around the world.  

The best way to study political reincorporation of the FARC was by doing an in-depth case study 

of them, using qualitative methods. I conducted the in-depth case study of the FARC as a 

politically-motivated, non-state armed group: its history and its process of DDR. I analyzed only 

those ex-combatants taking part in the collective DDR process, result of the 2016 Peace 

Agreement, and not those that have individually entered the DDR program since 2002 (see Chapter 

IV). Using the process-tracing method, I outline the partial mechanisms at work in how ex-

combatants or PPRs create and partake in political engagement within a longer-term 

reincorporation setting and the possible effects it has on the process, during the period 2016-2020. 

I began my data collection process by reviewing secondary sources such as books, journal articles, 

international and non-governmental organizational reports, databases, and news sources to study 

the case. To get the most detail possible about their daily lives and activities, I did extensive 

qualitative fieldwork with the FARC and people who work with them, utilizing interviews and the 

participant observation method to get as much detail as possible. I spent more than two months 

with the FARC (PPRs over 18 years old) at the Territorial Training and Reincorporation Spaces 

(Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación or ETCRs) and in non-ETCR spaces 

like the New Areas of Reincorporation (Nuevas Áreas de Reincorporación or NARs) and urban 

areas. I collected 44 interviews (four of which were virtual, due to the Global Pandemic of 

Coronavirus in 2020-2021) of the FARC and people that work or have worked with this 

population. The methods used in the field really added to the richness of the data collected, as 

watching and partaking in the ex-combatants’ processes of reincorporation produced incredibly 

insightful information on political reincorporation and the peace process.  

In order to study the research question, I faced multiple challenges. My initial research question 

focused on the institutional design of DDR programs and I planned to do a comparative study 

between the Colombian and Democratic Republic of Congo’s (DRC) DDR programs. This 
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comparative study did not work out due to a local pandemic of Ebola in the DRC in 2019 and I 

decided to compare the cases of the FARC-EP and the United Self-defense Forces of Colombia 

(Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia or AUC), focusing on child soldiers. Due to complications 

from the Global Pandemic of Coronavirus of 2020-2021 as well as the ethical concerns of working 

on the topic of child soldiers, at long last, I chose my current research question.  

This dissertation does not necessarily claim to speak for all ex-combatants of the FARC or any 

other non-state armed groups around the world. But it does seek to give insights on the political 

engagement of those FARC ex-combatants in the reincorporation process that chose to be 

involved. This is a clear bias, as I do not fully consider those not engaged politically but that are 

still involved in the reincorporation process, nor do I include ex-combatants that are not in the 

ARN’s reincorporation process but could potentially be involved and engaged politically in other 

ways. This could bias my results to confirm what I argue about the importance of political 

engagement in reincorporation and to overlook the importance of political engagement for those 

not involved in reincorporation. Furthermore, there is always potential bias involved in the 

methods of interviewing and participant observation. For example, though I tried my best to be 

neutral, no researcher could ever be truly neutral as each person judges their data inputs depending 

on their own personal worldview. Also, there is no way of knowing that my interviewees were 

“telling the truth” to the best of their ability—none of the information collected for this dissertation 

is free of bias. I took this potential bias into consideration when analyzing the information 

collected.  

Now, moving forward to the dissertation’s findings and results. I found many different forms of 

political engagement taking place at the ETCRs as well as the non-ETCR spaces. First, political 

engagement can be for example: selling wares in a market to raise money for another socio-

political activity or event; celebrating an anniversary or symbolic event of the group/movement or 

peace process; sporting3 events, often with a reconciliation theme (including speeches and 

activities on the topic of reconciliation); and reconciliation events with youth, victims, women, 

children, among others; etc. Second, it can be membership in councils, associations, and groups 

that include gender-themed councils like each ETCR has; song and dance troupes; sports teams 

 
3 Playing team sports is known to be a form of building trust and cultivating reconciliation (Schulenkorf 2010; Gilbert 
and Bennett 2012; Mickelsson Blomqvist and Hansson 2021).  
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and games that engage in fostering co-existence and reconciliation; artistic topics; reconciliation 

events with local communities; etc. Third, political engagement can mean taking part in the 

democratic elections in various forms: running for local, regional or national office (council 

member, mayor, governor, senator or representative, president, etc.) under the Comunes political 

party (new name of the former FARC political party) or under the banner of another party or in a 

coalition of various parties; and voting in the local, regional or national elections. Fourth, political 

engagement can be being a member of the political party and going to their specific campaign 

events, meetings and socio-political events like fundraisers, support events (like of certain 

candidates or the party in general), potlucks, game nights, markets to sell products which promote 

the party, among others. Fifth and last, it can mean being a part of a collective productive project, 

which is inherently political because of the collective aspect, as the profits from the projects are 

shared among the collective and used to pay for collective needs. Furthermore, many of the 

collective productive projects use political mottos about peace; sometimes give some profits to 

peace-building programs; try to include non-FARC civilians with the ultimate aim of building 

reconciliation and fostering co-existence with them; and use the FARC movement as the subject 

of the profit-making (for example doing tours in makeshift FARC-EP war camps and teaching 

tourists about the FARC war lifestyle as well as history). These forms of political engagement 

have multiple effects on the FARC’s reincorporation, many of them positive in terms of 

strengthening the PPRs’ commitment to the process as well as the bigger peace process.  

The reason that engagement in political activities, events, and groups is so important for the 

reincorporation process is that it allows the FARC to continue being and living freely their 

collective identity, finding meaning in this, and staying mobilized to be able to work towards their 

peace-time goals. These goals are what collectively makes up their identity as an organization and 

which provides meaning in fighting for “the people”. These goals are what brought many people 

within the organization together in the first place. They are organized around, and function based 

on, this group identity. Their group identity and the meaning this identity has is the glue that keeps 

many ex-combatants together still. Without the ability, space, and time to be able to openly discuss 

and plan for the achievement of these goals, as well as carry them out with basic resources to start 

and with support from institutions, their risk for going back to armed conflict could increase.  
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The FARC´s new peaceful mobilization led by their historic leaders allows the ex-combatants to 

maintain their group identity and values system, the glue with which they find meaning in their 

private and public lives. With their every action loaded with such meaning, the peace process could 

be producing a snow-ball effect, where peaceful actions, events, groups, and projects lead to others 

and new ones. The results in this dissertation not only answer to the hypotheses presented, but also 

give the FARC a political voice to communicate their history, identity, and reasons for continued 

peaceful mobilization. If the FARC PPRs are given the opportunity to do the right thing, they will 

do it as their commitment remains high (for the majority), even in an intractable conflict setting. 

Political engagement gives a lot of meaning to the majority of PPRs, giving them more sense of 

worth and importance in an otherwise socio-economically and politically hostile environment. 

Though academics have suggested that dismantling the political aspect of former insurgent 

organizations is crucial to preventing recidivism, however, the Colombian experience with the 

FARC suggests that building and maintaining political identities is a crucial element of the 

sustainability and stability of reintegration and the peace process as a whole. In brief, in the case 

of the FARC, more of the political aspect, not less, will be fundamental for its long-term success. 

The dissertation is organized as follows: the first chapter covers the academic literature, as well as 

the theoretical framework to understand the case and results; the second discusses the methodology 

of the project; ; the third chapter outlines the case of the history of the armed conflict in Colombia, 

as the one with the FARC; the fourth chapter presents the findings and discusses the results of the 

dissertation; while a final section concludes. Thereafter, come the References and Annexes A-C. 
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I. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In this chapter, I will first present a literature review on the importance of peace-keeping and 

peace-building for societies partaking in a peace process, and the role that each step of 

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR) plays in the post-conflict process. Then 

I will go into how DDR has developed over time, explained by the three generations of studies on 

DDR (Muggah and O’Donnell 2015). Thereafter, I will outline the UN´s Integrated DDR 

Standards (IDDRS) that were created in 2009. The second part of this chapter will discuss the 

theoretical framework used in understanding the findings and results of the dissertation. First, I 

discuss the concepts of political socialization and identity transformation, and I end the chapter 

with discussions on two understudied forms of reintegration: social and political reintegration.  

 

A. Literature review 

1) Peace processes: Peace-keeping and peace-building institutions 

Peace-keeping and peace-building are the essential parts of meaningful peace-making (e.g. peace 

negotiations, agreements, and processes). The attempt to achieve peace via negotiations appears 

to be the preferred method of conflict resolution in the post-Cold War world (Hartzell and Hoddie 

2007), in fact, civil war termination indicates that the most likely outcome of a civil war in this 

period is a negotiated settlement (Wallensteen 2015; Joshi and Wallensteen 2018). Earlier 

literature has shown that civil wars ending with negotiated peace settlements are prone to collapse 

and violence easily reoccurs (DeRouen and Bercovith 2008). Furthermore, peace agreements have 

arguably been more prone to failure than peace reached by military victory by one of the conflict 

parties (Licklider 1995; Fortna 2004; Wallensteen 2007). The Uppsala Conflict Database Project 

(UCDP) Peace Agreement Dataset, which looks at negotiated peace settlements, has shown how 

by the fifth year after the settlement, 42% of peace agreements see violence resume among the 

same parties (Harbom, Högbladh, and Wallensteen.  2006). However, Joakim Kreutz claims that 

the case for “peace by victory” is weak and looking closer will permit us to see that waiting for 

victory is not the way forward (2015). Kreutz argues that the most common outcome of civil 
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conflict is neither military victory nor negotiated settlement, but prolonged low intensity armed 

conflict (intractable conflict) (2015).  

How peace-making is accomplished is directly connected thereafter to how peace-keeping and 

peace-building are carried out. Typically, the initial phase of a durable, sustainable peace process 

is multidimensional peace-keeping, an institution meant to provide security and peace-building 

support to help countries transition from conflict to peace, facilitate the political process, protect 

civilians, assist in the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of former 

combatants, protect and promote human rights, and assist in restoring the rule of law 

(Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, and Miall 2006). It is also meant to contain violence and prevent it 

from escalating to war, especially in intractable conflicts, as well as limit the intensity, 

geographical spread, and duration of war once it has broken out (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, and 

Miall 2006).4  

Recent literature on internal, state-based armed conflicts shows that in the post-Cold War period, 

governments have managed to win approximately 28% of all major civil wars, with the remaining 

52% resolved through negotiated settlement, and 19% ending in rebel victory (Joshi and 

Wallensteen 2018). Looking at minor armed conflicts settled after 1990, the percentage of civil 

war conflicts ending in a negotiated settlement increases to 90% (Joshi and Wallensteen 2018). As 

it happens, out of the 183 peace agreements in 50 different countries signed between 1989 and 

2011, 68 or 37% of those settlements failed as violence resumed between the same parties 

(Högbladh 2012). If effectiveness of peace accords is to be used as an indication of peacebuilding, 

the success rate was almost 63% (i.e. 115 out of 183 agreements) (Högbladh 2012), while if only 

Comprehensive Peace Accords are measured (where all major issues are up for negotiation and all 

major actors are involved), 25 out of 34 armed conflicts (75%) did not return to violence (Joshi, 

Quinn, and Regan 2015). In the same vein, Kreutz says: “On average, the civil wars that ended 

with peace agreements lasted eight times longer than those that were terminated through a military 

victory. Indeed, a one-sided victory almost only occurs when fighting is counted in days or months 

rather than years. This indicates that protracted conflicts are unlikely to end if allowed to run their 

course and that negotiations are the only way to end a long-running war” (2015, 1). Furthermore, 

 
4 This is integrated with the UN definition: http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/operations/peacekeeping.shtml 
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Paris’ (2004) data suggests that if peace-building is measured not by simply avoiding armed 

conflict recurrence, but by focusing on addressing the root causes of the armed conflict, there is 

only a 22% success rate. Though the evidence does not paint a clear picture, the general sense is 

that the more we invest in peace negotiations and crafting comprehensive peace agreements that 

focus on the root causes of the conflict, the more likely they can have positive effects on societies 

suffering from armed conflict in the long run.   

Peace-building can start when and if peace-keeping is successful, at least in important aspects like 

DDR. Peace-building refers to the creation of structures and institutions to promote sustainable, 

positive peace by addressing the "root causes" of violent conflict, and supporting indigenous 

capacities for peace management and conflict resolution5 to avoid a relapse into armed conflict 

(Galtung 1976; Wessells and Monteiro 2001). Positive peace is the absence of cultural6 and 

structural violence7 and the existence of social justice and inclusion—this concept is related more 

to peace-building, while negative peace means the absence of direct violence8 and is related more 

to peace-keeping (Galtung 1976; 1996). Given the depth and scope of these concepts, they are hard 

to measure.  

Roland Paris argues that peace-building has been understood by policy-makers as a form of social-

engineering (from the late 1980s until today), based on a particular set of assumptions about how 

to establish positive peace, and that is via the liberal peace thesis, which goes back to thinkers like 

John Locke (17th century) (2004; also see Barnett and Zürcher 2009). From this, peace-builders 

seem to believe that democratization and liberal marketization foster domestic peace and more 

 
5 Another important aspect of peace-building is transitional justice, through which a society recovering from armed 
conflict can reach towards reconciliation. For the United Nations, “transitional justice is the full range of processes 
and mechanisms associated with a society’s attempt to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past abuses, in order 
to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve reconciliation. Transitional justice [is] a critical component […] for 
strengthening the rule of law” (UN 2010, 2). Coordinating DDR initiatives with transitional justice activities is part 
of the UN approach (UN 2010).  
6 Cultural violence is symbolic aspects of culture, for example in religion, ideology, language, art, and the empirical 
and formal sciences that are used to justify or legitimize direct or structural violence. This type of “permanent, 
continuous” violence is sometimes difficult to pinpoint due to its subjectivity. Cultural violence legitimizes direct and 
structural violence and makes them appear and feel correct and normal within society (at least that it is not incorrect).  
7 Structural violence is broadly defined as the systematic ways in which the government or society prevents individuals 
from achieving their full potential. It is the process of violating people’s freedom, well-being, and identity through 
discriminatory state policies or societal norms. Institutionalized racism and sexism or societal norms that propagate 
these are examples of structural violence. 
8 Direct violence is physical, verbal, and psychological violence manifested through behaviors that infringe hurt and 
injuries upon others. It includes killing, mutilating, besieging, sanctioning (by subjecting people to misery and slow 
death), de-socializing, re-socializing, making people “second-class” citizens, repressing, detaining, and expulsing.  
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amicable foreign relations; there is a large body of empirical research that partially supports this 

belief (Paris 2004). But it also appears that the transition from civil conflict to a well-established 

market democracy is full of obstacles—for example, promoting democratization and marketization 

has the potential to incite higher levels of social competition at the very moment (immediately 

following the conflict) when states are weak and are least prepared to prevent such tensions from 

resorting back to violence (Paris 2004; Barnett and Zürcher 2009). The idea is to promote 

institutionalization and stabilization of domestic institutions first, strengthen the state to channel 

political conflict (Guardado, Wantchekon, and Weltman 2018), and then potentially slowly 

introduce democratic and free market reforms once the situation has become more stable (Paris 

2004). Hartzell and Hoddie (2007) specifically argue that peace settlements are more likely to 

create a sustainable peace if they involve construction of a diversity of power-sharing and power-

dividing arrangements between former rivals as the strongest negotiated agreements prove to be 

those in which former adversaries agree to share or divide state power across its military, political, 

economic, and territorial dimensions. 

Joshi and Wallensteen (2018) highlight that the conceptualization of positive peace makes the 

concept a governance issue, which is conceptually too limited to evaluate peace-building in the 

aftermath of armed conflict; governance provides important measures for assessing peace-building 

success, but it cannot be the only defining criteria to evaluate success and failure. Many authors 

fit peace-building into one of two categories: “top-down” vs. “bottom-up” measures. “Top-down” 

measures, so called “macro” changes, seek peace through changes at the national level, involving 

national actors and institutions, for example, measures promoting peace through disarmament 

among antagonistic elites; championing economic and social reforms at the national level; and 

prescriptions for national power-sharing among rival elites (Guardado, Wantchekon, and Weltman 

2018). The expectation is that once established, these measures will “trickle down” from the macro 

to the micro level—unfortunately this once dominant view of peace-building has produced mixed 

results (Guardado, Wantchekon, and Weltman 2018). In contrast, “bottom-up” approaches 

emphasize the importance of community engagement, inclusiveness of local actors and the 

importance of building peace from a micro level (Mac Ginty 2008, 2010).9 For Lederach (1997), 

 
9 Other work looks at the interconnection between both categories, like those of Timothy Donais (2012), and even 
beyond the two categories, like John Paul Lederach (1997). 
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building peace within divided societies requires a comprehensive approach in establishing an 

infrastructure for sustainable transformation to peace, led by top-level, middle-level, and 

grassroots-level leadership.  

As real-world conflict situations are never black and white, often the tasks associated with these 

two concepts overlap and can take place while the conflict is still going on, or there are 

fundamental disconnections between the two. They also look differently depending on the root 

causes of the individual conflict and the political, economic, social, and cultural differences 

between the societies that suffer from armed conflict. Presently, peace-keeping and peace-building 

efforts are huge industries that include the involvement and coordination of state agencies from all 

over the world, alongside countless international, regional and local, governmental and non-

governmental organizations, as well as the private sector. Initially, peace-building was military 

demobilization and the political transition to participatory electoral democracy, but over time this 

has been expanded progressively to include wider political, economic, and social dimensions 

(Wallensteen 2007). Over time, peace-keeping and peace-building institutions have evolved and 

become more “specialized” in their tasks, due to, among other reasons, an increase in resources, 

interest, and expertise (Ramsbotham, Woodhouse, and Miall 2006). Though these institutions are 

more successful now than they once were, and the UN has been able to implement reforms due to 

lessons learned, it is still quite problematic to make true progress toward durable, quality peace. 

Clearly there are many factors involved in successful peace-keeping and peace-building, from state 

weakness to lack of coordination to ignorance of local conditions and culture to the dynamics of 

the conflict itself.  

Before going into these post-conflict institutions more specifically, we need to have a better 

understanding of institutions in general. Broadly, institutions are human-made constraints that 

structure social, political, and economic interaction, consisting of informal (e.g. customs, norms, 

codes of conduct, traditions, taboos) (Helmke and Levitsky 2006) as well as formal constraints 

(e.g. constitutions, laws, established rules, property rights), that are typically persistent and 

connected (North, 1991; Goldstein and Keohane, 1993). Only pertaining to formal institutions like 

organizations and procedures, institutionalism is the process by which these organizations and 

procedures acquire value and stability, where the level of institutionalism can be defined by their 

adaptability, complexity, autonomy, and coherence (Huntington, 1968). Adaptability refers to an 
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organization´s ability to deal with changing circumstances without falling apart or becoming non-

functional; complexity refers to the differentiation and multiplication of organizational subunits 

under a stable and divided-power structure; autonomy refers to the organization's integrity and 

ability to remain uninfluenced by wealth or violence; and coherence refers to the organization's 

internal unity, functional boundaries, dispute-resolving mechanisms, and consensus on procedures 

(Huntington, 1968). In the case of peace-keeping and peace-building organizations and 

procedures, the higher the levels of these institutional factors at the domestic level, the more 

probable it is that their missions can be completed (Paris 2004).  

Informal institutions also play an important role in the structure, maintenance, and evolution of 

organizations and procedures. They are essential, not only in explaining and understanding the 

design, implementation, and impact of policies and formal institutions locally and as products of 

international involvement, but also for evaluating how and why these institutions fail or succeed. 

It is important to analyze the individuals who work within these institutional structures, their 

behavior, and the relationships they have amongst each other, and also how these informal 

institutions fit into and affect the historical evolution of organizations (Helmke and Levitsky 

2006). Historically, formal and informal institutions have helped create order and reduce 

uncertainty in exchanges among humans, and since they change gradually and their consequences 

can be long-lasting, understanding them also requires an historical assessment (Peters, 2005). 

Institutions are also created within a specific historical and social context where this fact can have 

long-lasting influence on their evolution (Peters, 2005). In peace-keeping and peace-building 

efforts, the quality of the institutional design, and the efficiency and coherence of the institutional 

implementation, are important in providing a stable foundation from which to offer humanitarian 

services and structural support to war-torn and vulnerable populations in a timely manner. At the 

same time, utilizing informal institutions established within the local environment are key to more 

integral reintegration and durable peace. One cannot force another to build peace, the primary 

agents have to do it themselves—without the resolve for peace-building, it will not happen (Ohlson 

2008; Shinoda 2008). 

2) Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR) Programs 
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One crucial dimension of peace-building is DDR, as initially, post-conflict reconstruction entails 

a proactive and comprehensive process aimed at conflict prevention and interruption of on-going 

cycles of violence—it requires accomplishing a negative peace (Wessells and Monteiro 2001). 

After a ceasefire is established, one of the first and most important tasks is that of disarming the 

armed groups that were parties to the conflict and facilitating the rehabilitation and return of these 

ex-combatants to society as a way of preventing the relapse into conflict (Spear 2002). Historically, 

these disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) processes were rudimentary 

processes that often did no more than simply disarm ex-combatants and send them home. With 

time and lessons learned, DDR processes have evolved and produced significant knowledge about 

pertinent necessities and key aspects to deal with for ensuring the successful reintegration of ex-

combatants and thereafter building a more durable peace (Muggah 2010). For the UN, DDR is a 

programmatic area that is codified through a set of principles, practices, and policy guidelines; the 

current international standard is laid out in a volume of approximately 800 pages called the 

Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards (IDDRS) (IAWG 2006).  

a) Disarmament and demobilization 

Disarmament is the first step and involves removing the means of warfare, preventing further 

violence, and creating a stable environment, strengthening confidence- and security-building 

among (ex)combatants (Spear 2002). The steps of disarmament include assembling the soldiers, 

documenting them (taking a census) and the weapons they turn in, and collecting and sometimes 

destroying the weapons.10 This voluntary handover of weapons, ammunition, and explosives is a 

highly symbolic act in sealing the end of the armed conflict, and in concluding an individual’s 

active role as a combatant (UNDDR 2020). Disarmament operations are steadily more being 

implemented in contexts characterized by acute armed violence, elaborate and varied armed forces 

and groups, and the prevalence of a large variety of weaponry and explosives (UNDDR 2020).  

Demobilization is necessary for the formal disbanding of military formations and, at the individual 

level, is the process of releasing combatants from a mobilized state. It is the second step of a DDR 

program and part of post-conflict demilitarization efforts. All demobilization operations planned 

 
10 The disarmament of weapons component of a DDR program is typically broken down into four main phases: (1) 
operational planning, (2) weapons collection operations, (3) stockpile management, and (4) disposal of collected 
materiel (UNDDR 2020).  
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by and with the UN as a partner, are gender and age sensitive, nationally and locally-owned, 

context specific and conflict sensitive (UNDDR 2020). Ideally, under the leadership of national 

authorities, and often within the peace agreement framework, rigorous, unambiguous, and 

transparent eligibility criteria are established, and decisions are made on the number, type (semi-

permanent or temporary), and ubication of demobilization sites (UNDDR 2020). If there is clear 

and reasonable indication that a DDR participant knowingly committed war crimes, crimes against 

humanity, terrorist acts or offences, and/or genocide, they are removed from the DDR program 

and depending on the state, peace agreement, or UN mission, thereafter, dealt with legally 

(UNDDR 2020). After eligibility has been established, basic registration data (name, age, contact 

information, etc.) is entered into a case management system with the DDR institution. 

Demobilizing ex-combatants should be provided with orientation briefings, physical and psycho-

social health screenings, and information that will support their reintegration into the community. 

A discharge document, such as a demobilization declaration or certificate, is given to the ex-

combatants as evidence of their demobilization. During demobilization, DDR functionaries should 

also conduct a profiling exercise to identify obstacles that may prevent eligible ex-combatants 

from full participation in the DDR program, as well as their specific needs and ambitions—this 

information should be used to inform planning for reinsertion11 and/or reintegration support 

(UNDDR 2020). 

Demobilization can sometimes be difficult because structures of command and control are not the 

only factors that maintain the cohesion of armed groups, for example, friendship, family relations, 

shared identity, shared experiences of hardship and marginalization, among other factors, make 

groups cohesive (Wiegink 2015). “Furthermore, commanders as well as members are likely to see 

the benefits of reintegration as the prize of demobilization provided by commanders, who in this 

way look after their people and maintain a position of leadership or patronage” (Munive and 

Stepputat 2015, 7; see: Wiegink 2015). Armed groups which apply highly regimented, rule-based 

control over their rank-and-file combatants are more likely to sustain this type of authority during 

a DDR transition (McQuinn 2016). The nature of a group’s command and control systems is a 

function of at least two elements: command authority and enforcement capacity (McQuinn 2016). 

 
11 If reinsertion assistance is part of the second stage of the demobilization process, DDR functionaries should also 
determine an appropriate form of transfer (i.e. cash-based transfers, commodity vouchers, in-kind support, and/or 
public works programs). Reinsertion assistance should be designed with subsequent reintegration support in mind. 
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Groups tend to fall between two extremes: 1) formal systems, made up of an elaborate code of 

conduct and quasi-judicial enforcement mechanisms which determines almost every aspect of 

members’ daily experience, and 2) informal practices based on ad hoc and often shifting group 

norms enforced by fellow group members, and sometimes by a group’s leaders (McQuinn 2016). 

According to McQuinn, the first formal extreme produces a lower level of uncertainty in DDR 

transitions, while the second informal system causes a higher level of uncertainty (2016). 

Commanders and leaders play an important role in DDR as they can persuade rank-and-file 

combatants to take part in the process, something that the government, often the “enemy”, has no 

power to do (McEvoy and Shirlow 2009; Stankovic and Torjesen 2019). As I will build upon in 

the results chapter of this dissertation, some groups remain mobilized, but for different peaceful 

reasons in the post-conflict period.  

b) Reintegration (reincorporation) 

Reintegration12 is the long-term process of giving social, psychological, and economic (and 

sometimes political) assistance to ex-combatants to reintegrate back into civilian life (Spear 2002, 

UNDDR 2020).13 Stine Torjesen argues that it´s the process, not the program that we should focus 

on; she defines reintegration as “a process in which fighters change their identity from ‘combatant’ 

to ‘civilian’ and alter their behavior by ending the use of violent means and increasing activities 

that are sanctioned by the mainstream community. The change in behavior is visible in three 

arenas: social, political, and economic” (2013, 4). Randolph Wallace Rhea describes reintegration 

as a complex process: 

Describing the reintegration processes remains a central challenge within the field of DDR. 

Numerous fundamental questions remain. Describing reintegration processes is difficult because 

it demands an engagement with an extremely large range of information about a number of 

 
12 “R” can stand for different terms like reintegration, rehabilitation, reincorporation, reinsertion, repatriation, or 
resettlement. Some programs often have two “R’s”, like the program in Liberia was Disarmament, Demobilization, 
Rehabilitation, and Reintegration (DDRR) and the one in Central African Republic was Disarmament, 
Demobilization, Reinsertion, and Repatriation (DDRR). The differences between these terms are generally in the 
details and depend on the program and its exact stipulations, but the overlapping R’s “have the collective, long-term 
objective of enhancing economic and human development and fostering political stability, security, and peace” 
(Nübler 1997, 3 cited in Sharif 2018, 9). 
13 Reintegration depends also upon proactive progress in other peace-building tasks, such as economic development, 
infrastructure rehabilitation, truth and reconciliation efforts, and institutional reform (Wessells and Monteiro 2001; 
UNDDR 2020). 
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intricately interconnected social, political, and economic processes that occur simultaneously, but 

not necessarily synchronously. At times we describe pieces of reintegration processes, but we 

rarely approach the complex whole. This lack of fundamental understanding about the broad 

features of reintegration processes means that they are exceedingly difficult to predict and, in turn, 

instrumentally affect. As countless pieces of “lessons learned” literature on DDR and reintegration 

programming evidence (see e.g. Muggah 2008), our view is partial and reintegration processes 

seldom occur as we envision. Likewise, we are rarely able to evolve or engineer these processes 

via reintegration programming in the way that is aspired (2016, 28).  

The key weaknesses of the academic literature are that it is still not able to clearly define and 

theorize about reintegration means and how to measure its success. There is a lot of empirical and 

normative literature on DDR by the policy-community, but few systematic studies that measure 

their actual success (Schulhofer-Wohl and Sambanis 2010; Seethaler 2016). Robert Muggah 

claimed in 2009 that there was actually comparatively little evidence that DDR works.  

Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration are a socially-engineered process, as are many of 

the processes linked to peace-keeping, peace-making, and peace-building (Donais 2009). In 

reality, socially-engineered processes are going to have innate difficulties, as designs rarely go as 

planned. This does not mean however that we should do nothing—the human condition is to try to 

solve any problem presented to us. Certain evidence does show that ex-combatants need 

specifically designed, sustainable support to help them with their transition from military to 

civilian life, in other words this has shown to help them be successful in their reintegration, some 

of the time (Pugel 2007; Torjesen 2013; UNDDR 2020). Other evidence shows that the impact of 

reintegration assistance is unclear at best and does not work at its worst, with the final advice being 

that “context determines all” (Muggah 2009, 20) as the perception of ‘success’ may differ 

according to different political agendas and expectations from the process (Bowd and Özerdem 

2013). In their meta-analysis of different DDR assessments over the past decades, Jonah 

Schulhofer-Wohl and Nicholas Sambanis analyze the contribution of DDR programs to the overall 

objectives of peace and stability—they conclude that “no study to date has been able to isolate and 

measure the impact of DDR programs on the peace processes” (2010, 2). Seethaler highlights that: 

“Though monitoring and evaluation (M&E) exercises are increasingly incorporated into the design 

of [DDR] programmes, thorough assessments of DDR programmes often are not systematically 
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and effectively conducted” (2016, 2). McMullin argues: “A recurring theme of […] documents, 

evaluations, and reviews is that the post-conflict landscape offers very little to reintegrate into. 

They point to ‘weakened governance institutions, lack of social cohesion, poorly functioning 

economies and the wide spectrum of economic, social, psycho-social, political and security 

interventions required’” (2013, 3). Non-context-specific programs for reintegration can sometimes 

do more harm than good (Daly 2016, looked at cases in Latin America) and not offering 

appropriate local economic opportunities and training can lead to armed remobilization (Vogel and 

Musamba 2016; Sharif 2019). As a complex process, though reintegration is hard to measure, there 

are cases where reintegration assistance has at least in part, helped ex-combatants change their 

behavior—Colombia is an example where 76% of demobilized ex-combatants taking part in the 

government-led reintegration process do not go back to an armed lifestyle, the basic measure that 

the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (ARN) uses for success (Seethaler 2016). 

Other partly successful examples of DDR, though not without their difficulties, are those of the 

RUF in Sierre Leone (1996-2002) (Williamson 2006; von Dyck 2016); FMLN in El Salvador 

(1992-1994) (Segovia 2009); EPLF in Eritrea (2002-2008) (Rolston 2007); and IRA in Northern 

Ireland (1998-2005) (Hancock 2008).14  

Post-conflict settings, and even more so intractable conflict settings, are rife with reintegration 

hurdles. Reintegration challenges are multidimensional, ranging from creating micro-enterprises 

and providing education and training, to preparing communities for returning ex-combatants, 

addressing security concerns in fragile post-conflict scenarios or ongoing conflict settings, dealing 

with the psycho-social effects of war, ensuring ex-combatants also benefit from their civil and 

political rights, and meeting the specific needs of different groups like women, children, the 

elderly, and the handicapped. A key challenge that faces former combatants and associated groups 

is that it may be impossible for them to reintegrate back into their area of origin due to security 

challenges or rejection from local communities (Bowd and Özerdem 2013; Torjesen 2013; Munive 

and Stepputat 2015; UNDDR 2020). Their limited civilian skills may have more applicability and 

economic value in urban settings, which are also unlikely to be able to absorb them with ease. In 

worst case scenarios, the areas from which ex-combatants came may no longer be habitable after 

a war (at least in the short-term), or ex- combatants may have been with armed groups that 

 
14 This is by no means an exhaustive list, but a few examples.  
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committed atrocities in or near their own communities and may not be able to return home for fear 

of stigmatization or acts of revenge (Bowd and Özerdem 2013; Kaplan and Nussio 2015).  

Furthermore, family and community support are essential for the successful reintegration of ex-

combatants, but their presence may worsen the real or perceived vulnerability of local populations, 

“which have neither the capacity nor the desire to assist [ex-combatants] with little education, 

employment or training, war trauma, and a high militarized view of the world” (UNDDR 2020). 

Unsupported former combatants can be a major threat to the security of communities because of 

their lack of skills or assets, their past tendency to rely on violence to get what they want (UNDDR 

2020), and in some cases, due to the revenge acts of others. Also, communities affected by armed 

conflict, on-going violence, and remobilized ex-combatants may be more fearful of ex-combatants 

and may stereotype them (correctly or not) as perpetrators of violence (McMullin 2013). Often ex-

combatants prefer going to urban areas to be more anonymous and to self-isolate instead of 

reintegrating into any community (Nussio 2011a).  

The reintegration of ex-combatants should also be part of wider recovery strategies for all war-

affected populations so as to ensure that reintegration support does not mean that other war-

affected groups are treated unfairly or resentment is caused within the wider community (Bowd 

and Özerdem 2013). According to the UN´s IDDRS, reintegration programs should aim to build 

local and national capacities to manage the process in the long-term, focusing on community 

reconciliation within the larger reconstruction and development plan (UNDDR 2020). The topic 

of social reintegration will be discussed in more detail in the theoretical approach section.  

Another important challenge to reintegration is economic. Assuming that poverty, marginalization, 

and unemployment accelerate the mobilization of combatants, DDR programs prioritize providing 

alternative, non-military economic opportunities for ex-combatants. As Munive and Stepputat 

clarify: 

The widely held assumptions that young unemployed men are prime candidates for recruitment as 
soldiers (ILO 2010; Lamb et al. 2012), and, lacking alternative livelihood options, regard conflict 
as an income-generating activity, has had a profound impact on the way post-conflict interventions 
are framed (Munive and Jakobsen 2012). Programs use employment and improved livelihoods as 
solutions to the problems that ex-combatants are perceived to pose to stability (2015, 8). 
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Even so, the economic root causes of the conflict and the general lack of opportunities require 

more structural and long-term investments in the post-conflict period. As many policy-makers and 

researchers have noted, rank-and-file ex-combatants are usually reintegrated “back into poverty” 

as support for reintegration can only do so much (Munive and Stepputat 2015). Mainstream DDR 

practice claims that education or vocational skills training is a first step in economic reintegration, 

but sustainable jobs are few and far between in conflict-ridden economies and training is 

sometimes badly suited for the actual labor market needs (Munive and Stepputat 2015).  

An evaluation of the reintegration efforts of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP)15 

concluded that “relevance can be limited and efforts conducted often limited both financially and 

technically” (Conoir and Bonard 2013, 38).  

More specifically, the evaluation holds that a) training or vocational training is just part of a 

continuous, systemic, and coordinated reintegration process whereby ex-combatants receive sup-

port for further employment, self-employment, and integration in markets; b) training and/or 

vocational training is often delivered at a standard level, hampering in some cases the possibility 

of many ex-combatants to acquire the needed skill levels in saturated markets (tailoring, carpentry, 

mechanics etc.); c) training in other cases is perceived by ex-combatants to be a first step towards 

further entitlements, and generally ex-combatants are not fully committed to the program; and d) 

follow-up microenterprise investments do not capitalize on state-of-the-art technology that could 

make a difference for program beneficiaries (Conoir and Bonard 2013 cited in Munive and 

Stepputat 2015, 8).  

Furthermore, the report states that the type, quality, and length of vocational skills training 

provided is central to the DDR program´s potential success, nonetheless, in practice, the type of 

training carried out often does not even amount to half of the duration required for a civilian in 

peace times (Conoir and Bonard 2013). 

There are certain standard principles that have been identified as necessary for all DDR programs 

and an improved final outcome: differential treatment of the beneficiary population (sensitivity to 

armed group status, gender, age, ethnicity, handicaps, etc.), a sensitivity to cultural and social 

 
15 The report analyzed reintegration efforts in Burundi, DRC, Haiti, Côte d’Ivoire, Kosovo, Nepal, Somalia, and 
Sudan. 
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context, as well as local ownership of the process (Wessells and Monteiro 2001; Pauletto and Patel 

2010; Autesserre 2016; Stankovic and Torjesen 2019). Recent DDR processes are increasingly 

including differential focuses, for example for women and children (anyone under 18 years old), 

because they typically have distinct needs and experiences to the proto-type adult male soldier 

(Wessells and Monteiro 2001; Wessells 2004; Williamson 2006; Blattman and Annan 2010; 

Cifuentes Patiño, Aguirre Álvarez, and Lugo Agudelo 2011; Vindevogel et al. 2013). For example, 

often women and children will be the unarmed support staff of an armed group and therefore have 

been left out of DDR programs, making them even more vulnerable (Williamson 2006).  

Addressing gender-related issues is now more commonplace in DDR programs, but has only been 

so for about the last 15 years (Williamson 2006). Understanding how the assigned roles of men 

and women and masculine and feminine identities contribute to and can assist in alleviating 

violence in conflict and post-conflict settings is an evolving topic in peace and conflict studies 

Vess et al. 2013). Though men are understood to be the primary perpetrators of violence in times 

of war, research indicates that men are not inherently violent (Theidon 2009; Vess et al. 2013). 

This shift in understanding contributes to a recognition that men are also victims and witnesses of 

many forms of violence, including sexual and gender-based violence (Vess et al. 2013; Hauge 

2015). In widening our understanding of men’s experiences, studies demonstrate that this may help 

stop the cycle of violence and in this way, men can become critical agents of transformation to end 

these multiple forms of violence. Expanding knowledge of men’s diverse experiences during war 

and the underlying causes and mechanisms that lead to violent behavior has important implications 

for conflict prevention, peace-keeping, and peace-building. Post-conflict policies need to address 

these varied paths to violence and the notions of hyper-masculinity created by violent conflict 

(Vess et al. 2013; Flisi 2016) as constructing certain forms of masculinity is central to militarism 

and becomes essential to its maintenance (Theidon 2009). For example, traditional approaches to 

DDR have focused on military and security objectives, which have resulted in programs “being 

developed in relative isolation from the field of transitional justice and its concerns with historical 

clarification, justice, reparations, and reconciliation” (Theidon 2009, 2). Theidon argues that 

successful reintegration not only requires unifying the processes and goals of DDR programs with 

transitional justice measures, but that both DDR and transitional justice require a gendered analysis 

that includes an examination of the pronounced links between weapons, masculinities, and 

violence (2009).  
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Moreover, during conflict, the roles of men and women often go through radical change. 

Restoration to pre-conflict role models is often impossible and undesirable, so the post-conflict 

context requires gender identity transformation (Vess et al. 2013). For instance, in pre-conflict 

situations, men acquire much of their sense of identity from the fact that they are economic 

providers. In many post-conflict situations, the economy is in disarray and most men will not be 

able to find work; as a result, men and boys often experience a loss of identity leading to extreme 

emotional stress, substance abuse, and a continuous cycle of violent behavior, including sexual 

and gender-based violence (Vess et al. 2013). DDR programs should focus on providing psycho-

social support and developing healthier, non-violent behaviors and male identities and should 

provide lessons on how to address the challenges and obstacles to engaging men in sustainable 

peace and conflict and violence prevention. Nevertheless, academic research and policy responses 

in post-conflict settings need to focus on the specific needs, perspectives, and realities of both men 

and women.  

In the case of women and girls, they play important roles in armed groups and therefore take part 

in DDR programs, though mostly on a smaller scale than men. Sometimes, female combatants play 

a support role in the conflict, and do not necessarily carry a gun, which means they have 

traditionally been left out of DDR programs (Williamson 2006). Also, DDR programs have 

traditionally been structured on assumptions that were default male, causing the program to 

overlook women and their needs (Barth 2002; Jennings 2009). More recent DDR programs have 

learned valuable lessons from the past and have started including the different demographics of 

armed groups.  

For the reintegration aspects of DDR programs in particular, academic literature on female 

combatants have focused on three particularly influential variables for them to become socially 

and politically active in post-conflict settings: group identity, their socio-economic situation, and 

their access to education and skills (Hauge 2008). Birgitte Sørenson (1998) and Elise Frederikke 

Barth (2002) highlight that an obstacle for female ex-combatants getting an income-producing job 

or political status respectively in their reintegration process is not having education or a skill set 

to offer. The importance of the socio-economic situation of women ex-combatants is that 

reintegration projects have not been adapted to their specific needs. In some DDR processes, 

female ex-combatants have been neglected in the registration process, which has reduced their 
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opportunity to receive assistance upon demobilization (Mazurana and Carlson 2004). For example, 

in Sierra Leone, the female fighters were only entitled to receive economic assistance or land if 

they appeared together with their spouse, which was not always possible nor desirable (Mazurana 

and Carlson 2004; Williamson 2006). Lastly, an important aspect of female ex-combatants’ 

reintegration phase has been group identity and social networks. Barth (2002) and Camille Pampell 

Conway and Salomé Martínez (2004) in their studies find that female former combatants preserve 

positive identities and feelings from their guerrilla organizations as they taught them new skills 

and empowered them in ways that the scenarios of poverty and traditional gender relations of post-

conflict periods do not offer. However, not all female former combatants have positive experiences 

within their armed groups—it depends on the context. For example, those women “abducted” and 

forced to commit atrocities by the RUF armed group in Sierra Leone did not have those same types 

of positive experiences from the war (Mazurana and Carlson 2004). 

Moving forward, it has also been important to differentiate between top-level, mid-level, and rank-

and-file soldiers of the armed group (Stankovic and Torjesen 2019). Commanders can be helpful 

or harmful for the DDR process, depending on their level of commitment with the peace process 

and influence over rank-and-file soldiers. Recently, DDR has differentiated between armed group 

leaders and the rest of the combatants, though forgetting one of the most difficult groups to 

accommodate in the DDR process: mid-level commanders, who kind of get caught in the middle 

without having their authority respected once the DDR process has started (Stankovic and Torjesen 

2019). 

Moreover, the underestimation of the socio-political and cultural context of each specific conflict 

may lead to ineffective and generalized DDR programs (Pauletto and Patel 2010). From the few 

case studies that have been done, sensitivity to socio-cultural context in the program design aided 

in the successful demobilization and reintegration of children (Wessells 2004; Williamson 2006; 

Cifuentes Patiño, Aguirre Álvarez, and Lugo Agudelo 2011).  

Local ownership has been consistently argued to be key for successful DDR to take place, helping 

with the socio-cultural sensitivity aspect (Kilroy 2008). Local ownership is when the people of the 

community where the conflict took place, are at the heart of the peacebuilding process by having 

a sense of responsibility and ownership in the conflict solutions, as peace must be built from within 
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and not imported from outside (Shinoda 2008; Donais 2009; Autesserre 2016; Interpeace 2021). 

To do this, priorities, concerns and challenges must be identified locally, while active participation 

of local people in developing their own solutions to identified factors in the long-run is essential 

for building sustainable peace (Interpeace 2021). As Shinoda says: “The principle of ownership is 

understood in the context of peacebuilding as local people’s actual leading role as well as their 

feeling about their leading role in the process of creating social foundations for durable peace” 

(2008, 99). The most comprehensive DDR program in the world is that of Colombia, a locally-

owned, national program. Many internationally-designed and funded DDR programs, like that of 

the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), do not include such depth or time and take as little as 

a few months to send the ex-combatants home (IPSTC 2013). 

“Local ownership” is often used as a blanket inclusion when designing DDR programs and peace-

building institutions, from grant proposals to international aid conditions to national programs 

(Donais 2009). Though policy-makers and organizations understand its value, and it seems like 

common sense, it is not that easy to implement. Its inclusion in a DDR program and within a more 

general peace-building strategy, and the outcomes that result, depend on many inter-relating 

factors, not just the simple inclusion of local actors and organizations. For example, the level of 

state capacity is important if the state is planning its involvement in the process: without the 

administrative capacity, available resources, and clear commitment to the peace-building process, 

there can be little progress made or goals achieved.  

Also, the security context on the ground is fundamental, as continued violence, a ceasefire or a 

more obvious commitment to peace-building can mean very different things for the soldiers that 

are asked or obligated to disarm and demobilize. For intractable conflicts, DDR is important to be 

able to deal with the thousands of desertions, rescues (of children), and individual and collective16 

demobilizations that take place over the decades that the conflict endures. For example, in the 

intractable Colombian conflict, from 2001-2019, 75,923 people had left the various armed groups 

(guerrilla and paramilitary groups, as well as organized crime groups) and had entered the 

 
16 As there are different non-state armed groups involved, if one decides to collectively disarm and demobilize within 
the on-going conflict, a DDR program has to be set up to deal with them, like what happened with the AUC in 
Colombia in the period 2003-2006. 
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government reintegration agency, the ARN: 64,506 were male (85%) and 11,417 were female 

(15%) (ARN, 2021).  

Moreover, much depends on the type of relationship between the parties to the conflict, for 

example if they are committed to the peace process or there is too much animosity still for them 

to even lay down their arms and violence relapses plague the process. Lastly, though not 

exhaustively, regional and local dynamics leftover from the conflict and also present in the post-

conflict environment, like tense community relations where parties of the conflict cohabitate very 

closely, or where local powerful elites are represented overwhelmingly by one of the parties to the 

conflict and they engage civilians from the other “party” to the conflict, or where high levels of 

urban violence threaten demobilizing soldiers ability to reintegrate, among others.  

The next section will outline the three generations of DDR practice and a bit of history on UN 

peace-keeping missions and the development of the UN´s Integrated DDR Standards (IDDRS).  

3) History of DDR and the UN’s IDDRS 

Historically, the disarmament and cantonment of defeated armed forces goes back millennia. In 

modern times, more than 60 DDR initiatives have been attempted between the late 1980s until 

2015, all over the world (Muggah and O’Donnell 2015). From the wake of the Cold War and 

onwards to the mid-2000s (approx. 1989-2005), First Generation or “traditional” DDR processes 

were utilized at the end of international and civil wars, whether ended by victory by one side or a 

peace agreement. DDR processes during this time were rudimentary processes that often did no 

more than simply disarm ex-combatants, break the command structure of the armed forces, and 

sometimes give a humanitarian benefit to the demobilized soldiers with which they could return 

home as civilians or join a new security force (usually state armed forces) (Muggah and O’Donnell 

2015). During this time, the scope, scale, and success rate of DDR programs varied substantially 

(Colleta, Kostner, and Wiederhofer 1996). Introduced after civil wars in El Salvador, Guatemala, 

Namibia, Mozambique and South Africa, DDR interventions achieved some positive impact, if 

measured by what they contributed to preventing the relapse into armed conflict again (Colleta, 

Kostner, and Wiederhofer 1996). In other cases, however, the outcomes were less auspicious—

DDR interventions in Cambodia, Haiti, and the Philippines in the 1990s failed to collect reasonable 
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numbers of weapons or to demobilize armed groups, much less thwart a return to violence in the 

short-term (Muggah 2009). 

By the mid-2000s and the onset of the Second Generation (2010), DDR processes focused on 

reintegration had evolved to become orthodoxy for all countries transitioning from conflict to 

peace. The mandates of UN peace support operations began expanding in the late 1990s and early 

2000s, as a response to the peace-keeping disasters of the mid-1990s.17 Important lessons learned 

had produced significant knowledge about pertinent necessities and key aspects to deal with for 

ensuring the supposed successful DDR of ex-combatants; within this scenario, reintegration had 

become a longer, more integral process that included tasks focused more on building positive peace 

rather than negative peace, like promoting reconciliation between ex-combatants and 

communities; rebuilding and reinforcing social institutions; individual psychological support; 

promoting economic livelihoods for combatants and even their families and communities; political 

reintegration of ex-combatants; among others (Muggah 2010; Piedmont 2010; Muggah and 

O’Donnell 2015). Supporters18 of this Second Generation of DDR championed security and 

stability in the short-term while simultaneously creating the conditions for longer-term socio-

economic development and state-building. This Second Generation of programs mainly took place 

in West and Central Africa, the Balkans in Europe, and Southeast Asia. As a way of dealing with 

increasingly important threats from organized crime and urban gangs, Community Violence 

Reduction (CVR) programs were also implemented, which also helped international community 

actors to rethink DDR programs, that showed very mixed results (Muggah and O’Donnell 2015).  

The Third Generation of DDR evolved from needing to adapt to the new realities of 21st century 

armed conflict as concerns were mounting over mostly ineffective reintegration results (Muggah 

and O’Donnell 2015). Concerns included: high recidivism rates and links to national and 

transnational organized crime and “terrorist” networks; high susceptibility to fragmentation; moral 

as well as pragmatic arguments for not favoring ex-combatants over other conflict victims for 

 
17 During the 1990s, the UN peace-keeping missions in Somalia (1993), Rwanda (1994), and Bosnia (events that took 
place in the town of Srebrenica) (1995) had devastating effects as the peace-keeping mission was humiliated in 
Somalia and the UN turned away without acting during the horrific genocides in Rwanda and Bosnia. “No failure did 
more to damage the standing and credibility of UN peacekeeping in the 1990s than its reluctance to distinguish victim 
from aggressor” (Brahimi Report 2000, 9). 
18 Supporters were many donor governments and multilateral agencies, specifically the United Nations Department of 
Peacekeeping (DPKO) and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). 
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funding initiatives and development programs as this often divided society even further instead of 

breaking divisions down; the isolation of DDR programs and beneficiaries from broader recovery 

and development goals; among others (Muggah and O’Donnell 2015). To this day, academics and 

experts are grappling with proliferating non-state armed groups with multiple motives and new 

tactics, and how to implement DDR for this new generation. However, this Third Generation 

attempts to be more all-encompassing than its predecessors by implementing DDR measures 

earlier on (while the conflict is still going on and/or peace negotiations are still taking place); 

voluntary DDR is being reconsidered (there have been more robust operations that have used more 

the ‘stick then carrot’ approach, for example in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and 

Somalia); and politics (political engagement and outreach) are now given a more central role in 

reintegration. More focus on political reintegration is due to the recognition that the “political” is 

an important but often implicit part of DDR, as well as the fact that many demobilized groups turn 

into legitimate political parties in the post-conflict era (Söderström 2013a). DDR activities are 

being reconceived as dynamic political processes where complex bargaining processes connect 

fundamentally to local conditions on the ground as well as are being purposefully connected to 

national development plans (Muggah and O’Donnell 2015). A more profound discussion of 

political reintegration and armed groups transforming into political parties can be found in the next 

section on the theoretical framework. 

However, the general trend has been moving from a minimalist (security-first) to a maximalist 

(development-oriented) understanding of important program characteristics for most DDR 

programs, regardless of the intervening institutions (whether it be the UN or a nation-state) 

(Muggah 2010). This trend has followed the general trend in peace and conflict assistance, that 

sustainable conflict resolution and peace-building require more than simple cease-fires and 

security maintenance—they require long-term, multi-dimensional plans that can reach true 

reconciliation as its end goal. This follows an even bigger trend within international development 

and aid, as the international community has formed a massive industry around such topics. 

The United Nations (UN) has been partaking in peace-keeping since 1948 and has had 71 peace-

keeping operations since; there are currently 13 operations functioning with 80,574 uniformed 

personnel (including civilian personnel, the total is 94,484), with an annual budget of US$6.5 
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billion (July 1, 2019 to June 300, 2020) (UN Peacekeeping 2020).19 The UN has been partaking in 

DDR since the late 1980s and in 2009, created the UN´s Integrated DDR Standards (IDDRS): 

The [IDDRS] have been formulated through the joint efforts of 25 UN entities, which together form 
the Inter-Agency Working Group on DDR (IAWG). Between 2009 and 2014, the IDDRS have 
been updated with new and revised modules. In 2017, the IAWG took the decision to undertake a 
comprehensive review of the IDDRS, which culminated with the launch of the revised UN 
Approach to DDR in 2019. The IDDRS were originally developed to provide guidance in post-
conflict contexts where DDR forms an integral part of comprehensive peace agreements, usually 
where peace operations have also been established and mandated to support national DDR efforts. 
Following the 2017-2019 IDDRS review, the revised UN Approach to DDR provides guidance to 
DDR practitioners working in both mission and non-mission settings as well as for DDR efforts 
within and outside the framework of comprehensive peace agreements (UNDDR 2020). 

These IDDRS are meant to be the international guideline for DDR programs all over the world. 

However, they are not uniformly institutionalized at an international nor national level, therefore 

multiple different institutional designs are used globally (Muggah 2010). Some are designed and 

implemented by local governments, others by a cohort of national and international actors (nation-

states, international organizations, NGOs, religious organizations, or any mixture of these and 

others), and yet others by the UN system within a formal peace-keeping mission, that are often 

supported by any variation of state and non-state organizations, local and international. There are 

different models and many guidelines following lessons learned from past experiences around the 

globe, as there is not one agreed upon universal model that is implemented in every conflict; they 

are designed and implemented on a conflict-to-conflict basis or depending on which institution is 

running the program. United Nations Peacekeeping Missions use more of a standard model for 

their DDR programs, though they try to incorporate lessons learned over time (Muggah 2010).  

Post-conflict reconstruction and peace-building is often undertaken by international actors because 

the country or society coming out of a conflict is physically, psychologically, politically, and 

economically destroyed (or partly so). The international actors send assistance, peace-keeping 

 
19 The current UN peace-keeping operations are: UNTSO - UN Truce Supervision Organization; UNAMID - African 
Union-United Nations Hybrid Operation in Darfur; UNMOGIP - UN Military Observer Group in India and Pakistan; 
UNMIK - UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo; MONUSCO - United Nations Organization Stabilization 
Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; UNFICYP - UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus; UNISFA - United 
Nations Interim Security Force for Abyei; UNDOF - UN Disengagement Observer Force; UNMISS - United Nations 
Mission in the Republic of South Sudan; UNIFIL - UN Interim Force in Lebanon; MINUSMA - United Nations 
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali; MINURSO - UN Mission for the Referendum in Western 
Sahara; MINUSCA - United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central African 
Republic 
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and/or peace-building missions, depending on different interrelating factors. First, the nature of 

the actor, whether it´s a state, a state coalition, international organization, or state-international 

mixed coalition, matters. For example, part of the founding mission of an organization like the 

United Nations is the maintenance of international peace and security and the protection of human 

rights, which gives the organization a direct interest in armed conflicts and their resolution. For a 

state, they may choose to engage in post-conflict reconstruction in another country because of a 

large diaspora present there; shared interests, ideologies and/or history with that country; to 

maintain regional stability and peace; for altruistic reasons; due to special interests within that 

country (like business, investments, mining, etc.); among others. A mixed coalition may boast a 

list of reasons to send a peace-keeping and/or peace-building mission, to only highlight a few, the 

existence of willing partners and resources; diplomatic pressure; to maintain regional stability and 

security; international business interests within the conflict country; among others. 

After this detailed review of DDR processes, I will present the theoretical framework that guides 

the understanding of this dissertation’s findings and results. First, I will discuss the concepts of 

political socialization, social identity, and identity transformation, then I will go in-depth into the 

concepts of social and political reintegration.  

 

B. Theoretical framework 

1) Political socialization, social identity, and identity transformation 

One would suspect that politically-motivated ex-combatants need to make some changes to their 

political belief system in order to reintegrate into civilian society and remain that way. Based on 

this idea, political socialization and identity transformation have important roles to play in the 

social and political reintegration of ex-combatants in post-conflict periods. In this section, I will 

outline these concepts to then use them in the results section to analyze how FARC ex-combatants 

can be politically socialized and transform their identity to be able to live and practice politics in 

peace.  

David Easton (1968) theorizes about political socialization, which is how it is that members of a 

system acquire their political orientations and behavior through learning how to interact with 
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others, regardless of whether they conform to current adult standards, run into conflict with the 

existing political structure, or just move laterally in a neutral direction of no change. Easton states:  

[…] if we start in a neutral vein and accept an interpretation of socialization as just those processes 
through which an individual learns about interaction with others, it may be that, even though his 
behaviour is inappropriate for conforming with the standards of existing generations, or for 
bringing about political consensus, for his own generation the individual's learning may reflect a 
search for new patterns of behaviour. What may be "inadequate" socialization for maintaining 
existing political structures may be highly "appropriate" for bringing into being new structures 
based upon new ideals and new kinds of political accommodations among the members of the 
system (1968, 146). 

This is important for political reintegration after a peace agreement that deals with the root causes 

of a political conflict, as the stipulations would theoretically transform political interaction from 

violent to peaceful, typically by way of democratic reforms, making new forms of political 

interaction, orientation, and behavior more appropriate. The idea of socializing into a new political 

structure is of utmost importance for the discussion here and it is pertinent to compare with how 

other authors define political socialization. 

According to Anja Neundorf and Kaat Smets (2017): “By definition, studying socialization 

processes focuses on the impact of the personal and social environment of an individual on his or 

her values, attitudes, and behavior” (16), and more specifically, “Political socialization describes 

the process by which citizens crystalize political identities, values and behavior that remain 

relatively persistent throughout later life” (1). Herbert Hyman described political socialization as 

an individual’s “learning of social patterns corresponding to his societal position as mediated 

through various agencies of society” (1959, 25). It is a process of mostly informal learning that 

almost every person experiences throughout life as a consequence of engagement with parents, 

family, friends, neighbors, peers, colleagues, among others. Following R. Magaret Merelman, 

political socialization is “the process by which people acquire relatively enduring orientations 

toward politics in general and toward their own political system” (1986, 279). 

Generally, early life experiences are considered to form the foundation for political attitudes (e.g. 

political values and identity), political engagement (e.g. political interest and political efficacy), 

and in due time, political behaviors (e.g. traditional and novel forms of political participation) 

(Neundorf and Smets 2017). Conventionally, young people are understood as not yet being set in 

their political ways and are therefore more easily influenced by external factors, though today there 
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is no agreement on how enduring these early socialization experiences are (Neundorf and Smets 

2017). However, multiple studies show that very young children can recognize political problems 

and issues and already show consistent, structured political orientations from the first year of 

primary school (van Deth, Abendschön, and Vollmar 2011) and starting at age seven (Bartels and 

Jackman 2014), but the most impressionable years are between 17 and 25 (Jennings and Niemi 

1981) and between teenage and early adult years (Ghitza, Gelman, and Auerbach 2019). However, 

as Neundorf and Smets point out, boundaries of the most impressionable years can be context 

dependent (2017); clearly a child recruited into an armed group is going to have a different 

experience with political socialization than a child growing up and going to school in a more stable 

political country.  

Some academics argue that basic orientations obtained early in life shape later political orientations 

and beliefs, and that these orientations and beliefs tend to be enduring and persistent (Easton and 

Dennis 1969). However, others insist on lifelong adaptability, based on the idea that political 

agents update their preferences and behavior as they go through life and experience important life 

events (Alwin and Krosnick 1991). Donald R. Kinder and David O. Sears (1985) concluded that a 

more reasonable view of the development of political preferences and behavior is one that 

integrates the impressionable years and persistence hypotheses with the possibility of small but 

still discernible levels of change in later adult life. The general consensus after decades of research 

appears to be that political learning is a lifelong process, starting at an early age (Easton and Dennis 

1969; Jennings and Niemi 1981; van Deth et al. 2007; Neundorf and Smets 2017). 

Once children grow up and become a bit older, interactions with peers and critical political events 

can affect their political socialization. With peers, people discuss socio-political issues, share 

popular culture, develop similar or opposing values, and learn social norms (Tedin 1980; Neundorf 

and Smets 2017). Howard Schuman and Amy Corning research the effect of critical periods that 

take place in the lives of citizens from adolescence onward and demonstrate that the experience of 

a transformative event during the critical years of later childhood, adolescence, and early 

adulthood, as well as the experience of an event after the critical years, can contribute to 

“generation-defining memories” (2012, 25). The role of political context in political socialization 

can lead to all kinds of changes in preferences and behavior. In middle adulthood, political 

participation rates are thought to stabilize at a higher level as people experience life-cycle events 
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that mark the transition to adulthood; such events include leaving the parental home, starting a 

full-time job, cohabiting or getting married, purchasing a house, starting a family, settling down 

in a community, serving in the military, immigrating to a new country, participating in a social 

movement, among others (Billari 2005; Fillieule 2013). In the words of Fillieule: 

Each of these cases incorporates three elements that potentially can affect political attitudes: 
crystallization of an individual’s own unique identity, assumption of new roles, and dealing with 
the unanticipated demands of adulthood. This line of research has been particularly convincing in 
stressing the fact that neither childhood nor adolescence adequately prepare mature adults for all 
the contingencies with which they have to cope over their lifetimes. Hence the necessity to adopt a 
lifespan perspective that takes into account the impact that individual-level events as well as macro-
level ones have on the maintenance, modification, or abandonment of values and orientations to 
which the individual may have subscribed at an earlier point in his or her life (2013, 2). 

Even though many of these processes take time, they are associated with activities (involvement 

in associations, organizations, the community, etc.) that tend to enrich political participation due 

to increased mobilization, skills, and pressure (Strate et al. 1989, 444; Kinder 2006). For example, 

Fillieule argues that “a social movement can have profound and widespread socialization effects 

on individuals in society by transforming their sense of identity and politicizing the resulting social 

identification” (2013, 4). Thereafter, political participation rates among older age groups, tend to 

drop under the weight of health problems, the loss of a politically-active spouse, retirement, and 

declining family income—the more general disengagement from social life leads to a lower 

attachment to political life (Cutler and Bengtson 1974). Finally, particular observed behavior or 

attitudes may be a function of the current political, economic, or societal situation, as well as 

idiosyncratic events that produce fluctuations over time. These period effects are therefore major 

events, such as the presence of war or an economic crisis, that affect the population as a whole, 

not just certain age, gender, education, regional or income groups (Cutler and Bengtson 1974; 

Alwin, Hofer, and McCammon 2006). 

This discussion on political socialization is relevant for reintegration programs, as they can be 

understood as socially-engineered processes with the implicit goal of socializing ex-combatants to 

use non-violent forms of expressing themselves rather than violent ones, and as I argue in this 

dissertation, this can be done by political engagement. This implies a transformative process that 

one could call identity transformation or transition.  
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People construct identities and acquire skills and preferences through repeated practice and social 

interaction with significant others (Lave and Wenger 1991; Ibarra 2004). “Identities, broadly 

defined, are institutions, in the wider sense of accepted social norms, practices and rules. These 

institutions ‘think’ in that they provide the grammar and vocabulary for shared understandings of 

the world and the common practices and rules that make society function and make it possible for 

life-and-death decisions to be made routinely” (Kaldor and de Waal 2020, 524). “As a socio-

political concept, ‘identity’ has both an individualist and a collective meaning” (Jega 2000, 14) or 

it can simply be defined as “a person’s sense of belonging to a group if (it) influences his political 

behaviour” (Erickson 1968, 57). 

Richard Jenkins argues that identification is a “multidimensional classification or mapping of the 

human world and our places in it, as individuals and as members of collectivities” (2014, 6). In 

this sense, identification is not an inherent or predetermined thing, but rather it is a process of 

constructing the social world around us, and our place within it (Rhea 2016). Our places and those 

of others in this social world are “changeable, negotiable, and dynamic” (Rhea 2016, 35). 

Therefore, one can think of social identity as a meta-concept that is equally useful for exploring 

individuals, collectives, and most importantly, their interaction (Martin and Dennis 2010, cited in 

Rhea 2016). In this way the process of social identity takes on a dialectic character—happening in 

the interaction between individuals and the social worlds they exist in (Rhea 2016). With this 

conceptualization in mind, Jenkins (2014) argues that social identity never reaches a fixed or 

settled position but is continually being shaped and reshaped in a dynamic negotiation with the 

social world around us—all identities are social identities. 

In the context of ex-combatant reintegration, the interactive process of social identity formation is 

key (Rhea 2016). Whether former combatants are seen by others and themselves as victorious 

heroes, shamed losers, or even the perpetrators of horrific violence against the very communities 

to which they return structures the process of the transformation and construction of their 

identity—their place in the new social world in which they find themselves (Weigink 2013; Rhea 

2016). The process of identity formation for ex-combatants within the communities they settle in 

is important because it can profoundly influence how ex-combatants are treated, their access to 

material and immaterial resources, and in turn, their prospects for reintegration into these very 

communities (Rhea 2016). Jenkins argues that: “[…] collective mobilization in the pursuit of 
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shared objectives is a characteristic theme of history and social change. It may not be the only 

important process at work, but it is to be found wherever one looks, and, unavoidably, collective 

politics involves collective imaginings of similarity as well as of difference” (2014, 25). 

Since Jenkins (2014) insists that social identity processes take place between the similar and 

different between individuals and collectives, social identity can be conceptualized existing at the 

center of three orders: the individual order, the interaction order, and the institution order. The 

individual order is composed of every individual’s understanding of themselves, a mix of the “I”, 

the individual’s self-definition of themselves, and the “me”, the individual’s internalized attitudes 

of others toward the self (Mead 1934). Former combatants’ perceptions of trust, inclusion, self-

worth, and empowerment in the community are central dimensions of the individual order (Rhea 

2016). I argue that these individual order characteristics of social identity are also an important 

part of decision-making in engaging politically: there needs to be some level of trust and feeling 

of inclusion in a community to be able to take part in democratic, political activities, events, and 

groups, as well as self-worth of feeling that the person has something to offer with their 

involvement, and finally, political engagement is about feeling empowered to make a difference 

somehow in the community.  

The interaction order can be called our “public-image” (what we project outwards to others). 

Erving Goffman has extensively studied this idea, which he calls the “presentation of the self” 

(1969). Similarly, in the interaction order Jenkins points out that “identity is never unilateral” 

(2014, 44). Social identity is not just asserted from the individual but must also be received and 

accepted (or denied) by the collectivities around us (Rhea 2016), including of course political 

collectivities. The ways in which communities perceive ex-combatants in terms of trust, inclusion, 

and stigma are important dimensions to the interaction order of identity and is an important 

foundation for communities to accept their political engagement in activities, events, and groups. 

Finally, we find the side of the individual-collective dialectic at the institutional order where 

collectives shape individual identities from outside the individual (Rhea 2016). This line of thought 

also has its roots with Goffman (1968a) (1968b) who described the way in which individual and 

collective identities are produced and reproduced by social and political institutions in society. 

Armed groups themselves can be thought of as “total-institutions” (Goffman 1968b) that, through 
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their total involvement in all aspects of life, shape the social identities of their members. As I 

previously mentioned, Rhea also suggests that DDR programs are itself a kind of institution that 

can form ex-combatants’ identities (2016). 

In the social learning process, people become active participants in the practices of a social 

community, constructing new identities in relation to this community and its members by 

participating in initially peripheral but legitimate ways (Lave and Wenger 1991). Identity transition 

is based on a change of context (e.g. war-time to peace-time, changing armed groups), content 

(e.g. what one does in the group during and after war), and a subjective appraisal of deviating from 

the previously chosen path (Ibarra 2004). The term ‘working identity’ refers to the process of 

identifying and experimenting with possible selves (Markus and Nurius 1986) that contend with 

older, more socially and historically established identities. Ibarra proposes that: 

 […] working identity consists of three related (but distinct) identity reconstruction mechanisms—
learning by doing, by building relationship with people who are what one is trying to become, and 
by constructing (and reconstructing) life stories […] existing accounts of role transitions [translate 
into] small alterations in a person´s […] activities, professional relationships and networks, and 
self-narratives [which] cumulate over time to produce major […] role and identity changes (2004, 
3). 

Doing new things and interacting in different networks, people make new meaning of who they 

are and who they want to become, and as a result, rework “their story” (Ibarra 2004). These 

activities, relationships, and narrative improve their knowledge about, and ability to seize new 

possibilities. Simultaneously, an eroding commitment to a past role, its norms and referents 

unfolds with diminished social activity contact in that domain. This is not a linear process however, 

as moving away from the old role and being a full participant in the new one, is a transition period 

in which identity is “multiple, ill defined, and provisional” (Ibarra 2004, 4). There may be an 

extended period of time where people are “between identities”, experimenting with different 

possibilities, including remaining in or improving the old role (Ibarra 2004). Turning points, 

conceptualized as moments of retrospective sense-making (Weick 1979), escalate as the 

distinctness and intensity of relationships and activities based on possible new directions and 

provide the narrative upon which to create one´s own reinvention story (Ibarra 2004). People use 

these stories to make sense of a role change and to enlist the support of others (Lave and Wenger 

1991).  
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Although highly situation- and actor-specific, combatants are often recruited on the basis of some 

kind of socio-political project, and during their time with an armed group they may experience 

constant mobilization on the basis of the goals of this project (Gomes Porto, Parsons, and Alden 

2007; Ugarriza and Craig 2012), socializing the ex-combatant to have a specific ideological 

identity. In the DDR literature, identity is implicitly a factor that has to be dismantled during the 

process of demobilization to avoid recidivism (returning to the armed group, armed lifestyle or 

illicit activities). The idea of demobilization is to remove the control-and-command structure that 

motivates combatants to fight and for the ex-combatant to leave that war identity and related 

relationships behind and acquire a new civilian identity. As Oliver Kaplan and Enzo Nussio 

highlight the problematic of recidivism:  

Recidivism is puzzling because there are multiple motivations to return to violent and illicit 
behavior, but there is little consensus about which pathways matter most since they have not yet 
been sorted through empirically. There is little consensus, for instance, about whether inherent 
individual characteristics override social factors (or vice versa) and no baseline expectation about 
whether all, none, or some of the ex-combatants exiting war will become recidivists (2018, 65).  

There can be multiple reasons for recidivism, for example: the problem of violent spoilers 

(Stedman 1997), lack of physical security or the security dilemma (Walter 1997; Bøas and Hatløy 

2008), lack of access to land (Collier 1994), economic difficulties (Hill, Taylor, and Temin 2008), 

political exclusion (Walter 2004), or maintaining networks with former fellow combatants 

(Zukerman Daly 2011). Anders Themnér (2011) argues in his book that the presence of violent 

spoilers or entrepreneurs of violence draw on the services of intermediaries or “remobilizers” to 

contact former rank-and-file fighters. These 'remobilizers' appeal to pre-existing social ties or 

relationships, making this re-recruitment successful. This link between elite spoilers and their 

former soldiers consists of not only economic benefits but also emotions of affinity, trust, and fear 

initiated by former mid-level commanders who function between the two levels (Themnér 2011). 

This theory was developed using six ex-combatant communities in Sierra Leone and the Republic 

of Congo.  

Challenges to reintegration in terms of recidivism can be turned on their face and a different 

approach can be taken, like capitalizing on ex-combatants’ war skills (security, medicine, 

agriculture, education, among others), resources, and networks—in other words, using their social 

capital (Keen 2000; Torjesen 2013). For example, ex-combatants can contribute positive 
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leadership to their communities while acting like political agents (McEvoy and Shirlow 2009). 

Socially and politically competent ex-combatants have certain skills and knowledge that could 

potentially assist in peace-keeping and peace-building tasks. We cannot assume that everything 

from former combatants’ war-life should be abandoned, it just needs to be capitalized on and 

transformed.  

DeVries and Wiegink critically analyze whether the common assumptions about the advantage of 

breaking the command-and-control structures of armed groups and the ‘community of origin 

reintegration’ are necessary prerequisites for successful DDR (2011). These two assumptions are 

related: they both confront the settlement decisions of ex-combatants, specifically where they want 

to return to (e.g. their communities of origin) and who they want to stay with. The authors argue 

that maintaining the command-and-control structure of the armed group does not necessarily 

impede social reintegration but could even aid it if the leaders are committed to peace, especially 

for socio-economic opportunities of the former combatants. They further argue that ex-combatants 

do not necessarily want to go “home” but may feel that they have a “home” with their fellow ex-

combatants. The authors explain: “The often used concept of a ‘recipient community’ presumes a 

homogeneous community, which does not reflect the situation of a post-war society. Communities 

are subject to change and consist of people with different experiences of and attitudes towards the 

armed conflict and former fighters” (DeVries and Wiegink 2011, 39). As we have seen throughout 

this chapter, it depends on the context—DDR programs cannot follow the same design for every 

peace process. 

2) Social and political reintegration/reincorporation 

The longer term social and political aspects of reintegration are the most understudied of all DDR 

topics, specifically in the formation of theories on these topics (Bowd and Özerdem 2013; 

Söderström 2013a; Torjesen 2013). “Poor conceptualization of reintegration has been noted to 

influence design, implementation, expectations, coordination practices, financing, monitoring and 

ultimately, also, our understanding of what drives and explains success of DDR programs” 

(Kingma and Muggah 2009, cited in Söderström 2013a, 3). Recognizing the complexity of the 

concept of reintegration is central, and not differentiating enough between, for instance, social, 

economic, and political reintegration, risks blurring our understanding of how DDR works or not 
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(Söderström 2013a). The policy community has overlooked the political dimension of 

reintegration, though political and democratic norms are implicit in the policy discourse about 

DDR (Söderström 2013a).  

In the next two sections, I will outline social and political reintegration as mostly separate 

processes, though I also present the literature that argues that social reintegration is the foundation 

for political reintegration. I view the two as being too cyclical and intertwined to be separated—

the social is the foundation of the political—specifically, the social is the political and the political 

is the social for the FARC. 

a) Social reintegration 

Social reintegration is the process through which the ex-combatant and his or her family feel part 

of, and are accepted by, the community (Kingma 2000; Özerdem 2012). Jeannie Annan and Ana 

Cutter consider social reintegration as primarily having to do with community reconciliation, 

justice, and psychological healing for ‘‘re-knitting the social fabric of often divided societies’’ 

(2009, 2). The extent to which ex-combatants and their families are assimilated into and welcomed 

by local communities, as well as the willingness of ex-combatants to reintegrate into the 

community, is what makes social reintegration a key element for peace-building and reconciliation 

(Özerdem 2012; Kaplan and Nussio 2015; Rhea 2016). 

Alpaslan Özerdem (2012) identifies two main factors that play a determinant role in successful 

social reintegration: 1) the community’s interaction with ex-combatants in three dimensions of 

reintegration: ‘family and community’, ‘employment’, and ‘civic responsibilities’; and 2) the 

individual characteristics of each ex-combatant. For the individual characteristics of the ex-

combatant, it is important to remember that there tend to be large variations among them based on 

gender, age, disability, ethnicity, military ranking, education, and vocational skills. Put plainly, 

ex-combatants are likely to have an ample range of needs, expectations, and capacities, depending 

on these characteristics (Özerdem 2012). Furthermore, based on these demographics, social and 

cultural variations among ex-combatants, the duration of the combat period and combatants’ 

particular roles and tactics used in combat, as well as the opportunities and challenges that they 

may experience in the context of each DDR program, would also be quite different and have 
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serious implications on their social reintegration (Özerdem 2012). A few-month long reintegration 

program would be quite different from the eight-year reincorporation program in Colombia.  

In terms of the first factor outlined by Özerdem, for the receiving family and community, as well 

as the ex-combatants being reintegrated, there are pertinent issues of trust, fear, resentment, anger, 

revenge, and other socio-cultural dynamics, which could be handled by building long-term bridges 

between the sides (this could come in the form of reintegration assistance aimed not only at ex-

combatants but also the receiving community). There are serious issues of fragmentation and 

polarization among different sides, especially in internal civil conflicts, where ex-enemies often 

have to learn to live side-by-side. Kees Kingma (2001) affirms that the history of the war in 

question and its impact on society, as well as the extent to which warring factions have managed 

to reconcile with each other, plays a fundamental role in the outcome of reintegration programs. 

For example, accepting ex-combatants as “insiders” in the community provides a high level of 

psychological support to them, or as welcoming them home as heroes, like what happened in 

Kosovo (Özerdem 2012). The involvement of the community and ensuring their support in the 

reintegration process could also offer better chances for self-sufficiency, and it may help launch 

new opportunities which pave the way for former fighting factions to co-operate in achieving 

common goals (Özerdem 2012). Social participation within the community can help ex-

combatants feel socially fulfilled and can reduce their need to maintain social connections to 

former armed group networks and leaders (Kaplan and Nussio 2015). But it can also entail 

exposing oneself and facing security-dilemma risks from armed groups (Nussio 2011a); they may 

also encounter stigma, jealousies over demobilization benefits, and resentments between 

victimizers and victims that further hinder reconciliation (Kaplan and Nussio 2015). However, 

community-level reintegration models can help balance the rights and interests of the community 

with the assistance provided to ex-combatants, nurturing feelings of inclusion and strengthening 

the legitimacy of DDR programs (Stockholm Initiative 2006). Lastly, Kaplan and Nussio 

highlight: “the social participation of ex-combatants may involve potentially unique challenges 

because these individuals may have undergone great trauma, have limited human capital and social 

connections, and live in dangerous settings” (2015, 3). Community-level programs meant to 

reintegrate ex-combatants into society are based on the theory that the participation of ex-

combatants in their communities can promote reconciliation and minimize recidivism back into 

illegal activities (Kilroy 2008; Kaplan and Nussio 2015). 
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For Randolph Wallace Rhea, the core of the social reintegration process revolves around social 

capital, the idea that social networks have both tangible and intangible value (2016). The family 

and community networks, and the trust they represent, provide the basis for social cohesion and 

cooperation (“social cohesion and cooperation” I will use in my definition of the political in 

Chapter II). Rhea theorizes: “the idea that social networks contribute to social capital and in turn 

social cohesion is the distinction between three types of social capital: bonding capital, bridging 

capital, and linking capital” (2016, 145). Bonding social capital is that between immediate familial 

networks; bridging social capital is about building crosscutting ties though networks that are not 

defined by family connections (like engagement with economic and political associations, 

organizations, community-based activities); and linking social capital is about the connections 

between former combatants and higher-level civic structures. Rhea explains: 

This is the upward logic of social cohesion that connects individual ex-combatants’ familial 
networks to those between more disparate groups, and onward to the civic function of the country 
as a whole. In part, linking social capital is what we are referring to when we talk about the political 
reintegration of ex-combatants – building a relationship from the individual ex-combatant to top-
level institutions (2016, 146). 

Rhea emphasizes that the interaction of bonding, bridging, and linking social capital is not 

unidirectional as they interact dynamically (2016). In other words, social capital, as being an 

integral aspect of ex-combatant social reintegration processes, is the dynamic product of these 

three types of social capital.  

As a counter argument, certain types of skills can also be viewed as being “anti-social capital”, 

which leads ex-combatants to have significantly weaker relationships with political institutions 

and civil society, even many years after leaving the armed group (Nussio and Oppenheim 2014). 

As the authors summarize for the Colombian case:  

We find strong evidence that anti-social capital has individually varying and sticky effects on 
former members. These effects are pervasive and intense, and exhibit surprising and 
counterintuitive properties: former members of pro-state militia with higher levels of anti-social 
capital are systematically less likely to trust political institutions, while members of peasant-based 
insurgent groups with high levels of anti-social capital are less likely to participate in their 
communities (Nussio and Oppenheim 2014, 999).  

A salient thread throughout most academic literature is that context matters and there are always 

exceptions to the rule—there are tendencies and probabilities, but at the end of the day, every ex-

combatant has their own story. 
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An important study that theorizes about the importance of community for social reintegration is 

that of Oliver Kaplan and Enzo Nussio (2015). The authors test whether ex-combatants’ decisions 

to participate in community organizations are shaped by opportunities and constraints related to 

community characteristics and the security environment. They found that community contextual 

variables are significant predictors of social participation, that ex-combatants are more likely to 

participate where civilian community members themselves participate at higher rates—where 

there are opportunities to participate, while with fewer opportunities to participate in existing 

community organizations, ex-combatants are found to organize separating themselves from the 

community (Kaplan and Nussio 2015). The authors found no evidence to support the fact that an 

insecure environment negatively affects social participation (Kaplan and Nussio 2015). 

Moving on, the second dimension in the community´s interaction with ex-combatants highlighted 

by Özerdem is sustainable employment (2012; Bowd and Özerdem 2013). Unfortunately, often 

DDR programs, in order to “hit targets” and opportunely “satisfy donors”, try to quickly employ 

the ex-combatants without considering their long-term livelihood within a community. 

Reintegration could be more successful if social and economic reintegration were viewed as one 

integral concept, for example viewing ex-combatant long-term economic reintegration as being an 

important part of long-term development within the community they live (Özerdem 2012). This 

would also be a way of avoiding any communal tensions—for example, if only ex-combatants 

were getting vocational training but former conflict victims in the community were not, this could 

potentially cause new conflicts to surge. Furthermore, sustainability of work for ex-combatants is 

tied to realistic available options in the society where they live, for example it is key to provide 

different options to ex-combatants, instead of everyone being trained for the same job, like being 

a carpenter or a barber, especially if they are to reintegrate into smaller communities. Giving them 

options for work or enterprise development within urban environments is also key; Özerdem 

suggests the utilization of large public works programs to employ ex-combatants, especially in 

post-conflict scenarios where destroyed infrastructure is commonplace and peace-building tasks 

include infrastructure reconstruction (2012). Also, allotting land to ex-combatants who were once 

farmers and want to return to the farming life-style can be a momentous way for them to achieve 

sustainable livelihoods, as well as for their families (Collier 1994).  
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The third dimension in the community´s interaction with ex-combatants highlighted by Özerdem 

is civic responsibilities (2012). Özerdem argues that though in conventional DDR programs, all 

three social, economic, and political reintegration are taken as being separated, he reconceptualizes 

political reintegration as being under the wider umbrella of social reintegration via civil 

responsibilities (2012). Even if one were to have a narrow perspective of political participation in 

terms of taking part in an electoral system or transformation of armed groups into mainstream 

political parties, there would likely be strong connections with socio-cultural dynamics of that 

particular society; also, from the tradition of forming civil society groups to formal and informal 

decision-making structures in governance would, to some extent, be a reflection of social 

characteristics of that society (Özerdem 2012). That is the stance that this dissertation takes as 

well, that one cannot have the political without the social at its core.  

There are three dimensions that should be addressed in order to achieve the goal of social 

reintegration: 1) a first ‘justice’ challenge of how to deal with crimes committed by combatants 

during the conflict; 2) a second ‘justice’ challenge of how they would relate to the challenge of 

law and order in post-conflict contexts; and 3) the challenge of the way former combatants could 

have access to decision-making mechanisms within community, institutional, and political 

structures (Özerdem 2012). As part of transforming their identity from a combatant to citizen, ex-

combatants should be able to have an active role in decision-making mechanisms, which would 

create significant opportunities for social cohesion and reintegration; this would vary from voting 

in elections to taking an active role in the representation of communities in local institutional 

structures as well as wider political activities (Özerdem 2012). The war experience is likely to 

mold ex-combatants’ involvement in politics, as it is possible that the post-conflict experience 

plays an important role here (Söderström 2013b). In the words of Christopher Maclay and Alpaslan 

Özerdem: “Use them or lose them” (2010).  

Maclay and Özerdem highlight the case of former youth combatants in Liberia, though I think their 

same logic applies to adult (ex)combatants as well: disconnection and marginalization from the 

community and decision-making processes can lead youth to join armed groups in search of some 

form of importance and personal emancipation, wealth, and power. This logic is also valid for 

post-conflict processes like DDR. The authors argue: 



   

54 
 

In addition to participation within those vertical institutions, true bonding of disconnected youth 
within civilian society requires engagement at the horizontal level. New relationships among youth 
can help them learn how to interact with other people, as well as experience non-violent excitement 
and galvanize enthusiasm for civilian society. This process can be valuable informally, and through 
engagement in formal associations, which can provide a site for new identity and a sense of 
belonging (Maclay and Özerdem 2010, 356).20   

Söderström discusses the related concept of social recognition via a political lens:  

The achievements or the grievances associated with the war and their homecoming made [the ex-
combatants] deserving of special recognition from the state, the country, or other veterans. These 
claims situate these veterans in a political landscape, where they are called upon to mend and affirm 
the relation with the state, achieve recognition from society, and defend their fellows, which inform 
their citizenship practices, as it shaped their political mobilization and perceived political status. 
Through seeking recognition, they affirm their role as citizens (2019, 168). 

Juan E. Ugarriza’s 2016 experimental study on setting engagement rules in post-conflict 

deliberation between ex-combatants of adversary armed groups demonstrates the limits for 

democratic deliberation21 in post-conflict societies, but also highlights ways that outcomes closer 

to a deliberative ideal might be obtained. A total of 342 former combatants sat down and agreed 

to talk politics under a number of experimental conditions, using three different rules of 

engagement. Ugarriza’s results show that consensus rule encourages a simultaneously more 

reasoned and common-good–oriented, and less self-interested type of discussion, when compared 

to majority rule and unstructured “free talk” (2016). It can do good to promote a better quality of 

deliberation in divided societies, though it does not necessarily prevent antagonists’ tendency to 

polarize. This is a valuable study for policy-makers that design programs and activities for ex-

combatants in order for them to build social capital, (re)socialize politically, and transform their 

identities in social and political reintegration processes.  

In conclusion, social reintegration is about ex-combatants’ finding a space within society; finding 

and creating a new social identity; using their social capital for peaceful endeavors; being included 

in decision-making; being allowed to join different groups and organizations in civil and political 

 
20 Vertical integration refers to youth being heard, empowered, and integrated into decision-making by the 
authoritative voices in society, like the elderly, government, and other decision-making institutions, while horizontal 
integration refers to being integrated with peers with different groups where they can have a sense of importance, 
engagement, and inclusion (Maclay and Özerdem 2010). 
21 Deliberation is understood as “a specific type of qualified dialogue, defined by criteria such as free participation, 
respect, argumentation, common-good orientation, and openness to others’ interventions” (Steiner 2012, cited in 
Ugarriza 2016, 77). 
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society; being taught new skills in deliberation and conflict resolution; feeling empowered, 

recognized, and engaged in peace-building, society, and politics.  

b) Political reintegration  

Academic research on political reintegration can roughly be divided into three areas: a) the general 

political consequences of DDR programs; b) the transformation of armed groups into political 

parties; and c) political reintegration at the individual ex-combatant level (Söderström 2013a). The 

level of analysis needs to be made clear, otherwise there is much confusion on what is being studied 

(Söderström 2013a). This section will discuss all three, starting with the first two macro-level 

processes taking place at organizational and elite levels, and then finally the third one at the micro-

level of the actual beneficiary of DDR.  

1. Political consequences of DDR Programs 

As was highlighted earlier in this chapter, DDR is typically one of the first activities to take place 

after the signing of a peace agreement and the start of the post-conflict period and in that sense, it 

is important for the momentum of the peace process. If DDR has troubles or is seen as a failure, it 

can affect the entire process. DDR capacity and success is very much tied to state presence and 

capacity. Almost all states that have armed conflicts can be labelled as fragile—either weak, failing 

or failed (Holsti 1995; Rotberg 2004 Fund for Peace 2018).22 State fragility is measured by the 

capacity of service delivery of the three core functions that every state should have to offer: 

security, legitimacy, and welfare (Holsti 1995). Security is at more important than the others since 

service delivery cannot take place without a stable security situation (Rotberg 2004). As we know 

from earlier in this chapter, local ownership is an important part of DDR, which refers to state 

institutions being the interlocutor of DDR rather than external actors. In reference to peace-keeping 

and peace-building policies, building confidence and establishing legitimacy through concrete 

actions should be at the top of the list for state institutions.  

 
22 On the continuum between strong and failed statehood, strong states function well in all areas; weak states more or 
less accomplish the security function but have grave deficiencies in one of the other functions; failing states cannot 
safeguard the security of its population but are able to work in at least one of the other areas; failed or collapsed states 
have huge deficits in all of the three areas. 
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Based on the discussion about the importance of the state for DDR, state presence is key for 

successful or even partly functional DDR and the lack of supply of security exacerbates 

reintegration efforts. In the words of Kingma: “In cases where there is barely a state or any external 

power to hold parties to their agreement, demobilization has little change of success” (2002, 188). 

From here, researchers have pointed to how: DDR conditions larger political processes in the 

societies where they are happening (Özerdem 2003); reintegration of ex-combatants has the 

potential to influence such issues as good governance and democratization (Kingma 2002); DDR 

programs can contribute to state-building through (re)establishing confidence in the state (Nussio 

2011b); and DDR can interact with and shape elite politics as well as institution-building in the 

post-conflict context (Muggah et al. 2009; Muggah and Baaré 2009). 

A report by Béatrice Pouligny tried to bring together the lessons from DDR experiences up until 

2004, and specifically, three out of the four areas of neglect that the author noted were related to 

political aspects. While the report did not include the political dimension of ex-combatant 

reintegration, it did note that DDR programs feed into political processes: “DDR is about social 

engineering; it is also about politics” (Pouligny 2004, 6). The other highlighted neglected areas 

concerned understanding how local politics shape how DDR programs are received and 

implemented, as well as how the political will among implementers shape DDR, particularly in 

terms of commitment and funding (Pouligny 2004). 

The political dimension is usually implicit rather than explicit in DDR policy as well as in the 

larger peace-building tasks in a peace process. Because the UN community expresses that DDR 

should contribute to the overall peace-building and recovery processes, part of the Second 

Generation of DDR, cooperation between DDR (as a part of peace-building) and development and 

democratization are therefore expected (Söderström 2013a). As Johanna Söderström highlights: 

While the UN has not been explicit in terms of the political dimension of DDR, and especially in 
terms of reintegration, there are indications of implicit democratic goals with DDR and 
reintegration activities overall. The [IDDRS] indicate several democratic ideals at the macro level 
of DDR if nothing else. For instance, such principles as inclusion in decision-making concerning 
DDR and implementation, and participatory and deliberative ideals permeate the discussions of 
reintegration programs (UN DDR Resource Centre 2005, pp. 4, 12-14, 27f, 34f). The IDDRS also 
highlight the usefulness of ex-combatants formally organizing themselves, using channels of 
representation to voice their concerns (UN DDR Resource Centre 2005, p. 12). There are also 
indications of the transmission of democratic norms and ideals being envisioned during 
reintegration programs: “Training can also help break down military attitudes and behaviour, and 
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develop values and norms based on peace and democracy.” (UN DDR Resource Centre 2005, p. 
28). This is quite a strong statement, firstly because it assumes that military attitudes and behavior 
outlast the period of active enrollment, secondly because it assumes that military attitudes and 
behavior are not democratic, thirdly because it is assumed that norms of peace and democracy are 
mutually supportive, and fourthly it clearly underlines the implicit democratic goals of 
reintegration. However, we are given no indication of how such a transformation is supposed to 
happen (2013a, 6). 

Lastly, Söderström highlights how there is a multitude of side effects or unintended consequences 

of DDR programs in the political arena (2013a). For example: “DDR undoubtedly has political 

impacts for the various actors involved in implementation and running of the programs, and may 

shape political relations between different levels of military structures and military actors for 

instance” (Söderström 2013a). In the areas mentioned in this section, there is plenty for further 

research. 

2. Armed group transformation into political parties 

A reasonable amount of academic work addresses the political process of armed groups 

transforming into political parties (Schafer 1998; Pouligny 2004; De Zeeuw 2007; Söderberg 

Kovacs 2007, 2008; Berdal and Ucko 2009; Giustozzi 2009; Guáqueta 2009; Torjesen and 

Macfarlane 2009). The cumulative work in this area has produced a wealth of case studies on this 

type of transformation process: even there is a series devoted purely for this purpose published by 

the Berghof Foundation (Transitions Series), as well as a couple of edited volumes with specific 

case studies (De Zeeuw 2007; Berdal and Ucko 2009) and academic journal special series (Civil 

Wars, volume 18, no. 2, 2016; Democratization, volume 23, no. 6, 2016; Government and 

Opposition, volume 54, no. 3, 2019). It is difficult to estimate the total number of successful 

transformations or failed attempts, but we know that 30 out of the 216 peace agreements that had 

been signed between 1975 and 2011 included stipulations for transforming the armed group into a 

political party (Högbladh 2012). 

Pouligny did not include political reintegration in her definition of reintegration overall but she 

does conceptualize “political conversion” (i.e. the transformation of armed groups into political 

parties), as an indicator of DDR program success (2004). Pouligny also hints at the importance of 

electoral participation of individual ex-combatants as an important indicator of success (Pouligny 

2004, 17f). Her report is an unclear mix of micro and macro perspectives on political reintegration 

as she sees DDR as not only an individual process, but as a collective one. Alexandra Guáqueta 
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compares the processes of political reintegration of the guerrilla group M-19 and the paramilitaries 

in Colombia and finds that DDR programs can contribute more to the viability of these processes 

if more focus is given to building political capacity and knowledge among those involved 

(Guáqueta 2009, p. 37). Mimmi Söderberg Kovacs’ (2007) work on the transformation of armed 

groups into political parties (the FMLN in El Salvador, Renamo in Mozambique, and the failure 

of RUF in Sierra Leone and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia) suggests that the success of such a 

process is principally dependent on three things: 1) the internal cohesion of the armed group itself; 

2) the group’s popular support; and 3) the degree of legitimacy allotted by the international 

community. Clearly, DDR programs can influence all three factors, but maybe because DDR 

implementation makes the degree of legitimacy given by the international community visible to 

the local actors. Söderberg Kovacs highlights that the reasons for being granted international 

legitimacy varies as at times there are pragmatic reasons and at other times legitimacy is related to 

the degree of political claims made by the group (2007). Another way of exploring political 

reintegration at the macro-level, is not in relation to the creation of political parties, but of ex-

combatants building civil society associations, which by studying the case of the Mozambiquen 

Association of Demobilized Soldiers from War (Associação Moçambicana dos Desmobilizados 

da Guerra or AMODEG), Schafer finds that it is not a given that such associations are promoters 

of democracy, nor effectively represent their members (1998). More recent literature addresses 

how armed groups turned political parties function in politics after the transition (party politics) 

(Sindre and Söderström 2016) and the role of ideology and ideas in armed groups turned political 

parties (Curtis and Sindre 2019).  

Political reintegration of armed groups as their transformation into political parties, may be shaped 

by the DDR process, as well as the overall peace-building context, but transforming armed groups 

into political parties is not the end goal of DDR itself, and often specific support is allocated for 

this particular endeavor in peace processes that is not linked to the DDR program (Söderström 

2013a). Such transformation relates to the level of elites within the armed groups and 

organizational structure and purpose, but it is not the object of the DDR process and does not 

necessarily affect ex-combatants at the individual level (Söderström 2013a). Even if the armed 

group transforms into a political party, that may not motivate the political involvement of the rank-

and-file ex-combatants in the party; this may especially be the case as the political culture within 

some of these armed groups have been observed to be “militant, hierarchical, sectarian and 
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internally undemocratic” (Söderberg Kovacs 2008, 135). Exploring whether individual ex-

combatants are politically integrated by examining how well armed groups have transformed 

themselves into political parties does not address the issue (Söderström 2013a).  

However, Antonio Giustozzi (2012) argues that organizations of former combatants historically 

have had important roles in the political processes following armed conflict—they have constituted 

political institutions with an ‘organizational capital’ that have facilitated the political mobilization 

and representation of the marginalized masses, including ex-combatants, whether it be in the form 

of a political party, veterans’ organization, or other civil society entity. It would all depend on the 

individual context of the post-conflict setting. Since previous hierarchies and networks form part 

of the reintegration process so often, some scholars have raised the question of how organizations 

of combatants can transform into entities with a different role in a more peaceful society, rather 

than being demobilized (Knight 2008; de Vries and Wiegink 2011; Munive and Stepputat 2015). 

As Mark Knight (2008) has argued, DDR should be viewed as a continuation of the political 

dialogue entailed in peace talks, and that specialized and focused forms of assistance should be 

developed to enable the transformation of the organization of (insurgent) armed groups. This 

would also take into account that many armed groups provide an important identity for their 

members and reflect widespread claims for recognition (Jensen and Stepputat 2001), and in this 

way would affect individual ex-combatants by giving them personal feelings of meaning and 

importance if they were allowed to continue unified and mobilized in peace.  

3. Political reintegration at the micro-level 

Political reintegration at the micro-level of ex-combatants is the most excluded of all reintegration 

areas in the academic literature as well as in practice as part of DDR programs. Dean Piedmont 

defines political reintegration as “broadly deal[ing] with the inclusion of individuals and groups in 

community level decision making processes, as well as integration into the wider political system 

and structures within a state”23 (2010). As already stated, political reintegration is often only 

implicit in DDR goals: 

 
23 Kees Kingma´s definition is similar: “the process through which the ex-combatant and his or her family become a 
full part of decision-making processes” (2000, 28).  
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Ex-combatants are thought to need education on political issues (rights, responsibilities and norms), 
advice on their new political role in society, help with personal decision-making (as opposed to the 
collective and military decision-making they are used to) (UN DDR Resource Centre 2005, p. 21), 
in order “to encourage the participation of ex-combatants in democratic structures.” (UN DDR 
Resource Centre 2005, p. 29). Hence, while the political dimension of reintegration is not included 
upfront in the definition of reintegration, there are clearly implicit political (and democratic) ideals 
in the [IDDRS]. 

The policy community also seems to assume that political reintegration is an automatic byproduct 
of social and economic reintegration. Meeting the social and economic needs of the ex-combatants 
is thought to reduce the incentives for using violence for political means, and similarly if the ex-
combatants’ economic and physical security are guaranteed they are thought to lack incentives for 
re-arming (Ministry for Foreign Affairs 2006, pp. 14, 19) (Söderström, 2013a, 6). 

It appears that for many DDR programs, the highest goal is to get ex-combatants steady jobs within 

accepting communities. What seems to be forgotten are the oft political reasons that motivated 

them to take up arms in the first place. It is true that for many combatants, they have reasons 

beyond politics that motivated them joining the group: like family and community ties, economic 

needs, lack of economic and educational opportunities, forced recruitment (as children), among 

others (Humphreys and Weinstein 2008). However, often they receive political education within 

the armed group during the conflict (Gomes Porto, Parsons, and Alden 2007), as the FARC in 

Colombia had done with their National School, political schooling taught to all rank-and-file 

soldiers during war times (Lizarazo Vega 2020). So even though those recruited into armed groups 

may not have done so for political reasons, they may have been indoctrinated by political education 

within the group and may come out of the armed group politically literate.  

Ugarriza and Craig (2012) highlight the importance of pre-enlistment context (education, family 

politics, social class, location) and ideology (based on discourse, attitudes, and emotional 

responses) on an individual ex-combatant’s motivation to fight and participate in a specific group 

by using the case of Colombian left-wing guerrillas and right-wing paramilitary groups. These 

authors find that “ideological differences are not just explained by one's experiences before 

enlisting in an armed group; rather, membership in that armed group has a significant effect on 

one's ideological development” (Ugarriza and Craig 2012, 467). The logical reaction to this finding 

is that reintegration would be missing a fundamental aspect by not focusing on the ideological and 

political. Furthermore, in the armed group, the combatants were empowered by being given status, 

at least by carrying a gun, if not by being given power and influence by other means (Torjesen 

2013; Söderström 2019), as well as an ideological or political goal. Addressing empowerment and 
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identity should therefore be important aspects of DDR programs, as a way of potentially 

motivating former combatants to transform their politically-violent identities to politically-

peaceful ones.  

Now I will focus on how some authors have addressed the concept of political reintegration at the 

micro-level. Kingma claims that political reintegration is “the process through which the ex-

combatant and his or her family become a full part of decision-making processes”, exemplified by 

voting in elections and taking on responsibilities of political representation (2000, 28). Kingma 

(2002) also gives indications that it is seen as linked to the process of democratization, specifically 

processes of democratic decision-making and the use of non-violent conflict resolution 

mechanisms. This underscores that there are implicit democratic assumptions in the definition of 

political reintegration. As noted by Kingma: “in the longer term the reintegration (also) depends 

on the process of democratisation, including the recovery of a weak (or collapsed) state and the 

maturing of an independent civil society” (1999, cited in Gomes Porto, Parsons, and Alden 2007, 

69-70). J. Gomes Porto, Imogen Parsons, and Chris Alden measured political reintegration through 

exploring areas of electoral participation, specifically: knowledge of elections and parties; whether 

voting is seen as a right or obligation; and past and future participation in elections (voting, 

campaigning, candidacy) (2007). Söderström reacts: “The focus on elections as noted by Porto et 

al., is not unreasonable but it does limit reintegration to a very narrow field of politics. It also sets 

the bar quite low, as voting is often done en masse in post-war societies (2013a, 13). 

As already discussed in the section in this chapter on social reintegration, Özerdem (2012) 

proposes that political reintegration is under the larger umbrella of social reintegration, where he 

argues the importance of ex-combatants’ engagement with civic responsibilities lies. Marieke 

Denissen’s work on Colombia notes that political reintegration and political participation are 

important components of the reintegration of ex-combatants, and talks about this as a question of 

“exercising citizenship”, and that the political reintegration process turns soldiers into citizens 

(2010). The author states that better indicators of when this process can be said to have been 

completed are needed (Denissen 2010). From the Denissen study, we also see that options at the 

macro-level shape and direct the political voice at the micro-level, where the lack of options 

created a desire for different, updated channels, ultimately nourishing the creation of new guerrilla 

groups (2010). 
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James Pugel, in his work on Liberian ex-combatants, clearly indicates that political reintegration 

is important, though it was largely ignored by the DDR program (2009). Pugel’s definition of 

reintegration includes the question of ex-combatants being accepted as “fully-fledged citizens” 

and that the process overall has political prerequisites (2009, 79). Though Pugel offers a rather 

limited theoretical definition of political reintegration, he provides examples of how it was 

operationalized (2009). The author used the following indicators of political reintegration: 1) 

“Confidence in local community mechanism for dispute resolution”; 2) “Sever all social/economic 

ties with former faction members”;24 and 3) “Confidence in democratic, nonviolent political 

expressions to effect change” (Pugel 2009, 85). Again, one can see how Pugel has embedded 

democratic assumptions within the idea of political reintegration, but also that these indicators are 

dependent on the setting where the ex-combatants exist; one needs to be able to differentiate 

between progress made in terms of overall political institutional development and individual 

integration if one is to really understand and explain political reintegration at the micro-level 

(Söderström 2013a). 

Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy Weinstein taka a similar approach in their study on Sierra Leone 

(2009). These authors also recognize the relevance of the political dimension of reintegration: “we 

conceptualize reintegration as multifaceted, with factional, economic, political and social 

dimensions” (Humphreys and Weinstein 2009, 50). While they use a micro-level approach in their 

study, they recognize that this builds on an assumption that DDR effects at the individual level 

lead to more aggregate and societal developments, but that DDR may also shape aggregate levels 

without working through the individual (Humphreys and Weinstein 2009). They further note that 

the most important element in reintegration is that ex-combatants use non-violent means to pursue 

their objectives, and thereby they see confidence in democratic forms of participation as the 

ultimate test of such transformation (Humphreys and Weinstein 2009). However, then the authors 

measured this through preference for voting and contacting officials as compared to using variables 

like protests, use of violence or non-governmental channels of influence (Söderström 2013a). 

Söderström (2013a) highlights that the measure of confidence in democratic channels for 

 
24 Claiming that the second indicator is a good measure of political reintegration, Söderström and I both find 
troublesome. Söderström says: “It might be more reasonable to see this as linked to measures of demobilization, i.e. 
a de-activation of military networks, but particularly this indicator is related to social and economic dimensions, rather 
than the potential political influence of their military network” (2013, 14). Besides, staying mobilized as a group we 
have seen already as having multiple potential benefits.  
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participation (referring to both Humphreys and Weinstein 2009 and Pugel 2009) combines 

evaluations of the political system with political reintegration and this is problematic because ex-

combatants can be more or less politically reintegrated independent of whether the society as a 

whole has made democratic progress.  

Another issue is that of linguistics. Instead of calling it political reintegration, perhaps it should 

just be called political integration for better accuracy (Söderström 2013a), as the question becomes, 

after a peace agreement, is the point really to “reintegrate” into what came before the conflict? Or 

is the point of the peace agreement to resolve the root causes of the conflict, which often entails 

some political reforms and evolution?  

To date, I find Söderström’s discussion and definition of political reintegration the most 

comprehensive (2013a). For Söderström then, the important aspect of political reintegration is “the 

understanding of it as a process whereby political channels are increasingly seen as viable for 

handling societal problems for the individual ex-combatant” (2013a, 21). What channels are seen 

as appropriate and legitimate channels, however, will: vary from case to case and over time, depend 

on the peace agreement stipulations and whether they are actually implemented or not, and depend 

on if the government is believed legitimate enough for the society to take their post-conflict 

political actions seriously. Söderström goes further and argues:  

Thus, here, all forms (and all channels) of political participation envisioned by the ex-combatants 
are indications of an increased level of political involvement; indicators of the extent of their 
political voice. This definition, also highlights that the ex-combatants’ sense of internal efficacy 
should be seen as an indicator of this, as internal efficacy refers to an individual’s rating of their 
own capacity to influence and participate in politics. Of course, the choices of which channels are 
seen as appropriate for political action are not completely independent of the political regime, but 
this way of understanding political reintegration is at least less biased in this respect than measures 
of political reintegration that speak to the ex-combatants’ confidence in democratic channels. 
Political involvement then reflects the degree to which the ex-combatants feel that they have a 
political voice, no matter how that voice is articulated.  

As noted before, we do need some point of comparison, however, in order to make sense of political 
reintegration more normatively: what values and political content hide behind the ex-combatants’ 
political involvement? In past research, democratic assumptions have been an implicit part of our 
understanding of political reintegration. I argue that evaluating political reintegration in terms of 
democratic criteria needs to be done more coherently and explicitly. By noting that the ideal goal 
of political reintegration is democratic integration, we can formulate an ideal point of comparison, 
namely democratic values and norms. I suggest that we can use the literature on democratic 
citizenship (see e.g. Krishna 2008; Nie et al. 1996; Finkel 2003; van Deth et al. 2007), to do this 
more transparently, but also more in-depth than has previously been the case. This literature has 
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long tried to capture what such democratic engagement entails, and insights from this field should 
be well poised to inform current DDR research. For instance, such a take on the democratic 
involvement part of political reintegration requires a closer look at the extent at which democratic 
norms and ideals are embraced by ex-combatants. In particular, this calls for an examination of 
such things as views on tolerance, pluralism, equality and inclusivity of politics. The embrace of 
such democratic values are certainly indicative of a positive political reintegration.  

Hence, I propose that we need to explore political reintegration in terms of two dimensions: the 
extent of their political voice (i.e. political involvement) and the content of their political voice (i.e. 
democratic values and norms) (2013a, 21-22). 

Söderström’s definition of political reintegration is the most developed of all the academic studies 

that I have found. All social involvement borders on political involvement if we think of the 

political as addressing issues like social cohesion, cooperation, and conflict resolution.  

This theoretical framework has provided the theoretical tools to study such complex phenomena 

as political socialization and identity transformation, as well as social and political reintegration 

in DDR processes. To aid in this complex study, I have chosen an in-depth, qualitative 

methodology, using interviews and participant observation in my field work. This methodology 

will be outlined in the next chapter.  
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II. METHODOLOGY  

A. Dissertation objectives 

1) Objectives: Research question and hypotheses 

The dissertation seeks to explain and understand how and why, within the Colombian DDR 

process, ex-combatants from FARC, a politically-motivated armed group, create and participate 

in political activities, how these activities affect their reincorporation back into civilian life, and 

what the importance of them is for peace-building, within an intractable conflict environment such 

as the Colombian one. Therefore, the research question is: in what ways can ex-combatants´ 

engagement with political activities during the reincorporation process generate traction and 

inertia toward a stronger commitment with the peace process, ultimately preventing ex-

combatants to rearm, even within an intractable conflict environment? 

Hypothesis #1: ex-combatant engagement with political activities during their reincorporation 

process gives them meaning in their personal lives that they would not get without these. This 

raises the likelihood of their engagement with the peace process and engaging in reconciliation 

with civilian institutions and activities, regardless of the ongoing intractability of the armed 

conflict.   

Hypothesis #2:  

 2a: inasmuch as ex-combatants can engage with and continue to nurture the political 

identity that they formed during their time in the politically-motivated armed group, during 

the DDR process, this can strengthen and solidify their reincorporation process. In turn, 

being confronted or socially sanctioned as a result of membership in the group may result 

in strengthening feelings of regret and skepticism about the peace process. 

 2b: continued, peaceful mobilization as a politically-motivated group in the 

reincorporation process can strengthen and solidify reincorporation instead of weaken or 

destroy it, by offering members identity and group support, leadership, and direction.  
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To do this, I have chosen the case of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas 

Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia) (FARC) (2016-2020). I only analyze those FARC 

members taking part in the collective demobilization process started in 2016 and not those that 

have individually entered the DDR program at any time since the establishment of a national 

agency of reintegration in 2003. In Chapter III, I explain in greater detail that during FARC´s 

active war years and the functioning of the government´s DDR program, soldiers that deserted the 

group or were captured would enter the program individually, different from a collective 

demobilization, which is decided in its vast majority, through a negotiation and coinciding peace 

agreement, like the peace agreement between the FARC and the government in 2016 or the one 

between the AUC and the government in 2003.  

To accomplish this dissertation, I have developed an in-depth case study of the FARC and utilize 

the process-tracing method to trace how political engagement affects the reincorporation process 

in a longer-term setting, within an intractable conflict environment. As the qualitative method of 

process-tracing looks at the causal process within a causal argument, it makes for a powerful tool 

of causal inference (George and Bennett 2005). Following the causal process can provide 

continuous and theoretically-based historical explanation of each aspect, allowing for a rich 

descriptive and partial causal understanding of the processes taking place. The goal is not to fully 

explain the causal mechanism taking place but to identify and understand aspects of demobilized 

combatants’ political engagement and how they affect reincorporation outcomes. play into these 

potential mechanisms is centrally important.25 I use qualitative methods such as interviews and 

participant observation with ex-combatants, as well as the people that work or have worked with 

this population. When possible, I engaged actively in my participant observation of ex-combatants´ 

different political activities and events.  

In this chapter, I will first justify my case selection. Then I will define the concepts used and 

identify my variables of interest, political engagement and reincorporation. Thereafter, I will 

describe the methodology used for the project, including the methods I employed. Lastly, I go into 

 
25 The FARC persons in process of reincorporation (PPRs) also adhered to this eight-pillar reintegration route until 
January 1, 2020 when an institutional change took place. Currently, the Reincorporation Route for the FARC features 
a two-stage process: Early Reincorporation and Long-term Reincorporation. Long-term Reincorporation encompasses 
seven components: education, economic sustainability, habitability and housing, comprehensive psychosocial well-
being, healthcare, community, and family (ARN, 2020b). See Chapter III for more detailed explanation.  
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how I conducted my data collection and analysis, as well as touch upon the ethical concerns of the 

dissertation.  

2) Justification 

First and foremost, I was motivated by Colombia because the country has one of the largest and 

longest-running DDR programs in the world, due to the intertwining complexity and intractability 

of its various conflicts. I was motivated by one conflict in particular, the one between the FARC-

EP and the government, which was one of the longest-running internal armed conflicts in the world 

in the 20th century (see UCDP: https://ucdp.uu.se/). What is interesting about the FARC-EP is how 

long they were committed to and how hard they fought the armed conflict, and then how they 

could finally, after more than 50 years of armed conflict, disarm and become committed just as 

deeply to the peace process and building a durable, positive peace. Through all the difficulties 

from the past more than four years, the majority of the FARC is still disarmed and working toward 

their long-term reincorporation.  

Their case can inform future DDR processes not only in Colombia but around the world and help 

them to improve and evolve. This case is valuable to other cases in the world just because of how 

important the FARC was, the influence they had, the damage they left in their wake, how long 

they spent fighting, and then the fact that even after all that, they could negotiate with their enemy, 

disarm, and take part in an extensive peace process, and even be there first and foremost 

supporters—these facts can give hope to other prolonged, seemingly endless conflicts (intractable 

conflicts). Also, this case is one in which individual political reincorporation is essential to the 

DDR process. Many authors have outlined the need to demobilize and separate ex-combatants 

during the reintegration process so as to prevent recidivism, but this dissertation presents evidence 

to the contrary, that not in every case should that be the goal of the DDR process, that in fact there 

is such a thing as peaceful demobilization and collective reincorporation.  

It is important to trace the process of how I got to the final research question of this project, as it 

was a dynamic and spasmodic process, ultimately being affected by two disease outbreaks, one 

regional epidemic in 2019 as well as an international pandemic in 2020. My journey through 

different research approaches, designs, and questions was difficult, but provided me with valuable 

opportunities to test and engage with different conceptual and methodological challenges that 
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ultimately strengthened my final result. Initially, the project looked at the institutional designs of 

DDR programs and how these impacted the reintegration of child soldiers (ex-combatants under 

18 years old) in Colombia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).26 I was motivated 

by these cases because they have/had the largest and longest-running DDR programs in the world 

and interestingly, one is seen as one of the most successful cases in the world (Colombia) (Capone 

2017), while the other is seen as one of the most disappointing (DRC) (IPSTC 2013). I chose them 

based on their variation on the independent variable, the institutional design of each DDR program, 

in order to highlight the potential mechanisms which lead to effective reintegration programs, the 

dependent variable—all this to add to the conversation on potential causal inferences about this 

relationship (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994). Colombia has locally-designed (nationally) their 

various DDR programs and processes, while the DRC´s was part of an international-regional 

program designed by a conglomerate of actors ranging from the United Nations (UN) to the 

regional governments involved in the armed conflict (although these governments were generally 

involved more by name rather than by playing any real role in the program´s design) (IPSTC 2013).  

During a two-month doctoral internship at the Peace Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO) in Oslo, 

Norway, I had planned my four-month doctoral internship at the Superior Pedagogical Institute of 

Bukavu (Institut Supérieur Pédagogique de Bukavu) in Bukavu, South Kivu province, eastern 

DRC, arriving in September of 2019. I was able to secure the position at the institute, as well as 

obtain a letter from them to ask for the visa from the Congolese government by June 2019. I had 

made many contacts through PRIO in the region to help me with everything from doing my field 

work to a house to stay in. Then the region was struck by a renewed outbreak of the Ebola 

Epidemic, a disease that has wreaked havoc repeatedly in this part of the world. It had first been 

declared an outbreak in Ituri, a province to the north of the North and South Kivu provinces where 

I wanted to do my field work, on August 1, 2018; it was finally declared over by the Congolese 

 
26 My focus was on the conflict-ridden eastern region of the DRC: the provinces of North and South Kivu. The focus 
would have been on the Multi-Country Demobilization and Reintegration Program (MDRP), which was a regional 
framework to support the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration of an estimated 350,000 ex-combatants in 
the greater Great Lakes Region (GLR) of Africa. The seven countries in the GLR that had been ensnared in a regional 
conflict played out in the DRC in the 1990s and early 2000s, participated in the program: Angola, Burundi, Central 
African Republic, DRC, Republic of Congo, Rwanda, and Uganda. The MDRP, active from 2002 to 2009, was an 
enormously complex financial and technical program that involved over 40 national and international partners. 
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minister of health on June 25, 2020.27 From the outbreak declaration in August 2018 until July, 

2019, the Ebola outbreak had maintained itself in Ituri, which though it neighbors the North and 

South Kivu provinces, the distances are far and the areas large. That is why I still had maintained 

the hope that I would be able to travel to Bukavu, Goma, and the surrounding rural areas (except 

Ituri province). However, on July 14, 2019, the first cases had been reported in Goma, the capital 

of North Kivu province, and by July 17, the World Health Organization (WHO) had declared the 

outbreak an international health emergency, as the eastern provinces of the DRC border Burundi, 

Rwanda, Uganda, South Sudan, and Tanzania. I decided, along with my family and thesis 

supervisor, that going to an active conflict zone was dangerous enough, but adding an Ebola 

Epidemic to that was just too much. Zaire Ebola virus, the variant in the DRC, produces a mortality 

rate of 60-90% (Kadanali and Karagoz 2015).  

Due to this significant change to my thesis, I decided to split my Colombian case into two cases 

of different armed groups so as to keep the comparative methodology: the United Self-Defense 

Forces of Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia or AUC) and the FARC. My focus was to 

study ex-child soldiers and adult ex-combatants in each group and compare how they engaged 

politically and how this engagement affected their reincorporation in different ways. The 

theoretical framework I used centered around the debates on the consequences child soldiers deal 

with compared to their adult counterparts in the post-conflict period: the psychological trauma 

literature versus the resilience literature. I was able to begin my field work during the second 

semester of 2019, immediately after deciding against going to the DRC. I was able to complete 

some field work for each case of armed group, though thankfully, most of my field work was 

focused on the FARC. As the Coronavirus news kept spreading, I knew in February 2020 that we 

would soon be locked down. On March 12, 2020, the Colombian government declared a public 

health emergency (estado de emergencia sanitaria) and on March 25, 2020, a national quarantine 

was begun. I arrived from my last field trip before the pandemic on March 9 and then was not able 

to restart again until October 1, 2020. During the public health crisis and corresponding quarantine, 

it was not always clear what would happen, so only at the end of July 2020, did I, along with my 

thesis supervisor, decide to remove the AUC as one of my cases. Due to logistical timing issues, I 

 
27 See Reuters for a partial timeline (https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-congo-ebola-timeline-
idUSKCN1UD1RB) and the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control for further information 
(https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/ebola-virus-disease-outbreak-democratic-republic-congo-ongoing).  
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would not have enough time to be able to work on both cases, so we decided to change the 

methodology of the thesis from a structured, focused comparative study, to a single in-depth case 

study of the FARC. Lastly, due to methodological difficulties related to not being able to introduce 

robust controls for child soldiers, as well as ethical considerations in relation to speaking with 

minors under the age of 18 and the institutions that treat them, I chose to remove this variable from 

the dissertation in April 2020.  

I should explain why I was not able to introduce robust controls and how ethics considerations led 

me to remove child soldiers as a variable from the dissertation. First, I did not do my field work 

through the ARN. The ARN requires each researcher to complete a complex and time-consuming 

process to get access to the PPRs via the agency and I chose not to take this route. I think that by 

approaching the FARC directly instead of going through the ARN, this protected me from potential 

bias induced by having access only to combatants with affinity to the ARN. I got access to the 

FARC by the FARC themselves and while I was with the FARC, I was able to interview ARN 

functionaries as well. Not having access to the ARN´s database of ex-child soldiers, it would 

complicate my efforts to find those who entered the FARC as minors (though ultimately, most of 

the FARC interviewees had entered the group as a minor). Also, the Colombian Institute for Family 

Well-being (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar or ICBF) has a closed-door policy for 

most researchers (except certain psychologists and psychiatrists) as they treat the child soldiers as 

“victims” and try their utmost to preserve their confidentiality and protection. Due to the lack 

access and therefore, the lack of robust controls that could explain my outcome variable 

(reincorporation), I omitted this variable. Second, there were ethical considerations related to 

speaking to child soldiers and delving into the childhoods of adult ex-combatants that had entered 

the group as children under 18 years of age. Because of their victim status according to the 

Colombian government, I did not want to revictimize or retraumatize them through my interviews.  

Ultimately, my final focus is on the current adults in the reincorporating FARC and their collective 

DDR process, specifically the reincorporation process and how it is affected by political 

engagement of the PPRs. Due to the Global Pandemic of 2020 and related lockdowns throughout 

the year in Colombia, there were many restraints on my ability to do field work. First, the ETCRs 

and urban FARC spaces were closed to visitors for at least six months from March to September. 

Also, I did not want to risk my own health, so I chose to stop the field work until October. 
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Additionally, the university evaluated the risk of doing field work to be high and suggested for me 

to not engage until the pandemic was a bit more under control. I did choose to do a few field work 

trips in October and November of 2020, but then the university again suggested for me to not 

continue. I did speak to a few PPRs and academics by WhatsApp and Skype, though typically the 

connection was not fluid enough to produce a good recording. I had already made these contacts 

before the lockdown, so it was easier for me to communicate with the interviewees to set up 

meetings (I sent them the consent form by email or WhatsApp in advance of each interview). 

However, due to the typically bad reception as well as potential security issues related to 

interviewing on the internet (i.e. people overhearing the interview on the interviewee end), this 

was not ideal and I did no more than four interviews. Finally, with 44 interviews, and time running 

out to present my dissertation, I decided to prematurely stop the field work. I initially wanted about 

50-60 interviews, so I got close. As I write this (April 2021), the pandemic is still going strong and 

in-person field work is not advisable. The next section will discuss case selection.  

a) Case selection 

The term case selection is typically understood by the cross-case characteristics of a case: how the 

case fits into the theoretically specified population.  It is important to highlight that “case selection 

in case study research has the same twin objectives as random sampling, the ultimate goal in 

scientific research: that is, one desires (1) a representative sample, and (2) useful variation on the 

dimensions of theoretical interest” (Seawright and Gerring 2008, 296). One’s choice of cases is 

therefore driven by the way a case is positioned along these dimensions within the population of 

interest, in this case, reintegrating ex-combatants from a non-state, politically-motivated armed 

group in an intractable armed conflict setting.  

The methodological justification for choosing the FARC in Colombia is that it is a typical case of 

a non-state ex-armed group with political ambitions engaging politically in a 

reintegration/reincorporation process and the potential effects this may have, generally being 

positive. A typical case is a typical example of a cross-case relationship, used to probe causal 

mechanisms that may either confirm or disconfirm a given theory (Seawright and Gerring 2008). 

The typical case´s nature is confirmatory, and by definition is representative, given the specified 
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relationship. Out of Seawright and Gerring´s (2008) seven case selection procedures,28 the typical 

case procedure fits this case best.  

I argue that the FARC´s reincorporation process is a typical case representing the population of 

non-state, politically-motivated armed groups going through a reintegration process with political 

aspects actively taking part in it, in an intractable conflict setting. The reason that I argue that the 

case of the FARC´s political reincorporation is mostly successful, is that approximately 80% to 

date of the armed group members continue in their reincorporation processes (see Chapter III), and 

this is due partly to them being given many options for political engagement if they so choose. 

This will all become clear in the results chapter. 

Many DDR programs have context-related characteristics that could arguably be actual political 

reintegration, though most programs do not specifically have a part of the reintegration process 

labeled “political”. For example, in the case of El Salvador, former combatants were able to create 

their own organizations to help with input towards the National Development Plan, as well as 

giving leaders and mid-level commanders a special status to be able to get extra scholarships and 

opportunities; both of these aspects helped the FMLN to reintegrate “successfully” and take part 

in politics within the government (though the FAES’ reintegration was unsuccessful) (Segovia 

2009). Examples of DDR programs that at least dealt with the armed group transforming into 

political parties are the: M-19 in Colombia, FMLN in El Salvador, Renamo in Mozambique, and 

the failures of the RUF in Sierra Leone and Khmer Rouge in Cambodia (Söderberg Kovac 2008). 

Throughout my academic studies on DDR, I have yet to find a program that specifically takes into 

account political reintegration on an individual level, rather than the group turning into a political 

party and a few ex-combatants becoming politicians in the new party. 

Furthermore, Colombia also represents a typical case of a certain phenomenon—the intractable 

armed conflict. Ongoing prolonged armed conflicts can sometimes, but not always, turn into 

intractable conflicts. I. William Zartman, in his 2005 book chapter “Analyzing Intractability”, 

identifies intractable conflicts based on the following five internal characteristics which reinforce 

each other in multiple layers and to different degrees: a) prolonged time: recurring violent 

escalations with long periods of contained violence which transform and reinforce themselves over 

 
28 The other six procedures are; diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, most similar, and most different. 
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time and where violence becomes normalized and institutionalized within society; b) identity 

denigration: where one identity cannot exist without the destruction of the other; c) profitability of 

the conflict: where the conflict transforms into a business and the parties and/or leaders have 

monetary, prestige, and power incentives to continue and not terminate the conflict; d) lack of 

ripeness: where the conflict is stagnant or is a 4-S stalemate (“stable, soft, self-serving”); and e) 

polarization of the solution: where parties and intermediaries to the conflict have tried to terminate 

or transform it without success and the sides become more extreme in their convictions. 

In terms of prolonged time, Colombia has suffered from intractable internal armed conflicts with 

various armed groups since 1948, and which continues to the present day (though one could argue 

the intractability started even before that, see Chapter III). This dissertation looks at the armed 

conflict between the government and the FARC-EP specifically, which formed itself in 1964 and 

had been in arms from that year forward until 2016 when it chose to disarm, a total of 52 years. In 

terms of identity denigration, there are two sides that have been at odds with each other from long 

before 1948: the political right with the political left. This conflictive history was based on 

conservative-liberal animosity beginning of the 19th century, while the communists versus the 

political right has been an ongoing conflict that have roots in the early 20th century. The left has 

faced attempts at their extermination on various occasions including during La Violencia (1948-

1958), that of the Unión Patriótica political party in the 1980s, and even today leftist social leaders 

and human rights defenders are victims of constant assassination attempts. 

In terms of the profitability of the conflict, Colombia is the proto-type or typical case example of 

an armed conflict that has seen the development and entwinement of grievance and greed factors. 

Over time, Colombia has entered a greed phase,29 where some of the non-state armed groups are 

and have been arguably motivated by profit-making rather than by resolving the grievances of the 

local population, as some were motivated by in the beginning of their armed activities. These 

characteristics are what make Colombia interesting for the Third Generation literature on DDR as 

this generation of studies also recognizes that DDR programs can be useful even in non-traditional 

 
29 "Greed" here will refer to actions of non-state armed groups, not the state itself. This does not imply however that 
states are not also greedy, but this is to follow suit with the well-known Greed vs. Grievance Debate where the label 
"greed" is the answer to the question: why do rebel groups rebel? See Arnson and Zartman (2005). 
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scenarios like intractable conflict settings or “new wars”30 (Muggah and O’Donnell 2015). The 

see-saw movements between grievance and greed motivations have made the armed conflicts 

among different armed actors especially hard to solve because the motivation to negotiate a 

compromised settlement resolving the grievances of the people is compromised by ulterior 

motives, which can be seen through multiple failed peace attempts (lack of ripeness) (Valencia 

Agudelo 2019). One example of this is the AUC peace process, which culminated in the group’s 

demobilization and reintegration but also the simultaneous creation of criminal armed bands 

(bandas armadas criminales or BACRIM) that wreak havoc in the country to this day. 

Greedy groups or greedy factions of otherwise grievance-driven groups fund themselves with 

different natural resources, from coca leaves and gold to palm oil and tungsten. When these profit-

making schemes become successful, the motivation and urgency to stop the conflict are reduced 

and conflict, being a part of the free-market, business environment, becomes normalized and even 

institutionalized. In terms of DDR, there are often appealing incentives for disarming and 

demobilizing soldiers to go back to an armed lifestyle with another armed group, especially if they 

have access to high profits and infinite economic opportunities.31 Colombia has become a typical 

case of an intractable armed conflict in terms of how narcotics production and trafficking affects 

a country—the country tends to have a weak and systematically corrupt state and it often has 

problems with armed conflict or the risk of it with multiple potential armed groups, some being 

organized crime groups and some being non-state armed groups who want to capture the state (and 

have politically-motivated incompatibilities) (Zartman 2005).  

In terms of the lack of ripeness, in an intractable armed conflict environment, a culture of violence 

develops over time, where the violence becomes normalized and institutionalized within the 

society, diminishing the urgency to cease fire and invest in peace (Arnson & Zartman, 2005). 

Colombia has not only suffered from continuous and multiple armed conflicts since 1948, but has 

had some of the highest homicide rates in the world (Insight Crime 2021). According to the World 

Bank, Colombia is 14th on the list of countries of most intentional homicides per 100,000 people 

 
30 “New wars” are those fought for motivations other than those based on social justice and political issues, like 
economically-based conflicts or those among organized crime entities.  
31 Some armed groups in the Colombian context are (without insinuating their motivations): FARC and EPL dissident 
groups, ELN, los Urabeños, los Pachenca, los Caparrapos, los Puntilleros, and los Rastrojos, among other smaller 
groups. See the Insight Crime Colombia Profile (2021): https://insightcrime.org/colombia-organized-crime-
news/colombia/  
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in 2018 (World Bank 2021). Lastly, in terms of the polarization of the solution, the Peace 

Agreement Plebiscite that took place on October 2, 2016, is the visual culmination of a 

representative case of a polarized solution: 50.2% of voters voting ‘no’ while 49.8% voting ‘yes’ 

on the peace agreement. This event is one in a long line of events that highlight the political and 

socio-economic class-based polarization that has plagued Colombia´s history for decades, even 

centuries, as will be highlighted in Chapter III.  

3) Defining concepts 

In this section, I will define a few of the central concepts used in this study: FARC ex-combatant, 

FARC militant, DDR functionary, and Collective DDR Program. Thereafter, I will go deeper into 

the concepts of reincorporation and political engagement.  

a) Basic concepts 

1. FARC Ex-combatant 

For this study in particular, a FARC ex-combatant is a person who took part as an armed or 

unarmed member of a non-state armed group, in this case the FARC-EP, and thereafter was 

formally registered with the government in the Collective Disarmament, Demobilization and 

Reincorporation Process. The FARC was a well-organized insurgent group that has had socio-

economic and political grievances as part of their motivation and creed from the beginning.32 Some 

of the FARC involved in the DDR program themselves prefer not to be called “ex-combatants” as 

they continue to see themselves as fighters, though now they are fighters for peace (I was told this 

by several ex-combatants, though others used the term to refer to themselves); however, I use this 

term in the sense of an ex-combatant being an “ex-armed-combatant” that no longer uses physical 

weapons. 

Due to the timing and personal achievements of each person in their individual process (within the 

collective process), each ex-combatant still in the reincorporation process will have been in the 

process for the long-term, from between three and four years since the collective disarmament and 

demobilization processes initiated and ended (December 1, 2016 to August 15, 2017). The long-

 
32 The group as a whole has not become “greedy”, though factions and individuals of it may have. 



   

76 
 

term timing is important because it shows the ex-combatants´ commitment to be in the process 

still, though it does not include those that have left the reincorporation process early and the 

reasons why. However, what is important for this dissertation is to see how those engaged have 

maintained their activities over time, as the newness of disarming and demobilizing has most likely 

worn off and longer-term reincorporation processes are evident.  

I interviewed a mix of high-level commanders, mid-level commanders, rank-and-file soldiers, 

support crew, and urban militias (that were more support crew than armed fighters) from the 

FARC-EP. Also, age at recruitment was not differentiated (though it was in the beginning of the 

dissertation process before it was changed). I did not choose participants for this dissertation based 

on rank within the armed group, age, gender, and ethnicity (among others), as I wanted to get a 

feel for how political engagement is connected to reincorporation for the FARC living on and off 

the ETCRs. This is a clear bias, as I also do not consider those not engaged politically but that are 

still involved in the reincorporation process, nor do I include ex-combatants that are not in the 

ARN’s reincorporation process but could potentially be involved and engaged politically in other 

ways. This could bias my results to confirm what I argue about the importance of political 

engagement in reincorporation and to overlook the importance of political engagement for those 

not involved in reincorporation. There are various reasons why I chose to only focus on those 

involved in political engagement within their reincorporation processes. First, those outside of the 

DDR program and the political party mostly keep to themselves (within the FARC community) 

and would be very difficult to find and potentially to get consent from. There are reasons why they 

choose not to engage with the FARC anymore and this may motivate them to remain off the radar. 

Furthermore, considering that my interest lies with the ex-combatants’ political engagement within 

the DDR program, those that choose not to be involved are not even part of my sample group, 

though it would be very enlightening to hear their reasons and explanations. The fact is, by 

including only those who are still in the process I made a choice in favor of viability of my research 

and against comparability and full analytical rigor, which must be made clear. However, I think 

there is still a lot to be gained from studying in-depth the FARC that are engaged politically in 

their reincorporation processes. 

I also do not consider internal demographics of the FARC, which could skew the results. For 

example, are FARC leaders more engaged than rank-and-file ex-combatants? Are women more 
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engaged than men? Are youth more engaged than older members? These are important questions 

and are perfect for other research projects. For this dissertation, I wanted to take a preliminary look 

at the group´s political engagement within the reincorporation process and then later projects can 

differentiate based on internal demographics as well as include those not engaged politically but 

that are involved in reincorporation, and those not involved in reincorporation at all.  

2. FARC militant 

A FARC militant, according to the FARC (now Comunes) Political Party Statutes (Estatutos del 

Partido FARC), is defined as follows: 

For all intents and purposes in the present statutes, militant is synonymous with affiliate. Party militants are 

those who were members of the FARC-EP or were part of the political party´s transition to having a legal 

political status, and have decided to be a part of the political party, accepting and embracing the ideologic 

platform, these statutes, and different programmatic documents. To be a member of the party, each person 

should present a written manifest of their voluntary admission, which will seek the approval of the members 

of the National Political Council. The party will organize a registry of militants, observing the legal rules 

related to the protection and privacy of personal information (2017, 6; Quote 133).  

Often, a FARC ex-combatant is simultaneously a militant as well, but not always. For this 

dissertation, some ex-combatants are not involved politically nor with the political party though 

they are involved in reincorporation, while the majority of those interviewed are involved 

politically, are in the reincorporation process, as well as are engaged with the political party as 

militants.  

3. DDR functionary 

A DDR functionary is a person who currently works, or had worked, with or about FARC ex-

combatants in the collective DDR program begun in 2016. They can work for the government, 

such as with the ARN, the Ministry of Defense, the Truth Commission; they can work for an 

international organization like the UN, in agencies such as UNDP, UNICEF, UNWomen, or with 

the Colombian Observer Mission, or the IOM; they can work for a state organization from another 

 
33 The translation of all Spanish quotes to English in this dissertation was done by the author. The original Spanish 
quotes can be found in Annex C and according to the quote number.  
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country, like USAID, NORAD, the British Council or various embassies; and they can work for a 

local or international NGO, like Coalico or PAX Colombia. Though they are not DDR 

functionaries, I also consulted academics and researchers that have studied DDR-related topics, 

like from different universities like University of los Andes or University of Antioquia in 

Colombia, or research institutes like the Peace Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO) in Norway.  

4. Collective DDR Program: FARC (2016) 

The FARC collective DDR program was designed by and carried out directly after the peace 

agreement was signed by both parties, following what was decided in the third pillar of the 

agreement on the End to the Conflict where DDR was specified in detail (Acuerdo Final 2016, 57-

97). However, the ARN, which was the ACR prior to the peace agreement with the FARC-EP, 

already had a complete reintegration process in place which takes approximately eight years to 

complete and consists of eight pillars: security, individuality, productivity, family, habitability, 

health, education, and citizenship (ACR 2014). The agency was originally set up to accept ex-

combatants that came in any and all forms: 1) individual demobilizations: desertions, captures, ex-

child soldiers turning of age and transferring to the adult program, ex-prisoners; as well as 2) 

collective demobilizations like that of the AUC in 2003-2006 and the FARC-EP in 2016-2017. 

Currently, the ARN continues with both individual and collective demobilizations, treating each 

ex-combatant as an individual recipient of the ARN´s assistance and planning. The FARC-EP were 

demobilized to 27 special camps all over the country that are now 23 Territorial Spaces for 

Training and Reincorporation (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación or 

ETCR). The FARC DDR process will be discussed in detail in Chapter III. 

b) Reincorporation 

First, I looked at the institutional understanding of reincorporation34 or what the ARN takes into 

account to "graduate" the person in process of reincorporation (PPR) from the program. The 

institutional understanding of the concept is based on what was decided in the peace agreement 

 
34 For DDR programs, regardless of the implementer, the “R” can stand for different terms like reintegration, 
rehabilitation, reincorporation, reinsertion, repatriation, or resettlement (see Literature Review in Chapter I for more 
explanation), though they have the same general meaning. A couple of times in this dissertation, reintegration and 
reincorporation are going to be used to refer to the same general process, as the academic and empirical literature 
interchange terms consistently. However, the FARC only uses “reincorporation” to refer to their process and for them, 
this is a very important distinction. 
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between the FARC and the government. Reincorporation of the FARC is an abstract, difficult 

concept to define: 

 

According to the [ARN], “the process of reincorporation to civilian life will be a process of a 
comprehensive and sustainable character, which will consider the interests of the FARC-EP 
community in process of reincorporation, its members and families” (ARN, 2017). Based on this, 
the process of reincorporation intends for each ex-combatant to be recognized as a subject with 
rights, free, and with the ability to contribute a change to society through values, abilities, and 
strengths, nevertheless, this process implies the consideration of “the interests of the FARC-EP 
community, in processes of reincorporation, of its members and families, orienting the 
strengthening of the social fabric in the territories, as well as co-existence and reconciliation among 
those who live there” (Caicedo Sánchez, Guerrero Cifuentes, and Hurtado Peña 2019, 39; Quote 
2). 

Before going into political reincorporation as a concept, I believe it necessary to define the 

“political”. In this dissertation, I take the political to be: the possession, distribution, and use of 

power; social cohesion and coordination; collective and conflictive action oriented towards the 

construction, maintenance, and transformation of the social order; the opposition and relation 

between friend and foe; and the form that a society makes collective decisions for its survival and 

well-being (this conception was motivated by the ideas of Max Weber). The “social” is 

fundamental to the “political”, as the social refers to the multiple ways that human beings are 

connected to each other in a society (Hall and Lamont 2013) via relationships based on some level 

of trust, or as Karl Marx and Frederich Engels (1972) thought, human beings are intrinsically, 

necessarily, and by definition social beings who cannot survive and meet their needs without social 

cooperation and association.  

Political reincorporation should be explored in terms of two dimensions: the extent of ex-

combatants’ political voice (i.e. the extent of political involvement) and the content of their 

political voice (i.e. democratic values and norms). Social reincorporation essentially depends on 

the undertaking of a trust-building process that begins with the micro group, the family, and then 

moves outward to friends and the community. The reason why I chose to unite both the political 

and the social in one form of engagement is because trust and human relationships are the 

foundation for political involvement. Social gatherings, events, activities, and groups are spaces 

where people are able to express themselves with a political voice. The mere opportunity to unite 

openly in groups sometimes can be a political act. For some groups, the political is entwined with 
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every action. For example, the FARC is one such group—everything for them has a political 

meaning or tint. Different social and economic actions, duties, or routines display their identity 

and give it meaning. Furthermore, the idea of putting these two aspects together is to be able to 

capture a wider range of activities and groups for a population that is very united, has a closed 

group dynamic, and a strong group collective identity. Because of these group dynamics, the social 

merges with the political and the political merges with the social (if I did not consider both aspects, 

I think I would miss out on data inputs), which I will show more clearly in the results chapter. It 

is important to mention, that some literature insists on the two being separated (Söderström 2013a; 

Kaplan and Nussio 2015), though other literature also claims them to be connected in a profound 

way (Özerdem 2012; Bowd and Özerdem 2013; Rhea 2016).  

Caicedo Sánchez’s definition of reincorporation above discusses how each ex-combatant should 

be recognized as being a free subject of rights that has the capacity to contribute a change to society 

through values, abilities, and strengths (2019). Being a free subject of rights in a given society 

implies at least some trust in social relationships, otherwise these same rights would be 

meaningless. Also, being a free subject of rights implies they are a free subject of duties, making 

each ex-combatant a political agent that is free to exercise these rights and duties. Furthermore, 

each agent having the ability to make changes in the society is political to its core. Reincorporation 

therefore is social and political in its very foundation, as the FARC meant for it to be. Söderström 

(2013) highlights that political reintegration is often implicit in the goals of the DDR programs 

and not explicitly accounted for—but this dissertation argues that the very act of disarming and 

being open to doing politics differently is a political act in and of itself, whether it´s an explicit 

part of the reintegration process or not. The DDR process’ goal is to move from conflictive social 

relations to more cohesive ones based in a negative peace, and for this to be a foundation on which 

to build a more positive peace in the long-run.  

The ARN´s reintegration program for each PPR consists of eight pillars: security, individuality, 

productivity, family, habitability, health, education, and citizenship. The FARC PPRs also adhered 

to this eight-pillar reintegration route until January 1, 2020 when an institutional change took 

place.35 Currently, the Reincorporation Route for the FARC features a two-stage process: Early 

 
35 The ARN formalized this as their institutional public policy a few years after the signing of the peace agreement, 
while actual disarmament and the beginning of the reincorporation process took place in 2016-2017.  
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Reincorporation and Long-term Reincorporation. Long-term reincorporation is based on a 

roadmap to help achieve their individual and collective purposes, decided by each PPR and the 

corresponding ARN officials. The roadmap´s general guidelines are agreed upon between 

delegates of the CNR and the ARN.  

Political engagement can affect reincorporation in the following ways in this dissertation: fully 

and partially. Since I did not include those outside of the reincorporation program, as well as those 

in the reincorporation process but not involved politically, I only have a few results for no or little 

engagement. The vast majority of interviews I did were of people that chose to be socio-politically 

engaged in their reincorporation process. But I did not target those politically involved, I merely 

spoke to whichever PPR that I randomly came across and that was willing to speak to me, or 

contacts I had gotten from other PPRs, in the ETCRs, the NAR, and the FARC urban spaces. This 

makes me believe that those choosing to live in and/or spend time at the ETCRs, NARs, and urban 

FARC spaces, also typically choose to engage politically—simply the act of living or coming to 

these FARC spaces is political engagement. 

c) Political engagement 

Here I define what is meant by political engagement. Political engagement is defined by PPRs 

taking part in any of the following, whether in ETCR or non-ETCR spaces: 1) socio-political 

activities, events, and gatherings; 2) membership in councils, associations, and groups; 3) taking 

part in elections as a candidate or voter; 4) membership in the political party and going to activities 

and events; and 5) engagement in collective productive projects.  

Ways to show engagement are to show up and take part in the activities and events; to be active, 

decision-making members of the groups they form; to vote and run for public office; to take part 

in the political party meetings and events; to create and work for the collective productive projects; 

and to help others who are taking part in all of the above. These are forms of exercising the group’s 

collective identity and the meaning this identity brings to each ex-combatant and their 

reincorporation process.  

 

B. Methods used 
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In this project, I chose to do an in-depth case study in which I partially develop the processes at 

work in the creation of political activities in the longer-term reincorporation setting of the FARC 

and in what ways they affect their reincorporation outcomes within the collective DDR process. I 

used process-tracing to trace the reincorporation process of the FARC from December 2016 to 

December 2020.  

My field work was done using two methods. One consisted of being a participant observer in DDR 

activities and group meetings, inside and outside of the ETCRs, and at institutions involved in the 

process. Sometimes I even took active part in these activities and meetings, allowing me to have 

close contact with the population under study and for longer periods of time. My second method 

consisted of doing semi-structured as well as structured, in-depth interviews with both DDR 

providers and functionaries, as well as beneficiaries of the DDR program, in both urban and rural 

settings all over Colombia. Because of the Coronavirus Global Pandemic of 2020, I ended my 

physical field work by doing my last interviews virtually. 

1) Case study method 

I use Seawright and Gerring´s definition of the case study: “the intensive (qualitative or 

quantitative) analysis of a single unit or a small number of units (the cases), where the researcher’s 

goal is to understand a larger class of similar units (a population of cases)” (2008, 296). I chose 

the 2016 collective demobilization of the FARC in Colombia as my case study, in the hopes that 

we will be able to better understand any other armed group collective disarmament and 

demobilization, and the effects that the political engagement taking place within this context as 

well as in an intractable conflict setting, may have on the final outcomes of their reincorporation. 

In this study, I am concerned primarily with developing and understanding the process of 

reincorporation through time, how political engagement affects it, and describing it all in great 

detail.   

2) Process-tracing method 

“Process tracing is a fundamental tool of qualitative analysis. In the framework presented here, it 

is defined as the systematic examination of diagnostic evidence selected and analyzed in light of 

research questions and hypotheses posed by the investigator. Process tracing can contribute 
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decisively both to describing political and social phenomena and to evaluating causal claims” 

(Collier 2011, 823). Alexander George and Andrew Bennett have played the leading role in 

developing this method as an essential form of within-case analysis as part of the constructivist 

approach (2005). Process-tracing is normally focused on: causal-process observations (Collier, 

Brady, and Seawright 2010), careful description, and sequencing of independent, dependent, and 

intervening variables (Mahoney 2010). Given the close proximity to cases and the centrality of 

fine-tuned case knowledge, process-tracing can make conclusive contributions to diverse research 

objectives, including: 1) identifying different political and social phenomena and systematically 

describing them; 2) evaluating prior explanatory hypotheses, discovering new hypotheses, and 

valuating these new causal claims; 3) gaining insight into causal mechanisms; and 4) providing an 

alternative means (instead of conventional regression analysis and inference based on statistical 

models) of tackling challenging problems such as reciprocal causation, spuriousness, and selection 

bias (Collier 2011). Peter Hall says: “ln short, process-tracing is a methodology well-suited to 

testing theories in a world marked by multiple interaction effects, where it is difficult to explain 

outcomes in terms of two or three independent variables—precisely the world that more and more 

social scientists believe we confront” (2000, 14). George and Bennet argue that process-tracing is 

a good tool for theory testing and theory development and is compatible with other methods like 

quantitative methods as well as other qualitative methods like comparisons between single cases 

(2005).  

Process-tracing forces the researcher to take equifinality into account, which means to consider 

the alternative paths through which the outcome could have happened, and it offers the possibility 

of charting one or more potential causal paths that are consistent with the outcome and the process-

tracing evidence in a single case (George and Bennett 2005). With more cases, the researcher can 

begin to map out the repertoire of causal paths that lead to a given outcome and the conditions 

under which they occur—that is, to develop a typological theory (George and Bennett 2005). 

Though this dissertation does not claim to make causal inferences about the reincorporation 

processes taking place, especially because of the bias of not having more negative evidence of the 

effect of political engagement on reincorporation, through detailed description and process 

analysis, it can give insights for further research trying to make causal inferences about political 

engagement´s role on reincorporation.  
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There has been debate about the validity of process-tracing being able to make conclusions based 

on single case studies (King, Keohane, and Verba 1994; Ray 1995; George and Bennett 2005). 

James Lee Ray has argued that causal claims cannot be found within the context of a single case 

(1995). Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba (KKB) (1994) in their famous book 

Designing social inquiry, argue that the one single observation is not a useful technique for testing 

hypotheses or theories unless it can be compared to other observations by other researchers; they 

also claim that single cases cannot exclude alternative theories and that their findings are limited 

by the possibility of measurement error, probabilistic causal mechanisms, and omitted variables. 

However, KKB do acknowledge that their view is based in part on its definition of a case having 

only one observation on the dependent variable and they recognize that one case may actually have 

many potential observations, so their “pessimism is actually unjustified” (1994, 208). As George 

and Bennett respond: 

While process-tracing may not be able to exclude all but one of the alternative theories in a single 

case, if some competing theories make similar process-tracing predictions, many single case 

studies can exclude at least some explanations. Process-tracing in single cases, for example, has 

the capacity for disproving claims that a single variable is necessary or sufficient for an outcome. 

Process-tracing in a single case can even exclude all explanations but one, if that explanation 

makes a process-tracing prediction that all other theories predict would be unlikely or even 

impossible (2005, 220).  

In the case of measurement error, the case study method is less prone to some kinds of 

measurement error because it can intensively study a few variables along several qualitative 

dimensions, rather than having to quantify variables across many cases (George and Bennett 2005). 

Furthermore, probabilistic causal mechanisms and potential for omitted variables pose arduous 

challenges and limits to all research methods and do not necessarily disqualify the use of the single 

case study method (George and Bennett 2005). The inductive side of process-tracing may identify 

potential omitted variables through the intensive study of a few cases, and single case studies have 

changed entire research programs when they have disputed theories that failed to explain their 

most-likely cases (George and Bennett 2005). Lastly, George and Bennett (2005) highlight the use 

of process-tracing for developing and honing many theories that are not yet capable of generating 

testable predictions about causal processes and outcomes.  
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3) Field work and data collection 

In reference to data sources, first, I used secondary sources to get a general historical understanding 

of Colombia’s socio-political and economic history, armed conflict, and peace-building attempts, 

specifically their DDR programs from earlier decades. This was done prior to, during, and after 

my field work: I used it to prepare beforehand, to double-check historical events I heard about 

during my field work, and finally, to supplement my field work findings afterwards. Secondary 

sources included academic books, chapters, and articles; historical memory and informative policy 

reports; news articles; and statistical indicators and data from international and national 

organizations, as well as NGOs.  

Once in the field, my goal was to analyze the intricacies and nuances of the DDR program first-

hand by using primary sources, which I did by being a participant observer in events and activities 

at the ETCRs and FARC, ARN or UN offices, as well as by doing semi-structured and structured, 

in-depth interviews in these same places, plus universities, cafes, hotels, parks, as well as on-line. 

Since I had already done most of my field work when the Global Pandemic of 2020 started, I 

already had enough contacts to be able to do pending interviews virtually and communicate with 

new contacts through old contacts to set up interviews via telephone (WhatsApp or calling) and 

email.  

a) Interviews 

Interviewing is an important and distinct method used to understand contemporary political actions 

and outcomes. Interviewing can be employed for multiple aims, including theory-building, survey 

design and interpretation, and hypothesis-testing (Mosely 2013). Interviews are versatile and can 

be used as the only means of testing causal claims or as a component in a mixed-method research 

strategy. Interviews allow the researcher to gather a deep set of responses, to ask questions that 

allow for open-ended responses, to ask follow-up questions, all in order to probe deeper into the 

actions and attitudes of respondents (Mosely 2013).  

Bias from the interviewer and the interviewee depending on who and what the other person is, 

perhaps due to their age, gender, profession, looks, can be a serious problem in interviewing. These 

“interviewer effects” or “positionality” can affect the (non)response to individual interview 
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questions, as well as the tone and amount of information given in response to questions (Ortbals 

and Rincker 2009). Interviewees use various social, physical, linguistic, and cultural markers to 

make sense of a given researcher; these may or may not make sense, but they do affect the data 

received (Mosely 2013). For example, different researchers with the same research design could 

end up with different data and conclusions, which is due to the differences from variation in access, 

or to differences in information provided during the interview, or at the interpretation stage when 

the researcher tries to understand the data, as it all depends on their own experiences and 

worldview (Mosely 2013). 

Lee Ann Fujii discusses this issue in the specific conflict context: 

[…] the value of narrative data does not lie solely in their truthfulness or accuracy; it also lies in 
the meta-data that accompany these testimonies. Meta-data are informants’ spoken and unspoken 
thoughts and feelings which they do not always articulate in their stories or interview responses, 
but which emerge in other ways. [There are…] five types of meta-data: rumors, inventions, denials, 
evasions, and silences. The article argues that meta-data are not extraneous to our datasets, they are 
data and should be viewed as integral to the processes of data collection and analysis. Meta-data 
indicate how conditions in the present shape what people are willing to say about violence in the 
past, what they have reason to embellish or minimize, and what they prefer to keep to themselves. 
Attending to meta-data is important for responding to informants’ fears about talking to a researcher 
and to ensure informants’ safety after the researcher leaves the field. It is also crucial for the 
robustness of researchers’ theories and knowledge about political violence and other political 
phenomena (2010, 231). 

As a blonde, foreign, young woman, I knew that people would treat me differently. Perhaps they 

biased their answers to give me a good impression or maybe they trusted me more because I come 

from outside of their polarized society context, where they were more candid with me. Whatever 

the affect, I was aware of these issues. I paid special attention to acting open, friendly, and 

trustworthy with the people that I met during my field work. Between my participant observation 

and the interviews, I feel that I got a good understanding of the data. 

My initial field work planning started years before this research became what it is. I had spent time 

trying to get contacts around these topics even before the collective demobilization of the FARC 

as this has been a topic of academic interest for me since 2012. I taught classes on Peace and 

Conflict Theory at universities in Bogotá and Medellín, planned academic conferences in both 

cities, as well as took classes that required prior research for my thesis on the same topics. Through 

these experiences, when I started my field work planning, I had already had quite a few contacts 
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in different institutions and universities, and even within the FARC itself, like leaders and ex-

combatants. I had contact with other organizations that work with ex-combatant populations, like 

the ARN,36 International Organization for Migration (IOM), United Nations Development 

Program (UNDP), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United Nations 

Children´s Fund (UNICEF), Save the Children, Colombian Institute for Family Welfare (Instituto 

Colombiano para el Bienestar Familiar) (ICBF), and NGOs/research organizations like 

COALICO, PAX Colombia, Redepaz, among others.  

Through these contacts, I did initial exploratory research by doing semi-structured and structured 

interviews; held meetings on DDR topics like child soldiers and women ex-combatants; did some 

quantitative analysis with a database of 1,200 ex-combatants from a Colombian NGO (off the 

record); and held two conferences at Universidad del Rosario and Pontificia Universidad 

Javeriana in Bogotá in 2014 on child soldiers, focused on comparing the cases of Liberia and 

Colombia. I also visited my first ETCR in Tolima (La Fila in MRS Icononzo) in 2018 with a 

summer class called Peace-building Challenges in Colombia through my university, Universidad 

de los Andes. 

Once I started my actual dissertation field work, I already had many contacts. I began 

communicating with the FARC through several university events where leaders like Senator 

Victoria Sandino and Pastor Alape spoke, among others. A professor at Universidad de Antioquia 

in Medellín in October 2019, brought me to my second ETCR in Antioquia (Santa Lucía in MRS 

Ituango, which closed in July 2020) to give a lecture on peace processes around the world, where 

I focused on the cases of El Salvador, Rwanda, and the DRC. Lastly, at an event at the Truth 

Commission (Comisión de la Verdad) in Bogotá in November 2019, I met many different leaders 

of the FARC that then invited me to the third anniversary weekend event of the signing of the 

peace agreement at an ETCR in Caquetá (Agua Bonita in MRS la Montañita). From these initial 

experiences, I gained many contacts and thereafter did trips to the following other ETCRs between 

November 2019 and December 2020: Llanogrande in Antioquia (twice), San José de Oriente in 

Cesar, La Guajira and La Reforma in Meta, as well as to two New Areas of Reincorporation 

 
36 I was also in touch with the agency before it became the ARN as a part of the peace agreement with the FARC in 
2016, when it was the Colombian Agency for Reintegration (Agencia Colombiana de Reintegración) (ACR). Please 
see Chapter III for more history.   
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(NARs)37 named San José de León and La Frontina, close to MRS Mutatá in Antioquia (twice). I 

also went back to ETCR Santa Lucía in MRS Ituango in Antioquia in November 2019.  

I used a long list of questions that I had ready in advance for the interviews; the initial list was 

more for my own preparation and then during the actual interviews, I selected the most pertinent 

questions. I used a consent form modeled after a consent form from the Ethics Committee at my 

university, Universidad de los Andes. The consent form summarized the dissertation; explained 

the length, confidentiality, and choice of recording to the interviewee; and gave contact 

information for me, my dissertation supervisor, as well as the university’s Ethics Committee. The 

list of questions and consent form are in Annex A and B. 

The interviews were either semi-structured or structured depending on the circumstances. For 

example, sometimes an interview would be constantly interrupted or done on a moving vehicle—

these less formal interviews I call semi-structured. The interviews that were more formal and 

structured, were sit-down, focused interviews that were recorded and without (too many) 

interruptions. Out of 44 interviews, I received the consent from 42 interviewees to record. I 

employed a Spanish-language transcriber that was a contact of the Universidad de los Andes to 

transcribe almost all of the recordings. I left out only a couple of interviews from being transcribed 

because I felt they did not add any substantial and important information. The next section 

discusses the method of participant observation.  

In-person interviews are ideal over interviews via telephone or internet (Mosley 2013). In-person 

interviews are better in the sense that the interviewer gets information to interpret not only from 

the words being spoken, but also cues from the surrounding context and the interviewee’s body 

language and tone of voice. Furthermore, virtual interviews may limit the presence-of-interviewer 

effects, generated when the researcher’s personal characteristics influence the type of information 

gathered, which could be either helpful or hindering to the research process (Mosley 2013). Virtual 

contact can limit the effects of building rapport in in-person interviews, which could limit the depth 

and accuracy of the information offered, especially when the topics are sensitive. I did four 

 
37 The NARs are explained in Chapter IV.  
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interviews electronically and by phone only because I had to; after those four, I was not keen on 

doing more as they were not as conducive to learning as the in-person interviews were.  

Lastly, I am fluent in both Spanish and English. The interviews were done mostly in Spanish with 

the exception of a couple with different NGO workers and academics. I translated the direct quotes 

from my interviews as well as from secondary sources myself throughout the dissertation. In 

Annex C one can find the original quotes in Spanish, listed by quote numbers that each quote is 

labeled with.  

In Table 1 below, I have disaggregated my interviews into the categories that I used to organize 

them, and also by gender. The interviewee label does not preclude each person from falling into 

more than one category which is often the case, but it was just my form of giving priority to the 

person’s role in terms of my research question. 

Table 1: Interviews disaggregated by label and gender. 

Interviewee label Male Female Total 

FARC ex-combatant 10 11 21 

FARC ex-commander 8  8 

FARC political party member 3 1 4 

ARN functionary 1 1 2 

ARN functionary leader 1  1 

DDR functionary  1 (MONUSCO 

from the DRC) 

1 

IOM functionary  1 1 
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NGO worker 1  1 

Youth leader 1  1 

Pastor 1  1 

Community member  1 1 

Academic  1 1 

Peace agreement negotiator  1 1 

TOTAL 26 18 44 

 

b) Participant observation 

“An observer is under the bed. A participant observer is in it.” 

-John Whiting (cited in Guest, Namey, and Mitchell 2013, 78). 

 

The qualitative research method known as participant observation has been a hallmark of 

anthropological and sociological studies for many years. Participant observation is the process by 

which researchers learn about the activities of the people under study in their natural setting 

through observing and participating in those activities (Kawulich 2005). Schensul, Schensul, and 

LeCompte define participant observation as "the process of learning through exposure to or 

involvement in the day-to-day or routine activities of participants in the researcher setting" (1999, 

91). Barbara B. Kawulich describes:  

“[Bernard (1994)] defines participant observation as the process of establishing rapport within a 

community and learning to act in such a way as to blend into the community so that its members 
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will act naturally, then removing oneself from the setting or community to immerse oneself in the 

data to understand what is going on and be able to write about it. He includes more than just 

observation in the process of being a participant observer; he includes observation, natural 

conversations, interviews of various sorts, checklists, questionnaires, and unobtrusive methods. 

Participant observation is characterized by such actions as having an open, nonjudgmental attitude, 

being interested in learning more about others, being aware of the propensity for feeling culture 

shock and for making mistakes, the majority of which can be overcome, being a careful observer 

and a good listener, and being open to the unexpected in what is learned (DeWalt & DeWalt, 

1998)” (2005, 3).  

Catherine Marshall and Gretchen B. Rossman define observation as "the systematic description of 

events, behaviors, and artifacts in the social setting chosen for study" (1989, 79). Observations 

allow the researcher to describe existing situations using the five senses, providing a "written 

photograph" of the environment under study (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen, 1993). 

Participant observation fieldwork involves "active looking, improving memory, informal 

interviewing, writing detailed field notes, and perhaps most importantly, patience" (DeWalt and 

DeWalt 2002, vii).  

There are three key elements of participant observation study: 1) getting into the location of 

whatever aspect of the human experience one wishes to study as this method is always done in 

situ; 2) building rapport with the participants: they have to accept the researcher to a certain degree, 

to be comfortable enough to “be themselves” around him or her; and 3) spending enough time 

interacting to get the needed data: the informal, embedded nature of this method means that the 

researcher cannot just go directly to the point and then leave, he or she has to spend the time 

building rapport and observing and having enough experiences, conversations, and unstructured 

interviews as necessary for the analysis (Guest, Namey, and Mitchell 2013). There are often key 

elements of human experience that are only visible to those who are actually there. Participant 

observation excels in capturing these elements, particularly: rules and norms that are taken for 

granted by experienced participants or cultural insiders; routine actions and social calculations that 

happen below the level of conscious thought; and actions and thoughts that are not generally 

recognized as part of the “story,” such as personal rituals and routines, are sometimes missed or 
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hard to uncover in conventional interviews because people may not think to mention them or may 

consider it silly or unnecessary to bring them up (Guest, Namey, and Mitchell 2013, 77-8). 

Participant observation has advantages and disadvantages. Victor C. DeMunck and Elisa J. Sobo 

(1998) provide several advantages of using participant observation over other data collection 

methods—these include that it enables access to the "backstage culture", and it affords richly 

detailed description, which they decipher to mean that one's goal of describing "behaviors, 

intentions, situations, and events as understood by one's informants" is emphasized (43). 

Participant observation provides opportunities for viewing or participating in unscheduled events 

or activities (DeMunck and Sobo 1998). Kathleen M. DeWalt and Billie R. DeWalt (2002) add 

that it improves the quality of data collection and interpretation, as well as facilitates the 

development of novel research questions or hypotheses. Allen Johnson and Ross Sackett (1998) 

argue that participant observation can be a source of mistaken description in behavioral research. 

These authors declare that the data collected by researchers in anthropology for example is not 

representative of the culture, as much of the data collected by these researchers is observed based 

on the researcher's individual interest in an environment or behavior, rather than being 

representative of what actually occurs in a culture or social setting. To mitigate this problem of 

bias, Johnson and Sackett (1998) recommend the use of systematic observation procedures to 

incorporate meticulous techniques for sampling and recording behavior that keep researchers from 

neglecting certain aspects of culture. The authors’ definition of structured observation specifies 

who is observed, when and where they are observed, what is observed, and how the observations 

are recorded, providing more quantitative observations than participant observation. 

I chose this method as it seemed to me to be a comprehensive way to analyze political engagement 

taking place within PPRs’ reincorporation processes. Since social and political engagement comes 

in so many forms, happens in meetings and gatherings of people, and can sometimes happen 

spontaneously, I thought this the best method. During my approximately two months in the ETCRs 

(each field work trip would be between four and seven days) between November 2019 and 

December 2020, most of the time that I was not interviewing, I was observing by putzing around 

the ETCR, talking to whoever I met; sitting in the restaurants for extended periods of time; 

spending time in the hang-out spots (like the stores, bakeries, soccer fields, restaurants, or a street 

corner); going to the open meetings (certain meetings of committees are closed, like the treasury 
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meetings or those among the ETCR leaders), activities, and events held by different organizations 

and FARC committees; accompanying PPRs to do their economic activities (like collecting eggs 

in the chicken coop, farming agricultural products, farming fish); and sitting in the common areas 

of PPR homes where I sometimes slept.  

Some of the ETCRs have “hotels”, which are separate buildings with rooms made out of the 

temporary housing materials given by the government. At certain ETCRs, I would stay with PPRs 

and their families, like in ETCR Llanogrande in Antioquia and ETCR La Guajira in Meta. In NAR 

San José de León in Antioquia, I stayed at the home of an ex-commander of a FARC front, who 

was also the leader of the NAR. These experiences were perfect for participant observation as 

during my almost-week long visits, I would get to know these PPRs, their families, their daily 

routines, and I would observe them in situations that were “normal” for them, where they were not 

politically engaged. I could really bond with these people and get to know them as just people, 

instead of people in process of reincorporation. At ETCR Santa Lucía in Antioquia, I stayed in the 

nearby village right next door to the ETCR in the home of some local residents. This was also an 

opportune experience, as I could hear their thoughts about living next to the ETCRs and their 

personal experiences with the FARC, during and after the armed conflict. In ETCR Agua Bonita 

in Caquetá, when I went to the third anniversary event of the signing of the peace agreement, I 

stayed in the hotel alongside FARC´s top leaders and I could witness them and their bodyguards 

come and go, as well as have informal conversations with them. At ETCR San José de Oriente in 

Cesar, I stayed in the hotel right in the central part of the ETCR across from the communal 

bathrooms, which is where many happenings take place and gossip is exchanged. Through the 

method of participant observation, fortunately I was able to attend many meetings, activities, 

events, workshops, parties, soccer matches, and formal and informal gatherings. These different 

types of gatherings will be discussed at length in the results chapter.  

c) Data analysis 

After collecting all of the data, I backed up the recordings on a hard-drive in a way that put no one 

at risk. On my field trips, I saved the recordings on a USB that I then transferred to my computer 

once I came back. I used only first names or FARC aliases in my own Excel file to remind me of 

who the interviewee was, along with information like the institution they were from, their role in 
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that institution, date, place of interview, and a label (their institutional role and a unique number, 

for example: FARC ex-combatant #24) to be used in the dissertation text. I assumed that all the 

ex-combatants and functionaries wanted to stay anonymous, so I did not ask their permission to 

use their names and I have not done so at any point in the dissertation due to my own security 

precaution. I did the analysis partly during the interview while taking hand-written notes. Some 

analysis I wrote in the same Excel file mentioned above, as bullet points. Once I had the transcribed 

interviews, I searched for good quotations using key words: social, political, reincorporation, 

identity, meaning, mobilization, organization, activity, event, group, institution, among others. I 

also had taken notes on which interviews to check closely, as well as from my memory, I had 

certain interviews on my immediate radar. For the important interviews, I read large parts of the 

transcriptions to get ideas. The next section discusses ethical concerns related to the dissertation. 

d) Ethical concerns 

Ethical and safety concerns were important topics for this project, and they guided my entire 

research process. My goal was to do no harm through my field work, but also to give back once 

the project was finished. I have a few factors in my favor, for example, I speak Spanish fluently 

and have lived in the country for 11 years uninterrupted (from August 2009). Starting out, I already 

had many contacts within the DDR program and other related organizations as mentioned and I 

had a comprehensive understanding of the pertinent safety concerns for and the social dynamics 

of the participants in the research project as well as for myself.  

Safety concerns were dealt with on a case-to-case basis and were the first consideration when 

deciding the place and time of the interview, my participation in any event, an on-site visit or 

spending time at the ETCRs. I planned to hold interviews at local organizations, government or 

UN offices if possible or necessary, and also at ETCRs, otherwise they took place in a more neutral 

location like a park or café or in the community/home/work-place of an ex-combatant, if they felt 

most comfortable with that scenario. I would listen to their suggestion for the place, and if I 

considered it to be adequate, I agreed to their suggestion. 

In terms of finding willing participants, I contacted related institutions as well as other academics 

to get their advice about who I could talk to. I also asked the assistance of some important contacts 

within the FARC itself. At the ETCRs, after introducing myself to the leaders of the ETCR, I 
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would then ask for their assistance in finding willing participants. I found many willing participants 

throughout my field work. 

When I first met a potential participant, I would give them a general overview of who I am, where 

I study, and what I am working on specifically in my dissertation. Then I would ask their 

permission to interview them in a safe location suggested by them, or if they preferred, by me. I 

also clearly stated to them that their participation was voluntary and solely based on their own 

decision. I told them that they had a choice of whether to be recorded or not, as well as to maintain 

their identity confidential. Before they made their decision, I showed them the consent form which 

they could take their time to read and I clearly pointed out the form´s contact information. I offered 

to read it to them if they preferred that (some ex-combatants are illiterate, though I would not point 

this out openly). Lastly, their free will and autonomy would guide all communication between us, 

and no decision they made would be questioned or ridiculed in any way—their decision was 

acknowledged and respected (for example, I never recorded when they asked me not to and I did 

not encourage anyone that was hesitant to do the interview). With only a couple of interviewees 

was there attrition about recording or talking about certain topics like the cocaine trade, the use of 

child soldiers, or specific events during the armed conflict.  

At the start of each interview, they were given time to read the consent form, I would explain it as 

well and provide answers to any questions they had, and thereafter, we would sign it, giving a copy 

to them and keeping one for my project. Thereafter, I discussed the project´s goals, benefits, risks, 

and measures available to deal with those risks, as well as how I would treat the information 

obtained, how I would process the recording and notes, and care for their confidentiality. I 

explained that if they wanted to stop at any point in the interview, they could do that without having 

to explain themselves to me. They could also pause or stop the recording device at any time. Lastly 

before we started, I asked them if they had any other questions and answered them respectfully to 

the best of my ability.  

My goals for doing interviews, was to understand each participant´s life path, like where they are 

from, their family history, their schooling years, how they joined the armed group, their role in the 

armed group, and how they disarmed and started in the reincorporation process. Then, I asked 

them questions related to how their civilian life is now, what kinds of social and political activities, 
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events, and groups they are involved in and how they are involved, how they feel about this, what 

it means to them, among other related questions. They often gave me examples of these socio-

political activities, events, and groups, which I would then use to follow up with more detailed 

questions. I also asked them about their democratic participation in elections and political 

campaigns, as well as the FARC (Comunes) political party, and then I would ask them to elaborate 

in more detail. However, I was more concerned with their individual political engagement at the 

ETCRs and other FARC spaces, rather than their role in the political party. Please see Annex B 

for the guide with the questions that I used (in Spanish).  

The benefits of the project for the participants are numerous and I highlighted the most important 

ones before we started. One benefit is that the project could inform and educate the public about 

what really goes on within the DDR process, as propaganda is readily available. A second benefit 

is that the project could identify the impact and effects of social and political activities, events, and 

groups on the reincorporation/reincorporation process, to be able to make adjustments for their 

improvement and also share the lessons learned with other DDR programs and related 

organizations within and outside of Colombia. This is important accumulative knowledge that can 

help inform the design and reform of other DDR-related projects. Furthermore, if the impact and 

effects are seen as positive, the project can validate and celebrate these social and political actions 

and expressions. 

This research project caused minimal risk for participants because the research project´s topics and 

questions were poised more towards finding out about their political engagement, in the context 

of the peace process. Because of this, I considered that the project would not have big effects on 

or cause major annoyance in their daily lives. However, the ex-combatants, and sometimes even 

the institutional functionaries, can simultaneously be victims and perpetrators within the context 

of the armed conflict, as well as being socio-economically and politically marginalized, making 

them a multidimensionally vulnerable population. The context could make them socially 

vulnerable, as some participants could have already been exposed to research interventions in the 

past, already having made them feel exploited or over-studied. Another social vulnerability is that 

knowledge of their ex-combatant status in their community or workplace could lead to 

stigmatization and discrimination based on the fact. Their status is a very sensitive and delicate 

topic that must be treated as such. Furthermore, the participants could have experienced any 
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number of violent or discriminatory situations in their past, like threats or actions that have affected 

their psychological and physical integrity, also making them a vulnerable population. The 

participants, potentially being a member of needy and/or subordinated populations, could think 

that they were obligated to participate and if they did not, that they could be negatively affected, 

like not receiving certain services or even being punished. Because of these vulnerabilities, I took 

extra care in assuring that they understood the extent of their autonomy in relation to their 

participation, using the strategies aforementioned. The project´s objectives should not have made 

the participants more vulnerable than they already are, as it was not necessary for them to admit 

their roles during the armed conflict nor discuss their victimization (these were not pointed 

questions for the interview), unless they chose to discuss these things themselves.  

For my personal safety for presential interviews, I tried to have a DDR program functionary or 

another researcher go with me and go by hired vehicle with a safe driver. I always carried pepper 

spray on me for personal protection and gave detailed information of where I was and when to my 

family and the Department of Political Science at the Universidad de los Andes. Specifically, at 

the ETCRs, I only stayed in a place that had been recommended to me by functionaries that either 

work there or the police/military. I tried to be inside once it got dark. I asked about any ETCR 

rules that I needed to comply with and complied accordingly. I met most of the leaders of each 

ETCR if they were there, to explain my research and methodology to them. Lastly, I offered my 

time and my services I could while I was at each ETCR, for example, English classes, or speaking 

about other armed conflict cases and their peace processes.38 

Overall risks to completing my field work included: renewed bouts of violence among armed 

groups/military forces, select assassinations of ex-combatants and others involved in the DDR 

process, and robbery/extorsion or kidnapping of me or the interviewees. However, these are 

security risks for all Colombians throughout the country. Regardless, they were risks that need to 

be taken into consideration in advance. I dealt with these by identifying specific risks prior to field 

work with the advice of those working in the DDR program and police/military/UN/ETCR 

recommendations (then, choosing whether to delay my visit, or choose another place to go/person 

to study, or decide a safer meeting place). Thinking of my safety, I left the area immediately if I 

 
38 I did this at ETCR Santa Lucía in Ituango.  
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heard of violence of any kind, and I tried to maintain a low personal/institutional profile. For 

example, this happened to me at ETCR Santa Lucia in Ituango on November 29, 2019. There was 

live combat taking place close to the ETCR between unknown armed groups and every “outsider”, 

like the ARN functionary and I, had to leave immediately. I left an hour after I received the news 

by motorcycle, which took me to the bus in Ituango, to get back to Medellín. There was a 

displacement of about 250 people that day, who had to walk from their rural homes to Ituango, the 

largest town in that area. 

Thinking of the interviewees, violence against these ex-combatants unfortunately is a permanent 

risk they face. The only thing I could do was to make sure that they felt comfortable talking with 

me, that they chose the extent of their participation freely, and also, that they chose the place of 

the interview, making sure it was a safe place in their perspective. Lastly, I offered them the choice 

of doing an interview by internet or by telephone, if that would lower their risk at all, though no 

one took this option. I did do a few interviews by internet and phone once the Global Pandemic 

2020 started, as discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Otherwise, for ex-combatant interviewees, since the project is low-risk, I highlighted three 

reasonable risks: 1) reliving psychological trauma from wartime; 2) potential discrimination and 

stigmatization from employers, community members, family or friends that do not know their 

status, to learn that the person is in the DDR program or was involved in a research project; and 

3) exposure to Coronavirus due to my visit (considering the Global Pandemic of Coronavirus in 

2020, my trip to come visit their ETCR or meet them for an interview could have exposed them or 

their community unnecessarily to the virus if I had it, though asymptomatically). 

The first risk is reliving psychological trauma from wartime. Psychological trauma can present 

itself in physical as well as emotional ways. Physically, the person could start shaking, sweating, 

screaming, moving in unwanted ways, fainting, blacking-out of consciousness, feeling pains or 

palpitations in their chest, among other reactions. Having a panic or anxiety attack often manifests 

itself in physical ways. Emotionally, the person could start crying, screaming, shutdown totally, 

forget the memory being discussed, among others. Though I am not a psychologist, I took a short 

class on public speaking which taught me strategies to deal with panic attacks and from this 

experience, I felt that I had the tools necessary to be able to help.  
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To mitigate this risk of reliving psychological trauma from wartime, if during the interview, they 

started to appear uncomfortable, sad or upset in any way, I would vocalize this to them, stop the 

interview, and ask if they want to pause or stop the interview all together, and what they need from 

me in that moment. I would have done whatever was in my power to help them calm down—

whatever needs they shared with me would have been respected. If they still wanted to stay, but 

just wanted or needed to calm down a bit or take a few minutes of personal space, I would give 

them that space and wait a safe distance away until they let me know that they are ready to start 

again. Also, I could suggest to them to do some deep breathing with their eyes closed or to imagine 

their favorite place and all of its details, with their eyes closed; I could also do this with them to 

make them feel more comfortable. If this would not have helped, I would have asked them if they 

had a safe person or place in mind that they could call or go to just in case. Fortunately, this did 

not happen to any of the interviewees, at least not explicitly during the interview. 

The second risk is stigmatization and potential related discrimination from people that could find 

out things about the ex-combatants because of my asking them to participate. This could happen 

with any person that has a relation with the ex-combatant but does not know their status, like 

neighbors, workmates, bosses, classmates, community leaders and members, relatives, friends, 

house workers, among others. This could have happened if they accidentally or purposefully heard 

our conversation or read a message or email between us, or if we did not carefully choose the 

location of the interview and other people were around and heard us talking. Stigmatization and 

its related discrimination can come in many forms, for example, the ex-combatant could thereafter 

lose their job or living space, lose their educational access, lose a relationship with someone, be 

excluded from community/family/friend events or gatherings, be ignored or insulted, be attacked 

violently, be the object of sabotage, among others.  

To mitigate the risk of stigmatization and discrimination, first, I contacted the ex-combatants 

discretely, for example by telephone or email, or in a “safe” place for them, like the FARC Political 

Party headquarters or offices, urban FARC reincorporation houses, ETCRs, offices of 

UN/international organizations/non-governmental organizations, and at events and activities 

related to the peace process, like at the Truth Commission and reconciliation events between ex-

combatants and victims. After I had identified their status, and had introduced myself and my 

project, I would ask them if they preferred to talk in another environment and then we would make 
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the changes necessary in that moment to do so. Once in a safe environment, I would explain that 

we will choose an appropriate place between the two of us for the interview that should not create 

an additional risk of being discovered or stigmatized. This was never necessary. I also explained 

that they should choose a safe way of communicating with me, either by telephone or email, but 

that would not jeopardize their confidentiality and privacy. In reference to how I logged 

information about the interviewees, I only used first names and descriptions of the place and date 

we met to identify the person interviewed. I felt that this was enough to maintain their 

confidentiality, even if someone got into my notes or recordings. I never had any problems with 

this. 

Finally, the third risk was due to the Coronavirus Global Pandemic of 2020, and its related 

quarantine. Considering that the virus can be asymptomatic, if I were to go to an ETCR or FARC 

or ARN office for example, I could unknowingly transmit the virus to the people there or vice 

versa. The ETCRs are closed environments mostly but were even more so during the quarantine. 

Also, often ex-combatants stay in tight-knit and closed groups, making me an outsider completely. 

I would not want to be the one responsible for bringing the contagion into a closed group so that 

it then spreads within.  

To mitigate this third risk, my field work was put on hold between March and October 2020, based 

on the institutional decisions and advice of the World Health Organization (WHO), Colombian 

government, Ministry of Sciences (Colciencias), and Universidad de los Andes. I respectfully 

followed the public guidelines. I did four virtual interviews from my home of functionaries that 

work with the DDR processes and ex-combatants that I had already met.  

For virtual interviews, I identified less risk, but still psychological distress and stigmatization could 

have surfaced. There may have been a risk of stigmatization if the ex-combatant had been 

overheard discussing their pasts by telephone or if their messages or emails had been seen by the 

“wrong” people, but these we discussed at the beginning of the interview. I urged them to be in a 

safe place where the wrong person could not accidentally overhear our conversation, as well as to 

take care of their privacy in their phones and email accounts. The same issue of reliving 

psychological trauma was a risk, and I used the guidelines I already mentioned to deal with any 

potential reactions.  
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Finally, I will pass on my newly-acquired knowledge from this project at its conclusion through 

presentations to the public, inviting all participants. As far as funding allows, I will do 

presentations in the areas where I did a significant amount of the interviews. My main goal in these 

presentations is to educate the public about my findings, about DDR processes in general and the 

specific DDR process of the FARC, but also to help clear up misunderstandings and doubts about 

the current peace process related to DDR especially. Doing an in-depth study of the FARC can 

benefit historical memory creation of the DDR process that took place from 2016. The project´s 

findings could benefit the improvement of DDR design in the future, inform the public, and add 

to academic discussion. 

This chapter outlined in detail the methodology used to do an in-depth case study of the FARC. 

An important part of that is understanding their history and the current peace process. The next 

chapter will outline just that, the history of the communists in Colombia as well as of the FARC 

until the peace process. It will then discuss the 2016 peace agreement and the resulting peace and 

collective DDR processes. 
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III. COLOMBIA AND THE FARC: A BIT OF HISTORY 
 

A. Colombia: A short history of the communist left 
 

1) Armed conflicts and peace processes in Colombia: Late 19th to mid-20th 

centuries 

 

Colombia is a country with a bellicose history that lacks a clear beginning and a definite end. The 

armed conflicts that have affected the Colombian people have very much been consecutive and 

prolonged from modern times—from the Spanish conquest of the Americas, throughout and after 

independence from Spain, and throughout Colombia´s history as a sovereign nation until the 

present day. However, the violence has not affected Colombia and its territory in a homogenous 

way but in a differentiated form dependent on space and time (González González 2014). As the 

country lives in a politically and socially polarized state now, it did in the two previous centuries 

as well (Safford and Palacios 2002). To speak of the conflict between the FARC-EP and the 

Colombian government, thus brings back reminiscent history of the liberal and conservative 

conflicts of the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries, as well as the prolonged armed conflicts of 

the second half of the 20th century between communists and a certain sector of the right political 

wing. 

The 19th century in Colombia was characterized by bloody consecutive civil wars and international 

wars among sovereign states in the northern South American region, but mostly among the 

Colombian liberal and conservative political party elites39 with their “poor” soldiers who typically 

came from lower classes.40 The causes were similar: distribution and ownership of land, 

centralization of the state and forgotten regions, fiscal difficulties, political party crises and their 

internal conflicts, the separation of Church and State, as well as secular vs. religious education 

(Pizarro Leongómez 1996). Almost all of these confrontations culminated in peace agreements or 

amnesties and pardons, in some cases, a constituent assembly would be convened and would 

promulgate into a new political constitution. For example, from 1859-1862 a civil war between 

 
39 At times there were internal conflicts among liberals against liberals, and liberals with conservative factions against 
other conservative factions. 
40 See Chapter II in Villamizar (2017, 86-7) for a list of these armed conflicts.  
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the liberals and conservatives over religious issues and the autonomy and the separation of the 

State from the Church, notably the only civil war won by insurgents in the country´s history, 

culminated into the new liberal-leaning constitution of 1863. This constitution only lasted until it 

was replaced by the restrictive, conservative-leaning constitution of 1886, which was the zenith of 

another civil war based on the central state intervening in regional affairs as well as issues related 

to land tenure. The 1886 Constitution lasted for 105 years, until 1991, when it was changed again 

as part of a peace agreement with the M-19 guerrilla group, through a constituent assembly 

(González González 2014). 

The bloodiest of the 19th century wars was the War of a Thousand Days (Guerra de los Mil Días) 

(1899-1902), a bipartisan civil war that was fought over land tenure, won by no one, and which 

left one in 20 Colombians dead (up to 160,000 dead among 3,700,000 inhabitants) (Villamizar 

2017, 100). The three peace agreements that ended it, Wisconsin, Chinácota, and Neerlandia, 

represent a recurring example of Colombian government tendencies: they, along with the 

disarmament of armed groups, were only partly implemented, as new resentments and hatefulness 

between sides festered.  

It was during the War of a Thousand Days that guerrilla war tactics were first implemented as a 

form of warfare in Colombia, based on the first manual on guerrilla war tactics in Latin American 

history: the Maceo Codebook (Código Maceo), developed during the War of Cuban Independence 

of 1895 (Villamizar 2017). Thirty-two points address essential aspects, from ethics to training and 

qualities, to internal organization, military tactics, and group strategy: “Disturb, surprise, and 

destroy. Do not lose heart, do not believe in news and lies. Do not surrender, unless it is 

indispensable to save your life. March in silence, whisper only in the other’s ear. Do not drink 

alcohol or waste time and energy on pleasure. Always prepare traps for the enemy, fix paths for 

possible retreats, and avoid that the enemy escapes when they are caught in traps or ambushes. Do 

not waste any bullets […]” (cited in Villamizar 2017, 98; Quote 3). This is important for how the 

FARC-EP thereafter designed their codebook.  

After the War of a Thousand Days, there were three decades of “peace” from outright war but not 

from social unrest and protests, as well as selective violence like assassinations. It was the period 
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of the Conservative Hegemony (Hegemonía Conservadora)41 (1886-1930), which was rife with 

economic hardships and state fragility after the war. The loss of Panama to the United States in 

1903 and the subsequent Cortés-Root Treaty of 1909, where the separation of Panama from 

Colombia was sealed at a meager compensation of US$25 million, worsened the national tragedy 

and triggered a “popular” grassroots movement of students, peasants, and workers to take to the 

streets of cities and smaller towns. An assassination attempt in 1907 on the conservative but 

modernizing President Rafael Reyes´ (1904-1909) had brought latent hatreds back to life and the 

polarization of sides became ever so pronounced.  

Alongside the social, political, and economic unrest in Czarist Russia at the beginning of the 20th 

century, Colombia saw movements of early socialists and thereafter, communists. For example, in 

1913, the first worker coordination took place and the Workers´ Union of Colombia (Unión Obrera 

de Colombia) was created which thereafter also saw the creation of the Workers´ Party (Partido 

Obrero) (1916) and the Socialist Party (Partido Socialista) (1919). These new organizations 

helped to break the dependence on the traditional parties and the paternalism of the Catholic 

Church (Medina Gallego 2010). Following the Soviet Bolsheviks very closely but initially weak, 

the first Communist Party of Colombia (Partido Comunista de Colombia) was founded in 1924. 

Thereafter in 1926, came the stronger Revolutionary Socialist Party (Partido Socialista 

Revolucionaria or PSR), the first organization with Marxist pretenses. In 1928, the PSR declared 

an Armed Social Revolution (Revolución Social Armada). Along with the government pursuing 

PSR members, the Senate passed the Heroic Law (Ley Heroica) which prohibited communist 

propaganda and attacks against religion and private property as well as permitted the detention of 

suspects, legitimizing state violence against the communists. In that same year, the Massacre of 

the Banana Workers (Masacre de las Bananeras) took place, which according to oral history of 

hundreds of witnesses, produced hundreds of dead United Fruit Company workers, all of whom 

were protesting peacefully for better working conditions (Bucheli 2004). Furthermore, many 

indigenous and peasant groups during the 1920s and 1930s organized in response to harsh working 

conditions imposed on workers by coffee plantation owners as well as to conflicts over land tenure, 

basing their ideology on socialism and communism. These early struggles have direct historical 

 
41 A couple important achievements during this time were the creation of the Military School (Escuela Militar) and 
the Superior School of War (Escuela Superior de Guerra), both founding organizations of the later to come National 
Army of Colombia.  
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connections to the regional guerrilla movements that began in the 1940s and the anti-communist 

sentiment that polarizes the country (and arguably the Latin American region) to this day. Gomez-

Suarez argues in 2020: “anti-communist values and rhetoric have circulated in Colombia since the 

1930s, contributing to an emotional mindset—a genocidal mentality—that remerges in different 

conjunctures to bring together economic, military, political, and criminal networks that consider 

the destruction of “Communists” as the best means to protect their (conflicting) interests” (385). 

Social agitation was at an all-time high, as were the ferocious government attacks on the protests 

taking place on the country´s streets. In 1929, there were armed uprisings taking place, with liberal 

leaders joining forces with communists. This joining of forces caused internal conflicts on both 

the liberal and communist sides. In 1930, the PSR went through an acute crisis as some wanted to 

purify and ´bolshevize´42 the party—a delegation was sent to Moscow to ask for assistance and the 

name was changed to the Communist Party of Colombia (as the first one was too weak to survive 

as an organization). However, in these early decades of the 20th century, the liberals and 

communists were mostly united, though loosely (Medina Gallego 2010; Pizarro Leongómez 1996). 

As 1929 saw the collapse of the New York Stock Exchange and caused the Great Depression, in 

Colombia the year saw a drastic fall in coffee prices (90% of Colombia´s exports were coffee), 

causing a national economic shock. The following year, the country´s Conservative Hegemony 

was finally broken and liberal President Enrique Olaya Herrera took office, aligning the country´s 

interests with those of the United States. Tensions were busting at the seams and the violence 

between the liberals and conservatives was renewed and with little respite, continued unabated 

until the 1960s ((Pizarro Leongómez 1996).   

 
42 To follow more closely the Russian (Soviet) Bolshevic Revolution of 1917, for example the leader of the revolution, 
Vladimir Lenin, called for a proletariat democratic central bureaucracy that would be ruled directly by a vanguard 
communist party (made up by elite councils of soldiers, peasants, and workers), after having seized power of the state, 
in order to end capitalism and institute socialism. The political organization would center around the concept of 
democratic centralism which is based on the following principles: “The RSDLP [Russian Social Democratic Labor 
Party] must be organized according to the principle of democratic centralism. All party members take part in the 
election of party institutions. All party institutions are elected for a [specified] period, are subject to recall and 
obligated to account for their actions both periodically and at any time upon demand of the organization which elected 
them. Decisions of the guiding collectives are binding on the members of those organizations of which the collective 
is the organ. Actions affecting the organization as a whole (i.e., congresses, reorganizations) must be decided upon by 
all of the members of the organization. Decisions of lower-level organizations are not to be implemented if they 
contradict decisions of higher organizations” (Le Blanc 2015, 116). 
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Liberal President Alfonso Lopéz Pumarejo (1934-1938; 1942-1945) was able to revive political 

and social participation among diverse groups via his secular, pro-communist and pro-national 

production liberalism ((Pizarro Leongómez 1996). He launched a reformist national project, with 

national land reform legislation, the Land Law (Ley de Tierras de 1936), as well as several 

important constitutional reforms (e.g. land reform in 1936 and state modernization in 1945). 

During the presidency of liberal Eduardo Santos Montejo (1938-1942), the communists supported 

his government without conditions, though their actual participation within government was 

marginal ((Pizarro Leongómez 1996).  

During World War II, demand for Colombian coffee plummeted, as did the coffee price in 

Colombia, causing more economic upheaval. Fortunately, after making a pact with the United 

States, the coffee price stabilized in 1941. However, when President Lopéz Pumarejo returned to 

office for his second turn, things would be politically unstable for his very liberal administration, 

it was even labeled “communist” and as taking part of a “Bolshevik conspiracy” by conservatives 

and more centrist liberals. In response, during the 1930s and 1940s the right, including 

businesspeople and large landowners, protested more and more, accelerating political, economic, 

and social violence in the country. Finally, in 1946, the victory of a conservative president, 

Mariano Ospina Pérez, ended the “Liberal Republic” (República Liberal) years. However, these 

tumultuous decades were minimal compared to the turmoil that was about to ensue.  

As should become clear from this section, the roots of Colombian violence reach far back, with its 

roots in the 19th century conflicts between liberals and conservatives over issues like distribution 

and ownership of land, centralization of the state and forgotten regions, political party crises and 

their internal conflicts, and the separation of Church and State. Once communist ideas came to 

Colombia in the early 20th century, liberals started dividing into liberals (as well as internal 

divisions among liberals and centrist liberals) and communists, as the country´s conditions did not 

improve, and protests and social movements became more prevalent. Later on in the 1940s would 

start the armed conflict that would later motivate the founding of leftist guerrilla groups like the 

ELN, EPL, and FARC-EP. 

 

2) Armed conflicts and peace processes in Colombia: La Violencia  
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Starting in 1946 and going on for decades, Colombia lived immersed in a recurring cycle of 

“violence-amnesty-rehabilitation-violence” (Pizarro Leongómez 1989, 7). In 1947, a popular but 

contentious figure, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, who had been a promoter of the unification of different 

unconforming groups on the left for years, became the leader of the Liberal Party. He took part 

and was a staunch supporter of various large strikes taking place throughout Colombia, like the 

one that took place for 51 days in 1948 in the port of Barrancabermeja with the workers of the 

Tropical Oil Company, American Standard Oil´s southern interest, being labeled a communist for 

his support. At a public speech in Bogotá on April 9, 1948, and during the nineth Pan-American 

Conference (Conferencia Panamericana), which had brought in the most important diplomatic 

representatives of Latin America, Gaitán was assassinated. What followed was mayhem—in the 

words of Darío Villamizar: “a popular insurrection without precedents in Colombia, without 

direction or management” (2017, 136; Quote 4). The mass reaction was spontaneous, emotional, 

and very violent—5,000 people died on that day in what would be known as El Bogotazo. La 

Violencia between the followers of both parties became the new public life scenario in Colombia.  

La Violencia, which left more than 200,000 people dead, resulted from two interconnected causes: 

“first, from an aggressive confrontation of elites of opposing parties seeking to impose through the 

national state a model of modernization, conforming to conservative or, contrarily, liberal norms; 

and, second, from a local partisanship that affected people of all groups, classes, and large regions 

of the country” (Safford and Palacios 2002, 345). In addition, the Cold War exacerbated the 

Liberal-Conservative division throughout every level of society. However, La Violencia, by 

forcing many peasants off their land, contributed to the flood of migration from rural areas to the 

cities and as people migrated to the cities, they lost their local political loyalties, Liberal or 

Conservative, which had played such an important role in the development of rural violence in the 

1940s and 1950s, “opening up the possibility of overcoming the long-established sectarian 

partisanship” (Safford and Palacios 2002, 345). 

 

Due to the dismantling of the labor movement and the "de facto" outlawing of communism, during 

La Violencia, the peasantry revealed itself to be a more active revolutionary force than the working 

class (Pizarro Leongómez 2011b). In 20th century Colombian history, “under the modality of 

peasant self-defense for land and for life, of resistance to the dictatorship [of President Rojas 

Pinilla] and of the exclusive National Front (Frente Nacional), from the assassination of Jorge 
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Eliécer Gaitán, in April of 1948, developed an armed movement, first of a liberal and then of a 

communist nature…” (Villamizar 2017, 16). From 1950 until today, more than 30 armed guerrilla 

groups43 have existed in Colombia, the FARC-EP being the largest and longest-operating of those 

(Villamizar 2017). 

The decade of the 1950s, or La Violencia, was cruel and limitless from any point of view. Many 

different popular self-defense armed groups popped up all around the country, especially in 

Tolima, los Llanos, Cundinamarca, Boyacá, and Antioquia. One of the largest liberal groups had 

up to 15,000 combatants: the Revolutionary Forces of the Eastern Plains (Fuerzas Revolucionarias 

de los Llanos Orientales) (1949-1953). However, the Liberal Party did not care much for the armed 

groups who fought in their name, always promising assistance that would never come (Villamizar 

2017). Some of the most important communist, peasant guerrillas were founded in the south of 

Tolima, called la chusma.44 At first, the liberals and communists were: “together but not mixed 

up” (Villamizar 2017, 153; Quote 5) on a farm called El Davis in Tolima (1949). Slowly, they 

accumulated soldiers and arms; the communists were a bit better organized than the liberal armed 

groups, focusing more on discipline and order. Eventually, internal conflicts surfaced and the 

liberals and communists decided to separate, though they decided to still take part in joint military 

operations.  

In August 1952, a convention called the Popular Movement for National Liberation (Movimiento 

Popular de Liberación Nacional) or the Boyacá Conference (Conferencia de Boyacá) was 

convened, bringing together 33 delegations of the principal guerrilla fronts throughout the country 

into a National Coordinating Commission for the Guerrilla Movement (Comisión Nacional 

Coordinadora del Movimiento Guerrillero), in order to maintain fluid relations among the groups. 

 
43 There are multiple potential reasons for the large number of groups and depends on the specific context and time 
period. One reason has to do with the fact that Colombia is a nation diverse geographically—the three cordilleras of 
the Andes Mountains run through its center and there are vast swathes of jungle in the northwestern and southeastern 
parts, among other examples. In the mid-20th century, local self-defense groups would form in isolated territories, 
where long-distance movement was difficult and slow. Also, these groups mostly had local agendas. Later on, leftist 
guerrilla groups could not agree on ideologies, strategies, and tactics, so formed in isolation of each other (like the 
EPL, ELN, and FARC); furthermore, some groups were rural-based while others were urban-based; other groups were 
divided based on class status (worker, farmer) or ethnicity (indigenous or mestizo). However, according to Pizarro 
Leongómez, the ideal types of these guerrilla groups were based on: military, political party, and societal (1996, see 
p. 59 for a detailed explanation). 
44 The word “chusma” is a derogatory term to refer to the lower classes, common people or masses. It was used to 
refer to different liberal, conservative or communist armed groups or self-defense groups in the 1930s to 1960s. 
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In their Final Declaration, a future Democratic Popular Government based on nine points was 

outlined: “democratic freedom for the people, agrarian reform, nationalization of natural resources, 

better living conditions, justice and democratic freedom, education and culture, national 

sovereignty, a national army and international policy; they proposed also a constituent assembly 

to approve the new constitution, chosen by a direct vote” (cited in Villamizar 2017, 157; Quote 6). 

Most of these demands have echoed the wish list of different guerrilla groups for decades.  

On June 13, 1953, a military coup d´état was carried out by the conservative General Gustavo 

Rojas Pinilla and according to Villamizar (2017), it served as a temporary solution to the grave 

political and social crisis the country was in. Though the liberals were left out entirely of the new 

ministerial cabinet, Rojas Pinilla from the get-go promised peace to the liberals and assistance to 

the areas affected most by the violence. Some of the guerrilla groups even sent demands to the 

president, such as for amnesty, return of exiles, economic assistance, etc. Only directed towards 

the liberal guerrillas, in June and July, the first demobilizations began, while in August and 

September, 6,500 demobilizations took place (Villamizar 2017). Some of these demobilized 

soldiers joined the army, while others joined anti-communist paramilitary groups already in place 

from years before called “peace guerrillas” (guerrillas de paz) (Pizarro Leongómez 1996).  

From 1953-1957, a second guerrilla war took place, the War of Villarrica, mostly between the 

communist, peasant movement and the government in and around Villarrica in Cauca and 

Sumapaz in Cundinamarca (the communist guerrilla camp at El Davis had disintegrated). There 

was a lot of violence in Bogotá as well, especially from the government against the student 

movement, where numerous university students were killed in different protests. In 1954, the Rojas 

Pinilla administration had passed a law outlawing communism altogether, fundamentally 

escalating things (Bushnell 1994). As pájaros, azules y chulavitas, armed groups in favor of the 

government, arrived for the fight in Cauca, columnas de marcha fled—peasant families escaped 

towards southern Colombia to found peasant zones where they could be safe.  

The general discontent and opposition to the government grew in 1956. The year before the 

government had closed El Tiempo newspaper and censured La República and El Espectador news 

as well. In 1957, the leaders of the conservative and liberal political parties had finally come to an 

agreement to try to ease tensions known as the National Front, where both parties would alternate 
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power: “a civilian government in the name of two parties that represent it equally, where both 

collaborate with each other and are sustained by a solid alliance” (Villamizar 2017, 172; Quote 7).  

President Rojas Pinilla was replaced by a military junta in May 1957, though only a transitional 

figure until the National Front officially started with liberal President Alberto Lleras Camargo the 

following year. There was national rejoicing as a political opening took place and people could 

enjoy their civil liberties again—even the communist party regained legal status (Bushnell 1994). 

This was a temporary jubilee however as the National Front concentrated control of the state 

apparatus and bureaucracies in the hands of traditional elites and prevented the expression of 

alternative political ideas and projects. Political expression was further limited through the nearly 

permanent decree of "states of emergency." According to Eduardo Pizarro Leongómez: "The 

impact [of states of emergency] would be profound: by thwarting the potential emergence of a 

democratic left, the stage was set for the development of an extra-parliamentary and conspiratorial 

leftist majority. Similar to the rest of Latin America, the Cuban Revolution and its showcase effect 

would not be the only cause of this new violence" (1989, 24). From 1958 to 1974, presidential 

power alternated between liberal and conservative hands, each party leading during two 

presidential terms. 

As a response to the military junta, in 1957, the liberal anti-communist ex-guerrillas operating in 

Los Llanos rearmed themselves to continue hunting communists while Colombian military 

operations against the communists were stopped and negotiations were facilitated, ending in 

demobilizations. The new Lleras Camargo administration tried to promote a policy of peace by 

approaching different liberal and communist armed groups, though liberal groups were constantly 

given better deals than the communists, for example having the option of entering the national 

armed forces, while demobilized communists were consistently under some form of threat 

(Bushnell 1994). The government conceded an amnesty law on November 28, 1958, which was 

supposed to suspend any legal action against anyone involved in the rebellion and created a 

National Office of Rehabilitation, part of a plan to get help to areas most affected by the violence. 

In synthesis, the rehabilitation was only partly realized: a few liberal, conservative, and communist 

leaders received benefits, some violence-affected areas received assistance, but the vast majority 

of demobilized soldiers and conflict zones received nothing at all (Pizarro Leongómez 1996).  



   

111 
 

These partial attempts at peace did not last as hatreds were passed down to the next generation, 

feelings of revenge based in La Violencia were still fresh, and new struggles were born (Roldán 

2003). These new generations of violent rebels took part in what was called the Crisis of the 

Bandits (Crisis del Bandolerismo) (1958-1965), against whom only persecution and elimination 

mattered (Villamizar 2017). In the words of Darío Villamizar:  

Traditional parties and governing elites did not participate in political or military leadership but 
were part of the reasons and objectives of new uprisings. Liberal-conservative party members 
disappeared from political programs and platforms of those guerrilla groups that continued and 
newly emerged starting in 1959, which produced contents of a revolutionary, radical, social, and 
national freedom nature (2017, 188; Quote 8). 

 

3) Armed conflicts and peace processes in Colombia: The New Left and the 

lead up to the founding of the FARC 

 

The Cuban Revolution of 1959 was a hugely motivating push for socialist and communist groups 

all over Latin America, creating a continent-wide “new left”, for which armed struggle and 

electoral boycott were the common denominator. The Worker-Student Movement of January 7 

(Movimiento Obrero Estudiantil 7 de Enero or MOE 7 de Enero)45 was a “new left” movement 

born out of protests due to large hikes in transportation prices in Bogotá in 1959. The MOEC 7 de 

Enero was important because they were the: “pioneer in proposing and applying armed struggle 

with the objective of taking power; due to different origins of the militancy, they had different 

initial political-ideological sources, among which are highlighted Gaitanism, Marxism-Leninism, 

and Maoism” (Villamizar 2017, 199; Quote 9), and they wanted to unite all exploited classes. In 

their first congress, part of their statutes included the following quote, which represents the 

bulwark for the new Colombian left: “it is a revolutionary movement that groups together all 

Colombians without distinguishing between political party, race or religion, and that seeks to take 

power by way of armed insurrection, installing a representative government for all the exploited 

and oppressed classes, led by the working and peasant classes, in order to achieve definitive social 

and economic freedom for the Colombian people” (cited in Villamizar 2017, 208; Quote 10). 

 
45 They later added a “C” for campesino (or peasant) to their name: MOEC 7 de Enero.  
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During the 1950s and early 1960s, colonization of unoccupied, public government lands was 

fueled by government aggression toward peasants and in response, hence, peasants organized 

themselves into self-defense groups. The violent expulsion of peasants from their farms also led 

to structural changes in rural land tenure. The peasants, forcibly displaced and under attack from 

government forces, sought out inhospitable areas such as the foothill regions of the departments 

of Caquetá, Guaviare, Putumayo, and Meta, or in Sumapaz, Cundinamarca. Armed peasants, who 

would later form the FARC, began a process known as "armed colonization." These peasants 

developed their most important base of support through this process and were able to consolidate 

control over several strategic geographic areas (Bushnell 1994; Pizarro Leongómez 1996). 

During the 1960s, there were multiple new or reorganizing armed communist movements in 

Colombia motivated by MOEC 7 de Enero´s mission, wanting to follow in the successful footsteps 

of Cuba. For example, some of these peasant, communist self-defense groups: the Agrarian 

Movement of Marquetalia (Movimento Agrario de Marquetalia), also called la Móvil, led by 

Manuel Marulanda Vélez (later to become the FARC); United Front of Revolutionary Action 

(Frente Unido de Acción Revolucionaria or FUAR), mostly focused on the political struggle; 

United Front of Liberation-Armed Forces of Liberation (Frente Unido de Liberación-Fuerzas 

Armadas de Liberación or FAL-FUL); Camilist Marxist Leninist Movement (Movimiento 

Camilista Marxista Leninista); Revolutionary and Independent Workers Movement (Movimiento 

Obrero Independiente y Revolucionario or MOIR); the Popular Liberation Army (Ejército Popular 

de Liberación or EPL); and the National Liberation Army (Ejército Nacional de Liberación or 

ELN).  

As most other Latin American countries during that era, Colombia´s foreign policy was anti-

communist and pro-U.S., cutting off diplomatic relations with Cuba in 1961. For the government, 

these armed threats to national sovereignty became known as “independent republics” that could 

no longer be tolerated; the Colombian Armed Forces began to attack them, using a counter-

insurgency strategy learned from the Americans based on civic-military action (Villamizar 

2017).46 The first government military action was Operation Sovereignty, which was launched 

against la Móvil at Marquetalia in Tolima from May until September 1964. The first combat 

 
46 This strategy focused on winning the support of the movements´ sympathizers and paying them to turn in members 
of the armed group. 
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between the two sides was fought in la Floresta on May 27, 1964, which thereafter notoriously 

became the official founding date of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas 

Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia or FARC). 

On July 20, 1964, during the General Assembly of Guerrillas, one of la Móvil´s foundational 

documents was written: the Agrarian Program of the Guerrillas (Programa Agrario de los 

Guerrilleros), summarizing the main aims of the struggle: “…for revolutionary agrarian reform, 

land for those who actually work it, technical assistance and grants, education and healthcare in 

the countryside, reasonable prices for agricultural and livestock products, protection and respect 

for indigenous communities, and the formation of an inclusive and single people’s front” (cited in 

Villamizar 2017, 272; Quote 11). They adopted the motto: Resist and Overcome! (¡Resistir y 

vencer!). Thereafter in September 1964 in Riochiquito, those armed groups established at 

Marquetalia and Riochiquito brought together the most consolidated armed groups from Tolima, 

Huila, and Caquetá, the movements: September 26, Santa Bárbara, and June 9, along with those at 

El Pato and Guayabero, all for the first conference of the military, political, and geographical block 

named the Southern Guerrilla Block (Bloque Guerrillero del Sur). During these first years, the 

leadership decided to adopt a mobile guerrilla tactic style of warfare.47 They had an extensive 

network of collaborators and supporters, as well as clandestine communist structures that would 

hold protests and send help from the cities. Simultaneously, during the mandate of conservative 

president Guillermo León Valencia, as the violence was getting worse, so were the economic 

difficulties. The government resorted to the state of emergency once again and reorganized their 

national defense policy, the armed forces becoming more influential in government and societal 

spheres.  

The second conference of the Bloque Guerrillero del Sur, turned out to be the constitutive 

conference of the FARC, where several important points were decided: the organic and military 

rules and structure; the leaders would be joined into one central Command Structure (Estado 

Mayor) with Marulanda as the leader and Ciro Trujillo as second in command; the movement 

would become offensive instead of defensive and would spread nationally; the movement would 

exist for the long-term with the aim of triumph of the revolution with the ultimate goal of taking 

 
47 The Bloque Guerrillero del Sur took part in their first big offensive operation on March 17, 1965, in Inzá, Cauca 
with 120 guerrillas.  
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over power in the country. In FARC´s history, they had a total of 10 conferences (1964, 1966, 

1969, 1971, 1974, 1978, 1982, 1993, 2007, and 2016). 

During the decade of the 1960s, two of the most important guerrilla movements in the history of 

Colombia formed: the EPL and ELN. The Popular Liberation Army (Ejército Popular de 

Liberación or EPL) was founded in July 1965 in Soacha, Bogotá, with the goal of uniting all 

popular combatants into one army, their sole form of struggle being the armed one.48 Though there 

would be many divisions and ruptures over the political line of thought, the EPL was the armed 

wing of the Colombian Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist) (Partido Comunista Colombiano or 

PCC M-L). The party had gone through a restructuring in March of 1964, hardening their stance 

as a Marxist-Leninist organization and openly rejecting the Maoist strand of communist thought.49 

The National Liberation Army (Ejército Nacional de Liberación or ELN) was a small band of 

peasants with leftist political ideals that began to operate in Cerro de los Andes and La Fortuna, 

Santander in July 1964. Their first operation was in January 1965 in Simacota and from their 

Simacota Manifesto, they stated their 12 basic points of struggle: “takeover of power for the 

popular classes, agrarian revolution, industrial and economic development, housing plans and 

urban reforms, popular system of grants, national plan for public health, road infrastructure, 

educational reform, incorporation of indigenous populations to the economy and society, freedom 

of thought and religion, independent foreign policy, and formation of a permanent popular army” 

(cited in Villamizar 2017, 242; Quote 12). Thereafter they gained a lot of sympathy and interest 

from labor unions, students, and peasants in both rural and urban settings, like Cali and Medellín. 

The FARC, ELN, and EPL had common interests and demands, though they did not always agree 

on ideology and tactics.  

The complicated relationship between the Colombian state, the U.S. government, and the 

alternately legal and illegal armed groups known collectively as the paramilitaries also began in 

the 1960s. United States military advisors first recommended the organization of "indigenous 

irregulars" as a fundamental element of the Colombian counter-insurgency strategy aimed at 

defeating the leftist guerrilla movements (Tate 2007, 127). The legal sponsorship for these groups 

 
48 This took place at the X Congress of the PCC M-L. 
49 The Marxist-Leninist strand of communism focuses on a revolution of the workers (the proletariat), whereas Mao 
Tse-Dung in China wanted to include the peasantry in the revolution, as that was the context in China during the early 
20th century.  
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was based on emergency Decree 3398 of 1965, subsequently changed to Law 48 and approved by 

the Colombian Congress in 1968 (Romero 2003). This law allowed the government to “mobilize 

the population in activities and tasks to restore public order and contain the insurgent threat" 

(Theidon 2009, 7). Kimberly Theidon explains:  

Although promoted as ‘self-defense committees’ founded to protect local communities against the 
guerrilla groups, they came to assume greater responsibility in state-organized ‘search and destroy’ 
operations seeking to eliminate the guerrillas. The use of paramilitaries as auxiliary forces assumed 
a central place in the government's counterinsurgency plan. Additionally, paramilitary groups 
would become regional elites' preferred option for protecting their interests and suppressing social 
protests (2009, 7-8).  

 

B. The FARC-EP years (1964-2016) 

The FARC´s first years were tough: being a new armed movement and having to take part in open 

combat with the armed forces of the government at the same time was very challenging. According 

to Carlos Medina Gallego (2010), the majority of their initiatives were failures: their lack of 

knowledge about being a mobile guerrilla group, as well as the lack of maturity and discipline 

within the leadership were among the reasons. They did not have access to a solid war economy 

and their financial policy was not clear. For these reasons, the III Conference of 1969 focused on 

reestablishing the armed movement and their organizational and operational strategies. However, 

during the period 1966-1974, the guerrilla group shrunk by 70% due to deaths in combat, captures, 

and desertions—morale was low (Medina Gallego 2010). Times were hard for the communists, 

both in Colombia and in the world—the FARC found itself in an internal political crisis, as did the 

PCC-ML (though they were independent of each other).  

Another important armed movement had their origins at the beginning of the new decade in 1970: 

April 19th Movement (Movimiento 19 de Abril or M-19). In response to fraudulent elections where 

Gustavo Rojas Pinilla’s National Popular Alliance (Alianza Nacional Popular or ANAPO) was 

not allowed its electoral victory, the urban movement came together with nationalism as their 

ideology and a democratic opening as their motivation. Alongside the M-19, the 1970s saw a 

proliferation of leftist organizations that subscribed themselves to the armed and unarmed political 

struggle; dynamic farmer and worker struggles; student protests; and the popular, civic 

confrontation. Medina Gallego claims that the 1960s were the decade of ideological-political 
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conflicts, while the 1970s were the decade of degradation and saturation of those same conflicts 

(2010).  

Though the National Front came to an end in 1974, it had left many unfortunate effects: 

One of the consequences regularly attributed to the National Front was that it had generated a 
growing depoliticization of the Colombian population, a generalized apathy for the political 
struggle, and for citizens’ participation in scenarios of conventional, representative democracy, 
reflected in the growing rate of abstentionism. When the National Front came to its end, all the 
expectations that had been created were crushed by the front itself in terms of security, well-being, 
and co-existence (Medina Gallego 2010, 369; Quote 13). 

Hopes for a more open democracy had corroded as social movements watched the erosion of the 

state’s capacity to exercise a monopoly of force to control public order, which in turn deteriorated 

its legitimacy, social credibility, and led to a governmental crisis which would eventually lead to 

institutional repression as the only way to control growing social unrest (Medina Gallego 2010). 

During the 1970s, the FARC held three important conferences which were fundamental in the 

reconstruction, consolidation, and extension of its organizational structures and in the definition 

of its military development (Villamizar 2017). For example, in 1973, the FARC created their 

National School (to educate the guerrilla members in ideology and politics), the Central 

Secretariat, and restructured the Estado Mayor, eventually forming their unified National Military 

Plan. During this period, the FARC wanted to create awareness in the population and sought their 

support for the political and military resistance by politicizing their discourse and military action 

with public life in the country (Arenas 1985). The group also successfully sought to not only grow 

their rank-and-file, but also to expand their national coverage, in order to become a revolutionary 

army—their military growth and development was permanently evaluated and adjusted following 

the dynamic of their own possibilities (Medina Gallego 2010). In the last conference of the 1970s, 

VI Conference of 1978, the reconstruction process came to an end as the group had finally 

consolidated their normativity in three fundamental documents: the Statutes of the FARC (El 

Estatuto de las FARC), the Internal Disciplinary Regimen (El Régimen Interno Disciplinario), and 

the Command’s Internal Norms (Las Normas Internas de Comando). 

Medina Gallego explains the structure of the FARC-EP based on their statutes: 
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As an armed organization, its structure was composed of organisms ready for battle, made up of 
combatants and commands, in a hierarchical scale that would report instances of greater 
responsibility and military command. The basic combat structure is the squadron, a unit made up 
of 12 men, including commanders. This minimal military cell is also the organizational basis of the 
political, but in the military sphere, the commanders decide orientations, tactics, and strategies.50 
Two squadrons plus their commanders make up a guerrilla. Two guerrillas, plus their commanders 
and replacements, make up a company. More than two companies, plus their commanders, make 
up a column. The largest military structure in any region is a guerrilla front and is composed of two 
or more columns and their commanders (plus commander and replacement for the front). In each 
military unit, the commanders are combatants that hold military leadership roles, designated by 
each front’s commander; when we speak of commanders, this includes the commander and the 
replacement (2009, 73; Quote 14). 
 

During FARC’s consolidation, President Alfonso López Michelsen (1974-1978) tried to remedy 

the country´s socio-economic problems by closing the gap between rich and poor as well as that 

between urban and rural (Medina Gallego 2010). Unfortunately, all his administration´s efforts 

were not enough to detain an increase in the poverty index, inflation, and unemployment, along 

with multiple nation-wide protests, strikes, and insurgent actions. In 1976, the administration 

created the National Security Doctrine, a repressive doctrine that was multiplied in the entire 

southern cone by military dictatorships, though in Colombia military power was fragmented as 

civilian control was maintained over the state (Leal Buitrago 1989; 2002). This doctrine was 

sponsored by the United States within the framework of the Cold War and the anti-communism 

sentiment, and therefore was principally focused upon the “internal enemy” (mostly leftist 

insurgencies) within the nation-state (the most important social delimitation) and was dealt with 

using counter-insurgency strategies (Leal Buitrago 2002).  

The presidency of Julio Cesar Turbay Ayala (1978-1982) took an even more repressive approach 

to the country´s problems, while promising progress on the economic, security, and employment 

fronts (Medina Gallego 2010). By the mid-1970s, narco-trafficking had appeared on the country’s 

agenda (first with marijuana and then with cocaine) and so during Turbay’s presidency, his 

administration attempted to subvert insurgent activity and the production and trafficking of 

narcotics. M-19 was an aggravating force, kidnapping and extorsion became difficulties, and the 

armed group Death to Kidnappers (Muerte a Secuestradores or MAS) appeared on the scene. In 

 
50 “The FARC-EP, is above all else a revolutionary organization. Each squadron or basic unit is simultaneously a 
political cell. The commanders are members of these cells, but cannot take on leadership roles within the cell. The 
commander guarantees their meeting and gives responses to issues within the political cell” (FARC Statutes, cited by 
Medina Gallego 2009, 73). 
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1981, an amnesty law was signed to motivate anyone in arms to give themselves up, but it had 

little effect; specifically, the FARC believed it was a political ruse (Medina Gallego 2010). 

Turbay’s repressive reaction to the surge in violence was: persecution of social, civic, and political 

leaders; arbitrary detentions; torture; and the jailing of hundreds of political leaders. While the 

armed left was weak in the 1970s, by 1975, the unarmed left, political parties of opposition 

represented by the PCC,51 MOIR, and ANAPO, was a relatively strong force and united themselves 

under the Democratic Front (Frente Democrático). 

In 1982, the VII National Conference of the FARC was a game-changing conference that initiated 

their process of modernization. Prior to this conference, the FARC was a group with low 

recruitment levels and without clear operational and organizational lines (Medina Gallego 2010). 

Really, throughout the 1980s, the majority of new FARC members came from vulnerable peasant 

colonizers (colonos), who turned to FARC for protection, basic survival, and organizing basic 

infrastructure. At the conference, the FARC could expand their national coverage significantly by 

creating 48 fronts; improved their communication; became an offensive organization; and received 

international recognition for the first time—however, the most important to come out of this 

conference was the FARC’s political strategy of seeking a political resolution to the social, armed 

conflict by creating the conditions for a durable peace with social justice (Arenas 1985).52 The 

FARC-EP’s goal was taking control of the country by military strategy as well as other forms of 

struggle of the masses (Arenas 1985). The state’s reaction under the National Security Doctrine 

was to convert their regular armed forces to counter-insurgency organisms and paramilitary 

groups, fighting the guerrilla groups with similar “guerrilla” tactics, which also forced the FARC-

EP to modify its own modus operandi.  

In the same year as the FARC-EP’s seventh conference (1982), the new conservative president 

Belisario Betancur (1982-1986) initiated peace-making efforts based on good intentions and 

recognition of the structural causes of the violence; he created the Peace Commission (Comisión 

de la Paz) and another amnesty law in 1982 (Medina Gallego 2010). Really, he retook efforts 

began by his predecessor Turbay and was influenced by national and international public opinion 

about the barbarity of the institutional and para-institutional violence taking place against the leftist 

 
51 During this time, the PCC sought to unite all forms of struggle, armed and unarmed.  
52 During this conference, the FARC added “Ejército del Pueblo” or EP (the People’s Army) to their name.  
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insurgents. A dirty war (guerra sucia) was taking place with paramilitary action growing crueler 

by the day (MAS against the guerrilla groups, and even the civilian population), characterized by 

deaths and disappearances, especially of social leaders and human rights activists.  

The peace negotiations between the Peace Commission and the FARC-EP were faced with difficult 

hurdles as traditional parties and the armed forces were opposed to them. As Medina Gallego 

claims:  “The fundamental center of the discussion was based on the attitude of the military forces 

whom felt that their honor and dignity were wounded in the face of the agreement that the Peace 

Commission was constructing with the FARC-EP insurgency” (2010, 527; Quote 15). In 1983, the 

FARC-EP and the Peace Commission made a joint declaration of their peace-making efforts, 

which were focused on: Amnesty Law 35 of 1982; possibilities for improving well-fare conditions 

in isolated and conflict-ridden regions; democratic opening, development, and electoral reform; 

peace programs focused on social and economic change in rural (focused on agrarian reform and 

social services) and urban areas (focused on social services and housing); and the inclusion of the 

leaders of the armed forces (Medina Gallego 2010). On the conditions that the FARC-EP give up 

its kidnapping, extorsion, and terrorism practices, these peace-making efforts led to a ceasefire and 

truce in La Uribe in the department of Meta on May 28, 1984, to then be able to begin the peace 

negotiations. Unfortunately, due to obstacles and violence promoted by certain military officials 

and paramilitary groups, the peace process could not continue, though some of the reforms 

suggested during the process were eventually implemented via the state’s public policies of 

modernization and neo-liberal approach (i.e. the creation of popular elections of governors and 

mayors, political decentralization, and democratic opening and justice system reform). 

Through this peace process, FARC-EP’s political party was created: the Patriotic Union (Unión 

Patriótica or UP). Based on their central political platform of participatory democracy and social 

inclusion and equality, they had their first national congress in May 1985 and were officially 

recognized by the state on August 20, 1986. Regardless, the UP became the new target of 

Colombia’s institutional and paramilitary criminal forces. Then, Mario Aguilera Peña highlights: 

“Despite the political rejection and repression, the UP’s first electoral incursion in March 1986 

became a success without precedent within the electoral participation of the democratic left: they 

achieved 329,000 votes, electing five senators, nine representatives, 14 deputies [diputados], 23 

mayors, and 351 council members” (2010, 89; Quote 16). Thereafter in 1987 and under threat from 
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the paramilitaries, the UP decided to reconstitute itself as a separate, independent political force 

from the FARC-EP. This did not save the party however, as it was the victim of systemic and 

generalized violence by the state as well as paramilitary groups from 1984 to 2002, whose 

objective was to exterminate the political group (CNMH 2018). The number of murders depends 

on the source consulted but sums up to approximately 3,000 members (Theidon 2009). According 

to the National Center of Historical Memory (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica or CNMH), 

there were 4,153 registered acts of violence against the UP, including the assassination of their 

presidential candidate Jaime Pardo Leal on October 11, 1987 (2018).  

Meanwhile, in the words of Medina Gallego: 

 
As the Betancur government came to an end, the violence was becoming worse. The paramilitary 
phenomenon, through which military commanders opposed the government´s policy of peace, their 
pacification strategy was spreading and expanding throughout the country, accompanied by narco-
trafficking capital and their particular economic interests which became generalized in the region 
of Magdalena Medio. Selective assassinations, massacres, and disappearances of peasant leaders, 
politicians, unionists, and social leaders intensified in a phase of violence called dirty war; then it 
was directed towards the leaders of civil society by paramilitary organisms that privatized the use 
of force, the law, and justice, in the framework of the National Security doctrine, initially promoted 
by the military in Magdalena Medio (2010, 545-6; Quote 17). 

 

In the middle of this violence, came the M-19-armed attack on the Palace of Justice (Palacio de 

Justicia) in Bogotá, D.C. on November 6, 1985, where they took 350 people hostage for 

approximately one day, and 111 people were killed in the crossfire and 14 were disappeared (El 

Tiempo 2000). Due to this attack, certain military officials were able to convince the president to 

increase counter-insurgency operations throughout Colombia (Medina Gallego 2010).  

All the while, on the opposite end of those FARC members involved in the peace process with 

President Betancur were other leftist armed groups involved in proposals of mobilization and 

actions of the masses which ended up conforming the National Guerrilla Coordination 

(Coordinadora Nacional Guerrillera or CNG), the National Popular Assembly (Asamblea 

Nacional Popular or ANP), and eventually, the Simón Bolívar Guerrilla Coordination 

(Coordinadora Guerrillera Simón Bolívar or CGSB)53 in 1987. This mobilization’s goals were to 

 
53 The CGSB included: Unión Camilista-ELN, EPL, Partido Revolucionaria de los Trabajadores (PRT), M-19, 
Movimiento Armado Quintín Lame, and FARC-EP.  
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reconstruct trust among the leftist organizations, establish a culture of unity which would give it 

legitimacy, so they could thereafter, take control of the power structures of the country, end the 

national crisis and war, and build a new Colombia (Medina Gallego 2010). They held various 

conferences and congresses until 1991, when M-19, Quintín Lame, EPL, and PRT demobilized; 

thereafter the FARC-EP and ELN continued until 1994 when disputes separated them, and each 

group continued their armed struggle on their own.  

Worse than in the 1970s, the 1980s saw a substantial increase in narco-trafficking, its associated 

violence and corruption, and the fusion of paramilitary organizations with narco-trafficking to 

create the phenomenon known as paramilitarismo. The Medellín and Cali cartels had grown to 

control a billion-dollar cocaine industry and “invested millions of dollars to purchase more than 

2.5 million acres of land in Colombia between 1983 and 1985, amounting to more than one-twelfth 

of Colombia's productive farmland" (Tate 2001, 165). This land grab was known as the “counter-

agrarian reform” as paramilitaries were used to forcibly displace hundreds of thousands of farmers 

from their land in a sweep to acquire “desirable” land (Tate 2001). Paramilitarism became a 

corrosive and sly institution with substantial social, economic, and political force and a 

complicated and ambiguous relationship to the state (Theidon 2009). In the words of Daniel 

García-Peña Jaramillo: “A principal characteristic of paramilitarismo is its relationship with the 

state. For some, paramilitarismo is a policy of state terrorism, while for others it is the response of 

desperate citizens confronted with guerrilla abuses due to an absent state: curiously, for both sides 

the state's responsibility is central, either by action or omission” (2005, cited in Theidon 2009, 8-

9). Finally, under the administration of President Virgilio Barco Vargas (1986-1990) in 1989, the 

paramilitaries were made illegal by suspending Decree 3398 and outlawing the use of armed 

civilians in army operations, though no policy was created to really dismount these groups 

(Romero 2003). 

These were hard years for politics. In the election campaign that President César Gaviria would 

eventually win, three presidential candidates were assassinated: Luís Carlos Galán Sarmiento of 

the Liberal Party (August, 1989), Carlos Pizarro Leongómez (1990) of the Democratic Alliance 

M-19, and Bernardo Jaramillo (1990) of the Patriotic Union, whose principal force came from the 

Communist Party, and which had an important, popular following (Medina Gallego 2010).  
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The armed conflict between the government armed forces, paramilitaries, and multiple armed 

groups continued unabated, but in the meanwhile, the Caracas Dialogues began on June 3, 1991, 

between the CGSB and the government. The topics on the table included a ceasefire, DDR, 

political insertion of the insurgents, revision of the state’s Doctrine of National Security, and a 

sustainable strategy in favor of democracy and the defense of national sovereignty. These 

negotiations were interrupted and then retaken on March 10, 1992, in Tlaxcala, Mexico. The 

government was receptive to an open agenda, including social, economic, and political issues like: 

the neo-liberal political economy of the country, natural resource exploitation, administrative 

corruption, militarization of the nation, paramilitarism, violence against civilians, human rights, 

the democratic question, the current political system, and a new constitution (Medina Gallego 

2010). In conclusion, from 1989 to 1994, the Colombian state signed separate peace agreements 

with nine different guerrilla groups (Jaramillo, Giha, and Torres 2009).  

An important event was the National Constituent Assembly that after five months of deliberation 

created a new, reformed political constitution (this replaced the 1886 Constitution) on July 4, 1991, 

which tried to solve the country’s armed conflicts by constitutional reform. This provided the 

demobilized with active political participation and the creation of new political parties from some 

of the former armed groups, like M-19 and EPL, however, the government was frustrated by the 

absence of the most important guerrilla groups: the FARC-EP and ELN (Aguilera Peña 2010). 

Aguilera Peña explains: 

  
The 1991 Constitution, demarcated by a liberal philosophy, introduced popular-at-the-time 
definitions (like “Social and Democratic State of Rights”), consecrated a pluralist and multicultural 
orientation, achieved the meaning of human rights, instituted various figures of democratic 
participation, implanted justice reforms and the judicial action of responsibility [tutela], etc.; but 
was not able to change a basic point, that of the Armed Forces. Overall, the state came out in favor 
in the public opinion; the new political charter symbolized a peace pact with a part of the guerrillas, 
specifically M-19, who received a significant number of votes in the elections to define the 
constituent representatives. The non-participation of other sectors of the insurgency worked for the 
deterioration of their public image [like that of the FARC-EP and the ELN] (2010, 93; Quote 18). 
 

The 1990s saw the deterioration of the FARC-EP’s public image, but the peak of the group’s 

offensive power and territorial expansion (Aguilera Peña 2010), which was the group’s reaction 

to the deception and violence of the 1980s. In the group’s VIII Conference (1993), they realized 

different adjustments of their strategic plans; their organization of their norms and the group’s 
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composition; militarily, to close in on the cities; politically, by updating their agrarian program 

and their Platform for a New Government of Reconstruction and National Reconciliation; and 

ideologically, by continuing the path of the Liberator Simón Bolívar, and by adding a “daily 

cultural hour” to their daily routine and expanding the individual education of each guerrilla 

member (Villamizar 2017). According to Aguilera Peña, the group had reached their zenith:  

 The FARC achieve their greatest strength and offensive power as a consequence, among other 
factors, of their obsessive determination to pursue their war plan or “military campaign for a new 
Colombia”, created and recreated from the previous decade; determination that was also the result 
of state weakness, the criminal assault on the Patriotic Union, the crisis during the Ernesto Samper 
government, the lack of serious policies to decidedly confront rural poverty, the existence of narco-
trafficking resources, etc. (2010, 115; Quote 19).  

The funding behind this power came not only from kidnapping, extorsion, and other forms of 

contraband, but more and more from the production and commercialization of coca paste (used to 

make cocaine) (Medina Gallego 2010). In the beginning of the 1990s, 41% of their financial 

resources came from the drug economy—this figure went to 50% by 2003 (Aguilera Peña 2010). 

The FARC-EP had their own coca fields and laboratories, as well as were involved in the 

international trafficking of cocaine (Aguilera Peña 2010). Speculations about the FARC-EP’s 

income at the height of their territorial control could have been between US$500-800 million 

annually (Pécaut 2008). After narco-trafficking, their most lucrative business was kidnapping: the 

Presidential Office for Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law reports that between 

1996-2007, the FARC-EP committed 5,162 kidnappings (34.4% of the total of kidnappings 

committed) (Aguilera Peña 2010). The group also invented a form of kidnapping called 

“miraculous catch” (pesca milagrosa), where they would kidnap people from or in their cars on 

the roads and give them up later for ransom, causing a profound insecurity climate in society. 

Adding to this climate, was their use of cylinder bombs on civilian populations: the bombs would 

be filled with explosives, different forms of gas, and metal pieces, screws or shrapnel, so the 

destruction created was really inhumane, ripping human bodies, buildings, and towns apart 

(Villamizar 2017). Lastly, the FARC-EP would utilize captured soldiers from the armed forces as 

prisoners of war to negotiate exchanges for their own political prisoners with the government—

they even kidnapped politicians with the motivation of high-level exchanges, like that of 

presidential candidate Ingrid Betancur and some representatives from the Valle de Cauca 
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Assembly in 2002 (Pécaut 2008). Their forms of financing and weapons of war negatively affected 

their popular support and public opinion (Aguilera Peña 2010). 

As a response to this powerful armed group, the César Gaviria government (1990-1994), as it was 

leaving its term, authorized the Vigilance and Private Security Cooperatives for Agrarian Defense 

(Cooperativas de Vigilancia y Seguridad Privada para la Defensa Agraria or CONVIVIR) by 

Decree 356 of 1994, which was thereafter legalized by the Ernesto Samper administration (1994-

1998) (Romero 2003). The CONVIVIR groups were neighborhood watch cooperatives that 

quickly became controversial as they were seen as a resurrection of those created by Law 48 of 

1968. During this time, in response to Pablo Escobar’s Medellín Cartel´s power, the group Pursued 

by Pablo Escobar (Perseguidos por Pablo Escobar or Pepes) was formed by Fidel Castaño, the 

Cali Cartel, as well as other enemies of Escobar, whom had the support of the state’s security 

forces (Beltrán Villegas 2013). This opened the door to collaboration between paramilitaries and 

regional elites, who not only combated the guerrilla groups but also showed an alternative to 

negotiating and giving them concessions (Romero 2003). Through coopting legal and illegal 

institutions in the regions of the country, these allies could weaken the guerrillas (Romero 2003). 

Carlos Castaño, Fidel Castaño’s brother, along with other allies, started the project of centralizing 

political and military power of different paramilitary and self-defense groups via the creation of 

the Peasant Self-defense Forces of Córdoba and Urabá (Autodefensas Campesinas de Córdoba y 

Urabá or ACCU) in 1994 and thereafter by conforming the national confederation, the United 

Self-defense Forces of Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia or AUC) in 1997.  

The armed conflict between the FARC-EP and the paramilitaries worsened and became more 

complicated than ever as the motivations to fight expanded to include fighting over drug routes 

and control. It seems many legal and illegal institutions were corrupted by narcotics as even the 

campaign of liberal President Ernesto Samper (1994-1998) had taken in drug money, causing a 

profound crisis of legitimacy (Beltrán Villegas 2013).  

Though the second half of the 1990s was characterized by the FARC-EP’s geographical expansion 

and military growth,54 it was also characterized by the group’s fundamental structural limitations: 

 
54 In 1991, the FARC-EP had 48 fronts while at the end of the 1990s, they had reached 62 fronts, distributed in seven 
blocks. However, each front did not have the same number of guerrilla members, some fronts and blocks were more 
powerful than others, like the Bloque Oriental, which concentrated 29% of all armed activity during 1991-2001 
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first, its inability to respond to the government’s air power and army mobility as well as its renewed 

capacity to sustain permanent and efficient combative actions, and second, to develop urban social 

bases of support nor convert the war into a truly “popular struggle” (Aguilera Peña 2010). Because 

of these limitations, the group chose the dialogue route again, seeking fresh political air with the 

state.  

Peace negotiations began in 1998 with the new conservative administration of President Andrés 

Pastrana Arango (1998-2002). The government came to the table as part of an election promise 

while simultaneously propelling the modernization of the Colombia Armed Forces and Plan 

Colombia, and the FARC-EP came with a grand idea based on their political projection (Medina 

Gallego 2010). Both sides accepted a continuation of hostilities while a demilitarized zone of 

42,000 kilometers squared was delineated in five municipalities (La Uribe, Mesetas, La Macarena, 

and Vista Hermosa in Meta, and San Vicente del Caguán in Caquetá) and called El Caguán, 

controlled by the FARC-EP and the civic police. The peace-making process was decided in 

November of 1998 with the assistance of the political parties and labor unions; with international 

observers and facilitators; with planned public audiences transmitted by television—all in order to 

guarantee social participation of various social sectors. The agenda was decided in May 1999 with 

12 main points and 48 subpoints focused on: a political solution to the armed conflict; 

comprehensive agrarian reform; exploitation of the country’s natural resources; justice system 

reform; socio-economic structure; international humanitarian law; international relations; among 

others (Medina Pineda and Sánchez 2003). However, aside from some small progress here and 

there and a humanitarian exchange, the process slowly deteriorated until its finale in February 

2002. There are various reasons for this deterioration: the slowness of the negotiations and little 

advancement in the agenda topics; the dismantling of the political support of President Pastrana; 

FARC-EP’s behavior in the demilitarized zone; and certain specific triggers like the kidnapping 

of the ex-Minister of Development Fernando Araújo in December 2000, the failure of the rescue 

mission of ex-Minister Consuelo Araujo in September 2001, and the kidnapping of Senator Jorge 

Gechen Turbay in February 2001 (Aguilera Peña 2010). The on-going war during peace 

negotiations made peace-making difficult as public opinion was openly skeptical, there was mutual 

 
(Aguilera Peña 2010). However, the paramilitaries also made gains in areas like Urabá and the northern part of 
Colombia between 1993 and 1996 and became a huge force in the period 1997-2002.  
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lack of trust, and because there were distinct agendas in how to achieve peace (Medina Pineda and 

Sánchez 2003). Meanwhile, each side was still planning for war: the nation’s Armed Forces were 

being modernized during the development of Plan Colombia; the paramilitaries doubled their 

troupe size from 6,000 to 12,000 combatants; and the FARC-EP was planning their military 

strategy and a plan B (Aguilera Peña 2010). Although FARC did initiate an urban bombing 

campaign during the 2002 presidential elections in Colombia, the group had been unsuccessful at 

establishing urban operatives or support and remained a largely rural and insular organization until 

the negotiations in 2016 (Ehasz 2020).  

Once the peace-making efforts failed, the FARC-EP significantly upped their offensive in 2002 to 

increase to its highest point ever—though thereafter began a notable decline. This decline was 

partly due to the support of Plan Colombia, a foreign aid, military aid, and diplomatic initiative 

aimed at assisting with Colombia’s political-military goals in combating the drug cartels and leftist 

guerrilla groups. The plan was conceived in 1999 by President Pastrana and U.S. President Bill 

Clinton, and thereafter was signed into law in 2000. The plan focused on training Colombia’s 

military and paramilitary forces in the objectives driven by the U.S.’s War on Drugs but has been 

controversial and seen as a “failure” by many inside and outside of Colombia due to the use of 

excessive force against coca farmers and small-time producers instead of the bigger narco-

producers and traffickers, as well as implementing forced coca eradication programs that used a 

cancer-causing chemical called glyphosate (Rosen 2014). During 2003-2013, Colombia 

implemented a war tax and doubled its military expenditures (Rosen 2014). Plan Colombia lasted 

until 2015 when the U.S. President Barack Obama wanted to support Colombia with a new plan 

called Peace Colombia, focusing instead on the peace process.  

By the presidential elections of 2002, a substantial number of Colombians were tired of the 

violence and demanding change. The past failed peace processes motivated many sectors of 

Colombian society to want someone with a "heavy-handed" approach to the violence and that 

person was Álvaro Uribe, who served two terms (2002-2010). President Uribe was not inclined to 

attempt negotiations with the FARC-EP, whom he considered to be a terrorist group. Instead, Uribe 

explored the possibility of negotiating with the paramilitaries, while simultaneously promising to 

restrain the guerrillas. Daniel García-Peña Jaramillo observes: 
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The most innovative ingredient in the [Uribe] administration's peace policy is the negotiations with 
the AUC, which break the stance maintained by every government since 1989 when President 
Barco declared the self-defense groups illegal. With this, the analytical frame changes radically: it 
was always thought that the paramilitary demobilization would be the result of peace with the 
insurgency, either simultaneously or subsequently, because the paramilitaries themselves claim to 
be a consequence of the guerrilla (2005, 66).  

 

The government began negotiations with the paramilitaries in August 2002. The Uribe 

administration promoted the demobilization of individual combatants from all armed groups and 

began negotiations for the collective demobilization of the AUC. The Santa Fé de Ralito I 

agreement was signed on July 15, 2003, which marked the beginning of formal negotiations 

between the AUC and the government. The stipulations of the agreement included: demobilizing 

all their combatants by the end of 2005, concentrating in specified locations its leadership and 

soldiers; obligating the AUC to suspend its violent activities and maintain a unilateral ceasefire; 

and assisting the government in its anti-drug-trafficking efforts. Thereafter, the Sante Fé de Ralito 

II agreement, signed on May 13, 2004, set up a 368-square kilometer “concentration zone” in 

Tierralta, Córdoba, created to facilitate and consolidate the process between the government and 

the AUC, to improve verification of the ceasefire, and to establish a timetable for the 

demobilization process. The agreements also established the Mission in Support of the Peace 

Process of the Organization of American States (MAPP-OEA), which was placed in charge of the 

verification process of the disarmament and demobilization of the combatants.  

President Uribe, on July 22, 2005, signed Law 975, the Justice and Peace Law, “which embodies 

the competing tensions of peace and justice” (Theidon 2009, 12). Victims’ organizations have had 

success in challenging key aspects of the law on the grounds that it has failed to provide sufficient 

assurance of their right to truth, justice, and reparations (Theidon 2009). Under pressure from these 

victims’ organizations as well as domestic and international human rights organizations, the 

Colombian government was forced to modify the law. Although imperfect, the Colombian 

Constitutional Court ruling from May 2006 did serve to strengthen the law in response to these 

challenges (Theidon 2009). 

Though Colombia as a country experienced an approximate decrease of 39% in the homicide rate 

between 2005 and 2010, certain regions where the AUC were especially active (like Córdoba) 

showed increased rates of violence due to the breakdown of protection by the AUC and a related 
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rise in competition between other armed groups to fulfill the power vacuum (Nussio and Howe 

2014). Almost immediately after the AUC demobilization, “new” armed groups started to appear 

and fill power vacuums left by the paramilitaries, these groups were named criminal gangs (bandas 

criminales or BACRIM) (Muñoz Mora et al. 2021). Juan Carlos Muñoz Mora et al. explain:  

“Problems like common delinquency, led by gangs, bands or combos, extorsion and narco-

trafficking, rose to the surface after the last demobilization of the AUC. Many of these situations 

of insecurity are due in large part also to the lack of labor opportunities for the ex-paramilitaries 

as well as the lack of state regulation” (2021, 42; Quote 20).  

Simultaneously, though the FARC-EP had been weakening, it was attempting to get its traditional 

territories back and in some cases were successful (Muñoz Mora et al. 2021). But in March 2008, 

the deaths of three of FARC’s seven Secretariat members, namely FARC’s top leader “Manuel 

Marulanda,” Central High Command member “Raul Reyes” and Head of the Central Block “Ivan 

Rios,” left a significant leadership vacuum, which was filled in some cases by the BACRIM. 

In 2011, an important law was passed: Law 1448, the Law of Victims and Land Restitution (Ley 

de Víctimas y Restitución de Tierras). With this law came a newfound hope for a possible peaceful 

future based on the return of millions of hectares of land, utilizing clear measures of attention, 

assistance, and comprehensive reparations to the victims of the armed conflict since 1985 (in the 

case of land restitution, from 1991). The reality is a bit different as the implementation of this law 

has been slow and not without its challenges (Muñoz Mora et al. 2021). For example, some people 

have had their land restituted, but the security situation is too precarious for them to actually return 

to it. Other people have taken advantage of this law to try to commit fraud and get land that was 

never theirs. Only time will tell the actual long-term outcome of this law. 

The next section will discuss the peace process with the FARC, as well as DDR in Colombia, its 

history, its makeup, and the collective DDR process with the FARC. 

 

 

C. The FARC-EP: The peace process and DDR 
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1) The Final Agreement to End the Armed Conflict and Build a Stable and 

Lasting Peace between the Colombian government and the FARC-EP 

(2016) 

The Final Agreement to End the Armed Conflict and Build a Stable and Lasting Peace (Acuerdo 

final para la terminación del conflicto y la construcción de una paz estable y duradera) between 

the Colombian government and the FARC-EP was signed on November 24, 2016. It was first 

reached and signed on August 24, 2016, but was then put to a public referendum on October 2, 

2016, and narrowly failed (50.2% voted no while 49.8% voted yes);55 after revisions with the 

assistance of the political opposition, the final peace agreement was finally signed in the somber 

Teatro Colón in Bogotá, in November 2016.  

The formal negotiations took four years (October 2012 to August 2016), though there were secret 

exploratory negotiations that started at the beginning of 2012. There were some initial meetings in 

Oslo, Norway but the majority of the negotiations took place in La Habana, Cuba with the 

assistance of the following third parties: Republic of Cuba, Kingdom of Norway, Bolivarian 

Republic of Venezuela, and the Republic of Chile. President Juan Manuel Santos´ team chose the 

following methodology for the negotiations, the main focus being to protect them from sabotage: 

advance from a predetermined and clearly-defined agenda (chosen by both teams prior to the 

negotiations); negotiate outside of Colombia under strict privacy with restricted access by the 

media (and the public); and not agree to a bilateral ceasefire until the negotiations were finished 

(Botero 2017). 

The final agreement is a conglomerate of six pillar agreements:56 1) Towards a New Colombian 

Countryside: Comprehensive Rural Reform; 2) Political Participation: A Democratic Opportunity 

to Build Peace; 3) End of the Conflict; 4) Solution to the Illicit Drug Problem; 5) Agreement 

Regarding the Victims of the Conflict: “Comprehensive System for Truth, Justice, Reparations, 

 
55 Out of a total of 34,899,945 registered voters in Colombia, 13,066,047 voted in the plebiscite (37.4%): 6,431,376 
voted no, 6,377,482 voted yes, 86,243 voted blank, and 170,946 were nulled (Registraduría Nacional 2016). 
56 For further discussion, see: Alvarado, Barrera, and Gentili 2016; Villamizar 2017; Valencia Agudelo 2019; Kroc 
Institute 2020; and Medina Gallego 2020. 
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and Non-recurrence”, including the Special Jurisdiction for Peace, and Commitment to Human 

Rights; and 6) Implementation, Verification, and Public Endorsement.57  

The third pillar addressed the termination of hostilities between Colombian state security and law 

enforcement and the FARC-EP, as well as the disarmament, demobilization, and reincorporation 

(DDR) of the FARC-EP combatants, which would allow for the necessary conditions to implement 

the rest of the agreement.58 The laying down of arms was a technical, transparent, and verifiable 

procedure through which the UN would receive all of the weaponry of the FARC–EP, and in turn 

would use this weaponry to construct monuments to peace in Colombia.59 Then, the FARC-EP 

was responsible for turning in a list of all the guerrillas that would demobilize, so that the 

government could investigate whether each person was wanted for crimes not accepted under the 

Amnesty Law, part of the peace agreement. Based on the government´s findings, each ex-

combatant would receive their respective accreditation by the Colombian government and could 

proceed to planning their reincorporation process with the ARN. After the laying down of arms, 

each ex-combatant, whether they turned in a weapon or not,60 would have to ratify the terms of the 

peace agreement. All this had to be accomplished within 180 days of the signing of the agreement.  

For the purposes of complying with the bilateral and definitive ceasefire and cessation of 

hostilities, the laying down of arms of the FARC–EP, and to start the preparations for the 

reincorporation process of the FARC–EP, within the first 180 days, 20 Transitional Local Zones 

for Normalization (Zonas Veredales Transitorias de Normalización or ZVTN) and seven 

Transitional Local Points for Normalization (Puntos Transitorios de Normalización or PTN) were 

established.61 These zones were supposed to be rural, temporary, transitional, defined, delimited, 

 
57 There is also a final part of Protocols and Annexes, mainly related to the Ceasefire Agreement and the Amnesty 
Law. 
58 The agreement consists of 7 chapters, with 25 protocols and annexes, which are an integral part of the Agreement 
on CFHBD and DA. The protocols and annexes contain a detailed, step-by-step explanation of the technical 
procedures to be carried out. 
59 Out of the 8,994 arms and ammunitions (37 tons of metal) turned into the UN, three monuments were to be made: 
one for Bogotá, one for the UN Headquarters in New York City, and one for La Habana. See: 
https://www.elespectador.com/colombia2020/justicia/verdad/que-paso-con-las-armas-de-las-
farc/#:~:text=m%C3%A1s%20retrasos%20presenta.-
,%E2%80%9CFragmentos%E2%80%9D,las%20armas%20de%20la%20exguerrilla.  
60 FARC-EP militias (milicias) were unarmed members of the organization that would provide them with support 
activities.  
61 The difference between the ZVTNs and PTNs was size: the PTNs were large camps while the ZVTNs were 
smaller spaces close to municipal rural settlements (MRSs) or veredas. 



   

131 
 

and previously arranged by the national government and the FARC-EP. They were to have a one-

kilometer security buffer zone around each one where no soldier from either thFe armed forces or 

the FARC-EP could be unless they were part of the monitoring and verification teams (who can 

have police escorts if necessary). They lasted longer than 180 days (4.5 months) though: movement 

towards them began in January of 2017 and the ETCRs were opened on August 15, 2017, 8 months 

later (La Paz en el Terreno 2018). 

A National Reincorporation Council (Consejo Nacional de Reincorporación or CNR) was created, 

comprising two members from the Colombian government and two members from the FARC–EP, 

whose duty it would be to define their activities, establish a timeline, and monitor the 

reincorporation process, pursuant to the terms agreed upon with the government. 

Once settled into these special spaces, socio-economic and political reincorporation would take 

place. The process of social and economic reincorporation included the preparation of a socio-

economic census of the members of the FARC–EP, and the identification of prospective socially-

productive programs and projects, including within the scope of environmental protection and 

humanitarian de-mining projects. Furthermore, it included a one-time financial support package to 

start an individual or collective economically-productive project, a conditional monthly basic wage 

(equivalent to 90% of the minimum salary for 2 years), access to the social security system: 

healthcare and pensions, and access to education, housing, culture, sports and recreation, psycho-

social care and family reunification plans and programs. 

Political reincorporation was based on the political participation pillar of the peace agreement. 

Upon conclusion of the laying down of arms process, the political party or movement that emerged 

from the transition of the FARC–EP into legal political life, would have its legal status recognized, 

following its compliance with all necessary legal requirements except for the requisite minimum 

voting threshold. In order to facilitate its transition, this political party would receive an annual 

allowance for operational expenses, between its registration date and July 19, 2026, of an amount 

equivalent to 10% of the government´s fund for political parties and movements. It would also 

receive an annual 5% allowance for the disclosure and dissemination of its programmatic platform, 

between its registration and July 19, 2022. The persons listed for Congress, as registered by this 

new party, should operate under the same conditions applicable to all others. In the case that the 



   

132 
 

party would fail to obtain five seats in each one of the chambers, the Senate, and the House of 

Representatives, pursuant to the ordinary rules, those missing would be otherwise appointed, in 

order to ensure their representation. 

 

a) Progress and troubles with peace agreement implementation 

 

The Kroc Institute of International Peace Studies at the University of Notre Dame in the United 

States maintains a barometer of the implementation of the Colombian peace agreement and comes 

out with annual reports on the progress made. According to the Kroc Institute:  

The [latest] report presents a quantitative analysis that shows that at the end of the third year of 
implementation, according to the methodology used by the Barometer Initiative, 25% of 
stipulations have been fully implemented. Another 15% of stipulations are at an intermediate level 
of progress, meaning that they are on their way to being fully implemented in their corresponding 
timelines. A further 34% of commitments are at a minimal state of implementation, having started 
but made marginal progress. The remaining 26% of commitments have yet to be initiated. […] In 
the first two years, implementation focused on short-term commitments, such as the definitive 
cease-fire, the laying down of arms, the creation of the institutional architecture for peace, and the 
design of plans and programs contemplated in the agreement. Between December 2018 and 
November 2019, implementation progressed a total of 6%. To understand this result, it is important 
to examine the contents and timing of the stipulations. With many short-term stipulations already 
completed, implementation shifted in 2019 towards the medium- and long-term commitments, 
especially those focused on the territories most affected by the armed conflict. This new phase 
requires greater interinstitutional coordination and intense deployment at the local level. Therefore, 
more time is needed to finalize their implementation. To better understand the timing of the 
stipulations that the Kroc Institute monitors, the Framework Plan for Implementation (PMI, in 
Spanish) provides for their categorization into short- (2017–2019), medium- (2020–2022), and 
long-term commitments (2023–2031), according to their start and end dates (2019, 2). 

 
Based on the report, it is clear that though implementation has not been perfect, there has been 

progress made. Only time will tell if the government is able to implement the medium- and long-

term stipulations. The Kroc Institute report highlights priorities include reducing socio-economic 

gaps between rural and urban areas, ensuring the long-term reincorporation of ex-combatants, 

guaranteeing the rights of victims, and advancing cross-cutting measures regarding ethnicity and 

gender. The new phase after November 2019 requires greater inter-institutional coordination and 

intense deployment at the local level. 

To go more in-depth, I will highlight the progress made in rural land reform, political participation, 

and reincorporation of the FARC, topics that are most important for the FARC. In Graph 1 below, 
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we see that there was progress in the Development Programs with a Territorial Focus (Programas 

de Desarrollo con Enfoque Territorial or PDET)62 and the cadaster,63 both included directly in the 

National Development Plan. In the PDET process, the government finalized 16 Action Plans for 

Regional Transformation (Planes de Acción para la Transformación Regional or PATR) and 

created the roadmap for their implementation. The principal challenge for the future is the 

participatory and inclusive implementation of the initiatives to continue building trust between the 

state and communities. Regarding the cadaster, the Presidential Office for Stabilization and 

Consolidation acquired a loan from the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank 

to initiate this process, which should significantly strengthen the state’s financial and political 

capacity at the local level by promoting better planning processes and increasing tax collection 

(Kroc Institute 2019). As of 2019, 28.5% of Colombian territories had no cadaster information, 

and 66% had outdated information (Kroc Institute 2020). 

 

Graph 1: Implementation levels of the stipulations in pillar one, Rural Land Reform, by 
November 2019. Source: Kroc Institute (2019). 

 
62 The PDETs are a special planning and management instrument, that have the objective of stabilizing and 
transforming regions most affected by the armed conflict, and that suffer from poverty, illicit economies, and 
institutional weakness, in order to ultimately achieve rural development in the earmarked 170 municipalities within 
15 years of the signing of the peace agreement. The 16 sub-regions that account for these municipalities take up 36% 
of the national territory, has a population of 6.6 million people or 24% of the rural population. For more information, 
see: https://www.renovacionterritorio.gov.co/especiales/especial_PDET/  
63 The cadaster (catastro) is a national land registry, essential for developing rural planning policies. The cadaster 
clarifies land uses, provides geo-referenced coordinates of land plots, allows more efficient management of 
environmental conservation areas, and increases the fiscal capacity of municipalities to charge property taxes and 
improve their finances. Updating and expanding the cadaster would generate new resources to ensure the fulfillment 
of the PDETs and other stipulations within the peace agreement (Kroc Institute 2020). 
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The rest of this first pillar, especially the stipulations related to the national plans to improve 

service provision to rural areas and partake in comprehensive rural reform, made little progress in 

2019 (Kroc Institute 2019). A National Land Fund64 was created in the peace agreement that is 

expected to grant 3 million hectares of land to those who need it over the first 12 years since the 

signing of the agreement. Between December 2018 and November 2019, 700,000 hectares were 

added to the National Land Fund, although they have yet to be awarded to anyone; at the end of 

2019, the total amount of land in the fund was approximately 925,000 hectares (31% of the total 

estimated hectares). According to Kroc Institute (2020), 1,078,865 hectares were assigned to 

farmers and are in process of being allotted to them.  

In reference to the second pillar, political participation, the commitments to improve the quality of 

democracy in the country have made little progress, as we see in Graph 2 below, specifically 

regarding the laws regarding the Special Transitory Voting Districts for Peace, the rules governing 

political parties, and mobilization and peaceful protest. Eight out of the 15 commitments in this 

second pillar had not yet been initiated by November 2019, including approval for structural 

democratic reforms, which are important for dealing with the root causes of the conflict. According 

to the Kroc Institute report:  

 
In the context of the protests in late 2019, these reforms could strengthen participatory mechanisms 
to channel social dialogue. The National and Territorial Councils for Peace, Reconciliation, and 
Coexistence promote inclusion and participation to improve the territorial implementation of the 
agreement. Progress on this point during the period under study was concentrated in the 
participation of civil society in the elaboration of the National Development Plan (PND), 
campaigns to promote participation in the 2019 local elections, and access to community media for 
social organizations, women and ethnic communities (2019, 3). 

 

 
64 “This land is expected to come from different sources including illicitly acquired land confiscated and returned to 
the state; illegally appropriated or occupied, unused land recovered through agricultural processes; land coming from 
the update and strengthening of the Forest Reserve; and donated or undeveloped land” (Kroc Institute 2020, 9).  
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Graph 2: Implementation levels of the stipulations in pillar two, Political Participation, by 
November 2019. Source: Kroc Institute (2019). 

 

There was a draft legislative act that would have implemented political reform stipulations, but 

which was widely criticized due to the fact that the version discussed in both chambers did not 

include the desired transformations that would be seen as facilitating and enhancing democratic 

participation; as a result, the government decided to withdraw the draft (Kroc Institute 2020). 

Another legislative setback occurred when the Special Transitory Peace Voting Districts, created 

to grant victims, particularly those affected by conflict and weak institutional representation, 

sixteen seats in the House of Representatives, were not approved by a minimum vote. Lastly, the 

Constitutional Court had urged the government to present a law on citizen mobilization and protest 

rights by July 20, 2019 (which would have generated confidence in the government for its 

recognition of victims of the armed conflict and other marginalized groups); however, this 

legislation had not been presented by the completion of the Kroc Institute´s fourth report. 

In terms of the third pillar of the peace agreement on the end of the conflict, progress has been 

made in the socio-economic reincorporation of PPRs, though challenges concerning sustainability 

are still pertinent. The reincorporation process began its transition towards a long-term focus, as 

the short-term support, such as the monthly basic income, ended in December 2019. The 

government and the FARC have approved a significant number of livelihood projects through the 
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CNR—at the end of 2019, these projects incorporated 3,159 PPRs, or about 24% of all accredited 

ex-combatants (Kroc Institute 2019). Progress was also made in finding a permanent solution for 

some of the ETCRs whose lease contracts expired in August 2019. The issue of accessibility to 

land for the sustainability of livelihood projects is central to long-term reincorporation in many 

cases. See Graph 3 below for the implementation levels found by the Kroc Institute (2019).  

 

 

Graph 3: Implementation levels of the stipulations in pillar three, the End of the Conflict, by 
November 2019. Source: Kroc Institute (2019). 

 

The issue of security for PPRs as well as social leaders from the left as been very serious and 

clearly neglected from the government side, only completing 14% of the stipulations related to 

security guarantees regardless of its acuteness. As of January 4, 2021, 251 FARC ex-combatants 

have been killed since their demobilization by unknown armed groups or assailants (El Tiempo 

2021). From 2010 to the end of 2019, according to the Colombian non-governmental organization 

Programa Somos Defensores, 746 social leaders, defenders of human rights, and people in process 

of land restitution have been assassinated in Colombia, of whom 515 were killed during the post-

agreement period from 2016 to the end of 2019 (2020). Though these numbers are staggering, the 

government is yet to proactively take a firm stance against the assassinations. Finally, of the 
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8,101,759 victims of internal land displacement in Colombia (Jan. 1, 1985-Jan. 31, 2021),65 the 

government barely touches this number in terms of land restituted per year, which stays in the low 

hundreds of thousands (Unidad para las víctimas 2021). 

David Maher and Andrew Thompson highlight: 

[A] central concern that has emerged is the continued presence and expansion of Colombia’s right-
wing paramilitary groups. Reports have warned that paramilitary groups (often referred to as 
BACRIMs based on the term bandas criminales or criminal bands/gangs) […] may spoil 
Colombia’s current peace attempts by disrupting the implementation of the peace agreement, for 
instance by directly targeting FARC members or by deterring people from getting involved in 
politics in Colombia’s marginalised regions (2018). 

Aside from the statistics of the Kroc Institute, Medina Gallego offers his perspective: 

 The Colombian state has characterized itself by the failure to fulfill all pacts that it makes, this has 
been historic, this is the imprint that it has in terms of fulfillment by the political classes and the 
Colombian institutionalism that coined the phrase “an agreement that will not be fulfilled cannot 
be denied to anyone”. The government, by its own will, will not do anything in terms of fulfilling 
the agreement if there is no social nor international pressure that obliges it. The agreement has to 
find suffering in the society and in social groups and democratic parties (2020, 446; Quote 21). 

 
The next section will outline more specifically the history of DDR in Colombia from the 1980s. 
 

2) History of DDR in Colombia 

The strategy for disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration has changed considerably since 

the 1980s, both in terms of the number of ex-combatants and of the mechanisms through which 

they have demobilized and reintegrated. In this section, I will outline a brief history of DDR in 

Colombia, starting with the program carried out in the 1980s—a program that, like that of today, 

was also carried out in the midst of the armed conflict.  

The 1980s experience was quite different from the integral DDR program of the ARN today.  

Kimberly Theidon explains: 

 
Previous efforts to demobilize the guerrillas can best be summarized by the name of one of the laws 
that governed the demobilization process under the Betancur administration (1982-1986)—Law 
35, the Law of Unconditional Amnesty in Favor of Peace. Law 35 reflected a legal environment in 
which blanket amnesties were offered in exchange for "peace and stability." The legal treatment of 
the ex-combatants was "solved" with an approach described as olvido y perd6n en pro de la paz 

 
65 The total number of victims is 9,106,309 as of January 31, 2021.  
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(forgetting and pardon in favor of peace), a broad statement that left much room for interpretation-
and for manipulation. In fact, the ex-combatants enjoyed complete amnesty. In addition to this 
trade-off, the government failed to consider what would happen to those guerrilla combatants who 
demobilized. For example, Law 35 formed the basis for the La Uribe Contract of 1984, in which 
the FARC agreed to a cease-fire and announced the foundation of a political party, the Uni6n 
Patri6tica. However, following their demobilization and reconstitution as a legitimate political 
party, the paramilitaries assassinated some 3,000 members of the Uni6n Patri6tica. Thus, the 
government proved to be incapable of guaranteeing the security of the ex-combatants (2009, 10).  

 
 
Thereafter, from 1989 to 1994, the Colombian state signed separate peace agreements with nine 

different guerrilla groups, including the M-19 and EPL, made up of approximately 4,700 

combatants who chose to enter demobilization and civilian reinsertion programs (Jaramillo, Giha, 

and Torres 2009). Some of these ex-combatants also benefited from the 1991 constitutional reform 

that provided the demobilized with active political participation. These programs were basic, as 

ensuring truth, justice, and reparations was not a part of them. 

While there were ideological nuances among the guerrilla groups that demobilized in the 1990s, 

all were leftist organizations that were motivated by socio-economic justice and the political 

participation of marginalized sectors. In the 1990s, the state solved the challenges of DDR by 

granting amnesties and pardons, after giving political status to the guerrilla groups with whom it 

negotiated (Jaramillo, Giha, and Torres 2009). Political recognition was a necessary step for 

holding negotiations, reaching agreements, and signing a peace agreement (Jaramillo, Giha, and 

Torres 2009). At that time, this requirement did not present major problems, as it seemed relatively 

easy to accept the political status of guerrilla groups motivated by political ideals, whose actions 

were generally aimed at the institutional structure (with the exception of the perpetration of several 

crimes against humanity). It was, therefore, easier to argue that the government’s authorization of 

a normative mechanism for demobilization, established under Law 418 of 1997, applied only to 

those armed groups whose political status was recognized by the Colombian state (Jaramillo, Giha, 

and Torres 2009).   

During the government’s negotiations with the AUC, however, the need for political recognition, 

required under Law 418 of 1997 for demobilization, ended up becoming a major obstacle 

(Jaramillo, Giha, and Torres 2009). The national debate focused on the implications of eliminating 

the requirement to recognize the political status of the armed groups as a condition for starting 

negotiations. Given the criminal, economic nature of the paramilitary groups, political recognition 
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was tainted by the possible perception of the state granting power or amnesty to organized criminal 

groups (Jaramillo, Giha, and Torres 2009). Nevertheless, there was an urgent need to put an end 

to the paramilitaries´ illegal activities and violence. The Colombian government decided to 

establish the new Law 782 of December 2002, making it possible to grant legal benefits to 

paramilitary group members without implying any recognition of their political status. The 

problem of political recognition for the paramilitaries continued to be important throughout their 

DDR process as well as the aftermath, as the possibility of them receiving benefits for 

demobilizing, and their extradition to the United States, depended upon how their illegal activities 

were defined (Jaramillo, Giha, and Torres 2009). Drug trafficking was, therefore, a critical factor 

in their peace process. The threat of extradition to the United States led several paramilitary leaders 

to participate in the peace process in Colombia, and to seek recognition as political criminals, 

which was to protect them from extradition. 

The negotiations with the paramilitaries did not include specific stipulations on how the 

reincorporation process would be implemented—the only document signed by the parties in which 

this aspect was mentioned was the Santa Fé de Ralito I agreement, which included: “The 

government shall pursue all actions necessary to reincorporate them [paramilitary members] into 

civilian life” (cited in Jaramillo, Giha, and Torres 2009, 12), signed in July 2003 by 22 out of 26 

paramilitary blocs (Wienand and Tremaria 2017). The Colombian government’s process with the 

AUC is unique in that the conditions for demobilization do not appear in independent peace 

agreements, but in a body of statutes and laws subject to democratic debate by the Congress, 

examined by the constitutional court, and regulated by the executive branch (Jaramillo, Giha, and 

Torres 2009). Details of demobilization were then ratified in the framework of the Justice and 

Peace Law, enacted in July 2005 (Wienand and Tremaria 2017). Ex-combatants responsible for 

crimes against humanity, mostly high- and mid-ranking commanders of the AUC, were tried under 

this law and sentenced to reduced prison sentences of up to eight years (Kaplan and Nussio 2016). 

Most rank-and-file ex-combatants, the majority of the demobilized population, were pardoned for 

their involvement in non-state armed groups and were eligible to enter the ACR program, where 

they received assistance with education, vocational training, grants for micro-productive projects, 

psychosocial support, health care, and a monthly stipend conditioned on participation in the 

program’s activities. Symbolic initiatives, such as sports events and restoration of public spaces 
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by AUC ex-combatants were used to publicize reintegration in receiving communities (Kaplan 

and Nussio 2016). 

Finally, paramilitary leaders agreed to a ceasefire and promised to demobilize all combatants by 

the end of 2005, and in return, the Colombian government conceded to limiting criminal 

prosecution and to granting further concessions to ex-combatants (Saab and Taylor 2009). In total, 

from 2003 to August 5, 2006, 39 collective demobilizations took place, in which 31,687 members 

of the self-defense paramilitary forces of Colombia disarmed and disavowed their military 

structures for civilian lives, turning in more than 18,000 arms (Jaramillo, Giha and Torres 2009). 

Maher and Thompson highlight: 

However, critics have demonstrated that the paramilitary demobilisation process was deeply flawed 
from its inception and enabled powerful successor paramilitary groups to emerge throughout 
Colombia. Groups such as Los Urabeños, who are often referred to as Las Autodefensas Gaitanistas de 
Colombia (AGC) or El Clan del Golfo (Gulf Clan), Aguilas Negras, Los Puntilleros (formerly 
ERPAC), La Constru, Los Rastrojos, Paisas and Nueva Generacion, among many others, emerged 
immediately following the demobilisation process and have quickly expanded their presence across 
Colombia. By 2010, successor paramilitary groups had an estimated 4,000–10,000 members and 
exhibited high levels of violence. In 2014, Colombia’s Ombudsman observed that these groups have 
expanded their presence and are active in approximately 15% of Colombia’s territory, with a presence 
in 27 of the country’s 32 departments. During 2017, Colombia’s paramilitary forces continued to 
expand their control over territories left by the FARC following the peace agreement (2018). 

As discussed throughout this dissertation, these groups have become a serious security concern for 

the FARC PPRs. 

a) DDR institutions: Precursors of today´s agencies and norms 

In terms of DDR institutions, in 2003, the Ministry of Interior of the Colombian government 

created the Program of Reincorporation into Civilian Life (Programa de Reincorporación de la 

Vida Civil or PRVC), specifically to deal with individual demobilizations like desertions, captures, 

and child soldiers turning 18 years old and transferring to this program for adults. However, the 

program´s DDR efforts were criticized by the academic world and civil society organizations as 

being incoherent and insufficient due not only to the exclusive emphasis on military 

demobilization and “the concession of very soft amnesties”, but also to the lack of long-term socio-

economic reintegration efforts (Wienand and Tremaria 2017, 34). Also, the government made the 

mistake of not verifying who exactly had been mobilized and failed to ask the demobilized 
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combatants for information on further supporters and corresponding connected criminal networks 

(Wienand and Tremaria 2017). As Human Rights Watch (2010, 19) illustrated, one of the 

consequences of this incomplete demobilization process is that many paramilitaries have remained 

active, have managed to hide their capital, and have recruited new members after being reorganized 

into new groups.  

Then in 2006, the High Office for Reintegration was established (Alta Consejería para la 

Reintegración). Thereafter the Colombian Agency for Reintegration (Agencia Colombiana para 

la Reintegración or ACR) was established in 2011. The agency would take on ongoing cases from 

collective demobilizations from the past, as well as deal with individuals coming from military 

captures and desertions, as well as ex-child soldiers turning 18 years old and transferring from the 

Colombian Institute of Family Wellbeing (Instituto Colombiano de Bienestar Familiar or ICBF).66 

The agency created an eight-pillar process for each beneficiary of the program, or person in 

process of reincorporation (PPR), based on: security, individuality, productivity, family, 

habitability, health, education, and citizenship (ACR 2014). On average, this reintegration route 

would take/takes eight years to complete. This reintegration route was and continues to be one of 

the longest and most comprehensive in the world (Capone 2017).  

The security pillar strengthens each PPR´s capacity to manage situations that put them at risk for 

victimization and recidivism, via knowledge of institutional mechanisms, contextual elements, and 

modification of individual behavior within the legal framework of Colombia. The individuality 

pillar assists the PPR in their capacity to maintain relationships that allow them to know, value, 

and interact with themselves, with others, and with groups, establishing safe and stable 

relationships that support their well-being. The productivity pillar seeks to help the PPR and their 

family strengthen sustainable income generation according to their potential and economic 

context. The family pillar encourages the creation of a protective environment for the PPR and 

their family in terms of cohabitation, and for the promotion and protection of family rights and 

duties. The habitability pillar promotes the capacity of each PPR and their family to improve their 

housing conditions, according to their cultural context and socio-economic conditions, within a 

 
66 Child soldiers that are rescued by the military or desert armed groups enter state institutions through the ICBF where 
they are treated as “victims” because they are still considered children under the law. The ICBF tries to find their 
families so they can be returned home; for those that cannot return home due to an abusive household or a dangerous 
community environment, are put into a home managed by the ICBF and are eventually emancipated. Once they turn 
18 years old, they are transferred into the adult program, the current ARN, and treated as “perpetrators”.  
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physical environment that facilitates family and community life, contributing to well-being, human 

dignity, and quality of life. The health pillar helps to strengthen the PPR and their family´s capacity 

to develop healthy life-styles, based on physical and mental health, on an individual, family, and 

community scale. The education pillar foments each PPR and their family´s ability to reach 

educational levels according to their context, which allows for access and permanence in 

productive environments, as well as the development of their life project. Finally, the citizenship 

pillar promotes the development and strengthening of the PPR´s ability to value and exercise their 

citizenship rights and duties in an autonomous manner, simultaneously contributing to transitional 

justice. 

The next section will describe the collective DDR process with the FARC from 2016 to 2020. 

 

3) Collective DDR: FARC 2016-2020 

 

As stipulated by the peace agreement signed on November 24, 2016 by the Colombian government 

and the FARC, those in charge of the DDR process for the FARC were: the UN for disarmament; 

the Monitoring and Verification Mechanism (MVM) (tripartite mechanism made up by delegates 

from the Colombian government, the UN [members from Community of Latin American and 

Caribbean countries or CELAC], and the FARC-EP) was to follow-up on compliance with the 

ceasefire, disarmament, and demobilization (identifying the ex-combatants); and the Agency for 

Reincorporation and Normalization (Agencia Nacional de Reincorporación y Normalización or 

ARN) was for the reincorporation process. The current national reincorporation program, the 

ARN, was established in 2017 in response to the peace agreement and has built on previous 

institutional expertise. 

 The ARN is a strong, stable institution as it is adaptable, complex, autonomous, and coherent 

(mentioned in the Literature Review in Chapter I) (Huntington 1968). It is adaptable as it has 

readjusted its institutional offer for changing circumstances like the collective demobilizations of 

the AUC (2003-2006) and the FARC (2016-present). As mentioned with the ACR´s eight-pillar 

reintegration/reincorporation process, it is complex in being able to differentiate and expand its 

organization due to the needs of the PPRs. The ARN is autonomous as regardless of the changing 

government that may or may not be so supportive of the peace agreement, it continues its work 
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uninfluenced by outside factors. Finally, the ARN has been coherent in working at the ETCRs, 

with foreign and local organizations, as well as with the FARC.  

The National Reincorporation Council (Consejo Nacional de Reincorporación or CNR) was 

established in the peace agreement, which includes two delegates from the FARC and two 

delegates from the national government. The aim of the CNR is to define reincorporation activities, 

establish their schedule, and follow-up on the reincorporation program. The CNR organizes the 

Social Economies of the Common People organization (Economias Sociales del Común or 

Ecomún); verifies the viability and financing of collective productive projects as well as individual 

productive projects or housing projects; helps to plan and develop “Pedagogies for Peace” events; 

designs and follows up on the Special Comprehensive Program on restituting the rights of children 

that have left the FARC; and writes accountability reports on its work for verification.  

Presently, the ARN have three national offices and 35 regional offices. In order to contribute to 

the sustainability of the reintegration and reincorporation processes, the ARN needs the 

participation of public and private sectors, like academia, other government agencies, the business 

sector as well as international cooperation: for example, the ARN has 650 official business allies, 

20 international allies (like the UN and IOM), and 67 allied nations (ARN 2021). From 2001-2019, 

75,923 PPRs have left an armed group and have entered the ARN: 64,506 are male (85%) and 

11,417 are female (15%) (ARN 2021). See Graph 4 below for number of persons in process of 

reintegration (PPR) at the ARN by armed group for the period 2001-2019. The collective 

demobilization process of the FARC-EP in 2016 included 14,001 guerrillas.  
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Graph 4:  Persons in Process of Reintegration (PPRs) at the ARN by Armed Group: 2001-2019. 

Source: ARN 2021 

 

The agency continues to deal with individual demobilizations, pre-2016 collective demobilizations 

like from the AUC, and the reincorporation of the FARC-EP. Currently there are three different 

types of reintegration taking place under the auspice of the ARN. The first two: “regular 

reintegration” and “special reintegration”, follow the eight-pillar route mentioned in the last 

section and remain as they were under the ACR´s direction. Those doing the special reintegration 

route are adherent to Law 975 of 2005 which address those ex-combatants who were found guilty 

of certain war-related crimes like crimes against humanity and either had to face prison time unless 

they contributed to certain peace-building commitments like symbolic reparations to victims or 

truth-telling.67 The third type is called “reincorporation” and considers only the ex-FARC-EP 

community and their nuclear families. According to the ARN, reincorporation is a comprehensive, 

sustainable, exceptional, and transitory process oriented towards the strengthening of the social 

 
67 See law here: https://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/sites/default/files/documentosbiblioteca/ley975de2005.pdf  
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fabric of the regional territories, co-existence, and reconciliation among those who inhabit these 

areas, as well as the development of productive activities and local democracy (2021).  

1.  ETCR reincorporation 

Of the total 13,999 FARC ex-combatants that have been officially registered with the Office of the 

High Commissioner for Peace in the collective DDR process that started in 2016, 13,119 are in the 

reincorporation process as of January 31, 2021, 76% being men and 24% being women (ARN 

2021).68 Of these, 2,591 or 19.7% still live in the 23 active Territorial Training and Reincorporation 

Spaces (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación or ETCRs) around the country. 

Since the ETCRs include the nuclear family members of the ex-combatants, the number of people 

living on ETCR property is much higher. Though the number of ex-combatants living in the 

ETCRs is modest, there is a significant number of ex-combatants that have sustained contact with 

and regularly visit the ETCRs (Martínez and Lefebvre 2019).  

The 23 active Former ETCRs are based on the original 27 spaces that were allotted in the peace 

agreement: the 20 Transitional Local Zones for Normalization (Zonas Veredales Transitorias de 

Normalización or ZVTN) and seven Transitional Local Points for Normalization (Puntos 

Transitorios de Normalización or PTN). During the first 180 days, the ex-combatants were 

grouped together in pre-group points (puntos de preagrupamiento) and then they became or were 

transferred to the ZVTNs and PTNs. The process of turning in the FARC-EP´s weapons took place 

between March 8 and June 27, 2017, and all the armament was removed from the ZVTNs and 

PTNs on August 15, 2017 (UNMC 2017). Thereafter, the spaces became more permanent on that 

same day, when the government changed their name to the Territorial Training and 

Reincorporation Spaces (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación or ETCRs), 

which were originally supposed to function until August 2019. The mandate to allow for the 

ETCRs to remain as they are, was renewed and now they are called the Former ETCRs (Antiguos 

ETCRs). The idea is that they become permanent spaces for the PPRs to live (Llorente and Méndez 

2019; UNMC 2020).  

The number of ETCRs has gradually decreased since 2016 due to issues like land rental contracts 

expiring; the government closing them down claiming they had completed the reincorporation of 

 
68 There are 9,610 FARC ex-combatants living outside of the ETCRs, while 918 have not been located (ARN 2021).  
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the PPRs there (the case of two ETCRs: ETCR Gallo in Tierralta, Córdoba and ETCR Vidrí in 

Vigía del Fuerte, Antioquia)69 (Verdad Abierta 2018); too much violence (like what happened with 

ETCR Santa Lucía in Ituango in July 2020), or due to destruction from flooding. The number of 

ex-combatants living in the ETCRs has also decreased gradually as they have left to go back to 

their biological families or maybe to the cities to find more educational and economic 

opportunities. See Map 1 below for the locations and names of the ETCRs (the map shows 24 

ETCRs including the one at Santa Lucía in Ituango that has since been closed).  

 
69 The government claimed they closed ETCR Gallo because the majority of the PPRs had moved to San José de León 
in Mutatá, Antioquia. With ETCR Vidrí, there were some negotiations about closing it due to presence of the ELN 
and Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia in the area, but in the end, the government closed it without completing 
the negotiations or warning the ETCR in advance. These government actions increased the uncertainty of the peace 
process for the FARC.  
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Map 1: The 24 ETCRs active in Colombia in 2019.  

Source: ARN 2019b 

 

The ARN´s reintegration program for each PPR consists of eight pillars: security, individuality, 

productivity, family, habitability, health, education, and citizenship. The FARC PPRs also adhered 

to this eight-pillar reintegration route until January 1, 2020, when an institutional change took 

place.70 Currently, the Reincorporation Route for the FARC features a two-stage process: Early 

 
70 The ARN formalized this as their institutional public policy a few years after the signing of the peace agreement, 
while actual disarmament and the beginning of the reincorporation process took place in 2016-2017.  
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Reincorporation and Long-term Reincorporation. Long-term Reincorporation is based on a 

roadmap to help achieve their individual and collective purposes, decided by each PPR and the 

corresponding ARN officials. The roadmap´s general guidelines are agreed upon between 

delegates of the CNR and the ARN.  

The Early Reincorporation Stage has a duration of 24 months which starts right after the PPR joins 

the ARN. All actions leading to the adaptation of PPRs to civilian life are developed during this 

stage and access to state agency-based services is provided in accordance with their needs and 

interests. A basic income, in the amount of 90% of the current minimum legal monthly wage (in 

Colombia for 2021, this wage is 908,526 pesos or US$249.12)71 is provided to the PPR if they 

have no ongoing employment or job contract. Also, a Single Normalization Allowance, a one-time 

payment in the amount of 2,000,000 Colombian pesos (COP) or US$548.39, is provided to each 

PPR at the beginning of this stage. 

The Long-term Reincorporation Stage begins once the 24-month Early Reintegration period has 

come to an end. According to the ARN, the spectrum of state agency-based service provision is 

expanded during this stage, and the individual and collective capabilities of the PPR are 

strengthened for the exercise of their rights and duties in order to achieve reincorporation in a 

comprehensive and effective fashion (2021). This stage involves crosscutting co-responsibility, 

comprehensive support, and monitoring-related actions. In addition, the route promises to provide 

adequate attention to each PPR based on their ethnicity, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

disability, and life project. Long-term Reincorporation encompasses seven components: education, 

economic sustainability, habitability and housing, comprehensive psychosocial well-being, 

healthcare, community, and family. Lastly, in this stage, a monthly allowance which corresponds 

to 90% of the current minimum legal monthly wage, subject to participation in activities agreed 

upon in the roadmap, is provided if the income the PPR receives is less than five current minimum 

legal monthly wages (which for 2021, would be less than 4,542,630 COP or US$1,245.58. See 

footnote 71 for exchange rate used.). 

To delve deeper into the components, I outline the details of each one. For the education 

component, PPRs and their families are able to access primary and secondary basic education as 

 
71 On February 26, 2021, the exchange rate was US$1 = 3,647 COP. 
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well as technical and technological education through public institutions in the territories and under 

flexible education models implemented throughout the country, according to their needs and 

interests. Also, there are mechanisms in order to help facilitate admission to higher education 

programs with institutions endorsed by the Ministry of National Education. For the economic 

sustainability component, generation of sustainable income sources in the medium to long-term 

will be promoted, alongside actions seeking to strengthen co-ops and processes of labor inclusion, 

taking into account territorial, differential, and gender-based approaches. Similarly, project design 

stages for either individual or collective projects are supported, and technical assistance are 

provided by territorial, national, and international institutions.72 In this component, PPRs are also 

entitled to a one-time economic benefit in the amount of 8,000,000 COP or US$2,1393.58 (see 

footnote 71 for exchange rate used) for productive projects (individual or collective) or for housing 

acquisition, improvement or renovation. 

For the habitability and housing component, PPRs receive support from the ARN in coordination 

with local and national agencies for housing acquisition, improvement or sanitation and 

construction of dispersed or grouped housing solutions, whether individually or managed through 

a co-op or at the ETCRs. Also, assisted self-construction processes are supported and strengthened 

by training strategies. For the healthcare component, PPRs and their families are registered with 

the national social security and healthcare system. The ARN manages the corresponding affiliation 

procedures and provides counsel for understanding the intricacies of this system, their duties and 

rights, the comprehensive network of services, and social participation in healthcare. Furthermore, 

PPRs with disabilities, people with high-cost illnesses, and the elderly may participate in specific 

programs established by the government. Lastly, the government is responsible for bringing 

healthcare closer to remote rural areas. 

For the comprehensive psychosocial well-being component, the idea is to assist PPRs with their 

capabilities of establishing meaningful relationships, strengthening their interpersonal ties, and 

contributing to the improvement of the quality of individual and collective life, in addition to 

contributing to the co-existence and reconciliation of the territories where they are located. For the 

family component, PPRs and their families receive support from the ARN in order to strengthen 

 
72 Collective productive projects are approved by the CNR while individual productive projects are approved by the 
ARN. 
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mutual care bonds, co-existence, and the promotion of family development. They also receive 

guidance for accessing services to enable the exercise of their rights, with special emphasis on 

children and adolescents, in coordination with public agencies. The final community component 

contributes to the strengthening of the social fabric, co-existence, and reconciliation in the 

territories where the PPRs are, through actions within the framework of the community 

reincorporation strategy and other initiatives. 

The interesting thing about this Reincorporation Route meant only for the FARC is how it was 

changed from the ARN’s eight-pillar reintegration system. The “security”, “individuality”, and 

“citizenship” pillars were removed, and “community” and “comprehensive psychosocial well-

being” were added, the new route having seven pillars instead of eight. Unfortunately, the 

negotiations between the CNR and the ARN were closed, and nothing has been published on them 

to date, but I will analyze these changes a bit.  

The security pillar may have been removed as ex-combatant security was an important and 

integrally planned aspect of the peace agreement. A new system was supposed to be put in place 

to guarantee the security of all political parties and movements, including the political party of the 

FARC (Comunes), as well as social and human rights organizations, and the various communities 

across the country. The system will include four components: regulatory and institutional 

amendments, prevention measures, protection measures and evaluation, and follow-up 

mechanisms. In addition to these four components, the Comprehensive Security System will also 

include: measures for protection, and personal and collective security; a high-level unit of the 

Comprehensive Security System for the exercise of politics; a presidential delegate; a 

comprehensive protection program for the members of the FARC’s new political movement, for 

their political activities and offices, as well as for the former combatants of the FARC-EP in 

process of reincorporation, and for the families of all of the foregoing, taking into account each 

one’s corresponding level of risk; a  specialized sub-directorate on security and protection, at the 

National Protection Unit; a Technical Committee on Security and Protection; a Security and 

Protection Corps; the undertaking of a program on reconciliation, social coexistence, and 

prevention of stigmatization; and lastly, measures in relation to self-protection.  

The individuality pillar was changed into the comprehensive psychosocial well-being component, 

but tweaked a bit to be more social—it was expanded from focusing simply on the self and 
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relationships to include peaceful co-existence and reconciliation with others, as well as on 

collective life with other FARC ex-combatants. However, the new community component does 

also mention “the strengthening of the social fabric, co-existence, and reconciliation in the 

territories” (ARN 2020), so for these three it could have been a simple rearrangement of words. 

Finally, the old citizenship pillar was removed, which was supposed to “promote the development 

and strengthening of the PPR´s ability to value and exercise their citizenship rights and duties in 

an autonomous manner, simultaneously contributing to transitional justice” (ACR 2014). It is 

possible that this was removed as any ex-combatant can be a militant (affiliated member) in the 

new political party, Comunes—all they would have to do is present their support and affiliation in 

written form to the party and after the party accepts, they become an official political party militant. 

2. Non-ETCR reincorporation 

The majority of FARC ex-combatants live outside of the ETCR setting. They could have gone 

“home” to be with their biological relatives or gone to the city to be more anonymous. The 

educational and economic opportunities on the ETCRs are definitely limited and some left for the 

cities in search of these. The FARC ex-combatants that chose not to live on the ETCRs in the long-

term were not contemplated in the peace agreement interestingly enough, considering that most of 

them are not on the ETCRs. In urban areas, the PPRs have houses to gather in and realize their 

collective productive projects at. Also, the Comunes political party has common houses where any 

FARC PPR or militant can gather or plan at activities or events at.  

Many PPRs have formed New Areas of Reincorporation (Nuevas Áreas de Reincorporación or 

NARs), created for a myriad of reasons. As of June 16, 2020, there were 93 NARs in 17 

departments all over the country (Forero Rueda 2020); most NARs are in rural areas, but a few are 

in urban areas. The NARs are not officially recognized by the government as they were never 

formally part of the peace agreement, so detailed institutional data on these areas is not available. 

Some reasons for their creation include: ex-combatants wanting to be closer to their families or to 

their natal land than they were in one of the ETCRs; discrepancies between some PPRs and the 

ETCR leaders; flooding and subsequent destruction of ETCR houses and buildings; lack of the 

government´s implementation of ETCR infra-structure as well as uncertainty about the 

continuation of the ETCRs; as well as ex-combatants fleeing security problems such as 
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assassinations, combat among other armed groups, and threats of violence against them (Llorente 

and Méndez 2019; field work 2019-2020). More on this topic can be found in Chapter IV that 

outlines the results of the dissertation.  
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IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 “The reality is that we are really showing what we want, to 

bet on peace, and we are ready until the last day and we are 

still fighting, not with arms, but politically with our words, 

because that is the only weapon we have, words” (FARC ex-

commander #8, Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia; 

Quote 22). 

This chapter presents the dissertation´s results, analysis, and discussion in order to answer the 

research question: in what ways can ex-combatants´ engagement with political activities during 

the reincorporation process generate traction and inertia toward a stronger commitment with 

the peace process, ultimately preventing ex-combatants to rearm, even within an intractable 

conflict environment? 

This chapter demonstrates the results that answer to the following two hypotheses: 

Hypothesis #1: ex-combatant engagement with political activities during their reincorporation 

process gives them meaning in their personal lives that they would not get without these. This 

raises the likelihood of their engagement with the peace process and in reconciliation with civilian 

institutions and activities, regardless of the ongoing intractability of the armed conflict.   

Hypotheses #2a and #2b:  

 2a: inasmuch as ex-combatants can engage with the political identity that they formed 

during their time in the politically-motivated armed group, during the DDR process, this 

can strengthen and solidify their reincorporation process. In turn, being confronted or 

socially sanctioned as a result of membership in the group may result in strengthening 

feelings of regret and skepticism about the peace process. 

 2b: continued, peaceful mobilization as a politically-motivated group in the 

reincorporation process can strengthen and solidify reincorporation instead of weaken or 

destroy it, by offering members identity and group support, leadership, and direction.  
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The FARC-EP began historically as a political group, disarmed as a political group, in its majority 

has maintained itself mobilized for peace, and has partaken in democratic politics since the signing 

of the peace agreement in 2016. In this sense, they are a typical case of a persevering political 

movement if given the opportunity to practice political engagement. The ex-combatants may have 

disarmed in 2016-2017, but the political creed and visions of many are intact, and the FARC 

identity preserves its meaning in the post-conflict era. Some ex-combatants have distanced 

themselves from the group, but many remain faithful to the cause: the construction of a New 

Colombia through democratic, political means.  

This chapter traces the various processes that have taken place for the FARC, based on my field 

work and starting with a look back towards history. It highlights ETCR and non-ETCR 

experiences, political and socio-economic engagement within the reincorporation process, the 

various challenges for the Comunes political party, the challenges presented by FARC dissidents 

rearming, and being in its majority, mobilized for peace. After sections on this topic, there will be 

a discussion on the meaning of the results and how the hypotheses are answered.  

Of the total 13,999 FARC ex-combatants that have been officially registered with the Office of the 

High Commissioner for Peace in the collective DDR process that started in 2016, 13,119 are 

persons in process of reincorporation (PPRs) as of January 31, 2021 (ARN, 2021).73 Of these, 

9,610 PPRs live outside of the ETCRs; 2,591 or 19.7% still live in the 23 active Territorial Training 

and Reincorporation Spaces (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación or 

ETCRs) around the country; and 918 ex-combatants have not been located by the DDR program. 

The number of PPRs in the ETCRs has gradually decreased from the approximate 8,000 that started 

out at the ETCRs in January 2017—thereafter there were 7,120 in February 2017; 4,320 in March 

2017; 3,825 in July 2018; and 3,038 in September 2019 (ARN 2018, 2019a; La Paz en el Terreno 

2018). Since the ETCRs include the nuclear family members of the PPRs, the number of people 

living on ETCR property is much higher than those stated above. Though the number of PPRs 

living in the ETCRs is modest, there is a significant number of PPRs that have sustained contact 

with and regularly visit the ETCRs (Martínez and Lefebvre 2019).  

 
73 Of the total number of PPRs with the ARN, the departments with the most are: Meta with 11.9%, Antioquia with 
11.2%, Cauca with 10.6%, Caquetá with 6.5%, and the city of Bogotá with 6.3% (ARN 2019c).  
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The 23 active ETCRs are based on the original 27 spaces that were allotted in the peace agreement: 

the 20 Transitional Local Zones for Normalization (Zonas Veredales Transitorias de 

Normalización or ZVTN) and seven Transitional Local Points for Normalization (Puntos 

Transitorios de Normalización or PTN). After the original 180 days the spaces became more 

permanent, and the government changed their name on August 15, 2017, to the Territorial Training 

and Reincorporation Spaces (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación or 

ETCR). The number has gradually decreased since 2016 due to issues like land rental contracts 

expiring or too much violence (like what happened with ETCR Santa Lucía in Ituango in July 

2020). As already mentioned, the number of PPRs living in the ETCRs has also decreased 

gradually as they have left to go back to their biological families, have gone to the cities to find 

more educational and economic opportunities or more anonymity and hence, safety, among other 

varied reasons. Security has been a delicate issue and between the signing of the peace agreement 

(November 24, 2016) and January 4, 2021, 251 FARC ex-combatants have been killed by 

unknown armed groups or assailants (El Tiempo 2021). According to the UNMC, the Special 

Investigations Unit of the Office of the Attorney-General, created by the peace agreement, works 

to fight impunity by bringing to justice those responsible for attacks against ex-combatants and 

social leaders including intellectual authors of the crimes; they have reported 289 cases of attacks 

against ex-combatants (between November 24, 2016 and December 29, 2020) (2020). See Map 1 

in Chapter III for the locations and names of the 23 active ETCRs. 
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Photo 174: ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia which was closed in July 2020. 

 
74 For all photos with recognizable people in them, either they were taken at public events or those people gave me 
permission to use the photo for this dissertation.  
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Photo 2: The police post and entrance to ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia. 

The following photos (3-11) are from ETCR Santa Lucía, near the town of Ituango, department of 

Antioquia, which closed in July 2020 due to violence in the region. 
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The following photos (12-16) are from ETCR Jacobo Arango o Llanogrande, close to the town of 

Dabeiba, department of Antioquia. 
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The following photos (17-22) are from ETCR Tierra Grata outside of the towns of Manaure and 

La Paz, close to the city of Valledupar, department of Cesar. The first photo shows the Sierra 

Nevada Mountain Range in the background. 
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A) Field work results: Tracing the journey among forms of the political 

I spent approximately 8 weeks non-continuously with ex-combatants from the FARC in the ETCRs 

in Ituango and Dabeiba in Antioquia, la Montañita in Caquetá, Icononzo in Tolima, Manaure/La 

Paz in Cesar, and two ETCRs in Mesetas in Meta, as well as the two New Areas of Reincorporation 

(NARs) San José de León and another near Frontino (Mutatá) in Antioquia. The results for the 

ETCRs cannot be representative of all FARC ex-combatants as they choose to live there and only 

live amongst each other with their families; other ex-combatants have gone home or live on their 

own, farther from their FARC companions—some of these maintain contact with the FARC as 

well as engage with DDR activities and some have broken contact and cannot be contacted. I also 

spent a couple weeks’ time in urban FARC spaces: like reincorporation houses and the Comunes 

political party house. During my time studying the FARC, I did 44 interviews. The following 

results paint a clear picture of how and why political engagement is essential for FARC ex-
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combatants’ reincorporation processes at the ETCRs, and somewhat important for the FARC in 

urban areas and NARs.  

The results documented in this chapter are based on my approximate two months of doing 

participant observation and interviews in the ETCRs and NARs, as well as my approximate two 

weeks doing interviews in urban FARC spaces. During my participant observation, I had many 

informal conversations with all kinds of people; went to many activities, events, informal 

gatherings, group meetings; took a few eco-tours via the eco-tourism projects; and spent a lot of 

time just observing my surroundings and overhearing people talk. It was a very fruitful method for 

getting to know the reincorporation process and the people in process of it. I will not necessarily 

cite this field work formally after each respective finding in this chapter, but the results found here-

on-out, reflect the lessons learned using my methodology. 

1) The People´s Army: The historical importance of the rural 

In the name FARC-EP, “EP” stands for the “People´s Army” (Ejército del Pueblo), and the 

People´s Army it is: it has included in its ranks: children, teenagers, men and women, married 

couples, family members (even parents and their children), people of the LGBT community, senior 

citizens, the handicapped, academics, workers, farmers, foreigners, among other diverse persons. 

The FARC PPRs and politicians speak fondly of representing the farmers (campesinos) and are 

clearly and vocally proud of this fact.  

An important fact about the FARC is that the different fronts (frentes) demonstrated differences in 

their group behavior and policies. Though there were strict rules and a moral code that were to be 

followed, dictated by the FARC Secretariat, still the group dynamics and leadership styles 

exhibited diversity in aspects like ethical rules, treatment based on gender, birth-control and 

abortion policies, romantic relationships, recruitment of children under 18, among others.  

The FARC identifies with their historical motivations for starting the armed conflict against the 

government, large landowners, and the “imperialist power” that is represented by big corporations 

and the United States. In short, they sought a new communist society where everyone would have 

their basic needs met, though their original goal was to seize power of the state to be able to create 

this new society. The FARC claims that have always wanted peace, but it was the government or 
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different powerful interests that never allowed peace to happen in different periods of negotiations. 

For example, FARC ex-commander #17 says: 

We can say that since ’82, Jacobo Arenas planted the FARC’s flag as the flag of peace and Alfonso 
Cano said: this flag of peace with social justice did not get the attention of the leading class, we 
need to rescue it because we do not want to make war just for to make war—we feel obligated to 
make war, in our essence we want to be pacifists but also change the socio-economic model, so 
that is the struggle […] (Oct. 2020, Medellín; Quote 23). 

The same rhetoric is echoed by FARC ex-combatant #19: 

I think that since FARC’s origin, back then in 1964 in Marquetalia in Tolima, from then until now 
the FARC has said: we are armed, but our goal is not war, if we didn´t fight, well we didn´t take 
up arms because we wanted to or because that was the desire: live in war, no, back then our 
objectives were political, clearly, with arms, we were obligated to take up arms from ’64 until 
thereafter but we never lost our horizon, the goal was peace, and based on that idea, in the camps, 
we always took part in political analysis of Colombian reality, like we used to say, what do you 
think of our reality? People should respect and all that, so in those days, when we started 
negotiations or pre-negotiations, during the day we studied for four hours, in the morning two and 
in the afternoon two, and during those hours we analyzed the topics they were discussing (Oct. 
2020, Medellín, Quote 24). 

Their current everyday rhetoric is more realistic in the sense that they understand that communism 

is not going to be the new system in Colombia in the short-term and as a minimum, they seek 

better socio-economic and political opportunities for the “people” provided by the current 

government. They declare the need to improve socio-economic conditions for small-scale farmers 

in rural areas, like providing social services like healthcare, public education, and banking (credit) 

services; infrastructure, especially to be able to quickly get to markets to sell their produce, 

animals, and products; and opportunities for “moving ahead in life” (salir adelante). They wish 

for a Colombia where poor inhabitants have enough to live on and do not have to worry about their 

economic situations or their basic needs not being met. They say that selling to the market is a 

necessary evil within the current system, though their ultimate goal is to turn the economic system 

currently in place into a communist system where the poor have the opportunity to become self-

sufficient with their own land and where every person has access to the same resources—a 

distributive communal system that allows for all people to meet their basic needs and be able to 

“salir adelante” in life.  

In the Statutes of the Political Party FARC (Common Alternative Revolutionary Force or Fuerza 

Alternativa Revolucionaria del Común), recently changed to Comunes, the group´s principles are 
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based on social justice, “real” democracy, improving the conditions of the common people, and 

building an alternative, non-capitalist, communist society.  Specifically, in the section called 

“Ideological platform of the political party Common Alternative Revolutionary Force (FARC)”, it 

states:  

The party´s principles and political-theoretical elaborations are derived from libertarian and critical 
thought, and from the experiences of people, not only those at the international level but also on 
the American continent, as formulated by the FARC-EP from its foundational moment in 1964, 
especially by our founders Manuel Marulanda Vélez and Jacobo Arenas, to overcome the current 
capitalist social order within Colombian society, and promote and support a historic process that 
permits the construction of an alternative society in which the following rule: social justice, real 
advanced democracy, overcoming all forms of exclusion, discrimination or segregation due to 
economic, social, ethnic or gender reasons, a guarantee of life and a dignified existence, recognition 
of the good life as an individual and as a community, the creation of a new political economy that 
guarantees the material realization of human rights, non-destructive nor predatorial relations with 
nature and the environment, with new ethics, and new social relations based in cooperation, 
brotherhood and solidarity. 

Specifically, the FARC, from the very beginning in the 1960s, has emphasized the need to return 

stolen land to those small-scale farmers who have been displaced by armed groups or other 

landowners, or simply to give some national, under or un-utilized land to the poor who have none. 

Violent land displacement that has taken place between January 1, 1985 until March 31, 2020, has 

created 8,011,693 government-registered victims in Colombia (Unidad para las víctimas 2020), 

usually putting Colombia at the top of the list of countries with the largest internally-displaced 

populations in the world. However, violent land displacement peppers Colombia´s history from 

the Spanish conquest that began in 1499 and is central to the country´s history of state formation 

and armed conflict. The government has made it a goal to restitute lands to the rightful owners and 

the FARC generally agree with the government´s land restitution policies, if they are fully 

implemented of course. “Rightful owners” implies not only those with formal land titles from the 

state, but also those that have lived on and worked the land75 for at least five years (i.e. on public 

lands or baldíos), which legally gives them the right of ownership.  

In the base of this long-term land displacement problem is the issue of national land reform76—a 

core theme in Colombia´s violent history. In Colombia, the state has tried on various occasions 

 
75 Historically, the predominant premise of assigning land on Colombian territory has been the Spanish concept of 
morada y labor (dwell and work), meaning land should be assigned to those people who dwell and work on it. 
76 In the 20th century, the Colombian legislature had passed three major agrarian social reforms: Law 200 of 1936, 
Law 135 of 1961, and Law 60 of 1994, along with other legislative modifications and innumerable development plans 
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throughout its history to implement land reforms for the access and use of land in favor of small-

scale farmers, though there are powerful interest groups against land reform. Colombia is the most 

unequal country in the Latin American region, while it is the 16th most unequal in the world (out 

of 221 countries) (World Bank 2019; Guereña 2017). The Gini Index77 is a bit lower now looking 

at Colombia´s history of inequality: in 1999 the Gini was 58.7, and though it has been a bit erratic, 

it has had a downward tendency, with a Gini of 50.4 in 2018 (World Bank, 2019). According to a 

report on Colombia by OXFAM International, 81% of the land is in the hands of only 1% of the 

population, as 99% of the population occupy 19% of the land (Guereña 2017).78 In 1970, large 

properties of more than 500 hectares (ha) occupied 5 million ha of land while in 2014, that figure 

had gone up to 47 million ha (Guereña, 2017). Informality in land titling has been a permanent 

problem in Colombia and is part of the complicated dynamic of causes of the different armed 

conflicts. Approximately 18% of property-owners have not formalized their land titles in 

Colombia, a rate that rises to 40% when speaking of small-property owners (DANE 2015, cited in 

Sánchez Salazar 2019). The departments with the highest informality indices are Boyacá, 

Cundinamarca, Nariño, and Antioquia; for example, in Antioquia, the informality rate is 44.8% 

with about 190,000 informal plots (UPRA 2016, cited in Sánchez Salazar 2019). The state, the 

international community, and local institutions and organizations highlight the need to formally 

title land for those that live and work on it, so that these poor farmers are more secure and self-

sufficient on their property and have access to credit and other financial and institutional services. 

Lastly, the utilization of titled land, especially of large properties, has also been an issue 

historically as huge swathes of land sit idle while there are people in desperate need of land to 

cultivate for mere subsistence.  

 
meant for the agrarian sector (CNMH 2016). Theoretically, these land reforms were supposed to: transform traditional 
patterns of land distribution; offer technical, social, and financial services to beneficiaries in order to elevate their 
well-being; and create a class of prosperous rural property owners in order to combat extreme, rural inequality (CNMH 
2016). In reality, these three reforms, in their vast majority, were not successful in their goals due to the powerful 
pressure of large land-owners (Ibáñez & Muñoz-Mora, 2010). 
77 “The Gini Index is a summary measure of income inequality. The Gini coefficient incorporates the detailed shares 
data into a single statistic, which summarizes the dispersion of income across the entire income distribution. The Gini 
coefficient ranges from 0, indicating perfect equality (where everyone receives an equal share), to 1, perfect inequality 
(where only one recipient or group of recipients receives all the income). The Gini is based on the difference between 
the Lorenz curve (the observed cumulative income distribution) and the notion of a perfectly equal income 
distribution.” (definition taken from the United States Census Bureau at: https://www.census.gov/topics/income-
poverty/income-inequality/about/metrics/gini-index.html)  
78 The Gini Index for rural property distribution in Colombia in 2014 was 0.897, one of the highest in the world 
(Guereña 2017).  
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Due to the centrality of land reform to the conflict, comprehensive rural reform was the first point 

discussed in the peace negotiations. This pillar is very ambitious and includes: nation-wide 

coverage but with an emphasis on hard-hit conflict zones; inclusion of farmers in the processes 

with a special emphasis on women, head-of-household mothers, as well as displaced people; land 

restitution and allotment of land from a National Land Fund created for the peace agreement (with 

3 million ha) to those displaced and those without land or not enough land; a large-scale plan for 

land registration (cadastre or catastro), intending to formalize the ownership of 7 million ha of 

land; access to land mechanisms will be strengthened, such as a comprehensive subsidy program 

and improved access to credit; and last but not least, socio-economic development of rural 

Colombia in wide-sweeping ways, with an emphasis on creating well-being based on building 

infrastructure like roadways, irrigation, energy access, and providing market access, healthcare, 

education, and housing. This point has been a long-time coming and by which its absence, has 

caused social, economic, and political setbacks for the entire country for decades. Lastly, unless 

these stipulations could be agreed upon, the negotiations would never have passed to the next point 

(Acuerdo general 2012; FARC ex-commander #6, Nov. 2019, ETCR Agua Bonita, Caquetá).  

Not only does FARC identify with representing the people and their land, but they also see 

themselves as stewards of the natural environment. The FARC claims that they have focused on 

the conservation and sustainability of ecosystems, protecting natural resources from depletion, and 

not polluting the water, soil nor the air during the trajectory of the conflict, and they want to 

continue in the peace-building process (e.g. like through their eco-tourism productive projects and 

sustainably cultivating the land for the communal good). The FARC´s voice reverberates 

implementing the peace agreement in sustainable and environmentally-friendly ways. Some ex-

combatants highlighted the “capitalist takeover and exploitation” of lands, mines, and natural 

resources, in the short time since the disarmament process began, by multi-national companies 

from abroad and rich businessmen from Colombia (FARC ex-combatants #37 and #38, Feb. 2020, 

ETCR Llanogrande). According to the FARC, being the People´s Army includes protecting the 

environment in which they live and keeping its wealth for the Colombian people instead of foreign 

business interests. FARC ex-commander #8 complains that: “And every day more and more we 

sell our land, the internationalization of our natural resources, Colombia is one of the countries 

with the most amazing resources in the world, we have different climates, land […], rivers, seas, 

indeed, everything natural, they are internationalizing our lands, they are giving them to 
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multinational companies, they are selling them…” (Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia; 

Quote 25). The FARC sees itself as the solution to these types of problems. All of the 

aforementioned elements are woven into the FARC´s rhetoric, but also their everyday talk about 

the past and the future and how to salir adelante. In all of the social environments in which they 

take part, somehow there is reference to their mindset described above. Their political efforts focus 

on these values and goals.  

The peace agreement has been essential in the way that it plans for giving the FARC the boost and 

the resources they have needed to finally be represented institutionally within the government and 

push for the policies they support in a democratic fashion. Within the agreement are the means for 

them to accomplish many of their goals, as long as the agreement is adhered to and implemented.  

The following photos (23-26) are from the Museum of Memory (Casa de la Memoria) at ETCR 

Tierra Grata, Cesar. 
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The below photo (27) shows a painting is by FARC ex-combatant and artist Inty Maleywa. It 

highlights the importance of the rural, as well as some important historical scenes. 
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2) Collective work and identity of the FARC: The political in the socio-economic 

To be able to understand the collective identity of the PPRs on the ETCRs, first their environment 

and ways of life should be explained. On the ETCRs, the PPRs share everything from food to work 

to childcare to money earned from productive projects. If someone needs specific help, the others 

rally for them and help: for example, to escort them to medical appointments far away; raise funds 

for extra medical procedures, funerals, as well as national and international trips; help other fellow 

FARC with sick or needy family members; among others. Though some of them claim that many 

have become more individualistic since their DDR process began, they live and work communally 

on the ETCRs. Though they are community-oriented, there is no shortage of gossip, inter-group 

politics, and domestic familial violence.  

It is also important to note that: “To prevent these [ETCRs] from becoming a means to isolate ex-

combatants, civilians […] have access to the camps, families are allowed to live together, and 

people from surrounding communities are invited to attend the training and educational courses 
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that are offered to the ETCR residents, following a model of community reintegration” (Van 

Broeck, Guasca and Vanneste 2019, 5). It is often the case that the local communities around the 

ETCRs are involved in the productive projects, training sessions, workshops, events, activities, 

and groups on ETCR property. 

The temporary housing provided by the government has been divided by the FARC itself among 

the PPRs and their families, based on need, and sometimes by war-time rank. Reincorporated 

middle-range leaders do not have any bigger or better housing than the reincorporated foot soldiers, 

though reincorporated commanders tend to live in better conditions, though not always. For 

example, instead of houses built from thin plywood and metal roofs (government temporary 

housing), where several families share walls, some commanders have a stand-alone home, built 

with more durable materials like bricks and thick wood. For example, at ETCR Jacobo Arango in 

the Municipal Rural Settlement (MRS)79 Llano Grande in the municipality of Dabeiba, Antioquia, 

the two commanders (they are a married couple and are well-known for having been married for 

the longest time of any other FARC couple: 40 years) live at one such home which is located at 

the entrance to the ETCR, on top of a hill, overlooking the entire ETCR. Partly, these commanders 

need more space because they have multiple bodyguards protecting them 24 hours per day, and 

therefore some of them also stay in the house.  

Sanitation, potable water, and electricity have been topics dealt with in general by the government 

as part of the housing assistance but has varied very much depending on local dynamics. The 

ETCR bathrooms are communal spaces that are partly outside (the sinks and mirrors are outside 

in the open) and that every PPR alternately cleans on specific days of the week. Internet in the 

ETCRs is a private matter of everyone´s choosing. Most of the stores set up will have internet for 

sale by the hour or day where the buyer buys a PIN code for the time purchased. There have been 

issues with timing and setting up services, so organizations like the UN have stepped in to help.  

The following photos (28-31) are of the water sanitation station, the communal toilets, the daycare 

center, and the store respectively. 

 
79 Municipal Rural Settlement (MRS) refers to what in Colombia is a vereda, which is a territorial and administrative 
division smaller than a municipality.  



   

182 
 

 

 



   

183 
 

 



   

184 
 

 

Each ETCR has its own story of how housing, sanitation, and electricity have been organized and 

how the government treats them. FARC political member #27 (who lives in the ETCR) relates: 

We are talking about the part played by the local government, the mayor of Manaure, also the 
mayor of La Paz, whom have been a fundamental support for the ETCR, very fundamental, they 
come here, the mayor comes here at 6 in the afternoon […] they sit down with us to talk and ask, 
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what do you need? In what can we help you? Tell me the things that you need. Things like that and 
this is very important because they make us feel that we are important for them; also, when there 
are activities here, the mayors come and try to do activities with the kids, with the mothers, with 
everyone. When there are vaccination campaigns, lactation campaigns, even the hospital comes 
here and attends all of us, so this political aspect is very important because they have been here 
close to us. With the departmental government things are different, the governorship does not come 
here very much, they have an Office of Peace that has been here a time or two, but because of the 
pandemic they have not returned, but they were always coming. And the national government, we 
all know that they have problems…so we feel good with the local government (Nov. 2020, ETCR 
Tierra Grata, Cesar; Quote 26). 

For other ETCRs, the story has been quite different. For example, in La Fila in Tolima, the FARC 

had to wait approximately eight months just for the government to come with the materials to build 

the temporary housing; during that time, the ex-combatants lived in tents (FARC ex-combatant #1, 

Sept. 2018). They had to wait even longer for sanitation and potable water.  

Staple foods are provided by the government (this was still the case in March 2021). The food is 

kept in a communal house on ETCR property. Trucks bring fruits, vegetables, grains, and other 

staples once per month, and meat, fish, and eggs twice per month. A couple people are in charge 

of maintaining the communal food house clean and organized; they are in charge of the distribution 

as well. The ex-combatants line up on certain days and times to receive their fair share of this 

communal food. Depending on the ETCR, many ETCR dwellers have their own gardens where 

they grow vegetables, fruits, and grains, and of which they often share or trade with other dwellers. 

Many people also have chickens and share or sell the eggs on the ETCR or in the nearby 

communities.  
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Photo 32: Staple foods supplied by the government at ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia. 

The following two photos (33-34) are from the building where the government-provided food is 

kept at ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia. 



   

187 
 

 



   

188 
 

 

 



   

189 
 

Economic reincorporation is of utmost concern. Two measures for short-term economic 

stabilization came into force with the formalization of the ETCRs, as is outlined in Chapter III. 

The first one is the right of every ex-combatant to receive a one-time subsidy of 2 million 

Colombian pesos (COP) during their reincorporation process, and the second is the right to receive 

a basic monthly income equal to 90% of the national legal minimum wage for 24 months unless 

the person has other contractual bonds that generate income. With this basic salary, some PPRs 

have started individual business projects in and out of the ETCRs. The long-term strategies for 

economic reincorporation, developed between each PPR and ARN functionaries, include the 

opportunity to receive academic and technical training, as well as support for entrepreneurial 

initiatives. Entrepreneurial initiatives have been very popular as 96% of the PPRs expressed their 

desire to become entrepreneurs and not employees in the ARN´s National Register of 

Reincorporation (Colombia2020 2019). Eighty percent of these initiatives are developed in the 

ETCRs (Colombia2020 2019). 

As stipulated by the peace agreement, PPRs can receive additional financial support from the 

government and the international community to endeavor productive projects or housing projects 

individually or collectively (2016). The projects are formulated by the ex-combatants with the 

support of the Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Tourism and are evaluated by the National 

Reincorporation Council (CNR). The CNR evaluates project feasibility and approves and 

disburses financial aid for those projects that meet the financial, technical, and legal requirements 

specified by the ARN (Van Broeck, Guasca and Vanneste 2019). Those who are approved receive 

financial and technical support for their implementation (8 million COP per person involved). 

There are from one to multiple individual and collective “productive projects” on each ETCR (as 

well as in non-ETCR areas), ranging from the agricultural sector, wholesale and retail trade, to 

manufacturing industries. Specifically, they range from food production, like cattle-ranching, fish-

farming, poultry and egg production, coffee production, agricultural produce production (yuca, 

passion fruit, tamarillo or tree tomato, beans, chiles, papayas, pineapples, avocados, etc.), artisanal 

beer and wine production, and small-scale perishable food and confection production (desserts like 

“bocadillo”, “arequipe”, flans, chocolate, chocolate powder, cookies, breads, pastries, and other 

baked goods; cut fruit like mango with lime and salt and pieces of pineapple; “ají” or chile sauces; 
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marmalades; honey and “panela”; infused cooking oils; etc.)80 to production of cosmetics, clothing 

and textiles, handicrafts, hand-made jewelry, and finally, services like tourism and eco-tourism 

(rafting, hiking, “living like a combatant” or historic trips), among others. 

 

Photo 35: Collective productive project garden at ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar. 

The following photos (36-37) are of the collective productive project that grows vegetables and 

fruits at ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar. 

 
80 Bocadillo is made from sugar and guava fruit; arequipe is like a thick caramel pudding; ají is a tomato and onion-
based sauce that often has chiles to make it spicy; and panela is brown sugar formed into cakes used to typically make 
drinks like panela with lime, hot chocolate or coffee.  
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The following photo 38 is of the Ethnic Communal House at ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar. 

 

According to the UNMC report from December 29, 2020: 

38. Approximately 41[%] of accredited former combatants have received financial support for 
productive projects through mechanisms stipulated in the Final Agreement. These include 86 
collective productive projects approved by the [NRC] […] benefiting 3,353 former combatants 
(935 women), 61 of which have received funding, and 1,865 individual projects […] benefiting 
2,269 former combatants (517 women). FARC has requested more information on the approval, 
monitoring and support provided to individual projects.  

39. While the pace of approval of projects should continue, many projects face challenges in terms 
of market access and technical assistance, which have been compounded by the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

40. A total of 46[%] of accredited women former combatants (1,433 women) have benefited from 
productive projects. However, their participation in decision-making instances remains limited, 
including due to their caregiving tasks, which have intensified during the pandemic (7-8). 
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The eco-tourism industry has been a special form of socio-economic reincorporation with a 

political tint. The idea that ex-combatants could become involved in tourism was widely accepted 

(Bocanegra and Symmes 2016), and furthermore, this was supported after the peace agreement 

when 24% of the former guerillas themselves showed interest in becoming a tourist guide in 

protected areas (Universidad Nacional de Colombia 2017). As early as August 2017, tourism as a 

potential productive project was being discussed in several ETCRs. A team from the University of 

Antioquia (with an interest in environmental issues and tourism) visited the former ETCR Vidrí to 

learn about the territory, meet representatives of the different communities and the PPRs, and 

cultivate proposals for community-based eco-tourism (Van Broeck, Guasca and Vanneste 2019). 

As of April 2019,  

Tourism-related projects [we]re either in an early or more developed stage in the following 10 
ETCRs: La Plancha (Antioquia), Agua Bonita and Miravalle (Caquetá), Tierra Grata (Cesar), 
Pondores (La Guajira), Buena Vista and La Reforma (Meta), and La Fila (Tolima). In the 
municipality of San José de Guaviare (Guaviare) both ETCRs (Las Colinas and Charra) [we]re 
involved in tourism projects. While the preliminary project proposal in ETCR Vidrí never grew 
into a real project, and in two ETCRs (Filipinas and El Oso) there was only a training course in 
tourism offered to ex-combatants, we include them in our list and analysis (Van Broeck, Guasca 
and Vanneste 2019, 7). 

For example, the project in ETCR Miravalle is a rafting excursion down the Pato River and the 

one in ETCR Tierra Grata is multidimensional and includes a PPR-guided tour in a makeshift 

FARC guerrilla war camp, with detailed historical and practical information about how the FARC 

lived during the war. Many projects include hiking and trekking in the mountains or rural 

surroundings and to local waterfalls and rivers for swimming, as well as tours of and “story-telling” 

in the ETCR in question, along with speeches with historical information and conversations about 

the peace agreement and process. At some ETCRs in the evenings, the PPRs will have “cultural 

hour”, with entertainment and music, as they did also during the war (Van Broeck, Guasca and 

Vanneste 2019). 

The following photos (39-41) are from the hike on the eco-tourism collective productive project 

circuit at ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia; the third photo is from the local community nursery 

(vivero). 
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Photo 42: This waterfall is a stop on the eco-tourism circuit of ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia. 

The following photos (43-46) show a makeshift FARC guerrilla camp on the eco-tourism circuit 

of ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar. Photo 43 shows the “auditorium” where events, gatherings, and 

educational events would take place. Photos 44 and 45 show the sleeping “cubbies” (cambuches) 

of the guerrilla soldiers. Photo 46 shows the makeshift kitchen.  
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Photo 47: Eco-tourism productive project reception building under construction, ETCR Tierra 

Grata, Cesar. 

This form of experiential tourism raises questions about how narratives of the conflict are being 

presented and used. Criticisms have been raised, describing this type of tourism as “a human zoo”, 

a voyeuristic enterprise, or as “akin to ‘terrorwash’” with its one-sided approach to understanding 

the conflict (Crossan 2018). The authors Van Broeck, Guasca and Vanneste present it as a 

“dichotomy between an opportunity to listen to ‘the other side of the story’ and the danger of 

commodifying the war and using tourism to present polarizing narratives that could even damage 

broader peace-building processes” (2019, 8). But it seems that for the PPRs, it does them good to 

have an alternative way to voice their experiences and earn their own living. According to Aitor 

Altolagirre, the man who is in charge of Ecomún, an organization that collects and assists with EU 

funding for ex-combatant cooperatives, claims that the ex-guerrillas are the best tourist guides, as 

they know the Colombia that most Colombians do not even know because of the isolation of huge 

swaths of the country during decades of conflict (Henao Cardozo 2019).  
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Due to each ETCR having populations that could be into the several hundreds, there are small 

businesses on the ETCRs to serve their needs, like bakeries, restaurants, small grocery or corner 

stores (that sell drinks, like sodas, fruit juices, and alcoholic beverages like aguardiente, rum, and 

beer; ice cream; cigarettes and lighters; snacks of all kinds; internet PIN codes; band-aids and 

common medications like Ibuprofen and Acetaminophen; notebooks and pens; among many other 

miscellaneous things), bars with billiards and dancing, and even hotels for the numerous visitors 

that come (like in ETCR Agua Bonita close to the MRS la Montañita, outside of Florencia, 

Caquetá, as well as ETCR San José de Oriente in MRS La Paz, outside of Valledupar, Cesar).  

At times in the ETCRs, the PPRs and organizations present will have social events like sporting 

days where everyone in the ETCR, as well as the surrounding local communities are welcome to 

join to play soccer, throw a frisby, play darts, among others. There are celebrations to 

commemorate different anniversaries of the FARC that are related to the peace process, like the 

signing of the peace agreement at the end of November of every year. At these sporting events or 

celebrations, there are markets where food is available for sale, for instant consumption, like 

empanadas, bocadillo, and freshly-cut fruit like pineapple and mango; or food to be brought home 

and eaten later, like artisanal coffee and beer, wine, honey, arequipe, ají, among others. These 

markets also offer reading material like FARC-related or Communism-related books; jewelry; 

clothing and shoes; skin products; among others. Lastly, if any PPR has been threatened, assaulted 

or targeted in some way by violence, other PPRs will come from far and wide to the ETCR or local 

FARC house to show support (they could make a sancocho soup or other communal meal).  
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Photo 48: A reconciliation event on the soccer field at ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia. 

The profits that come from collective productive projects go into a communal fund and are then 

spent on things the ETCRs need, like schools for the high number of children living there, day-

care services, libraries, new buildings for communal spaces and meeting places, vehicles, sports 

equipment and spaces, among others. Also, these funds go to pay extra expenses of some ex-

combatants and their families that are in need, like travel, medical, and funeral expenses. FARC 

leaders are most often in charge of the collection and allocation of these funds, otherwise a 

treasurer is named and put in charge for each committee or productive project. 

For the tasks on the ETCR that require attention and people to work on them, workers are 

designated to work in the small businesses, restaurants, and productive projects already mentioned, 

as well as maintenance of the ETCR, like on the housing, plumbing and sanitation, and 

transportation services. In general, they do not receive payment for these jobs, though they may 

receive a small compensation, as the funds go into the communal fund. They are accustomed to 
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this type of collective living, “everything for the collective”. Though there are some rumors of 

complaints and gossip related to the collective partition of work and the use of the funds, they are 

not commonly voiced.  

Many PPRs had no or little formal work experience or training nor formal education, which does 

not bode well when looking for work opportunities. Some of them proclaimed their discomfort 

asking for a job in urban environments with no CV (as they had nothing to put on it) (FARC ex-

combatant #20, Oct. 2020, Medellín). Without having the most basic of job-seeking elements, it 

has been very difficult for PPRs to get hired in urban environments.  

The ARN organizes educational opportunities for the PPRs on the ETCRs so they can finish their 

primary and secondary school, as well as do vocational training and other forms of higher 

education. Eighty percent of FARC ex-combatants entered the armed group without even having 

finished primary school (Díaz 2020), as most entered the group as minors under 18 years old 

(accumulation of all interviews and participant observation). To deal with this issue, the 

Colombian Ministry of Education, along with other sponsors like the Norwegian Council for 

Refugees and Universidad Nacional a Distancia, have provided PPRs with Flexible Education 

Models, bringing education to the ETCRs or allowing them to study on-line and/or long-distance 

(ARN 2020a). Until June of 2020, the ARN claims that 6,000 PPRs had entered into the Colombian 

education system and between 2017 and 2019, 820 PPRs had graduated with their secondary 

school diplomas via the project Arando la Educación (2020a). Some that already had secondary 

school diplomas or that have been able to graduate, have done technical and vocational training 

and even gone on to higher education. According to the ARN, in December 2019, there were 33 

PPRs studying at universities, 146 PPRs studying technical education, 396 PPRs with bachelor’s 

degrees, and 1,863 PPRs enrolled in technical studies (El Tiempo 2019).   

All of the collective jobs, cooperatives, productive projects, and related shared funds are very 

important for the FARC and is a central part of their collective identity. They nurture, build further, 

and prolong their collectivity identity. As one 25-year veteran ex-combatant of the FARC who had 

been in prison for 19 years charged with “rebellion” activities relayed, the destruction of the FARC 

would be imminent in the event that they would give up their socialist structure and succumb to a 

capitalist one (FARC ex-combatant #38, Feb. 2020, ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia). He 
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recognized the need to make money to survive in a capitalist system, but he said all of that was for 

the benefit of the collectivity and it would never be only for any one individual. 

FARC art is centered on this collective-centered identity, as the houses and buildings on the ETCRs 

are often covered in social justice-related paintings, slogans, logos, and quotes. These include the 

images of internationally-known communist and socialist leaders like Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin, 

Mao Zedong, Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, and Hugo Chávez, as well as leftist and independence 

leaders from Colombian history like Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, Héctor Abad Goméz, Policarpa 

Salavarrieta Ríos known as la Pola, and Simón Bolívar, and also FARC leaders like Manuel 

Marulanda Vélez, Jacobo Arenas, Alfonso Cano, Efrain Guzmán, Mono Jojoy, Raúl Reyes, and 

Simón Trinidad. Logos of the hammer and sickle, the red star, the fighting fist, and the anonymous 

rebel soldier covered with a face mask abound. Slogans and quotes cover the walls, such as: 

“Solidarity!”, “Support the Popular Resistance”, Che Guevara´s famous slogan: “Until Victory, 

Forever!”, “Power to the People”, Karl Marx´s “Proletariat of the World, Unite!”, Fidel Castro´s 

“Homeland or Death”, “We Shall Triumph”, “Women in Resistance”, but also more peace-related 

slogans like “Weaving Peace”, “FARC-Peace”, and “With the Efforts of All the People We Can 

Build Peace”. See photos below for some examples.  

 

Photo 49: “FARC #NewParty for a new country”, ETCR Agua Bonita, Caquetá. 
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Photo 50: Graffiti of Che Guevara, ETCR Agua Bonita, Caquetá. 
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Photo 51: “Weaving Peace”, ETCR Agua Bonita, Caquetá. 

 

Photo 52: “Women in Resistance”, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia. 

The PPRs are well-versed on communism, socialism, and leftist politics and history from around 

the world (see Camacho Guizado 2002). The names and slogans hereto mentioned roll off the 

tongue quite easily at the ETCRs and in FARC and Comunes meetings. In several interviews, I 

was told that an important part of being part of the armed group, was educating oneself, on these 

topics especially. Unless they were engaging in combat or moving camps, the FARC combatants 

would spend their evenings reading about and discussing politics and history communally, as 

dictated by the National School the FARC had set up in the 1970s. The next section will go into 

more detail about the FARC´s political engagement. 

For many of the PPRs and their nuclear family members, the FARC collectivity is their family. A 

former child combatant, when asked about her going home to be with her family, answered my 

question with: “My family is the FARC and I will stay here with them. I have no reason to go back 

home—my home is here with the FARC” (FARC ex-combatant #1, Sept. 2018, ETCR La Fila). 

As FARC ex-commander #8 thought of it (Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía; Quote 27): “Las FARC 
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denominate everything as collective, las FARC we speak from the collective and the fight was 

within a collective and for the collective.” An ARN functionary pointed out: 

It is really different to what happened with the ex-AUC […] who were more receivers of policy, 
like people who were attended, but they did not participate, nor collaborate, nor did they take part 
in discussions, they received the benefits, the psycho-social attention, they did the route, they 
passed through that and then, goodbye […] well, you are attended to and go down your own 
individual route, but this is not based on a collective discourse […]. On the contrary, the FARC has 
a more conscious collective, they have a collective discourse, they make decisions consensually 
among themselves […]. Yes, there is a bigger consciousness about political topics exactly because 
of this, also it is political because the process with the FARC is very different, the idea of the FARC 
is to build, so everything that has to do with the reincorporation process, with productive projects, 
with whichever type of strategy it has to be decided among the parts, something that never happened 
with the ex-AUC or with individually demobilized ex-combatants, so there is a political question 
there not in terms of procedures, but in terms of a spirit of public policy construction, because 
public policy implies the participation of the ex-combatants in the design, in the follow-up of 
strategies, etc. […]. So, this implies giving a status to the population so that they can participate 
because now they are not seen as objects of policy but as participants in policy, while with the ex-
AUC, this never happened, nor did it happen with individually demobilized FARC or ELN (#5, 
Nov. 2019, Bogotá; Quote 28). 

Based on FARC´s creed, history, and social justice actions, their identity as a collective unified for 

certain purposes is still strong—actions speak louder than words and the FARC act as a unified 

collective, at least in the majority and on the ETCRs. The next section will go into more detail 

about political reincorporation and the events, activities, and groups that the PPRs engage in.  

3) Political reincorporation: Revolutionary identity and meaning 

The FARC PPRs are often engaged in many different political activities, events, and groups, 

motivated not only by the government, international organizations, and non-government 

organizations (NGO) working with them, but by the ex-combatants themselves.  

First, I will give some examples of political engagement based on my definition from the 

methodology chapter. Again, political engagement is defined by PPRs taking part in any of the 

following, whether in ETCR or non-ETCR spaces: 1) political activities, events, and gatherings; 

2) membership in councils, associations, and groups; 3) taking part in elections as a candidate or 

voter; 4) membership in the political party and going to activities and events; and 5) engagement 

in collective productive projects. 
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First, political engagement can be: selling wares in a market to raise money for another political 

activity or event; celebrating an anniversary or symbolic event of the group/movement or peace 

process; sporting81 events, often with a reconciliation theme (including speeches and activities on 

the topic of reconciliation); and reconciliation events with youth, victims, women, children, among 

others; etc. Second, it can be membership in: councils, associations, and groups that include 

gender-themed councils like each ETCR has; song and dance troupes; sports teams and games that 

engage in fostering co-existence and reconciliation; artistic topics; etc. Third, it can be taking part 

in the democratic elections come in various forms: running for local, regional or national office 

(council member, mayor, governor, senator or representative, president, etc.) under the Comunes 

political party (former FARC) or under the banner of another party or in a coalition of various 

parties; and voting in the local, regional or national elections. Fourth, political engagement can be 

being a member of the political party and going to their specific campaign events, meetings and 

socio-political events like fundraisers, support events (like of certain candidates or the party in 

general), potlucks, game nights, markets to sell products which promote the party, among others. 

Fifth and last, it can mean being a part of a collective productive project is inherently political 

because of the collective aspect, as the profits from the projects are shared among the collective 

and used to pay for collective needs. Furthermore, many of the collective productive projects use 

political mottos about peace; sometimes give some profits to peace-building programs; try to 

include non-FARC civilians with the ultimate aim of building reconciliation and fostering co-

existence with them; and use the FARC movement as the subject of the profit-making (for example 

doing tours in makeshift FARC-EP war camps and teaching tourists about the FARC war lifestyle). 

From my field work, I did not take notice of any striking differences in participation of different 

genders, ethnicities, and age groups82 in different socio-political activities and groups, it seems to 

be based more on each individual person. I did observe that regardless of the activity or event 

taking place, both genders get involved—no assumptions can be made about gender. The one type 

of group that all the ETCRs have in common, is a council on gender, in which both genders are 

active members. These gender councils were pushed by and have received a lot of attention from 

the international community and NGOs as the peace agreement was the first in modern history to 

 
81 Playing team sports is known to be a form of building trust and cultivating reconciliation (Schulenkorf 2010; Gilbert 
and Bennett 2012; Mickelsson Blomqvist and Hansson 2021).  
82 The majority of my interviewees entered the FARC-EP as minors under the age of 18. 
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engage to the extent that it did with the needs of gender and ethnic minorities (for example, during 

the negotiations, there were gender and ethnic sub-commissions working on ways to integrally 

include gender and ethnicity within the peace agreement) (Academics #39 and #42, May 2019, 

Oslo, Norway).  

The gender council holds their group meetings on and off the ETCRs and plans many different 

types of events and activities for the PPRs on and off the ETCRs. They provide workshops on how 

to teach and include gender equality in whatever new project design. For example, a member of 

the FARC Gender Council of Medellín (Consejería de Género de Medellín) described one such 

event: 

We had a national meeting in Bogotá where 400 women participated, not all ex-guerrillas but also 
others like me that entered the party afterwards; we talked about many experiences and in the 
updated comprehensive strategy, many topics were included, the topic of self-care, the topic of 
well-being, the environment, let´s say that this experience of working with gender has really 
transversed the reincorporation experience, so this, to me, seems like a very important exercise in 
the national commission’s labor, gathering the particularities of the women in process of 
reincorporation in the territories (#16, Sept. 2020, Medellín; Quote 29). 

The gender councils are important entities on the ETCRs, as are the New Masculinities groups. 

The New Masculinities groups have meetings, events, activities, and workshops on the hyper-

masculinity that is at the center of violence and war and how militarism is propagated by this image 

of masculinity (Theidon 2009; Vess et al. 2013). The groups focus on issues like creating a new 

form of masculinity that understand men as also being victims of war; what gender equality looks 

like day-to-day; building gender-inclusive spaces; among others. I think that the gender-inclusive 

events and workshops of the Gender Council, as well as the New Masculinities groups, are very 

important for longer-term change and development on gender topics. According to a male member 

of the New Masculinities group: 

Today, I work and pertain to the New Masculinities Group and today I work for the rights of women 
[…] we have a group of many men here in Colombia in the New Masculinities Group and we 
communicate […] our comrade is Senator Victoria Sandino […] we are a group of men […] of ex-
combatants, but there are many that are not ex-combatants because a large number of men have 
joined us [from surrounding communities] and we work on women´s rights; we are not giving 
anything to women, women, we knew from the first day that they have the same rights as we do, 
and so we do workshops, we speak to the men […] (FARC ex-combatant #32, Nov. 2020, ETCR 
Tierra Grata, Cesar; Quote 30).  
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The New Masculinities group as well as the Gender Council include members of surrounding 

communities.  

 

Photo 53: Gender Council building at ETCR Llanogrande (also called Jacobo Arango), Antioquia. 

According to one female ex-combatant, the Gender Council is made up of half men and half 

women and a lot of men are more conscious about the role of women and men in society now since 

the formation of the council (#12, Feb. 2020, ETCR Llanogrande, Antioquia). However, she also 

emphasized how many women ex-combatants are still expected to work as well as do housework, 

cook, and care for the children at home. Furthermore, she said that a lot of leadership positions 

within the social and political activities and groups of the FARC are still held by men. There were 

several critical voices of how far the FARC has really come in being gender-sensitive and inclusive 

in different areas such as the political party, leadership positions, collective productive projects, 

and in other reincorporation-related areas.   

On the ETCRs, the PPRs and the surrounding community members have access to a wide range 

of social, community-oriented, and political activities, events, and groups. For example, there are 

dance troupes, musical groups, and art workshops. There are art workshops that focus on 

reconciliation, non-violence, and building community between the FARC and the neighboring 
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communities. There are youth encounters focused on topics like the peace process, reconciliation, 

tolerance, non-violence, gender equality, ethnicities, among others. People that work for and are 

interested in themes like reconciliation and truth-telling come from all over the country and all 

over the world to put on events, workshops, and activities.  

For example, the Lutheran Church of Colombia did a tour of reconciliation events in 2020 

throughout Colombia in 20 different locations, bringing the message of reconciliation, peaceful 

coexistence, and building healthy, non-violent relationships among the FARC youth, the youth in 

surrounding communities, and the state, often represented by the Armed Forces of Colombia and 

the ARN. I participated in one such event at ETCR Tierra Grata in Cesar in November 2020. There 

were two main events and the visiting youth stayed overnight at the hotel in the ETCR. The first 

night was spent at the ETCR discussing non-violence and reconciliation with the pastors of the 

Lutheran Church, local youth leaders, and local youth; the local youth leaders (from both the ETCR 

and the local communities) received prizes for their work with youth and reconciliation. 

Thereafter, the youth spent the night socializing and talking together in the hotel and restaurant. 

The second main event of this reconciliation encounter was the next morning—every person 

involved was to plant a tree for peace (the trees were provided by the Lutheran Church). There 

was music and games at the event to bond all the participants. There was also talk of future events 

among the ETCR youth and the visiting youth from Manaure and la Paz, the surrounding local 

communities. In my view, it was a successful event that bonded people from the ETCR and the 

surrounding communities, also with the Colombian Armed Forces that were guarding the ETCR.83   

There are also events that bring FARC ex-combatants to reconcile with victims, where a ceremony 

is held to commemorate victims of the conflict and to commit to building a new, peaceful future. 

For example, I participated in one such event in Apartadó, Urabá in November 2020. The 

participants committed to a new future by some symbolic gestures like a moment of silence for the 

victims and everyone lighting candles in peace. Also, there was a ceremony where a FARC ex-

combatant and a victim held a ribbon together, lit candles, and then finally cut the ribbon as a sign 

of reconciliation, while the Lutheran pastor made a speech. At the end of the event, every person 

 
83 After we planted our trees, we had a group discussion about how the armed forces had their weapons with them at 
the event. Though they are supposed to be guarding the ETCR, many of the participants thought that they should have 
respectfully left their weapons to come to the tree-planting for peace event. Though the weapons concerned some 
people, I think the value was in the discussion and making people realize that maybe it was not appropriate.  
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involved that represented an organization or group of people (the local Truth Commission, the 

local Jurisdiction for Peace [JEP] office, local victims’ organizations, universities from Antioquia, 

the Lutheran Church, FARC ex-commanders and ex-combatants from the local NAR San José de 

León, among others)84 signed a new agreement of peace and reconciliation.  

The following photos (54-57) are from the Act of Reconciliation Event sponsored by the Lutheran 

Evangelical Church of Colombia in the city of Apartadó, region of Urabá, department of 

Antioquia, November 24, 2020. 

 

 
84 An interesting scenario took place at this specific event: the ARN and the local government had confirmed their 
participation in the event that same morning but did not show up. When their organizations were called to come sign 
the declaration of reconciliation, there was a long, still silence which ended up being very symbolic for the participants 
that were present. Some participants felt that it was very representative of how sometimes the government does not 
show interest in the peace process.  
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Photo 57: FARC ex-commander alias Rubén and victim of the conflict in Act of Reconciliation 

Event in Apartadó, Antioquia, November 24, 2020. 

Moving forward, at the ETCRs, there are social bar nights with billiards, dancing, playing darts, 

reminiscing about the war, and talking about new future projects. During my time at the ETCRs, I 

noticed that there were often members from local communities that would also be present. There 

are sports events like soccer matches. In ETCR Santa Lucía in Ituango, Antioquia (which was shut 

down due to frequent armed group combat in the area), they had two soccer teams, one that 

represented the ETCR and the other that represented the nearby communities and they would play 

championships together. There was one such soccer match at the three-year anniversary of the 

signing of the peace agreement (November 24, 2019) at ETCR Agua Bonita in la Montañita, 

Caquetá. At this event, there were people from all over the world: the director as well as other 

functionaries of the ARN; functionaries from organizations like the UN, the UNDP, the World 

Food Program, and the International Organization for Migration (IOM); the German Ambassador 
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from Bogotá; several Colombian senators and representatives (not just from the FARC political 

party but also from Colombia Humana, UP, Polo, etc.); the entire FARC leadership; NGO 

functionaries from all over Colombia; all ETCR residents; among others. They held speeches about 

the peace process, reconciliation, and Colombia´s promising future. They erected a wall, painted 

it, and had all participants sign it (a new agreement to stay firm with the peace process). A beautiful 

and interesting sight was to see the police and armed forces that worked at the ETCR, present at 

the signing of this wall: they also signed it. The media was there from different media outlets and 

they were doing interviews and filming. They had a lunch for all the participants, as well as a party 

at night with dancing. It was a nationally important affair and I appreciate being part of it. 

The following photos (58-64) are from the Three-year Anniversary of the Signing of the Peace 

Agreement Event at ETCR Agua Bonita near the town of La Montañita, close to the city of 

Florencia, department of Caquetá, November 24, 2019. The first photos show the view from the 

ETCR, the daycare center, the author of this dissertation and the mural wall that every participant 

signed to re-affirm their commitment to the peace agreement, then various photos of the activities 

and festivities with much of the FARC leadership present. 
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Photo 64: The Three-year Anniversary of the Signing of the Peace Agreement Event at ETCR 

Agua Bonita, Caquetá, November 24, 2019; this photo includes FARC leaders like Rodrigo 

Londoño, Pastor Alape, and Pablo Catatumbo as well as Senator Iván Cepeda, among others. 

I was also witness to an interesting event. When a FARC ex-commander (#11) at NAR San José 

de León was being verbally attacked in the media, social media, and by the government, almost 

the entire ETCR of Llanogrande hired a couple of chivas85 to drive three hours to the NAR to make 

sancocho soup and show support for him. They were gone the entire day one Sunday in November 

of 2019. Only a few people stayed behind in the ETCR, as everyone was concerned about him and 

wanted to show their support and comradery.  

There are different councils set up to deal with ETCR issues and productive projects, which also 

put on events and workshops. For example, in ETCR Santa Lucía, there were sewing workshops 

 
85 A chiva is a traditional “milk bus” that takes the unpaved roads between small towns or veredas to bring people, 
animals, produce, goods, schoolchildren to school, among others.  
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for people to be trained as seamstresses (see Photo 17 below). I participated in multiple eco-tourism 

productive project group meetings in ETCRs Tierra Grata in Cesar, Llanogrande in Antioquia, as 

well as NAR San José de León. Social and political rhetoric is used in meetings, events, and 

activities to motivate people and to spread the message of reconciliation and non-violence. The 

mottos of the productive projects are mostly related to peace, reconciliation, and co-existence. 

Local community members are accepted as if they were ex-combatants too. Unless someone says 

something, they are so integrated that one cannot tell between the ex-combatants, the ex-

combatants’ family members, and the local community members.   

 

Photo 65: Sewing collective project house (Sastrería), ETCR Agua Bonita, Caquetá. 

The surrounding communities are incorporated as much as possible, based on will, as part of the 

ARN´s community-integration model. They are free to join any open social, economic, and 

political event, activity, or group. In some ETCRs they are more present than in others. For 

example, though ETCR Santa Lucía was physically the closest to a nearby community than any of 

the ETCRs, there was very little mixing between the ETCR PPRs and the community residents. 

The community continued to feel fear and resentment towards the ETCR ex-combatants, and 
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therefore chose not to come to any of the events or activities (community member #43, Nov. 2019, 

community of Santa Lucía, Antioquia).  

In other ETCRs like ETCR Llanogrande in Antiouqia or ETCR Tierra Grata in Cesar, the 

communities were well-integrated with the PPRs. They are an integral part of some of the 

productive projects and attend almost all of the events, activities, and workshops available. They 

are welcome to join and promoted to do so by the government and other organizations involved in 

the ETCRs. Since FARC has always been the People´s Army, they seem open to engaging and 

sharing with the local communities (FARC ex-commander #26 and FARC political member #27, 

Nov. 2020, ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar). As one FARC Gender Council member discusses: 

I think that the social and political activities within the process […] are more connected also with 
community work, because the reincorporation process has a community focus, so obviously at least 
it is not only for those ex-combatants in rural zones, it is not an isolated labor from what happens 
in the municipalities where the ETCRs or NARs are, so those activities can be productive, like 
some kind of connection or a productive project, also like integrational activities like we’re going 
to do a bingo, we’re going to do a BBQ, we’re going to sell sausages, well, all these activities that 
strengthen the social fabric between the community in process of reincorporation with the people 
from the adjacent veredas to the ETCR (#16, Sept. 2020, Medellín; Quote 31). 

Another FARC ex-commander #17 suggests how the ETCRs have raised the value of land and 

brought development to the surrounding communities (though this has not been independently 

corroborated): 

No, there is not one meter of land in the country which our comrades can call their own or that are 
property of the state, so the state rents from private individuals a piece of land and this raises the 
price of the land and the rent the farmer covers is high, because that is the other thing, where the 
ETCRs are, the land has gone up significantly in price as well as in the municipality, peace in these 
territories has brought visibility and development for the communities and the providers (Oct. 2020, 
Medellín; Quote 32). 

The socio-political events, activities, and groups that take place at the ETCRs are a highlight for 

the reincorporation process. They keep people united and working together, build relationships 

with surrounding communities, give people hope for the future, allow people to forgive through 

reconciliation gatherings, let people forget the past for a moment, cement strong bonds, and 

construct social cohesion. The next section will discuss urban and non-ETCR spaces (NARs) and 

the partial political reincorporation that takes place in them.  

4) Urban and non-ETCR reincorporation 
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The majority of FARC PPRs, 9,610 or 73.3% (as of January 21, 2021), live outside of the ETCR 

setting (ARN, 2021). Some have gone “home” to be with their biological relatives or gone to the 

city to be more anonymous. The educational, economic, and productive project opportunities on 

the ETCRs are limited simply due to their distance from urban centers and some have left for the 

cities in search of these. Some have left to be more incognito as the security situation is quite 

strained—perhaps they believe being more anonymous in the city will protect them from being 

attacked. The FARC PPRs that chose not to live on the ETCRs in the long-term were not 

contemplated in the peace agreement interestingly enough, considering that most of them are not 

in the ETCRs. In the words of FARC ex-combatant #18: 

[…] so now that we have had to make our own trustworthy space and start to make a life in 
reincorporation in these spaces, what they did not take into account in the peace agreement in 
Havana, is that a lot of people did not go to stay in the ETCRs due to security reasons, the case of 
the ETCRs for us […] they were not going to allow us to work there because there was no land, 
also […] we were not from there, so [what we wanted was] (not understandable) first collective 
titles, security, and guarantees (not understandable) and third because the land is dead, dead as in 
there is no way to work it, there is no way to get any sustenance, so this ETCR started to be torn 
apart as they say, one part over there in Urrao, Medellín, Risaralda, and Quibdó, that which was 
not said, that which was not taken into account in the agreement was that a lot of people would 
migrate to urban areas […] What should be done? To help them they should have some benefits, 
but they never took this into account because they thought that all of us would be in the rural areas, 
in the ETCRs, fulfilling the tasks maybe without anyone migrating. When an issue of security 
presents itself, if one does not have security there, nor guarantees to be in a place, one migrates; 
many started looking for their families […] and to find them, that is the wish after so many years 
fighting, and one thinks, if you have children, to look for them (Oct. 2020, Casa del Común, 
Medellín; Quote 33). 

Many PPRs have formed New Areas of Reincorporation (Nuevas Áreas de Reincorporación or 

NARs), created for a myriad of reasons. As of June 16, 2020, there were 93 NARs in 17 

departments86 all over the country (Forero Rueda 2020); most NARs are in rural areas, but a few 

are in urban areas. An urban NAR in Bogotá has more than 800 ex-combatants and though they 

all do not live in the same neighborhood even, the cohesiveness of their collectivity remains strong 

(Forero Rueda 2020). The NARs are not officially recognized by the government as they were 

never formally part of the peace agreement, so detailed institutional data on these areas is not 

available. Some reasons for their creation include: ex-combatants wanting to be closer to their 

families or to their natal land than they were in one of the ETCRs; discrepancies between some 

PPRs and the ETCR leaders; flooding and subsequent destruction of ETCR houses and buildings; 

 
86 Colombia has a total of 1,123 municipalities, 32 departments, and five districts.  
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lack of the government´s implementation of ETCR infra-structure as well as uncertainty about the 

continuation of the ETCRs; as well as ex-combatants fleeing security problems such as 

assassinations, combat among other armed groups, and threats of violence against them (Llorente 

and Méndez 2019; field work 2019-2020).  

Security is and has been a really serious problem for PPRs (read more in Chapter III). According 

to the United Nations Verification Mission in Colombia (UNMC), between the signing of the peace 

agreement in November 2016 to December 2020, 191 ex-combatants had been officially relocated 

by the government for security reasons (2020). It seems the ETCRs show lower levels of violence: 

according to official numbers by the UNMC, only two assassinations of ex-combatants have 

occurred inside the ETCRs from November 2016 to December 2020,87 while only in 2020, 35% 

of ex-combatant assassinations had occurred in NARs or their surroundings, as there are no official 

security details at the NARs like there are at the ETCRs (2020). The NARs are not recognized by 

the state as legal figures for them to afford security and accompaniment—only the ARN offers 

assistance with productive projects.  

Moreover, ex-combatants have left the ETCRs due to the government´s lack of implementation of 

parts of the agreement. For example, the ETCR infrastructure was supposed to have been 

temporary for six months and now have been used for 3.5 years and in some areas are falling apart, 

like the homes and the communal spaces. Also, especially in very isolated ETCRs, there have been 

issues with having access to markets to promote and sell the products from the productive projects. 

Another challenge is land titling for the FARC, which is part of the reason why some PPRs leave 

the ETCRs for the NARs. At some ETCRs there are problems with the land agreements, for 

example with rental agreements, time passed on the land without buying it, or there is not enough 

land for the PPRs to farm (like at ETCR Llanogrande in Dabeiba, Antioquia). As outlined in the 

UNMC report of December 2020: 

30. Chief among these challenges is access to land for former combatants, which is essential for 
the sustainability of the reintegration process. Following his meeting with former combatants in 
November, President Duque committed to accelerate the purchase of land for former combatants’ 
housing and productive projects, starting with the recently announced purchase of land for the 
former territorial area for training and reintegration in Dabeiba. During his visit, President Duque 

 
87 For every 15 ex-combatants in each ETCR, there is one member of the Colombian Armed Forces present for their 
protection.  
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also announced that the technical studies required for housing projects in five former territorial 
areas for training and reintegration were finalized, allowing for the design and building process to 
begin, and that the first 35 homes are expected to be handed to former combatants in Dabeiba in 
May 2021.  

31. As part of its efforts to give permanence to the 24 former territorial areas for training and 
reintegration, which host approximately 2,500 former combatants, the Government has so far 
purchased land for three of these territorial areas and is in the process of purchasing land for an 
additional three out of the nine it had committed to by the end of year. The allocation of these plots 
is now required (6). 

Furthermore, a FARC ex-commander #17 explains about the rented land for the ETCRs: 

#17: […] for example, the issue with the territorial spaces [ETCRs], we have been in rented spaces 
for four years and the state has paid rent for four years; with that money that could have bought 
double the terrain where the territorial spaces are [ETCRs] […] 

Interviewer: The state is paying rent for the spaces, really? I thought they were property of the 
state… 

#17: No, there is not one meter of land in this country where our comrades live that is their own 
property or that of the state, so the state rents from private people these pieces of land (Oct. 2020, 
Medellín; Quote 34).  

The first NAR was that of San José de León close to the town of Mutatá in Antioquia (the PPRs 

had originally come from ETCR Gallo in Córdoba, closed by the government), where I was able 

to stay for a few days. The PPRs had bought 18 hectares of land outright using the resources they 

had received from the government´s assistance package, part of the reincorporation program 

(Llorente and Méndez 2019; field work). This is also the case for some other NARs. Furthermore, 

some NARs have received support from local authorities and communities in order to start up 

(Llorente and Méndez 2019). From my participant observation, I had heard of some NARs that 

were begun due to the donation of land from private individuals or associations.  

In San José de León, the group of PPRs, headed by a popular ex-commander, were very organized. 

They were the only rural space I had been to that actually had paved roads (not all, but they were 

in process of paving the road that went to the NAR from the main road). They had a large tilapia 

fish farm set up and where selling fish to buyers in Mutatá and other towns nearby. They were also 

busy creating an eco-tourism project that included a tour of the NAR, swimming in the beautiful, 

clear river, and going on hikes to see local flora and fauna (where the tour guide would give the 

tourists a detailed explanation of the local environment). When asked why they left ETCR Gallo 

to start their own NAR, FARC ex-commander #11 said: 
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Coming here, there are two reasons, there are various, but one of the reasons is to continue with the 
peace process, otherwise we wouldn’t have housing, we wouldn’t be busy, where we could work 
together, there is security here where the people can be working and yes we are together, whoever 
can come to the trainings and we can help each other because we are together; that’s one reason: 
we have housing, we have work, and we are also together which makes it easier to get help, and 
together we can defend ourselves, one person has one thing, another has another thing, or among 
all of us we buy things or resolve problems. Where we were, there was no possibility of any of 
these things and there came a moment where the people doubted the process because of its 
unfulfillment, we got tired waiting for help and so some made the decision to leave to wherever 
they wanted, so it was better to make that decision, in reality we made that decision, we disarmed 
and we were going to come, but they didn’t let us and due to that we came after two months, two 
months of disarmament and we started to leave and we had to stay like 20 days because we were 
going to come beforehand (Dec. 2019, NAR San José de León, Antioquia; Quote 35).  

The leader of NAR San José de León, FARC ex-commander #11, also explains the importance of 

the collectivity for his community: 

[…] So that there is good work, we believed that you have to mix two forms of work: collective 
and family and this is what has permitted us to constantly be working, so I tell you: if I fix my 
house, another person fixes theirs, automatically we are fixing the town, we are acting like the 
indigenous people did in their time, everyone together would fix a house, everyone together would 
fix another one; but also there is collective work, like the fish ponds, the harvest, you have to be in 
solidarity with others, you have to bring in cement, sand, bricks, whatever, collectively, but we mix 
the two, here both worked, the collective and the individual, and that is what has allowed us this; 
they have collective fish ponds, they have collective chicken coops, they have family fish ponds 
and chicken coops, so one united with another and they become stronger, this initiative seems good 
to me. There are people that say: no, in the end, people are inclined for the personal, but there is a 
cooperative where everything comes to the cooperative from the collective (Dec. 2019, Antioquia; 
Quote 36). 

In urban areas, the FARC have communal spaces in which they can meet as PPRs (reincorporation 

houses) and also as militants of the Comunes political party. They meet in these places for a myriad 

of reasons including but not limited to: socio-economic productive project meetings; educational 

workshops and classes; art and music events; committee (like the Council on Gender) and political 

party meetings and workshops; meetings with government and national and international 

organizations; research project meetings and interviews; and pleasurable gatherings. These spaces 

are open most days for anyone within the FARC movement and Comunes political party, as well 

as their families and trustworthy friends, to come spend time. I was able do participant observation 

in these spaces in Medellín for several days. 

FARC PPRs and Comunes militants have some productive projects in the city. For example in 

Medellín, 99 PPRs have begun a cooperative that includes a motorcycle sales and mechanic´s shop. 

These 99 PPRs are out of a total of approximately 400 PPRs that live in Medellín (FARC ex-
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commander #17 and FARC ex-combatant #19, Oct. 2020, Medellín). FARC ex-combatant #18 

describes the cooperative Cooptedepaz that they started in October of 2019: 

We work for the collective, we struggle together, we went to combat together, we marched together, 
we collected firewood together, we went to the bathroom together, we did everything together, no 
one separated from the group […] we shared everything, men and women were integrated, when 
we arrived, we had the cooperative both men and women, 99 of us are in the cooperative. We have 
five women in the Administrative Council, and five men […] that run the cooperative 
[Cooptedepaz: means multi-active cooperative, or in other words, one can do many things weaving 
peace]; between both parts, there are not more women than men, but there is a balance more or less, 
it is basically a collective in which we all fight and we practically don’t discriminate against anyone. 
But since one still has the same ideas about collective work, of working among men and women, 
we still replicate the model, because for one to remove that chip from so many years […] so, we 
believe in the cooperative […] we created this from our own initiative […] one thing is to have for 
example what is the political, but we also have the social and the economic, and the economic is 
our cooperative where we have begun our projects, we have starter capital from the state that is for 
both the individual and the collective, but we always fight for the collective because that is what 
we have learned, we have various projects; within our project we have a motorcycle mechanics 
shop, it is a project that started six months ago, but because of the pandemic, we wish they would 
give us a basic amount, but it is always down because the pandemic has changed everything […]. 
It is a workshop where they fix motorcycles, they have a shop, they go to people’s homes and well, 
we are surviving with this shop, we will see how it goes for us, it is a project which incorporates 
14 or 15 reincorporated ex-combatants; we also have […] a project that is called Healthy Foods, 
where about 32 reincorporated comrades work with this starter capital [selling] dehydrated fruits 
[…]; another project is called Printing, where they sell t-shirts (Oct. 2020, Casa del Común, 
Medellín; Quote 37). 

FARC ex-combatant #18 goes on to describe a market called Mujeres Construyendo Paz: 

We are organizing right now the launch in November, this project incorporates 32 ex-combatants 
and the idea is to not leave it small but make it a big thing […] it is a mini market where they will 
offer products from different parts, made by the men and women who signed onto the peace 
agreement; one example is the coffee called Hope, we have tea, beer, we have for now red beer, we 
also have honey from the mountains […] oil from ETCR Filipinas […] they make shoes […] dolls, 
so we can offer these things from different spaces [ETCRs] at a national or departmental level, to 
draw attention to them so people can see and say: sure, I will support peace buying this bottle of 
oil, honey, I am going to bet on peace, so that is the idea, because of the pandemic we had to 
readjust the project that we have Women Building Peace Market. When the pandemic started, that 
changed everything, so we had to add […] a family basket88 […] (Oct. 2020, Casa del Común, 
Medellín; Quote 38). 

Also, products from some of the ETCR productive projects are shipped to the city to sell there. 

They sell by word of mouth and by word on social media and WhatsApp. They also have markets 

sometimes in the communal houses, which are open to the public. Clearly, they have had to be 

careful with their advertising considering the security concerns. Some of the ex-combatants 

 
88 The family basket or canasta familiar is a mixed basket of various food staples and fresh produce.  
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complained about the lack of help from the ARN about advertising and marketing of these 

products.  

 

Photo 66: Products sold by the FARC´s collective productive projects: artisanal beer (Pola Paz 

and la Roja), coffee (Café Paramillo), and honey (Miel de la Montaña). 

Urban settings are very different from the rural settings of the ETCRs and many NARs as they 

allow for more anonymity and more diverse options in every sense. Clearly not all the PPRs can 

regularly come to the communal spaces, but a significant number do (FARC ex-commander #17, 

Oct. 2020, Medellín). Those living outside of the ETCRs seem a bit resentful about the fact that 

they were not thought of and included in the peace agreement, as they do not receive some benefits 

like the government-given food supplies as well as many socio-economic and socio-political 

events and activities. FARC ex-combatant #18 explains: 

The food will not come to us because it is decreed that they only go to the rural areas, where the 
spaces are [the ETCRs], so to the cities the food will not come, that is the most that the government 
says […] Those of us [that live in the cities] were not taken into account. After coming here, the 
struggle is big because after each person arrives from somewhere, they have been in those parts for 
so long, but they arrive and find something […] but as they say: you should more forward, when 
you arrive in the city and find your family, it creates such happiness, your mother, the celebration, 
you cry and you’re here, if you have children with them, after so many years, but then starts the 
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struggle as they say, of arriving, surviving, and fighting for some benefits […] (Oct. 2020, 
Medellín; Quote 39).  

Though the spirit of the FARC´s collective identity is present in the non-ETCR spaces, because 

urban FARC do not live together and engage together on all levels as they do in the ETCRs, they 

show partial socio-economic and political reincorporation as a group and as individuals.  

5) Peaceful mobilization for the revolution 

The majority of ex-combatants are well-educated in political economy (and related history and 

philosophy) and what their movement wants to change in Colombia. Everything from their 

language usage to their art, music, and symbol usage, to their political mottos and platform, to their 

work ethic, is colored by the group´s political motivations and understandings. Most will say that 

they are no longer fighting with guns but fighting with words and their dedication to the peace 

process is loud and clear. They have created an updated “revolutionary” group identity that is 

rooted in peace and political engagement. This message comes from above: the same war-time 

leaders are also their peace-time leaders and through them (except the ones that have decided to 

rearm), this message comes out clearly and is taken very seriously by the other ex-combatants.  

My conclusion from my field work is that the FARC is not demobilized (in the sense of breaking 

the command structure of the armed group), though disarmed and in their reincorporation 

processes they are. As an organization and in their majority, they are peacefully mobilized, and 

they have updated their group identity with their new dedication to the peace process. “The fight 

continues now with words, not guns […] we are still revolutionary guerrillas, but we now come in 

peace” (FARC ex-commander #35, Feb. 2020, ETCR Simón Trinidad, Meta).  

Political engagement plays an important role in validating former war-time commanders, as this 

is often a group that has more trouble during reincorporation as they often lose their war-time 

prestige and status. In the case of the FARC in the ETCRs, many former leaders are current leaders, 

most oft engaged in and leading the FARC´s socio-political movements and preaching to the rest 

about the importance of peace. They represent FARC´s group identity in all the spaces they find 

themselves as they travel often and have contact with many types of organizations and people in 

Colombia and even abroad, like in Cuba, Mexico, and Norway.  
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As will be discussed in the next section, there are FARC dissidents that have left the main 

organization and rearmed on the sidelines, forming new armed groups with often unclear motives. 

Except for this, the vast majority of the FARC ex-combatants (approximately 80%) are disarmed 

and actively taking part in their reincorporation. Those that are not, are cast out of the organization 

and ETCR, and contact is not maintained on a group level (I cannot speak for the private level 

between individuals) (FARC leader #6, Nov. 2019, ETCR Agua Bonita, Caquetá). They respect 

their top leaders and in a very dedicated and organized way, follow their advice and lead, as they 

did in the war. These dedicated leaders have become peace leaders in FARC´s new, peaceful state 

of mobilization. This peaceful mobilization is what motivates the movement to keep going. They 

live in a very hostile socio-economic and political environment, as well as in one where they are 

being hunted down, murdered, and mutilated in acts of revenge. But their determination in their 

words and actions (of the majority) show that they continue to be dedicated to the peace process, 

especially within the ETCRs, NARs, and FARC communal urban spaces.  

The FARC is very particular about the language that is used to refer to them. For example, to use 

words like “demobilized”, “ex-combatant” or “reintegrated” does not sit well with them. They see 

themselves as being part of an active, revolutionary political movement and in that sense, as being 

mobilized, though without arms. They also speak of themselves as being combatants still, part of 

a revolutionary struggle that continues to this day. They say that the word “reintegration” is too 

simple and not political enough to describe their process; furthermore, it was used for the AUC in 

the mid-2000s and therefore does not also apply to the FARC. Their process is called 

reincorporation, meaning being reincorporated to civilian life, economically, socially, and 

politically, as well as within the community, where peaceful co-existence and reconciliation are 

their aims. They prefer to be called mobilized revolutionary guerrillas or combatants, but in peace, 

to this day. I continue to use “ex-combatant” in this dissertation, but to mean specifically “ex-

armed-combatant”.  

Continued peaceful mobilization as a politically-motivated group in the reincorporation process 

can strengthen and solidify reincorporation instead of weaken or destroy it, by offering members: 

• Group support, identity, and meaning: through socio-economic activities and political 

activities, individual members get psychological support, economic assistance, and socio-
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political participation and meaning, all allowing them to maintain their group identity and 

use it for peace not war. 

• Leadership and direction: through socio-economic activities and political activities, 

individual members receive the guidance and direction necessary to continue on the road 

to peace-keeping and peace-building in public and private. 

• Socio-economic opportunities: as many PPRs have no or little work experience in order 

to get decent work, the opportunities offered to them through their reincorporation 

processes are absolutely essential for their sustenance and well-being. They could survive 

best in rural areas perhaps, but for them to go to an urban environment with no employable 

skills would make their lives very difficult, next to impossible. Without work, it would be 

very easy to go back to an armed lifestyle.  

• Educational opportunities: as many PPRs have no or little education, the opportunities 

offered to them to graduate from primary and secondary school, as well as to do technical 

certificates, vocational training, or higher education through their reincorporation 

processes are absolutely essential for them to salir adelante. If this was not organized for 

them through the ARN, it would be very difficult for them to gain access to these types of 

opportunities, especially for those in rural areas. Education helps them to make sense of 

their past and gives them hope and opportunities for the future.  

• Security: staying together is a way of maintaining their security. If they were not united in 

their everyday lives or in different activities, they would be exposed to the elements, which 

at this point are suspect and unsafe.  

The FARC maintain their group identity as the People´s Army and continue to be mobilized, only 

now with words for peace, not arms for war. However, this is not to say that they are not faced 

with countless difficulties as well as internal struggles among the leadership of the FARC. The 

next section will discuss this in detail. 

 

6) Troubles for the FARC and the peace agreement 
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As all peace processes, there have been a series of issues and problems related to the peace process 

between the FARC and the government. On August 29, 2019, Luciano Marín Arango, alias Iván 

Márquez, who was second in command of the FARC-EP and also, who was the head negotiator 

for the FARC-EP with the government in the peace negotiations, left the peace process and 

rearmed along with about 1,000 other FARC soldiers and other important FARC commanders: 

Jesús Santrich, alias Seuxis Paucias; Hernán Darío Velásquez, alias El Paisa; and Henry 

Castellanos Garzón, alias Romaña. They named their new group La Nueva Marquetalia, 

referencing the humble beginnings of the FARC in Marquetalia. According to Insight Crime 

(2019), their stated reason for rearming was due to “the betrayal of the state in terms of the peace 

agreement” (24) as well as the FARC not keeping firmly to what had been decided for the peace 

agreement. FARC ex-commander #8 also affirms this:  “The responsibility for the fact that some 

of the signers of the peace agreement set off for the mountains is [due to the fact] that there was 

unfulfillment of the agreements, of the agreements’ implementation because there are no 

guarantees, there were no guarantees for anyone, don’t you see that they are fighting to tear the 

peace agreement into pieces?” (Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia; Quote 40). 

They are currently involved in the following forms of funding: narco-trafficking, illegal mining, 

and extorsion (Insight Crime 2019). There is some evidence that La Nueva Marquetalia has been 

involved in political work, especially in Meta and Guaviare, but these initiatives seem to have been 

sporadic and their primary interest seems to be in financing (Insight Crime 2019). By November 

2019, there were approximately 3,000 ex-FARC-EP dissidents, making up approximately 20% of 

the total number of combatants that disarmed in the peace process of 2016 (Insight Crime 2019). 

According to the Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), there are between 20 and 28 groups that call 

themselves “FARC dissidents” (not all of the combatants in these groups are actually ex-

combatants of the former armed group FARC-EP) (Llorente and Méndez 2019). According to FIP, 

these armed groups are fractioned, dispersed, and without a singular command—meaning they do 

not have even close to the military power and territorial control that the FARC-EP had in their past 

(Llorente and Méndez 2019).  

Besides FARC dissidents, there have been internal struggles within the FARC political party since 

the signing of the peace agreement. Clearly, the transition from being an armed-political movement 

to a strictly political one has been tough. The political party was created in August 2017 and named 
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the Alternative Revolutionary Force of the Common (Fuerza Alternativa Revolucionaria del 

Común or FARC). In the peace agreement, the FARC political party was promised five seats in 

the Senate and five seats in the House of Representatives for two four-year terms, from 2018 to 

2026. Two of these seats had been given to Iván Marquéz and Jesús Santrich,89 but had to be 

replaced by Israel Zúñiga (Benkos Biohó) and left empty (la silla vacía) respectively as they both 

rearmed in August of 2019.  

In March 2018, the first elections since the signing of the peace agreement took place, including 

both congressional and presidential elections. For the Senate, 17,818,185 people out of 36,493,318 

people registered voted and FARC received 52,532 votes or 0.34% of the total vote (Registraduría 

2018). For the House of Representatives, 17,872,988 people voted, and FARC received 32,636 

votes or 0.21% of the total vote (Registraduría 2018). These numbers were way below even what 

analysists had predicted and gave a clear signal to the FARC that there was a long road ahead with 

plenty of work to do (Marcos 2018).  

 
89 Jesús Santrich could not be sworn in because he faced charges by the Colombian Supreme Court for his alleged 
involvement in sending a drug shipment to the United States. This led him to be arrested and released from jail twice, 
until he ultimately fled from a FARC ETCR in July 2019 (Insight Crime 2020). He is currently part of the FARC 
dissidents that have taken up arms again against the state (Insight Crime 2020). 
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Photo 67: Publicity for the FARC political party to the local council in Ituango, Antioquia. Their 

slogan es: “Constructing Hope for Peace” (Construyendo Esperanza de Paz). 

In regional elections in October 2019, FARC presented 308 candidates (111 ex-combatants) in 23 

departments (Antioquia, Cesar, and Meta had the most FARC candidates). The FARC political 

Party received 75,000 meager votes (Llorente and Méndez 2019). Only two council member seats 

were won by FARC candidates while six ex-combatants from the FARC were elected as council 

members in coalition with other political parties or on their lists (Insight Crime 2019). Out of 15 

mayoral races where the candidates ran under the FARC emblem, not one won; one FARC 

candidate won the mayoral race in Guapí, Cauca via coalition, while a FARC ex-combatant won 

in Turbaco, Bolívar, but running for the parties Colombia Humana and UP (Forero Ortiz 2019) as 

well as in Puerto Caicedo, Putumayo, running under ASI (Llorente and Méndez 2019). 

There have been several problems within the new political party. First, the new name was changed 

from Armed Revolutionary Forces of Colombia to the Alternative Revolutionary Force of 

Colombia, which spells out the same acronym: FARC. There was much critique as keeping the 
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same acronym would remind people of all the things that FARC had done during the armed conflict 

instead of giving a new vision of what they would be in the future. As cited in the newspaper El 

País: “For Medina Gallego, at the National University, it would be a communication error to 

maintain the same name: ‘They have to win people over, be inclusive and try to distance 

themselves from their past which caused so much damage. In rural areas, they could get better 

results because they have a social base there, but in the cities, their acceptance could be more 

difficult’” (Palomino and Marcos 2017; Quote 41). In the words of ex-President Juan Manuel 

Santos: “they committed the very serious political error of maintaining their name” (cited in 

Spanish in El Tiempo: Forero Ortiz 2019). During my research, even speaking with the FARC´s 

highest commanders in 2019, they expressed regret about continuing to use the name ‘FARC’ for 

the political party.  

On January 25, 2021, in the Second National Extraordinary Assembly (Jan. 22-24, 2021), the 

FARC political party militants voted by a majority to change the name to: Comunes. The symbol 

of the rose (see Photo 20 below) would continue as the party´s emblem, only with a few 

improvements; the political platform to be developed would be one focused on constructing a new 

Colombia (Senado 2021). As explained by Senator Sandra Ramírez in the assembly: 

 The word comunes is a revindication of our accumulated history, we came from the common 
people, the common people of José Antonio Galán, of Antonia Santos, from the common people 
of that period, that is the historical journey that Comunes has […] the name identifies us all with 
certain historical aspects and it is the continuation of the common feat that has been carried out 
since the era of the colony (Senado 2021; Quote 42). 

Only time will tell if this new name has repercussions at the election polls.  
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Photo 68: The rose emblem of the political party FARC. 

The second problem for the party is that the FARC as a political party has followed in the footsteps 

of the armed group as a hierarchical top-down decision-making entity (FARC ex-combatant #3, 

Nov. 2019, Bogotá; FARC political member #22, Oct. 2020, Medellín). It may be a participatory 

collective where everyone works together, but it is not necessarily a democratic one. The decisions 

are made at the top and are simply given to everyone below that. This military-type structure has 

made it very difficult for the FARC to practice politics and they should make themselves more 

flexible (ARN functionary #5, Nov. 2019, Bogotá). Furthermore, there seem to be many internal 

differences of opinion and personal animosities among the political leaders of the party (FARC 

ex-commander #17, Oct. 2020, Medellín; FARC political member #24, Oct. 2020, Medellín; NGO 

worker #21, Oct. 2020, Medellín).  

In the words of ARN functionary #5: 

To me it is very important what [the FARC] does and to me it seems very valid […] In what sense? 
In the sense that they work more than anywhere in the governorships, the mayors’ offices, the 
municipal councils; from another point of view, they try to influence the political at the territorial 
level which to me seems very valid […] It seems good to me that they try to make coalitions in the 
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territories, that they have tried to do this, many of them for example, ran for office not in the party 
but as ex-combatants within other parties, this was also a practice that existed in the last elections; 
this seems good to me and very valid because it implies that many people are disposed to support 
the political, to shoulder the political and this is really good, very healthy for democracy, it seems 
like that to me from the political point of view, [but] at the national level there are many failures 
[…] 

I believe that they need to self-evaluate and […] allow for new leadership […], younger people, 
which I think they have, they have them in the territories, I believe it’s more interesting what is 
taking place at the territorial level than at the national level on the part of the FARC […], that 
people from outside also support these types of candidates, fresh people, it seems to me that it is 
necessary to give FARC a renewed face from the political point of view; this would make them 
more attractive and maybe less abominable from the point of view of people that have always 
associated them with criminal issues. The way is to be more protagonist I believe, in the sense of 
politics at the national level; it seems interesting to me what they have done in the congress, their 
interventions in the congress, their presence in the congress has been really positive, they share the 
same space as the Democratic Center (right-wing political party), they discuss there, that is, in what 
moment were we going to see that? 

So, for the senate and the camera they have to make a decision and I don’t believe that they will 
promote the same candidates, but others that come from the territories, that come from social 
leaders, that are new, with new discourses. I think there is an urgent need for renewal and if they 
don’t renew, they will lose this window of opportunity that they have to be a part of the senate and 
very soon they will be relegated. This has not been the only experience, there has been the M-19, 
the EPL and they all ended up being destroyed; so, M-19 ended up in different parties, taking over 
other parties, and the EPL ended up taking over different parties with different trajectories; they 
were projects that tried to be politically unified, but they ended up with each one having their own 
leaders in different political forces. If they don’t adapt it will be very easy for challenges to test that 
internal cohesion they have now (Nov. 2019, Bogotá; Quote 43). 

This specific ARN functionary makes some very important points: the FARC needs to be more 

flexible in their structure, renovate the political party with new leadership—new young faces from 

the regions, and come up with a new political platform with a new discourse. If not, they may end 

up like the M-19 or the EPL—divided and a bit forgotten.  

Another incident made clear the internal struggles among the FARC leadership. In June 2020, the 

leader of the FARC (Comunes), Rodrigo Londoño Echeverri alias Timochenko, expulsed two 

other historically-important FARC-EP ex-commanders who once formed part of the Central 

Command Structure (Estado Mayor Central) and who opposed his leadership: Fabián Ramírez 

and Andrés París (plus two others named Benedicto de Jesús González and Ubaldo Enrique Zúñiga 

alias Pablo Atrato) (El Tiempo 2020). Fabián Ramírez was well-known for his connections to 

narco-trafficking, while Andrés París was well-known for the damage he oversaw done to the 

civilian population in the eastern part of the country (El Tiempo 2020). They were vocally against 
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the leadership of Londoño Echeverri for voting in favor of personalities from the right-wing in 

different government posts; their response was: “We feel embarrassment and shame for the 

struggle of thousands of comrades and farmers that gave their lives in this long, fariana fight, so 

that now come some leaders with little political shyness to destroy the entire legacy of struggle 

and resistance only to, in benefit of their own personal interests, win over the right that has left so 

much hate and death in our country” (El Tiempo 2020; Quote 44). According to El Tiempo: “The 

situation now shows three different scenarios. One, the collectivity that follows the line of Rodrigo 

Londoño; two, a sector that believes in the ideas of Andrés Paris; and a third sector which has torn 

the agreement to pieces and rearmed under the leadership of ‘Iván Márquez’ and who follows 

‘Jesús Santrich’, ‘Paisa’ and ‘Romaña’, among others” (2020; Quote 45). These internal struggles 

of the political party do not help their image, unifying their political platform, or their political 

future as a potentially unified and strong party.  

Lastly, I will discuss how the peace agreement is viewed by some PPRs. The peace agreement was 

never a panacea for the FARC, they understood that it was only a start, though a solid start, of a 

new project for the country. The hope was truly that the people would finally get a more peaceful 

environment in which to live, that the FARC could make changes democratically via their political 

party, and that the countryside would get some much-needed development. But for some FARC 

ex-combatants, not much has changed in the country before, during or after the peace agreement. 

In the words of one FARC ex-commander (#17, Oct. 2020, Medellín; Quote 46): 

Those of us who come from a Communist ideological formation, we tell the people: for us, the peace 
agreement is a tepid democratic reform, one step away from a liberal model, a little bit, well, it does not 
break any power structure, but this system is so closed that there has not been even one opportunity for a 
small step forward for the development of the country, so one does not understand why the bluntness of the 
diligence, because if they were intelligent, they would know that this would even serve their own purposes, 
those of the leading class, and here we are in this cycle, in this struggle, and because of this, one is amazed 
how Colombia rejects peace, knowing that it is the normal route for any society, so that is where the 
contradiction of the model is. 

To most FARC ex-combatants and ex-commanders that I interviewed, when asked why they think 
that the leaders decided to negotiate and fully disarm, said that they understood that the people 
were tired of constant war, as were they. Some said they did not have much hope that the 
government would comply with the agreement as the country´s conditions had not changed 
through all the decades of war, in fact they could even be worse than they were. According to 
FARC ex-commander #8 (Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia; Quote 47):  
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[…] To this, this struggle, is what the FARC has bet on all these years and we continue with the 
same difficulties, simply, that is how it is, it does not have any other name, the government has 
been really very complex in understanding because it does not know even the country’s 
problematic, they themselves don’t even understand what is happening in the territories, they do 
not really know the difficulties, or if they do know, they just pretend to be deaf to the reality of the 
countryside […]. 

However, the peace agreement is a substantial, ambitious, and well-negotiated agreement that does 

address the causes of the conflict. In the words of FARC ex-commander #17:  

The agreement is not made of glass, it is made of concrete, the walls are strong and resist a lot, 
because it is very well supported, that is the reality, the analysis, a lot of people went to Havana 
and if you look, the solution to the countryside is there, it can improve, yes, but the government 
does not want to apply it, it’s right there in point #1 […]. To speak of the Colombian countryside, 
that is essential, the countryside is the center of the earth, because in the background is the fight for 
the earth. There are some landowners, there are some people who do not want to face reality, but 
there is also another element in the political question of point #2 which goes much more to the 
point, which is to widen this democracy a bit, which is so imperfect, give opportunities to minority 
groups, the statute of cohesion, the congress seat for the victims, that the vote will be transparent 
[…], that the party budgets will not be individual budgets. So there are many things, one says, the 
agreement is very important to us because it was designed in 10% to help ex-combatants […] but 
90% to help communities and the people, this agreement is for the people; we don’t need a car, a 
house, a scholarship, we want that society advances to another level and the agreement is imposing 
exactly that because it has strengths (Oct. 2020, Medellín; Quote 48).  

The last section will discuss what the results mean and what they can tell us about political 

engagement and its effect on the reincorporation processes of the FARC PPRs. 

 

B) Results and discussion: How political engagement in the reincorporation of the 

FARC fosters political meaningfulness, identity transformation, and mobilization 

for peace 

The reason that engagement in social and political activities, events, and groups is so important 

for the reincorporation process is that it allows the FARC to continue being and living freely their 

collective identity, finding meaning in this, and staying mobilized to be able to work towards their 

peace-time goals, which are similar to the goals that they have had for the entire armed conflict. 

These goals are what collectively makes up their identity as an organization and which provides 

meaning in fighting for “the people”. These goals are what brought many people within the 

organization together in the first place. They are organized around, and function based on, this 
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group identity. Their group identity and the meaning this identity has is the glue that keeps many 

ex-combatants together still. Without the ability, space, and time to be able to openly discuss and 

plan for the achievement of these goals, as well as carry them out with basic resources to start, 

with support from institutions, their risk for going back to armed conflict goes up significantly. 

The results in this dissertation not only answer to the hypotheses presented, but also give the FARC 

a political voice to communicate their history, identity, and reasons for continued peaceful 

mobilization. In the next section, I will discuss my findings in light of my hypotheses. 

1) Political meaning, political identity, and peaceful mobilization 

This section discusses my findings based on my hypotheses as well as how political engagement 

affects reincorporation in the different ETCR and non-ETCR spaces.  

My hypothesis #1 stated that ex-combatant engagement with political activities during their 

reincorporation process gives them meaning in their personal lives that they would not get without 

these. This raises the likelihood of their engagement with the peace process and engaging in 

reconciliation with civilian institutions and activities, regardless of the ongoing intractability of 

the armed conflict.   

Being a member of the FARC is a political statement in and of itself and partaking in the collective 

lifestyle and identity that they choose to have and exercise in the ETCRs and through their actions 

in the cities and the NARs, the cohesion and collective mentality, I take these to be political 

statements on behalf of each ex-combatant, or political agent.  

For the FARC, everything is political—this is at the center of their very identity and what gives 

them meaning in their daily lives and tasks. This is true for each individual ex-combatant that 

chooses to stay active with the peaceful FARC—each individual needs to be treated like a political 

agent, not just the leaders and representatives in a separate political party. The FARC becoming a 

political party and a legitimate, respected political movement was a definite goal. But aside from 

that, the ex-combatants find political meaning in everything that they do and for them to continue 

on this peaceful path, they not only need to be allowed to do that but must be supported in their 

every endeavor. This is part of their political socialization and their identity transformation from a 

violent to peaceful movement. The political for them is in everything from cleaning the communal 
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bathrooms at the ETCRs, to working on the collective productive projects, to going to the gender 

council meetings, to engaging with the community in reconciliation events, to voting in the 

elections. A deep understanding of this is key for DDR institutions and a successful reincorporation 

program, as well as long-term peace-building. 

In a 90-minute survey done of 10,415 ex-combatants (74% men, 25% women, 1% no response)90 

in process of reincorporation by the ARN in December 2018 to January 2019, 76% of the 

respondents said they were optimistic about the future of their ARN-led reincorporation processes 

(ARN 2019c). From this dissertation, I think the results show that this is partly due to all the 

political engagement opportunities available to PPRs, which give them meaning in their lives and 

empower them to continue in their processes.  

Since the beginning of the DDR process, there has been a baby boom within the FARC—they call 

the babies “peace babies” and they have been called the result of the FARC´s “hope for peace” 

(Semana 2017). During the time of the above-mentioned survey, 9.9% of the women interviewed 

in the survey were pregnant (ARN 2019c). As a result of my field work, I believe that this hope 

for peace provides the ex-combatants with a new meaningfulness in their lives.  

Hypothesis #2a stated that inasmuch as ex-combatants can engage with and continue to nurture 

the political identity that they formed during their time in the politically-motivated armed group, 

during the DDR process, this can strengthen and solidify their reincorporation process. In turn, 

being confronted or socially sanctioned as a result of membership in the group may result in 

strengthening feelings of regret and skepticism about the peace process. 

The importance of the FARC’s specific history in their identity is unmistakable. One NGO worker 

#21 emphasizes this:  

There is a kind of ideal called the Fariana Community, they distinguish themselves with an identity, 
like a human collective in process of reincorporation and it is a community that has its own 
narrative, for example in the interpretation of the Colombian armed conflict, the foundational myth 
of Marquetalia is very important for them, not only as the myth that was the uprising, the defeat in 
the moment of what was the state, and the armed uprising from which they created a self-defense 
group of farmers. After that, they converted themselves into a guerrilla group, also the way in which 
they were victimized during the armed conflict with the extermination of the UP (Unión Patriótica), 
the division with the Communist Party […] the Fariana Community, they have an historical 

 
90 Of the male respondents, 62.2% were under the age of 40, while 78.5% of the women were.  
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narrative of what was the armed conflict and their position in regards to it, which is what we are 
getting to know now with the transitional justice system, particularly the JEP (Jurisdicción Especial 
para la Paz) and the Truth Commission, we are getting to know the FARC’s version, which we 
have never heard before. And there are certain codes […] they speak of an identity that they view 
as a human collective… they also have an appreciation of history that they sought after and that 
they don’t want to lose in this process of reincorporation; because of this, the route of 
reincorporation that the FARC has is exceptional in the world and is unprecedented, because they 
have a collective and cooperative component without precedent, then after what they designed in 
Havana, they were looking first, to preserve their cohesion as a human collective, and the other, the 
capital of political reincorporation in their transition to legality (Oct. 2020, Medellín; Quote 49). 

As NGO worker #21 accentuates, the FARC is so united in their collective and cooperation, that 

it is hard to find a comparison in the world.  

The FARC-EP originally wanted to seize power and turn the country into a communist state. 

However, simultaneously they wanted social and economic justice for the poor, a place at the 

political table, and peace for the Colombian people. The FARC-EP´s creed was to succeed at their 

ultimate goal of creating a communist economy by way of gaining control over the state, but at the 

end of the day, what they were fighting for were better socio-economic conditions for the poor, for 

them to have their basic needs met, have economic and educational opportunities, and a more fair 

distribution of resources, as well as a participatory democracy where they were able to participate 

in the political system, and all these goals, within the current capitalist, (semi)democratic state91 

that Colombia is. They did not so much change their goals, as they did the words they used to 

describe them, over time. We can see that ultimately, what was an acceptable compromise to the 

FARC is in the peace agreement: extensive land reform, integral assistance to rural Colombians, 

political participation for those left out of the system, and a peaceful environment.  

Besides what is true or not about the government´s efforts in implementing the agreement, it seems 

that many FARC ex-combatants and ex-commanders use anti-government rhetoric as a means of 

maintaining their own collective identity and purpose. The government has made many mistakes, 

whether they are committed on purpose or due to incapacity, but from my field work, I have heard 

nothing but complaints and criticism of the government from the FARC. It does help to feed their 

ideology of collective identity and purpose, using the discourse of the “other” and the “enemy” as 

 
91 It is unclear how a country can be called a “democracy” when people have been hunted down and killed for their 
political beliefs and party affiliations, but this is a discussion for another research project.  
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a way of staying united. It is a rhetoric that is as old as the movement and only changes in terms 

of the details in relation to the current state of affairs.  

All of the collective jobs, productive projects, and related shared funds are very important for the 

FARC and is a central part of their collective identity. They nurture, build upon, and prolong their 

sense of collectivity identity. Their ideology has centered on Marxist-Leninist communism from 

their roots and though it may have been updated for “modern” and post-conflict times, it continues 

to be their utopian goal for Colombia. The PPRs I spoke with mostly use this rhetoric still to 

romanticize the past as well as the future. During the negotiations, the FARC-EP had to 

compromise with the government to come to an agreement, but their communist creed is very 

much alive and well.  

I find that the FARC identity at its core is still the same and it is as strong as ever—now maybe 

even stronger in peace. The evidence presented in this chapter supports hypothesis 2a: that ex-

combatants that can engage with their political identity, formed during their time in the politically-

motivated armed group and during the DDR process, this can strengthen and solidify their 

reincorporation process. In turn, being confronted or socially sanctioned as a result of membership 

in the group may result in strengthening feelings of regret and skepticism about the peace process, 

as we see by all the reactions to the arbitrary security situation. 

Hypothesis #2b stated that continued, peaceful mobilization as a politically-motivated group in 

the reincorporation process, can strengthen and solidify reincorporation instead of weaken or 

destroy it, by offering members identity and group support, leadership, and direction.  

The FARC-EP disarmed in 2016-2017, and they were given the chance to demobilize and go home 

or leave the group, something that would have been problematic during the war, perhaps ending 

in execution. Some ex-combatants did just this, they demobilized and left. However, many others 

stayed and remained mobilized under the FARC leadership, but this time, mobilized for peace. It´s 

this very mobilization that keeps them disarmed and committed to the peace process. Being 

mobilized in the group is what gives them their identity and bestows meaning upon their lives, it 

is what motivates them to build a new Colombia, a country in peace, and to do so in every action 

they take. Clearly there are other FARC combatants that chose to rearm and are currently either 

part of the FARC dissidents or in other armed groups and this dissertation cannot speak for them. 
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But the majority of the FARC has chosen a peaceful continuation and this dissertation allows them 

to have a voice.  

Social reincorporation not only takes place among PPRs, but also between PPRs and local 

communities, especially surrounding the ETCRs. Allowing the FARC to be more visible as the 

peacefully mobilized group they are to the local communities reduces stigmatization and 

resentment. This resentment comes from atrocities committed during war times, but also comes 

from PPRs getting state subsidies and institutional support while local communities most likely do 

not. However, due to the community-model employed by the ARN, many reconciliation processes 

have been taking place between local communities and the FARC, a definitive positive for the 

peace process. Once more intimacy is had between the PPRs and local communities, new 

relationships are given the chance to blossom and grow and there are countless positive 

experiences to show that.   

The FARC´s new peaceful mobilization led by their historic leaders allows the ex-combatants to 

maintain their group identity and values system, the glue with which they find meaning in their 

private and public lives. With their every action loaded with such meaning, the peace process 

seems to have a snow-ball effect, where each peaceful action, event, group, project leads to others 

and new ones. These projects allow them to build new networks of supporters, not only from the 

people of Colombia, but also from international and national institutions and organizations. This 

support and progress is essential for them in the ETCRs, as sometimes their economic activities 

are not enough to fill their time or their pockets. Idle hands make for fretful minds. Their 

meaningful work towards peace keeps them positive and busy, working on change. Without these 

social and political activities, events, and groups, violence would be soon to reignite. The next 

section discusses the role of political engagement in reincorporation for those PPRs in ETCRs and 

non-ETCR spaces. 

2) The role of political engagement in reincorporation 

Opportunities and diversity in political engagement by peaceful means in ex-combatants’ 

reincorporation processes can help them transform their identity and be socialized to live a more 

peaceful lifestyle and practice politics in a more democratic and non-violent fashion. If ex-
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combatants are allowed this and institutions help cultivate this political socialization, 

reincorporation has a better chance at being successful.  

Since the social component of political engagement is about trust and relationships, and the 

political component is about social cohesion and working for change, the ex-combatants that 

continue to live in the ETCRs have the most trust in the other ex-combatants, the FARC leadership, 

as well as the government. “Most” is meant in comparison to the other forms of political 

engagement. The most an ex-combatant can be politically reincorporated is in the ETCRs—this is 

the most successful outcome in terms of political reincorporation, even in such a touch 

environment as an intractable conflict. This is because they are the most exposed, as anyone can 

find out where each ETCR is because they are clearly marked, and they are surrounded by police 

and military. Even still, and though they are free to leave, they continue to live in the ETCRs. In 

an intractable armed conflict like that of Colombia, that shows an immense amount of trust in 

others, as well as the importance of the collective relationships they have with the FARC and the 

relationship they have with the government (the ARN, other government agencies), the 

international community (who is very involved in the ETCRs), and surrounding communities (who 

are mostly near the ETCRs). Though there are dangers like the assassinations of ex-combatants 

and other armed groups sometimes engaging in combat in the region, it would be difficult to find 

another expression of trust and social cohesion as in the ETCR model. Also, the most political 

activities, events, and group meetings take place at the ETCRs. These are daily occurrences in the 

ETCRs, while they are maybe couple-times-a-week or less occurrences in the urban spaces and 

NARs.  

In the urban areas and the NARs, I argue that the outcome is partial political reincorporation. 

Because these spaces were not contemplated in the peace agreement, they are left out of the food 

and housing component of reincorporation, as well as many of the political activities, events, and 

group meetings that take place at the ETCRs and are hosted by the FARC, the government, 

international and national organizations, universities, etc. There are a portion of these types of 

engagement in the urban reincorporation houses and Comunes political party spaces, as well as 

the NARs, but the amount of political engagement is not the same as the ETCRs. This is due to 

the fact that the political activities, events, and groups are targeted towards the ETCRs. 

Furthermore, those living in urban spaces and the NARs work more as individuals instead of 
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collectively like in the ETCRs—they are more likely to have urban jobs that are not related to the 

ETCR-promoted productive projects. In these spaces, it is more likely that ex-combatants will have 

access to Comunes political party activities and events rather than the varied socio-political 

activities and events available to ex-combatants at the ETCRs. This population is also a bit more 

anonymous, spread out, and secure in the cities due to this same anonymity. The ex-combatants 

do not necessarily live together in the cities or live together in smaller groups than in the ETCRs 

that around 250-500 or so people in them. The NARs are also found in rural areas but are not 

covered by the institutional mandate of the DDR program. Those choosing to live in and/or spend 

time at the ETCRs, NARs, and urban FARC spaces, also typically choose to engage socio-

politically—simply the act of living or coming to these collective FARC spaces is political 

engagement. 

Finally, the ex-combatants that do not engage in any FARC or Comunes-related activities, events, 

and groups have unknown levels of political reincorporation as they could not be included in this 

dissertation. These people are most likely anonymous, living in their communities as private 

individuals. Especially if they are not protected by being in a collective, as well as due to 

stigmatization, acts of revenge or violence, they may keep quiet about their pasts (participant 

observation and informal interviews, 2019-2020, Colombia). They could be potentially partaking 

in different social and political activities, events, and groups that may have no connection to the 

FARC or the DDR program.  

I find that the ability to engage socially and politically in a peaceful environment could mean the 

difference between the ex-combatants remaining disarmed and going back to arms as some have 

already done. This is what makes the FARC of Colombia a typical case: if they are given the 

opportunity to do the right thing, they will do it as their commitment remains high (for the 

majority), even in an intractable conflict setting. Political engagement gives a lot of meaning to 

the majority of PPRs, giving them more sense of worth and importance in an otherwise socio-

economically and politically hostile environment. They maintain their group identity as the 

People´s Army and continue to be mobilized, only now with words for peace, not arms for war.  

Political reintegration, defined as the individual process of finding the extent of the ex-combatant’s 

voice via political involvement and the content of that voice, via democratic values and norms, is 
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an understudied issue in DDR literature. In fact, many have suggested that dismantling the political 

aspect of former insurgent organizations is crucial to preventing recidivism. However, the 

Colombian experience with the FARC suggests that building and maintaining political identities 

is a crucial element of the sustainability and stability of reintegration. In brief, in the case of the 

FARC, more of the political aspect, not less, will be fundamental for its long-term success.  

Lastly, I have included some photos that do not necessarily fit with the text, but show interesting 

scenes from my field work.  

The following two photos (69-70) are from a report launch of the Truth Commission in Bogotá, 

November 15, 2019. The first photo shows ex-paramilitary leader Fredy Rendón Herrera, alias “El 

Alemán” with other ex-combatant leaders from various groups: FARC-EP, M-19, and AUC; the 

second photo is of Rodrigo Londoño, alias “Timochenko”, the current leader of the FARC. 
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The following photos (71-73) are from a youth reconciliation event sponsored by the Lutheran 

Evangelical Church of Colombia at ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar, November, 2020. It was a two-day 

event with a youth night including a group conversation about reconciliation as well as a tree-
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planting activity with music, including local youth, ETCR youth, Lutheran pastors, military 

soldiers, police officers, NGO workers, and academics. 
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The following set of photos (74-84) are of art that I encountered, mostly on the buildings at the 

ETCRs.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

In this dissertation, I answered the research question: in what ways can ex-combatants´ 

engagement with political activities during the reincorporation process generate traction and 

inertia toward a stronger commitment with the peace process, ultimately preventing ex-

combatants to rearm, even within an intractable conflict environment?I did an in-depth case 

study of FARC ex-combatants in reincorporation in Colombia, using the process-tracing method 

to trace how political engagement affected their reincorporation processes. I consulted secondary 

sources as well as primary sources: I did 44 interviews of FARC ex-combatants and people who 

work with this population, and I did participant observation at the ETCRs and non-ETCR spaces 

for approximately two months. I proposed in my hypotheses that creating meaning, transforming 

political identity, and allowing for peaceful mobilization were important aspects for the 

reincorporation of the FARC and ultimately, for successful peace-keeping and peace-building for 

Colombia. I found evidence for this in the different ways that FARC ex-combatants engaged 

politically in their reincorporation processes.  

Considering that social and political reintegration are such understudied topics within studies on 

DDR, there are many potential topics for future research. There is a lack of empirical studies on 

social reintegration, especially where community-based models have been used. It would be 

interesting to know more about how ex-combatants that are ex-child soldiers, women, 

handicapped, senior citizens, as well as the ex-combatants’ families fare within these types of 

models. Also, there are almost no empirical studies of political reintegration. Though most DDR 

programs still do not take explicit consideration of political reintegration, ex-combatants still 

engage in this form of reintegration and therefore it should be studied in its own right. As with 

social reintegration, different demographics of ex-combatants should be taken into consideration 

while looking at political reintegration. Political reintegration should be broadly understood, 

accounting for more than just democratic election engagement. Academic studies should also 

address political socialization and identity transformation of ex-combatants. All of the topics just 

mentioned should also be studied under a gender lens, especially about how ideas of masculinity 

affect them. Differences among armed groups is also a possible source of variation if political 

reintegration is taken into account in the DDR program. For example, more economically-
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motivated armed groups that take part in the “new wars” may have a totally different interaction 

with and outcome by taking part in political reintegration.  

The findings and results here could have some positive impact on DDR policy in other contexts. 

Though there are risks involved in maintaining the control-and-command structures of non-state 

politically-motivated armed groups, if the leadership is sincere in their peace goals, their continued 

leadership during the reintegration of their troops could assist the entire process by giving the 

troops meaning by allowing them to maintain their political identity and stay mobilized and 

empowered in peace. This dissertation makes it clear that if the armed group is politically-

motivated, addressing the ex-combatants’ political reintegration could produce potential benefits 

for DDR outcomes.  

Lastly, the FARC (now Comunes) has had relatively poor performance in electoral and political 

party terms, so the kind of political reintegration described in this dissertation may be even more 

important in preventing their return to armed conflict as their way of maintaining political 

engagement. Also, complete disbanding of the organization could pose a risk for future peace 

processes, potentially affecting armed groups’ motivations to negotiate at all. Positive DDR 

experiences could help motivate the instigation of future peace processes. For example, in the case 

of the ELN, similar to the FARC in their political motivations, who experienced a failed peace 

process just recently in the beginning of 2019, positive reintegration outcomes of the FARC could 

be just the motivation they need to come back to the negotiating table.  
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ANNEX 

A. Field work consent form (in English and Spanish) 

MODEL OF CONSENT FORM 

SANDRA LILLIAN JOHANSSON (Code: 201323833) 

University of los Andes 

Faculty of Social Sciences, Departament of Political Science 

Bogotá, Colombia 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

This research project’s central objective explains how in a prolonged armed conflict like that of 

Colombia, the adult ex-combatants create and participate in activities, events, and social and 

political groups, what value it has for them and how it affects their reincorporation (or 

reintegration) to civilian life in the long term.  

Participation in this research project based on an interview implies answering a series of 

questions/having a conversation for about one hour. Your answers will continue to be valuable 

input for a more comprehensive  and better understanding of the topic.  

To concede the interview is voluntary, where the participant (you) can furthermore, stop your 

participation at any moment without personal judgment or explanation. You can decide if you wish 

to receive confidential treatment, in which case your name would not be cited (only the interview 

date, based on the rule of no-attribution). If you do not feel it necessary to have confidentiality, 

during the interview you have the right to ask to omit a specific part of the interview. You decide 

whether you want to accept the interview to be recorded or not. Any recordings or notes taken 

during the interview will be guarded under lock and key in a hard-drive that is not physically with 

the researcher during their field work, it will remain in a secure site in the university’s installations 

where the researcher studies their PhD, under their individual responsibility.  

The information collected here is for the exclusive use of the researcher. This project has been 

revised and accepted by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Social Sciences of the University 
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of los Andes. If there is any doubt related to the research project and the treatment of your personal 

information, below, you will find the pertinent contact information:  

 

Researcher: Sandra Lillian Johansson      

E-mail: sl.johansson10@uniandes.edu.co    

Supervisor: Professor Angelika Rettberg, PhD 

Dept. of Political Science –Faculty of Social Sciences  

E-mail: rettberg@uniandes.edu.co  

 

Institution: Ethics Committee – Faculty of Social Sciences – University of los Andes 

E-mail: etica.faciso@uniandes.edu.co - Telephone: (+57) 1-332 4505 ext. 5552 

Having had the opportunity to ask about all my pertinent doubts (with respect to the research 

prject and/or the interview) and having received satisfacotry answers to these, I sign the 

following document; each party will receive their own copy. 

_________________________   ___________________________ 

Signature of participant    Signature of researcher 

 

I authorize that the interview be recorded (audio format)   YES ___ NO ___ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MODELO DE CONSENTIMIENTO INFORMADO 
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SANDRA LILLIAN JOHANSSON (Código: 201323833) 

Universidad de los Andes 

Facultad de Ciencias Sociales, Departamento de Ciencia Política 

Bogotá, Colombia 

 

FORMATO CONSENTIMIENTO INFORMADO 

 

La investigación tiene como objetivo central explicar cómo en un conflicto armado prolongado 

como lo de Colombia, los excombatientes adultos crean y participan en actividades, eventos y 

grupos sociales y políticas, cuál valor tiene para ellos y cómo afectan su reincorporación o 

reintegración a la vida civil en el largo plazo. 

La participación en la investigación mediante la entrevista supone contestar una serie de 

preguntas/tener una conversación durante una hora. Sus respuestas constituirán un insumo valioso 

para una mayor y mejor comprensión sobre el tema.  

Conceder la entrevista es voluntario, donde el participante (Usted) puede, además, dejar de 

participar en cualquier momento sin prejuicio personal o explicación. Se podría hablar sobre las 

dudas percibidas de la intervención antes de firmar este formato de consentimiento. Usted decidirá 

si desea recibir tratamiento de confidencialidad, caso en el cual su nombre no será citado (solo la 

fecha de la entrevista, siguiendo la regla de no-atribución). Si no estima necesaria la 

confidencialidad, durante la entrevista Usted tendrá la facultad de solicitar la reserva de una 

porción específica de la entrevista. Usted decidirá si acepta que la entrevista sea grabada en 

formato audio. Dicho soporte y las notas escritas de la entrevista serán guardadas bajo contraseña 

en un disco duro que no permanece con la investigadora durante su trabajo de campo, este 

permanece en un sitio seguro en las instalaciones de la universidad en la que la investigadora cursa 

su programa doctoral, bajo su responsabilidad individual.  

Tenga presente que la información provista es para uso exclusivo de la investigadora. Este 

proyecto ha sido revisado y avalado por el Comité de Ética de la Facultad de Ciencias Sociales de 

la Universidad de los Andes. Para cualquier duda acerca de los asuntos relacionados con la 
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investigación y el tratamiento de los datos, a continuación, se relacionan los datos de los contactos 

pertinentes: 

 

Investigadora: Sandra Lillian Johansson      

Correo: sl.johansson10@uniandes.edu.co  

Supervisor: Prof. Angelika Rettberg 

Depto. de Ciencia Política – Facultad de Ciencias Sociales  

Correo: rettberg@uniandes.edu.co  

 

Institución: Comité de Ética -Facultad de Ciencias Sociales – Universidad de los Andes 

Correo: etica.faciso@uniandes.edu.co - Teléfono: (+57) 1-332 4505 ext. 5552 

Habiendo tenido la oportunidad de formular todas las inquietudes pertinentes (respecto a la 

investigación y/o la entrevista) y habiendo recibido aclaraciones satisfactorias a las mismas, se 

suscribe el siguiente documento, del cual cada parte conservará una copia. 

 

__________________________    __________________________ 

Firma del participante     Firma de la investigadora 

 

Autorizo que la entrevista sea grabada (formato audio)   SI ___ NO ___ 
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B: Field work question guides (in English and Spanish) 

 
Questionnaire for persons in process of reincorporation (PPRs) 

 
GUIDE OF QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEWS OF EX-COMBATANTS 

 

SANDRA LILLIAN JOHANSSON (Code: 201323833) 

University of los Andes 

Faculty of Social Sciences, Department of Political Science 

Bogotá, Colombia 

 

 
Title of the Doctoral Dissertation in English: “The Role of Political Engagement in the 
Reincorporation Outcomes of Ex-combatants within an Intractable Conflict Environment: 
A Case Study of the FARC in Colombia (2016-2020)” 

**The following questions are a guide for the semi-structured interviews. They could change a bit 
depending on the situation and the person being interviewed. It could be that other questions come 
up during the interview or that the interviewee adds more information to the questions. 
 

Question guide for the interviews with reincorporated ex-combatants of the reincorporation 
program 

1. Please describe your life before entering the armed group. For example, where did you 
live? Do you have family and do you live with them? Did you take part in social and 
political activities (by yourself or with family or friends)? Why did you enter the armed 
group? 

2. Please describe your life during your time with the armed group. For example, how long 
did you stay with the group? What were your duties/activities in the group? Did you take 
part in social and political activities (by yourself or with family or friends)? What were the 
positive and negative aspects of being in the group? How did you finally leave the group? 
Did you want to leave the group before the peace process and could you freely leave if you 
wanted to? 

3. Please, describe how you entered into the reincorporation program. Why did you decide to 
enter the program? What did you understand to be the objectives of being in/graduating 
from the program? Personally, what did you expect from the program? Did this combine 
with the objectives of the program? What type of activities did you take part in in the 
program? What were the positive and negative aspects of these activities? Specifically, in 
which social and political activities were you involved in? How was your relationship with 
the other beneficiaries of the program? Did you receive any differential treatment based on 
gender or ethnicity in the program? 
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4. Please describe your life in the reincorporation program. For example, what type of 
financial and institutional assistance did you receive from the program and how was it? Do 
you have a job or are you in an educational or training program and for how long? With 
whom do you live and how long have you lived there? Do you like who you live with and 
where you live? Do you have family and who are they? Are you part of a political or social 
organization and in what capacity? Why are you part of it or not? Do you vote in the 
elections, and why yes or no? What are the positive and negative aspects of your 
job/education/housing/living in the community/being politically active? What is the 
significance for you to take part in such activities? Do you feel accepted by your 
community, family, and friends? What types of positive and negative experiences have you 
had with them and what are they? Do you have hobbies or do you take part in recreational 
activities in your free time and what are they? 

 
 

GUÍA DE PREGUNTAS PARA LAS ENTREVISTAS CON EXCOMBATIENTES 

 

SANDRA LILLIAN JOHANSSON (Código: 201323833) 

 

Universidad de los Andes 

Facultad de Ciencias Sociales, Departamento de Ciencia Política 

Bogotá, Colombia 

 

Titulo Proyecto Tesis Doctoral: “El papel de las actividades sociales y políticas en los resultados 
de reincorporación de los ex-combatientes dentro de un conflicto armado prolongado: Un caso de 
estudio de las FARC en Colombia (2016-2020)” 
 
Título en inglés, el lenguaje del proyecto final: “The Role of Social and Political Activities in the 
Reintegration Outcomes of Ex-combatants within an Intractable Conflict Environment: A Case Study of 
the FARC in Colombia (2016-2020)” 

**Los siguientes interrogantes son una guía para las entrevistas semiestructuradas. Puede que estas 
cambien un poco según la situación y la persona. Puede ser que otras preguntas surjan durante el 
proceso de la actividad y que la(s) persona(s) parte de la actividad agreguen más a esta base de 
preguntas.  
 

Guía de preguntas para las entrevistas con beneficiarios/ex-beneficiarios/desmovilizados del 
programa de reincorporación 
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1. Por favor, describa su vida antes de entrar el grupo armado.  Por ej., ¿Dónde vivía?¿Tenía 
familia y vivía con ellos? ¿Se involucró en actividades sociales o políticas (solo o con 
familiares o amigos)? ¿Por qué entró el grupo armado? 

2. Por favor, describa su vida durante su tiempo con el grupo armado. Por ej., ¿Cuánto tiempo 
se quedó en el grupo? ¿Cuál fue su puesto/labor/actividades en el grupo? ¿Se involucró en 
actividades sociales o políticas (solo o con familiares o amigos)? ¿Cuáles fueron los 
aspectos positivos y negativos de estar en el grupo? ¿Cómo salió finalmente del grupo? 
¿Quiso salir antes y pudo hacerlo libremente?  

3. Por favor, describa su entrada al programa de reincorporación. ¿Por qué decidió entrar el 
programa? ¿Cuáles fueron los requisitos y los objetivos entendidos por Usted para poder 
entrar/graduarse del programa? ¿Personalmente, que esperaba del programa? ¿Se combinó 
con lo que le dijeron eran los requisitos y objetivos del programa? ¿Qué tipo de actividades 
hizo en el programa? ¿Cuáles fueron los aspectos positivos y negativos de estas 
actividades? ¿Específicamente se involucró en las actividades sociales y políticas? ¿Tuvo 
problemas con algo o alguien en el programa por lo que piensa? ¿Cómo fue su relación con 
los otros beneficiarios del programa? ¿Usted recibió otro trato diferencial según género o 
etnicidad en los programas? 

4. Por favor, describa su vida en proceso de reincorporación. Por ej., ¿Qué tipo de ayuda 
monetaria o institucional del programa recibió y cómo le pareció? ¿Tiene un trabajo o está 
en un programa educativo o de entrenamiento y cuánto tiempo lleva? ¿Con quién vive y 
cuánto tiempo lleva en esta vivienda? ¿Le gusta dónde y con quién vive? ¿Tiene familia y 
quiénes son, por ej., padres, esposos, hijos, etc.? ¿Hace parte de una organización política 
o social y en qué capacidad? ¿Por qué si o no? ¿Usted elige votar en las elecciones o no y 
por qué? ¿Cuáles han sido los aspectos positivos y negativos del 
trabajo/educación/vivienda/vivir en la comunidad/estar activo políticamente? ¿Cuál es el 
valor y significado para Usted de estar parte de estas actividades? ¿Se siente aceptado por 
su comunidad, familia y amigos? ¿Ha tenido experiencias negativas o positivas con ellos 
y cuáles son? ¿Tiene hobbies o realiza actividades recreativas en su tiempo libre y cuáles 
son?  

 

 
Questionnaire for functionaries of the DDR program or related institutions 
 

Question guide for interviews with functionaries of the reincorporation program and of 
other organizations that support the program 

 

1. Please describe the adult reincorporation program from an institutional perspective. For 
example, what are the entrance prerequisites, the specific objectives, and the time to fulfill 
them? What are the positive and negative aspects of the program? What aspects have 
changed or should change to improve the program? What types of activities do you offer 
in the program? What has happened with the beneficiaries of the program…how have they 
dealt with the program and activities? What are the benefits and challenges of the social 
and political activities? What value and significance do these activities and groups have 
for the institution, and also for the ex-combatants, in your perspective? Most beneficiaries 
have stayed or left the program before graduating and why do you think that is? 
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2. Please describe your work in detail. For example, what do you do in your position? Your 
work has changed over time? How long have you worked in the organization? Where are 
you from? How much contact do you have with the beneficiaries and under what 
conditions? What types of social and political activities does your organization offer and 
are you in involved in them? 

3. Please describe your general perspective of the armed conflict and the peace process. For 
example, what do you think are the most difficult aspects of the armed conflict that need 
to be worked on during the peace process? How has the peace process been going and what 
are the positive and negative aspects of it? What do you think about the future of the peace 
process and the other armed groups? 

4. What significance do the social and political activities have in the process of 
reincorporation for the FARC? How do these activities impact the FARC’s identity as a 
group? Without these activities, what do you think would happen with the FARC? In other 
words, what value do these activities have for the FARC in the post-conflict period? 

5. Do you think that the FARC is demobilized or are they still mobilized, but for peace? How 
did the group’s structure change after the signing of the peace agreement? 

 

 

Guía de preguntas para las entrevistas con funcionarios del programa de 
reincorporación/reintegración o de organizaciones que apoya el programa  

 

1. Por favor, describa el programa para adultos desde una perspectiva institucional. Por ej., 
¿Cuáles son los requisitos de entrada y los objetivos específicos y el tiempo para lograrlos? 
¿Cuáles son los aspectos positivos y negativos del programa? ¿Cuáles aspectos han 
cambiado o deben cambiar para mejorar el programa? ¿Cuáles actividades se llevan a cabo 
en el programa? ¿Qué ha pasado con los beneficiarios…cómo han sobrellevado el 
programa y las actividades? ¿Cuáles son los beneficios y retos de las actividades sociales 
y políticas? ¿Cuál valor y significado tienen estas actividades y grupos para Usted como 
institución y también, es su perspectiva para los excombatientes? ¿Muchos beneficiaros se 
han quedado o se han ido antes de su graduación del programa y por qué piensa de esto?  

2. Por favor, describa su trabajo en detalle. Por ej., ¿Qué hace en su puesto? ¿Este trabajo ha 
cambiado a través del tiempo? ¿Cuánto tiempo lleva en el trabajo? ¿Usted es de dónde 
(extranjero o nativo del lugar)? ¿Cuánto contacto tiene con los beneficiarios y bajo cuáles 
condiciones? ¿Cuáles son las actividades sociales y políticas que ofrece su organización y 
Usted está involucrado en estas? 

3. Por favor, describa su perspectiva general sobre el conflicto armado y el proceso de paz. 
Por ej., ¿Cuáles le parece son los aspectos más difíciles sobre el conflicto armado que hay 
que trabajar durante el proceso de paz? ¿Cómo ha sido el proceso de paz y cuáles son los 
aspectos positivos y negativos? ¿Cómo ve el futuro del proceso de paz y los otros grupos 
armados? 

4. Qué significado tienen las actividades sociales y políticas en el proceso de reincorporación 
para las FARC? Cómo impacta estas actividades a la identidad de las FARC como grupo? 
Sin estas actividades qué pensaría que podría pasar con las FARC? O sea, cuál valor tiene 
estas actividades para las FARC en el pos-conflicto? 
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5. Cree que las FARC están desmovilizadas o están movilizadas para la paz? Cómo cambió 
la estructura del grupo después de la firma del acuerdo? 
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C: Spanish quotes translated to English 

 

The translation of all Spanish quotes to English in this dissertation was done by the author. The 
original Spanish quotes can be found in Annex C and according to the quote number. 

Quote 1: 

Para todos los efectos desarrollados en los presentes estatutos se denominará militante como 
sinónimo de afiliados/as. Son militantes del Partido quiénes habiendo sido integrantes de las 
FARC-EP o de sus estructuras de trabajo al transitar a la vida política legal, decidan hacer parte 
de él. Asimismo, quienes decidan aceptar y acoger como suyos la plataforma ideológica, el 
presente estatuto y los diferentes documentos programáticos. Para ser miembro del Partido se 
deberá presentar una manifestación escrita de voluntad de ingreso, la cual será aprobada por las 
instancias de la estructura partidaria que defina el Consejo Político Nacional. El Partido organizará 
un registro único de personas militantes, con observancia de las reglas legales relativas a la 
protección y privacidad de datos (FARC Political Party Statutes, 2017, 6). 

Quote 2: 

Según la [ARN], “el proceso de reincorporación a la vida civil será un proceso de carácter integral 
y sostenible, que considerará los intereses de la comunidad de las FARC-EP en proceso de 
reincorporación, de sus integrantes y sus familias” (ARN, 2017). De acuerdo con lo anterior, el 
proceso de reincorporación pretende que dentro de la sociedad, el excombatiente se reconozca 
como un sujeto de derechos, libre y con la capacidad de aportar a la sociedad un cambio a través 
de valores, capacidades y fortalezas, no obstante, este proceso implica que se consideren “los 
intereses de la comunidad de las FARC-EP, en procesos de reincorporación, de sus integrantes y 
sus familias, orientando al fortalecimiento del tejido social en los territorios, a la convivencia y la 
reconciliación entre quienes los habitan” (Caicedo Sánchez, Guerrero Cifuentes, and Hurtado Peña 
2019, 39). 

Quote 3: 

Molestar, sorprender y destruir. No desalentarse nunca, no creer en noticias y bolas. Jamás 
rendirse, solo si es indispensable para salvar la vida. Marchar en silencio, hablar solo al oído. No 
tomar licor ni gastar tiempo y fuerza en placeres. Siempre preparar trampas al enemigo, arreglar 
caminos para posibles retiradas y evitar la huida enemiga al caer en trampas o emboscadas. No 
gastar una bala en balde […] (Maceo Codebook cited in Villamizar 2017, 98). 

Quote 4: 

Una insurrección popular sin antecedentes en Colombia, sin norte ni conducción (Villamizar, 
2017, 136). 

Quote 5: 

Juntos pero no revueltos (Villamizar 2017, 153). 
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Quote 6: 

Libertades democráticas para el pueblo, reforma agraria, nacionalización de recursos naturales, 
condiciones de vida, justicia y libertades democráticas, instrucción y cultura, soberanía nacional, 
Ejército nacional y política internacional; proponían, igualmente, una asamblea constituyente para 
aprobar una nueva constitución, elegida mediante el voto directo (Final Declaration of the National 
Coordinating Commission for the Guerrilla Movement, cited in Villamizar 2017, 157). 

Quote 7: 

Un gobierno civil que ejerza a nombre de los dos partidos, que los represente por igual, en el cual 

ambos colaboren y que esté sostenido por una sólida alianza (Villamizar 2017, 172).  

Quote 8: 

Los partidos tradicionales y las élites gobernantes no participarían como dirección política o 
militar, sino como razón y objetivo de nuevos alzamientos. Los enunciados partidistas liberales-
conservadores desaparecerían de los programas y plataformas políticas de aquellos grupos 
guerrilleros que continuarían o que emergerían a partir de 1959 para dar paso a contenidos 
revolucionarios, reivindicativos, sociales y de liberación nacional (Villamizar 2017, 188). 

Quote 9: 

Pionero en proponer y en llevar a la práctica la vía armada con el objetivo de la toma del poder; 
por los distintos orígenes de la militancia, tuvo desde los inicios fuentes político-ideológicas 
diversas, entre las que se destacan el gaitanismo, el marxismo-leninismo y el maoísmo (Villamizar 
2017, 199). 

Quote 10: 

Es un movimiento revolucionario que agrupa a todos los colombianos sin distingo de partido 
político, raza o religión y que busca la toma del poder por medio de la Insurrección armada, 
instaurando un gobierno representativo de todas las clases explotadas y oprimidas bajo la dirección 
de la clase obrera y campesina, para lograr la liberación social y económica definitiva del pueblo 
colombiano (First Congress of the MOEC 7 de Enero, cited in Villamizar 2017, 208).  

Quote 11: 

Por una reforma agraria revolucionaria, por la tierra para quien la trabaja, por créditos y asistencia 
técnica, educación y salud en el campo, precios básicos para los productos agropecuarios, 
protección y respeto a las comunidades indígenas y la formación de un amplio frente único del 
pueblo (Agrarian Program of the Guerrillas of la Móvil, cited in Villamizar 2017, 272). 

Quote 12: 

Toma del poder por las clases populares, revolución agraria, desarrollo económico e industrial, 
plan de vivienda y reforma urbana, sistema popular de crédito, plan nacional de salud pública, plan 
vial, reforma educacional, incorporación de la población indígena a la economía y a la cultura, 
libertad de pensamiento y de cultos, política exterior independiente y formación de un ejército 
popular permanente (Simacota Manifesto of the ELN, cited in Villamizar 2017, 242). 
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Quote 13: 

Una de las consecuencias que regularmente se le atribuyen al Frente Nacional fue haber generado 
una despolitización creciente de la población colombiana y una apatía generalizada por la lucha 
política o por la participación ciudadana en los escenarios de la democracia convencional 
representativa lo que se vería reflejado en el creciente abstencionismo. Al finalizar el Frente 
Nacional se han agotado todas las expectativas creadas por él mismo en materia de seguridad, 
bienestar y convivencia (Medina Gallego 2010, 369). 

Quote 14: 

Como organización armada su estructura se compone de organismos de batalla que se conforman 
por combatientes y mandos, en una escala jerárquica que reporta hasta instancias de mayor 
responsabilidad y mando militar. La estructura básica de combate es la Escuadra, unidad 
compuesta por doce hombres, incluidos sus mandos. Esta célula mínima en lo militar es la base 
organizativa también en lo político, pero en el ámbito castrense responde a las orientaciones, 
tácticas y estrategias determinadas por los mandos.92 Dos escuadras más sus mandos componen 
una Guerrilla. La unión de dos Guerrillas, más su respectivo comandante y reemplazante, forma 
una Compañía. Más de dos compañías, más sus mandos, componen una Columna. La estructura 
más grande agremiada militarmente en una región en particular recibe el nombre de Frente 
guerrillero y estaría compuesta por dos o más columnas y sus mandos (comandante y reemplazante 
de Frente). En cada unidad militar los mandos son combatientes que ostentan la dirección militar, 
designados por los comandantes de Frente de cada estructura, así que cuando se habla de mandos 
de la estructura se habla del comandante y de su reemplazante (Medina Gallego 2009, 73). 
 
Quote 15: 

El centro fundamental de la discusión estaba en la actitud de la Fuerzas Militares que se sentían 
lesionadas en su honor y dignidad, frente a los acuerdos que la Comisión de Paz iba construyendo 
con la insurgencia de las FARC-EP (Medina Gallego 2010, 527). 
 
Quote 16: 

No obstante los rechazos políticos y la represión, la primera incursión electoral de la UP en marzo 
de 1986 se convirtió en un éxito sin precedentes dentro de las participaciones electorales de la 
izquierda democrática: logró obtener 329.000 votos, eligiendo así 5 senadores, 9 representantes, 
14 diputados, 23 alcaldes y 351 concejales (Aguilera Peña 2010, 89). 
 
Quote 17: 

En la medida que llega a su fin el Gobierno de Betancur la situación de violencia se fue 
recrudeciendo. El fenómeno paramilitar, a través del cual los mandos militares opusieron la 
política de paz del Gobierno y su estrategia de pacificación se fue generalizando y extendiendo 
por el país acompañado por los capitales del narcotráfico y sus particulares intereses económicos 

 
92 “Las FARC-EP, son ante todo una organización revolucionaria. Cada Escuadra o unidad básica, es al mismo tiempo 
célula política. Los comandantes son miembros de las células, pero no pueden ocupar cargos de dirección celular. El 
mando garantiza su reunión y da respuesta a las inquietudes planteadas por la célula política” (FARC Statutes, cited 
by Medina Gallego 2009, 73). 
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que comenzaron a capturar el fenómeno en la región del Magdalena Medio. El asesinato selectivo, 
las masacres y las desapariciones de líderes campesinos, políticos, sindicales y sociales se 
intensificó en una fase de violencia que dio en caracterizarse como guerra sucia, en cuanto se 
dirigió en los fundamental contra los dirigentes de la sociedad civil a través de organismos 
paramilitares que privatizaron el ejercicio de la fuerza, la ley y la justicia en el marco de la doctrina 
de la Seguridad Nacional, agenciado por la institucionalidad militar inicialmente en el Magdalena 
Medio (Medina Gallego 2010, 545-6). 
 
Quote 18: 

La Constitución de 1991, enmarcada en una filosofía liberal, introdujo definiciones en boga (como 
la del “Estado Social y Democrático de Derechos”), consagró una orientación pluralista y 
multicultural, realizó el significado de los derechos humanos, instituyó varias figuras de 
participación democrática, implantó la reforma a la justicia y la acción judicial de tutela etc.; pero 
no alcanzó a tocar un punto básico, como el del régimen de las Fuerzas Armadas. Con todo, ante 
la opinión pública el Estado saldría favorecido, en tanto que la nueva carta política simbolizó un 
pacto de paz con una parte de las guerrillas, particularmente con el M-19, que recibió una 
significativa votación en las elecciones para definir los representantes a la constituyente. La no 
participación de otros sectores de la insurgencia obró en deterioro de su propia imagen [como la 
de las FARC-EP y el ELN] (Aguilera Peña 2010, 93).  
 
Quote 19: 

Las FARC alcanzan su mayor pujanza y poder ofensivo como consecuencia, entre otros factores, 
de su empeño obsesivo de llevar adelante su plan de guerra o su “campaña militar para una nueva 
Colombia”, pensada y repensada desde la década anterior; vigor que también fue resultado de la 
debilidad estatal, de la arremetida criminal contra la Unión Patriótica, de la crisis presentada 
durante el gobierno de Ernesto Samper, de la falta de políticas serias para afrontar decididamente 
la pobreza en el ámbito rural, de la existencia de recursos provenientes del narcotráfico, etc. 
(Aguilera Peña 2010, 115). 
 
Quote 20: 

Problemas como la delincuencia común, en cabeza de pandillas, bandas o combos, extorsión y 
narcotráfico, salieron a flote desde la última desmovilización de las AUC. Muchas de estas 
situaciones de inseguridad se deben en gran medida también a la falta de oportunidades laborales 
para los exparamilitares y la falta de regulación estatal (Muñoz Mora et al. 2021, 42).  
 
Quote 21: 

El Estado colombiano se ha caracterizado por los incumplimientos a todo pacto que se hace, eso 
ha sido histórico, esa es la impronta que se tiene en materia de cumplimiento de las clases políticas 
y de la institucionalidad colombiana que acuñaron como principio que “un acuerdo que no se va a 
cumplir no se le niega a nadie”. El Gobierno, por su propia voluntad no va a hacer nada en términos 
de cumplimiento con el acuerdo si no existen las presiones sociales y los acompañamientos 
internacionales que lo obliguen. El acuerdo tiene que encontrar en la sociedad y en los grupos 
sociales y partidos democráticos un doliente (Medina Gallego 2020, 446). 
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Quote 22: 

Es que estamos mostrando realmente de qué queremos, apostarle a la paz y seguimos dispuestos 
hasta el último día y estamos dispuestos a seguir luchando, no con armas, sino políticamente con 
nuestras palabras porque ya la única arma de nosotros es la palabra (FARC ex-commander #8, 
Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia). 
 
Quote 23: 

Podemos decir que desde el 82, Jacobo Arenas planteó que la bandera de las FARC es la bandera 
de la paz y Alfonso Cano decía: esa bandera de la paz con justicia social no le arrebató la clase 
dirigente, necesitamos rescatarla porque nosotros no queremos hacer la guerra por la guerra, 
nosotros nos vimos obligados a hacer la guerra, nosotros en nuestra esencia queremos ser 
pacifistas, pero cambiar el modelo social económico, entonces esa es la lucha […] (FARC ex-
commander #17, Oct. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 24: 

Yo creo que las FARC desde su nacimiento, por allá en 1964, en Marquetalia, en el Tolima, desde 
ahí para acá las FARC dijo: nosotros estamos armados, pero nuestro fin no es la guerra, si nosotros 
no luchamos, si nosotros no nos alzamos en armas porque queremos porque ese era pues el anhelo: 
vivir en guerra, no, en ese entonces nuestros objetivos fueron políticos, claro, con las armas, nos 
obligaron a tomar las armas desde el 64 hacia adelante pero nosotros nunca perdimos el horizonte, 
la perspectiva que era la paz y en ese orden de ideas, nosotros siempre los campamentos, donde 
estuviéramos nosotros hacíamos análisis político de la realidad colombiana, que se dice, la realidad 
que opina, que a la gente se le debe respetar y todo eso, entonces nosotros en esos días cuando se 
comenzaron a hacer las negociaciones o acercamientos, en el día estudiábamos cuatro horas, en la 
mañana dos y en la tarde dos y en esas horas nosotros analizábamos los temas que se estaban 
tratando (FARC ex-combatant #19, Oct. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 25: 

Y cada día más vendiendo nuestros territorios, la extranjerización de nuestros recursos naturales, 
Colombia es uno de los países que tiene los recursos más lindos del mundo, tenemos diferentes 
climas, tierras, […] ríos, mares, mejor dicho, todo natural, están extranjerizando nuestras tierras, 
están dándoselas a las multinacionales, las están vendiendo… (FARC ex-commander #8, Nov. 
2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia).  

Quote 26: 

Hablemos de la parte del gobierno local, esa alcaldía de Manaure, igual la alcaldía de La Paz, han 
sido un apoyo fundamental para el espacio territorial, muy fundamental, ellos vienen acá, el alcalde 
viene aquí a las 6 de la tarde […] se sienta con nosotros, habla, ¿que necesitan? ¿en que los puedo 
ayudar? plantéenme cosas que ustedes necesiten. Cosas así, o sea, eso es muy importante porque 
nos hace sentir que somos importantes para ellos, igual cuando hay actividades aquí llega esa 
alcaldía o la de La Paz y tratan de hacer actividades para los niños, para las madres, de todo. 
Cuando digamos hay jornadas de vacunación, de lactancia, también el hospital se acerca hasta acá 
y nos atiende igual que a todo el mundo, entonces es muy importante esa parte política porque 
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ellos han estado muy cerca de nosotros, ya con el gobierno digamos departamental ya la cosa es 
diferente, la gobernación no es mucho lo que se acerca por acá, tiene una Oficina de Paz que ha 
estado una que otra vez...por pandemia no han vuelto, pero siempre estaban viniendo. Y ya el 
gobierno nacional pues se sabe que tiene sus problemas...entonces pues si nos sentimos bien por 
el local (FARC political member #27, Nov. 2020, ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar). 

Quote 27: 

Las FARC se denominan todo un colectivo, nosotros las FARC hablamos de un colectivo y la 
lucha fue en colectivo y para un colectivo (FARC ex-commander #8, Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa 
Lucía).  

Quote 28: 

Es muy diferente a lo que pasaba con los ex AUC […] eran como más receptores de política, como 
personas que eran atendidas, pero no participaban, ni colaboraban, ni se metían en las discusiones, 
ellos reciben los beneficios, la atención psicosocial, hacían su ruta, pasaban por ahí y ya, chao […] 
bueno, tú eres atendido y llevas una ruta individual, pero no un discurso colectivo […] en cambio 
las FARC si hay una mayor consciencia colectiva, hay un discurso colectivo, las decisiones se 
toma consensuadas entre ellos […] Si, hay una mayor conciencia del tema política precisamente 
por eso, además también es político porque el proceso con las FARC es muy diferente, el tema con 
las FARC es construir, entonces todo lo que tiene que ver con ruta de reincorporación, con 
proyectos productivos, con cualquier tipo de estrategia tiene que ser convenida entre las partes, 
cosa que nunca ocurrió con ex AUC o con desmovilizados individuales, entonces ahí hay una 
cuestión política no en términos de procedimientos, pero sí en términos de espíritu de construcción 
de la política pública, porque la política pública implica la participación de los excombatientes en 
el diseño, en el seguimiento de estrategias, etc. […] entonces eso implica darle un estatus a la 
población para que pueda participar porque ya no se les ve como objeto de la política sino como 
participantes de la política, mientras con ex AUC nunca ocurrió, como tampoco ocurrió con los 
desmovilizados individuales de FARC o del ELN (ARN functionary #5, Nov. 2019, Bogotá). 

Quote 29: 

Tuvimos un encuentro nacional en Bogotá donde participamos como 400 mujeres, no todas 
exguerrilleras si no otras que como yo que ingresamos al partido después, hablar de muchas 
experiencias y en esta actualización de la estrategia integral se incluyan muchos temas, tema de 
cuidado, el tema pues del buen vivir,  medio ambiente, digamos como esta experiencia del trabajo 
de género como realmente transversalizando la experiencia de reincorporación, entonces está eso 
que a mí me parece un ejercicio muy importante del trabajo de la comisión nacional, recogiendo, 
les digo las particularidades de las mujeres en proceso de reincorporación en los territorios (FARC 
Gender Council of Medellín member #16, Sept. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 30: 

Hoy trabajo y pertenezco a las nuevas masculinidades y hoy trabajo por el derecho a la mujer […] 
tenemos un grupo de muchos hombres de aquí en Colombia de las nuevas masculinidades y nos 
comunicamos en la cabeza […] nuestra camarada que es senadora, Victoria Sandino […] somos 
un grupo de hombres […] excombatientes, pero hay muchos que no son ex combatientes porque 
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se nos han pegado una cantidad de hombres [de las comunidades alrededor] y trabajamos sobre el 
derecho a la mujer, no le estamos dando nada a la mujer, la mujer sabemos nosotros desde el primer 
día que ella tiene el mismo derecho de nosotros entonces nosotros hacemos talleres, le hablamos 
a los hombres […] (FARC ex-combatant #32, Nov. 2020, ETCR Tierra Grata, Cesar). 

Quote 31: 

Pienso las actividades sociales y políticas en el proceso […] serían más todas conectadas también 
con el trabajo comunitario, porque el proceso de reincorporación  pues tiene un enfoque 
comunitario, entonces obviamente no son por lo menos para los que están en zonas rurales no es 
un trabajo aislado de lo que pasa en los municipios en los que están en los espacios territoriales o 
las NAR, entonces esas actividades pueden ser desde lo productivo, como vinculación o proyecto 
productivo como actividades de integración de solamente vamos a hacer un bingo, vamos a hacer 
una fritanga, vamos a vender chorizos, bueno, todas esas actividades que fortalecen el tejido social 
entre la comunidad en proceso de reincorporación con las personas de las veredas aledañas a los 
ECTR (FARC Gender Council member #16, Sept. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 32: 

No, no hay ninguno metro en el país de tierra donde vivan los compañeros nuestros que sea propia 
o que sea del Estado, entonces el Estado arrienda a particulares ese pedazo de tierra y eso valoriza 
la tierra y el arriendo pues el campesino lo cobra alto, porque esa es la otra cosa, donde están los 
ETCRs, la tierra se ha pegado una valorización impresionante y en el municipio, la paz en esos 
territorios ha traído cosas de visibilidad y desarrollo para las comunidades y para los proveedores 
(FARC ex-commander #17, Oct. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 33: 

[…] Entonces ya teníamos que hacer un espacio ya de confianza y ya empezar nosotros a hacer la 
vida de reincorporación en estos espacios, lo que no se tuvo en  cuenta en los acuerdos de paz en 
La Habana, es que mucha gente por medidas de seguridad no iban a estar en ETCR, el caso del 
ETCR de nosotros […] ellos no iban a permitir que nosotros trabajábamos allá porque tierra no 
había, además […] no éramos de ahí, entonces uno iba a decir que los otros nos queramos (no se 
entiende) primero títulos colectivos, seguridad y garantías, (no se entiende) y tercero porque las 
tierras allá son muertes, muertas es que no hay como trabajar, no hay como tener algo de sustento, 
entonces este ETCR empezó se despedazó como se dice una parte por allá en Urrao, Medellín, 
Risaralda y Quibdó, lo que no se estaba diciendo a ustedes lo que no se tuvo en lo acuerdos fue 
que mucha gente iba a migrar a la parte urbana […] ¿qué hay que hacer? para ayudarles, que tengan 
algún beneficio y eso nunca se tuvo en cuenta porque se pensaba que todos íbamos a estar en la 
parte rural, en los espacios cumpliendo sin que de pronto ninguno iba a migrar, cuando se presenta 
la seguridad, que no tiene uno seguridad para estar, ni las garantías para estar en un sitio, lo que 
hace uno es migrar, muchos empezaron a buscar su familia […] y a encontrarla porque ese es el 
anhelo después de que uno de tantos años de estar en la lucha y piensa, si tiene hijos, buscarlo así 
el hijo […] (FARC ex-combatant #18, Oct. 2020, Casa del Común, Medellín). 

Quote 34: 
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#17: […] Por ejemplo, la vaina de los espacios territoriales, llevamos cuatro años en sitios en 
arriendo y el Estado ha pagado arriendo por cuatro años que con esa plata hubiera comprado el 
doble de terreno donde están los espacios territoriales […] 

Interviewer: ¿El Estado está pagando el arriendo de los espacios, en serio? Yo creí que eran 
propiedad del Estado… 

#17: No, no hay ninguno metro en el país de tierra donde vivan los compañeros nuestros que sea 
propia o que sea del Estado, entonces el Estado arrienda a particulares ese pedazo de tierra (FARC 
ex-commander #17, Oct. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 35: 

El venirnos para acá [hay] dos razones, son varias, pero una de las razones es seguir con el proceso 
de paz, sino no tendríamos vivienda, tendríamos donde estar ocupados, donde trabajar juntos, ahí 
hay seguridad de que la gente puede estar trabajando y si estamos juntos pueden venir cualquiera 
de las capacitaciones y nos pueden ayudar porque estamos juntos, esa sería una razón: tengamos 
casa, tengamos trabajos y pues juntos más fácil nos pueden llegar las ayudas y juntos nos podemos 
defender, uno tiene una cosa, uno tiene la otra o entre todos compramos y resolvemos. Donde 
estábamos no había posibilidad de nada de estas cosas y llegaba un punto donde la gente dudaba 
de procesos por los incumplimientos, se cansaba esperando la ayuda y tomaba la decisión de irse 
para donde quisiera, entonces era mejor a tiempo tomar esta decisión, de hecho nosotros tomamos 
esta decisión, hicimos dejación de armas y nos íbamos a venir, pero no nos dejaron y por eso nos 
vinimos a los dos meses, dos meses de dejación de armas y arrancamos y eso que nos tocó como 
20 días porque nos íbamos a venir más antes (FARC ex-commander #11, Dec. 2019, NAR San 
José de León, Antioquia). 

Quote 36: 

[…] Para que haya buen trabajo, hemos creído que hay que mezclar las dos formas de trabajo: la 
colectiva y la familiar y esa es la que nos ha permitido constantemente esté trabajando, entonces 
yo les digo: si yo arreglo mi casa, el otro arregla la otra, automáticamente estamos arreglando el 
caserío, estamos actuando como en la época de los indígenas, todos juntos arreglar una casa, todos 
juntos a arreglar la otra, pero también hay trabajo colectivos, las peceras, cosechar, hay que ser 
solidarios con algunos, hay que entrar cemento, arena, adobe, lo que sea, colectivo, o sea 
mezclamos las dos, ahí funcionaron las dos, la colectiva y la individual y eso es lo que nos ha 
permitido esto, tienen pecera colectiva, tienen galpones colectivos, tienen peceras y galpones 
familiares, entonces se une a la otra y fortalece, esta iniciativa me parece bien. Hay gente que dice: 
no, es que a lo último la gente se inclina por lo personal, hay una cooperativa que todo llega a una 
cooperativa desde un colectivo (FARC ex-commander #11, Dec. 2019, NAR San José de León, 
Antioquia). 

Quote 37: 

Nosotras trabajamos por un colectivo, nosotros luchamos juntos, íbamos al combate juntos, 
marchamos juntos, traíamos leña juntos, mandaban pa[ra] baño juntos, todo lo hacíamos juntos, 
ninguno nos desligábamos […] todo lo compartimos, una integración entre hombres y mujeres, al 
llegar tenemos la cooperativa hombres y mujeres, 99 estamos en esta cooperativa, habemos 5 
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mujeres en el Consejo Administrativo y 5 hombres […] de que la llevamos la cooperativa who run 
the coopeartive [Cooptedepaz: significa cooperativa multiactiva, o sea que puede hacer muchas 
cosas tejiendo paz] entre ambas partes, no hay más mujeres que hombres, sino que un equilibrio 
más o menos, seria de que si es un colectivo que luchamos y prácticamente no se discrimina a 
nadie. Pero como uno todavía tiene esas ideas del trabajo colectivo, de trabajar entre hombres y 
mujeres, todavía esa réplica porque para uno sacar ese chip de tantos años […] Entonces creamos 
la cooperativa […] conformamos esto por iniciativa propia […] una cosa tener por ejemplo lo que 
es lo político, pero también tenemos lo social y lo económico y lo económico es nuestra 
cooperativa, donde empezamos a sacar nuestros proyectos, tenemos un capital semilla por parte 
del Estado que se saca tanto individual como colectivo, pero siempre luchamos por lo colectivo 
porque esa es nuestra enseñanza, tenemos varios proyectos, dentro de nuestro proyecto está lo que 
es motos, es un proyecto que empezó hace más de 6 meses que está funcionando, pero por la 
pandemia, queríamos que nos diera un tope pues más o menos, pero es por siempre abajo por la 
pandemia todo ha cambiado […] Un taller de motos donde reparan, tienen almacén, hacen 
domicilios y bueno, se está sobreviviendo con este taller a ver cómo nos va, es un proyecto donde 
abarca 14 y 15 reincorporados, tenemos también […] un proyecto que se llama alimentos sanos, 
donde abarca unos 32 compañeros reincorporados en este capital semilla [vendiendo] frutos 
deshidratados […] otro proyecto que se llama Estampación, que son unas camisetas que ven ahí 
(FARC ex-combatant #18, Oct. 2020, Casa del Común, Medellín). 

Quote 38: 

Estamos organizando ya el lanzamiento ahora en noviembre, este proyecto abarca 32 ex 
combatientes y la idea no es dejarlo chiquitico sino ponerlo grande […] es un mini mercado que 
va a ofrecer productos de diferentes partes, elaborados por hombres y mujeres firmadores de la 
paz, un ejemplo está el café la esperanza, está el té, está la cerveza, nosotros por ahora la cerveza 
[…] roja, ya lo que es la miel la montaña, […] el aceite del ETCR de Filipinas […] se hacen 
zapatos, […] muñecas, entonces nosotros poderle ofrecer tanto a nivel nacional o departamental 
estos productos de los diferentes espacios, visibilizarlos que la gente vea y diga: bueno, le voy a 
apostar a la paz comprando esa botellita de aceite, de miel, le voy a apostar a la paz, entonces esa 
es la idea, nosotros por cuestiones de la pandemia nos tocó reajustar el proyecto que tenemos de 
Mercado de Mujeres Construyendo Paz. Como se vino la pandemia, esto dio un giro, entonces nos 
tocó meterle […] canasta familiar93 […] (FARC ex-combatant #18, Oct. 2020, Casa del Común, 
Medellín). 

Quote 39: 

La alimentación no nos va a llegar porque está decretado que son en las partes rurales, donde están 
los Espacios, pues a la ciudad no va a llegar, ese es el colmo que el gobierno diga […] a nosotros 
[en las ciudades] no se tuvo en cuenta. Nosotros después de llegar aquí, la lucha es grande porque 
después de que cada quien llega de una parte de donde está, tiene tantos años de estar, llega y 
encuentra algo […] pero como que le dice: debes de salir adelante, cuando usted llega a la ciudad 
y se encuentra uno con su familia es una alegría, su mamá, su celebración, llora y está acá, si tiene 
hijos con el hijo, después de tantos años, pero ya empieza como se dice la pelea de llegar a 

 
93 The family basket or canasta familiar is a mixed basket of various food staples and fresh produce.  
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sobrevivir y de luchar uno por el beneficio pues propio […] (FARC ex-combatant #18, Oct. 2020, 
Medellín). 

Quote 40: 

La responsabilidad de que se hayan tirado una parte de los hombres firmantes del punto de partida 
del acuerdo de paz al monte, es […] que hubo incumplimiento de los acuerdos, de la 
implementación de los acuerdos porque no hay garantías, no hubo garantías para nadie, ¿no ven 
que están bregando a volver los acuerdos trizas? (Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia).  

Quote 41: 

Para Medina Gallego, de la Universidad Nacional, sería un desacierto comunicativo mantener la 
misma denominación: ‘Tienen que ganarse el electorado, ser incluyentes y tratar de desmarcarse 
de ese pasado que tanto daño causó. En las zonas rurales les puede ir mejor porque tienen unas 
bases sociales ganadas, pero en las ciudades la aceptación podría ser más difícil’ (Palomino and 
Marcos 2017). 

Quote 42: 

La palabra comunes es una reivindicación de un acumulado histórico nuestro, venimos de los 
comuneros, los comuneros de José Antonio Galán, de Antonia Santos, de esos comuneros de esa 
época, ese es el recorrido histórico que tiene Comunes […] el nombre nos identifica a todos con 
los aspectos históricos y es la continuidad de la gesta comunera que se llevó a cabo desde la época 
de la Colonia (Senator Sandra Ramírez, Senado 2021). 

Quote 43: 

A mí me parece interesante lo que hacen [las FARC] y me parece muy válido […] ¿en qué sentido? 
en que trabajan sobre todo en las gobernaciones, sobre todo en alcaldías, y concejos municipales, 
desde este punto de vista tratar de incidir dentro de lo político a nivel territorial me parece muy 
válido […] me parece bien que traten de hacer coaliciones en los territorios, que lo intentaron 
hacer, muchos de ellos por ejemplo se lanzaron no como el partido sino como ex combatientes 
dentro de otros partidos, eso fue también una práctica que existió en las elecciones pasadas, eso 
me parece bien y muy válido porque eso implica que hay mucha gente que está dispuesta a apoyar 
a lo político, a echarse en el hombro lo político y eso es muy bueno y es muy saludable para la 
democracia, me parece que desde el punto de vista político, [pero] ya en lo nacional si tiene muchas 
fallas […] 

Yo creo que ellos se tienen que autoevaluar y […] permitir que haya nuevos liderazgos […], gente 
más joven que creo que la tiene, la tiene y la tiene desde los territorios, yo creo que es más 
interesante lo que está ocurriendo a nivel territorial que lo que está ocurriendo a nivel nacional por 
parte de las FARC […], que gente desde afuera también apoye ese tipo de candidaturas, gente 
fresca, me parece que es necesario darle una cara renovada a las FARC desde el punto de vista 
político, eso les haría más atractivos y tal vez menos repudiables desde punto de vista de personas 
que las asocian siempre con temas delictivos, la salida es ser más protagonistas creo yo, del tema 
político ya a nivel nacional, me parece interesante lo que han hecho en el congreso, sus 
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intervenciones en el congreso, su presencia en el congreso ha sido muy positiva, comparten el 
mismo lugar con el Centro Democrático, discuten allí, es que ¿en qué momento íbamos a ver eso? 

Entonces para senado o para cámara tiene que tomar una decisión y no creo que llevar a impulsar 
las mismas candidaturas, sino otras que vengan desde los territorios, que vengan desde los 
liderazgos sociales, que sean nuevas, como discursos, creo que hay un afán de renovación y si ellos 
no se renuevan van a perder esta ventana de oportunidad que tienen de ser parte del senado y muy 
pronto van a quedar relegados, es que no es la única experiencia, aquí ha habido M-19, aquí ha 
habido EPL y todos terminaron atomizados, entonces el M-19 término en diferentes partidos, 
copando diferentes partidos, el EPL terminó copando diferentes partidos con diferentes 
trayectorias y fueron proyectos que intentaron ser proyectos políticos unificados y terminaron cada 
uno con sus liderazgos en diferentes fuerzas políticas, si ellos no se adecuan pues es muy fácil que 
pronto puedan tener desafíos de esa cohesión interna que tienen (ARN functionary #5, Nov. 2019, 
Bogotá). 

Quote 44: 

Sentimos vergüenza y lástima por la lucha de miles de camaradas, campesinas y campesinos que 
dieron sus vidas en la larga lucha fariana, para que ahora vengan unos líderes con poco pudor 
político a destruir todo el legado de lucha y resistencia por el solo hecho de congraciarse, en busca 
de unos intereses personales, con la derecha que tanto odio y muerte han dejado en nuestra patria 
(El Tiempo 2020). 

Quote 45: 

La situación muestra ahora tres escenarios distintos. Uno, la colectividad que sigue la línea de 
Rodrigo Londoño; dos, un sector que cree en los planteamientos de Andrés Paris, y un tercer sector 
que es el que hizo trizas los acuerdos y volvió a empuñar las armas liderado por 'Iván Márquez' y 
a quien siguen 'Jesús Santrich', el 'Paisa' y 'Romaña', entre otros (El Tiempo 2020).  

Quote 46: 

Nosotros que venimos de una formación ideológica pues comunista, le decimos a la gente: para 
nosotros el acuerdo de paz es una tibia reforma democrática, es un pasito de un modelo liberal, un 
poquito, o sea, eso no rompe ninguna estructura de propiedad de poder, sino que este sistema es 
tan cerrado que no ha ni siquiera dado la oportunidad de que se dé un pasito adelante al desarrollo 
del país, entonces uno no entiende porque lo obtuso de esa diligencia, porque si fueran inteligentes 
sabían que eso les sirve inclusive a ellos, a la clase dirigente y en este ciclo estamos, en esta pelea 
y por eso mismo uno mira asombrado como Colombia rechaza la paz, sabiendo que es el camino 
normal de cualquier sociedad, entonces ahí es la contradicción del modelo que nos han metido 
(FARC ex-commander #17, Oct. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 47: 

[…] A eso es que las FARC le apostó a esta lucha de tantos años y seguimos con las mismas 
dificultades, sencillamente así es la cosa, no tiene otro nombre, el gobierno ha sido realmente muy 
complejo de entender porque no conoce ni siquiera la problemática del país, ni ellos mismos se 
entienden lo que está pasando en los territorios, ellos no conocen realmente las dificultades, o si 
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las conocen se hacen los de los oídos sordos y que no conocen la realidad en el campo […] (FARC 
ex-commander #8, Nov. 2019, ETCR Santa Lucía, Antioquia). 

Quote 48: 

El acuerdo no está hecho de vidrio, está hecho de hormigón, las paredes son fuertes y resiste 
mucho, porque está muy bien sustentado, es la realidad, es el análisis, a La Habana fue mucha 
gente y usted mire, la salida del campo colombiano está ahí, que se puede mejorar, sí, pero el 
gobierno no quiere aplicar eso, está ahí el punto 1 […] hablar del campo colombiano, eso es vital, 
el campo es el nodo en la tierra, porque en el fondo es la lucha por la tierra, que hay unos 
terratenientes, que hay gente que no quiere aprobara una realidad, pero también hay otro elemento 
de la cuestión política en el punto 2 que va mucho más allá de fondo, que es ampliar un poquito 
de esta democracia que es tan imperfecta, darle oportunidades a los grupos minoritarios, el estatuto 
de cohesión, la curul de las víctimas, que el voto sea transparente […] que el presupuesto de los 
partidos no sea presupuestos particulares[...] entonces ahí hay muchas cosas, uno dice, el acuerdo 
para nosotros es muy interesante es porque el acuerdo fue diseñado el 10% para ayudar al ex 
combatiente […] pero el 90% es para ayudarle a las comunidades y al pueblo, ese acuerdo es de 
la gente, nosotros no necesitamos carro, casa y beca, nosotros queremos que la sociedad avance a 
otro paso y el acuerdo se está imponiendo precisamente porque tiene fortalezas (FARC ex-
commander #17, Oct. 2020, Medellín). 

Quote 49: 

Pues hay una suerte de ideal que es la llamada comunidad fariana, ellos se identifican como una 
identidad, como un colectivo humano en el proceso de reincorporación y es una comunidad que 
tiene una narrativa muy propia, por ejemplo la interpretación del conflicto armado colombiano, el 
mito fundacional de Marquetalia es muy importante para ellos, no solo como el mito de lo que fue 
el levantamiento, la derrota en su momento de lo que fue el Estado y el levantamiento armado que 
ellos funcionaron como una autodefensa campesina, luego se convirtió en la guerrilla, también la 
forma como fueron victimizados en el conflicto armado con el exterminio de la UP, la división 
con el Partido Comunista […] la comunidad fariana, ellos tienen una narrativa histórica de lo que 
fue el conflicto armado y la posición de ellos frente al conflicto armado, que es lo que estamos 
conociendo ahora con el sistema de justicia transicional, particularmente la JEP y la comisión de 
la verdad, estamos conociendo la versión de las FARC que nunca lo hemos escuchado. Y hay unos 
códigos que sirven […] habla de una identidad que ellos los cuestiona como un colectivo humano, 
también hay una apreciación de la historia que ellos buscaron que no se perdiera en ese proceso de 
reincorporación, por eso la ruta de reincorporación que tiene las FARC es excepcional en el mundo 
y es inédita, porque tiene un componente colectivo y cooperativo que no tiene antecedentes, luego 
lo que ellos diseñaron en La Habana, buscando primero preservar su cohesión como colectivo 
humano y lo otro el capital de reincorporación política en su tránsito a la legalidad (NGO worker 
#21, Oct. 2020, Medellín). 
 
 


