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Abstract 
 
 

Discussions on women in wars have oftentimes been limited to their stories as survivors of 

conflict related sexual violence (CRSV) or on their ‘natural predisposition’ toward being 

peacemakers. The purpose of this thesis is to explore a different side of women in wars, by 

focusing on the experiences of women ex-combatants. This research will explore the 

ongoing process of social, economic, and political reincorporation of ex-combatant women 

from the Colombian guerrilla group FARC as part of the larger framework of gender-

responsive demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration (DDR) programs. This is to be 

done in order to contribute to the existing academic debate on gender-responsive DDR, and 

to bring forward often erased experiences of women ex-combatants.  Colombian ex-

combatant women were chosen as a case study due to their high level of participation in the 

insurgency, their unprecedented participation in the peace negotiations, and incorporation of 

gender mainstreaming in all aspects of the Colombian peace agreement. Feminist 

ethnography was employed as a methodology to correspond to the sensitivity of the topic 

and research subjects, while data was primarily gathered through interviews and analysis of 

the official documents referring to the reincorporation process. The findings of the research 

were unsurprising. The historic gender mainstreaming seemed to have been only an empty 

promise, while women undergoing the process of reincorporation face women-specific 

hardships on a regular basis, pointing to an evident lack of political will from the 

government’s side to change this phenomenon. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Ex-combatant women have been historically sidelined in post-conflict reconstruction and 

their needs overlooked in disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration programs. In 2016, 

there were hopes that the Colombian case would mend old wrongdoings given the high 

number of women involved in the conflict and in the peace negotiations as plenipotentiaries. 

This research addresses the reincorporation of ex-combatant women in Colombia who have 

been demobilized following the Final Agreement of 2016 and the implementation of a 

gender-based approach in the process of their reincorporation. Furthermore, this research is 

foremost of exploratory nature. It is a follow up on the promised gender equality and 

advancement of women’s rights promoted during the peace negotiations and with the Peace 

Agreement between the Colombian government and the leftist guerrilla group FARC, 

particularly concerning the women undergoing the process of social, economic and political 

reincorporation. As the reincorporation is understandably a multi-dimension process, the 

assessment of the current situation regarding the reincorporation of ex-combatant women 

from FARC was done through three dimensions emphasized throughout the negotiations and 

the agreement: social, political, and economic.  

 

While existing literature has acknowledged the continuous exclusion of women from DDR 

programs and post-conflict reconstruction, and the need to translate their lived experiences 

into the design of the program, there is very scarce literature and research on direct 

experiences,  hardships and obstacles, women who enter DDR programs face in practice. 

The research aim is to contribute to filling of the previously identified gap in the literature 

by offering insight into the experiences of Colombian ex-guerrilleras in the process of social, 

economic and political reincorporation, while simultaneously bringing forward the often 

neglected experiences of ex-combatant women.  
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This thesis is foremost a feminist project and as such, it gives privilege to the marginalized 

experiences of women. What makes a feminist project different from any other project, aside 

from a gender lens that is used as a starting point of analysis, is the employment of feminist 

principles and approaches. The purpose of the feminist approach is to bring change to the 

underprivileged status of women while applying gender as an analytical tool.1  Moreover, 

this research supports social justice and social transformation, both of which entail feminist 

project praxis2 and can be achieved only when individuals have equal access to resources, 

services, and a voice in decision-making processes, which in this case entails women’s equal 

participation and consideration in DDR programs. Furthermore, a feminist approach in 

qualitative research entails the principle of reciprocity between the researcher and the 

researched subject and takes into consideration emotional aspects and values held by both 

parties, which is particularly important in working with marginalized and traumatized 

women.3 

 

Moreover, certain changes have been made since the original thesis proposal. Previously 

determined grounded theory was replaced by feminist ethnography as the new chosen 

methodology. The original research question was slightly altered as well, and subsequently, 

several sub-questions were additionally added to serve as a clarification to the main question.  

Additionally, the title was changed although the substance remained the same, to better 

reflect the process which was central to the research, namely social, economic, and political 

reincorporation. Correspondingly, the objectives have changed so they would fit better into 

                                                 
1 Buiten, Denise. 2007. "GENDER, TRANSPORT AND THE FEMINIST AGENDA: FEMINIST INSIGHTS 
TOWARDS ENGENDERING TRANSPORT RESEARCH". Unescap.Org. 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/bulletin76_Article-2.pdf. 
2 Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy. 2014. Feminist Research Practice. 2nd ed. USA: SAGE Publications. 
3 Ibid. 
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the scope of the exploratory research. Each of the changes was done in accordance to the 

new findings that occurred while in the field, and to correspond to the sensitivity and overall 

discussion on the topic in a more efficient manner.  

 

The thesis consists of methodological, theoretical, and empirical parts divided into six 

chapters. The first chapter, “Introduction”, briefly looks back on the topic and identifies the 

main aim along with the applied approaches. The second chapter, “Theory and 

Methodology”, identifies and elaborates on relevant existing literature on the topic, central 

concepts, theory, and methods used in the research. The third chapter presents a historical 

overview of the case, while the fourth chapter lays out the research’s findings through the 

analysis of official documents and interviews.  In chapter five, drawing from the empirical 

findings from the previous chapter, I answer the posed research question(s) and reflect on 

the research findings. The sixth chapter concerns the overall conclusion of the research.  

2. THEORY AND METHODOLOGY 
 
This chapter dwells on the theoretical concepts relevant for the research, their definitions, 

and overall, it sets the theoretical framework for the rest of the research. Furthermore, it 

explains and defines the chosen methodology and data sampling methods and lays out 

previous relevant academic work on the topic of ex-combatant women’s participation in 

DDR programs. 

2.1. Literature review 
 
With wars historically being considered a male dominated endeavor, the existence of women 

combatants was often concealed. The exclusion of women combatants from historic 

narratives and academic articles has had implications in the real world, where this erasure of 



5 
 

their experiences created an obstacle for women combatants to join DDR programs in the 

conflict aftermath, and gain much needed assistance for their transition to the civilian life. 

The literature review presents salient topics frequently discussed in the context of women 

ex-combatants: the erasure of women fighters, challenges they face, and their specific needs. 

2.1.1. Erasure of women fighters  
  
Oftentimes, the end of a conflict does not mean end of a fight for women ex-combatants, 

who find themselves in a new conflict with a society which is not ready to acknowledge their 

new identities and experiences.  

 

Puechguirbal discusses how patriarchal structures post-conflict contribute to the return of 

the status quo ante bellum, to the detriment of women. “Patriarchy resurfaces after a war and 

marginalizes women who are mainly seen as powerless victims and sidelined in peace talks 

that promote a conservative return to the status quo ante bellum.” 4 Both of the problems 

addressed by Puechguirbal can be seen in the Colombian case, as will be presented further 

in the paper. Similarily,  Enloe, one of the most acknowledged feminist scholars, in her book 

“Manoeuvres: The International Politics of Militarizing Women’s Lives”, made some 

important observations on ‘maneuvers’ in regard to recruitment of women in the military 

structures: men lure women to join the military ranks under the false pretense of equality. 

“Militarism and military, those instruments of male ideological and physical domination, 

riding on the backs of individual women’s genuine desire to find ways to leave oppressive 

family environments, delay or avoid marriage, serve their countries, and acquire 

‘unfeminine’ skills “5, only to later try to camouflage their involvement retroactively 

                                                 
4 Puechguirbal, Nadine. 2012. "The Cost Of Ignoring Gender In Conflict And Post-Conflict Situations: A Feminist 
Perspective". Amsterdam Law Forum 4 (1): 4. p.1 
5 Enloe, Cynthia. 2000. Maneuvers. Berkeley: University of California Press. p.48 
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degrading their roles from fighters into alleged nurses and medics.6 In turn, women 

combatants find themselves disadvantaged as their roles, contributions, achievement get 

erased. 

 

On the same note Barth in her “Peace as disappointment: the reintegration of female soldiers 

in post-conflict societies: a comparative study from Africa”, concluded that after war, men 

who fought in combat are more commonly accepted into society and even praised for having 

fulfilled their role as men, while women are ostracized for contradicting their normative 

gender roles.  This results in women ‘being challenged in a totally different way, expected 

to return to roles very different from their war activities.”7 These expectations are reflected 

in rehabilitation and reintegration attempts, which frequently try to ‘return’ women to the 

domestic environment, for example by offering vocational trainings on skills related to 

traditionally female occupations such as sewing, nursing, etc. 

 

Miranda adds to the discussion by explaining how the current research on the topic had 

“showed women combatants were seen as a necessary but temporary aberration in a time of 

national crisis and need, rather than as representative of a fundamental societal change in 

gender roles“8. This perception of women fighters manifests through various obstacles and 

need to constantly prove themselves even within their armed group, due to men seeing 

women as a threat to their own masculinity and even to their identity as a warrior. 9 

                                                 
6 Ibid. pp.217,218 
7 Barth, Elise Fredrikke. 2002. "Peace As Disappointment: The Reintegration Of Female Soldiers In Post-Conflict 
Societies: A Comparative Study From Africa". Prio.Org. p.2 
8 Alison, Miranda. “Women as Agents of Political Violence: Gendering Security.” Security Dialogue 35, no. 4 
(December 2004): 447–63. p.458 
 
9 Ibid. 
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Second chapter of the book Post – War Transitions, discusses another strategy with the same 

aim which is to degrade women’s roles in conflicts and ultimately strip them of their agency 

— desecuritization of women ex-combatants. This is done by spreading narratives of their 

alleged victimhood. This particular narrative is very successful in deconstructing women ex-

combatants as a legitimate security concern. Consequently, delegitimization of their armed 

struggle, leads to their exclusion from DDR programs and benefits these programs entail. 10 

 

Correspondingly, in one of the pivotal papers on the topic of gender-responsive DDR, 

“Securitization and Desecuritization: Female Soldiers and the Reconstruction of Women in 

Post-Conflict Sierra Leone”, McKenzie talks about issues regarding the reintegration of the 

women rebels in Sierra Leone. She notices once again that the discussion around women and 

conflict is often connected to sexual violence and alleged victimhood of women, and a 

misconception that follows, that the reason why DDR programs keep failing to attract and 

include women is that they are not ‘real’ fighters. She also noticed how there are many 

internationally organized and supported programs for women victims of war, yet there are 

almost none designed for female ex-combatants. She attributes this phenomenon to the 

common essentialist understanding that violence is a male business while women are natural 

nurturers and mothers, who are inherently of peaceful nature. McKenzie additionally stresses 

several social and material obstacles to participation of women in DDR programs, and those 

refer to gun ownership as a participation criteria, fear of being stigmatized by the community 

if their identity as an ex-combatant is releveled, or in some cases even the perception that 

the program is made for men therefore would not be beneficial for them as women. 11 

                                                 
10 Dudouet, Veronique, Hans-Joachim Giessmann, and Katrin Planta. 2012. Post-War Security Transitions. 1st ed. 
London: Routledge. Chapter 2. 
11 MacKenzie, Megan. 2009. "Securitization And Desecuritization: Female Soldiers And The Reconstruction Of Women 
In Post-Conflict Sierra Leone". Security Studies 18 (2): 241-261. doi:10.1080/09636410902900061. 



8 
 

Furthermore, Henshaw incorporates all of the previous arguments by making a case for four 

main factors that contribute to the exclusion of women ex-combatants from DDR programs: 

agency, hierarchy, universalism, and patriarchy. Factor of agency or lack thereof is referring 

to promoting narratives of women who participate in armed groups as victims, forcibly 

recruited or camp followers as oppose to 'real fighters' stripping them away from their 

agency. The hierarchy argument points out to the fact that in most armed groups, even in 

combat, labor division is gendered, although more fluid than under different circumstances, 

thus there is an assumption woman, even in armed groups occupy exclusively traditionally 

feminine roles such as cooks and nurses, not active combatants, resulting in women being 

categorized as non-combatants by those in charge of designing the DDR programs. 

Universality refers to lack of intersectionality in the overall approach to the design of DDR 

programs while patriarchy factor is concerned both with exclusion of women from the power 

position and the pressure to assume traditional gender roles after being combatants. 12 

2.1.2. Women combatants’ specific challenges 
 
The above discussed erasure of women ex-combatants ultimately results in them being 

overlooked by policymakers and governments in the creation of DDR programs. This 

practice can potentially be detrimental for their wellbeing in the aftermath of conflict, 

especially since there is consensus that women ex-combatant needs differ from those of their 

male counterparts. Mazurana et al. explain the specific challenges girls in fighting forces 

face in the aftermath of a conflict. They speak in detail about gender-specific phycological 

and physical factors that need to be examined closely and understood better to design and 

provide DDR programs for girls and women. In their study, they noticed how the roles 

                                                 
12 Henshaw, Alexis Leanna. 2019. "Female Combatants In Postconflict Processes: Understanding The Roots Of 
Exclusion". Journal Of Global Security Studies 5 (1): 63-79. doi:10.1093/jogss/ogz050. 
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women perform in fighting forces are often downplayed and how they are frequently 

portrayed as victims, which is a considerable obstacle in understanding the variety of 

experiences women endure in the context of being in fighting forces in conflict. 

Consequently, this is an obstacle in offering adequate help to these individuals after the 

cessation of violence.  

 

Additionally, Denov, noted that even in the aftermath of conflicts, girls (and women) ‘bear 

a form of secondary victimization through socioeconomic marginalization and exclusion, as 

well as ongoing threats to their health and personal security”.13 In fact it is important to take 

in consideration women feel insecurity differently from men.  The claim here is according 

to Stern et al. “that the security of the state is often built on the insecurity of its most 

vulnerable populations and their unequal relationships with others, in this case on the lives 

of its most impoverished and marginalized women.” 14 

 

Each of these academic articles accentuated the need to acknowledge women ex-combatants 

and their experiences in order to enable their participation in DDR programs and subsequent 

reintegration into society. 

2.2. Methodology 
 
Given the feminist praxis applied in the research, and focus on interviews as a research 

method, feminist ethnography was chosen as the methodology for this research. What makes 

ethnography as a research methodology compatible with feminist approaches is that both 

                                                 
13 Denov, Myriam. 2008. "Girl Soldiers And Human Rights: Lessons From Angola, Mozambique, Sierra Leone And 
Northern Uganda". The International Journal Of Human Rights 12 (5): 813-836. doi:10.1080/1364298080239690 p.815 
14 Stern, Maria, Brooke A Ackerly, and Jacqui True. 2006. Feminist Methodologies For International Relations. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.32-33 
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accentuate active engagement and reflexivity.15 Combined, they form a feminist 

ethnography which is a “productive methodology “aimed at contributing to “knowledge 

about women’s lives in specific cultural contexts, recognizing the potential detriments and 

benefits of representation, exploring women’s experiences of oppression along with the 

agency they exercise in their own lives, and feeling an ethical responsibility towards the 

communities in which the researchers work“16. Ethnography is a method of critical security 

studies often used by feminist International Relations scholars to bring “feelings, 

perceptions, fears, and emotions, the real core of human existence” in an attempt to humanize 

the subject and to open the field of social sciences and IR to a perspective of security that is 

not state-centric.17 Reflexivity here is especially important as feminist researchers must 

always be aware of their effect on the community and individuals that are in their focus,18 

and accept that complete objectivity is impossible to be reached when a (feminist ) activist 

perspective is present. 19 

 

Empirical data for the research was gathered through interviews with ex-combatant women 

coming from FARC, persons working on the implementation of the Peace Accords and in 

the reincorporation process, and through the analysis of official documents and strategies 

related to DDR implementation and design over a four month field visit to Bogota, 

Colombia. Additionally, recognizing that gender is a “cross-cutting socio-cultural 

variable”20, meaning gendered experiences are contextual (hence vary greatly), and given 

                                                 
15 Salter, Mark B, and Can E Mutlu. 2013. Research Methods In Critical Security Studies: An Introduction. London: 
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group. 
16 Schrock, Richelle D.. 2018. "The Methodological Imperatives of Feminist Ethnography." Journal of Feminist 
Scholarship 5 (Fall): 54-60.  p.48 
17 Ackerly, Brooke A., Maria Stern, and Jacqui True, eds. 2006. Feminist Methodologies for International Relations. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. doi:10.1017/CBO9780511617690. p.155 
18 Schrock, Richelle D. 2018. "The Methodological Imperatives of Feminist Ethnography." Journal of Feminist 
Scholarship 5 (Fall): 54-60.  
19 Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy, Christina K. Gilmartin, and Robin Lydenberg. 1999. Feminist approaches to theory and 
methodology: an interdisciplinary reader. New York: Oxford University Press. pp.341 -344 
20 UN Women „Improtant Concepts Underlying Gender Mainstreaming“ 
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the relatively low number of participants, the research will not seek to make any conceptual 

proposes or to generalize. This research intends to explore particularly the Colombian case, 

and more specifically, if tangible advancements on ex-combatant women’s rights have been 

achieved after the internationally praised gender mainstreaming in the Official Peace 

Agreement by identifying experiences and challenges faced by the Colombian guerrilleras 

on the ground.21 

From a security perspective, this analysis presents a different perspective from national 

security approaches, one in which women are potential challengers of the status quo with 

military means and as such demand from the government to invest the same amount of 

efforts and funds into their demobilization and reincorporation to maintain peace. The main 

question of the research is how “How does the DDR/social, economic, and political 

reincorporation being implemented in Colombia work for women ex-combatants”? 

Complementary sub questions meant to bring clarity to the main questions were added and 

they are the following: 

1. How is the model of collective reincorporation working for women ex-combatants? Is it 

hindering their needs as women? 

2. To which extent have women-specific needs been taken into consideration during the 

development of the currently ongoing DDR program for FARC? 

3. What is a general sentiment among women ex-combatants towards the reincorporation 

process?  Are they satisfied with the design, implementation and its outcomes? 

                                                 
21 UNDP "Gender Mainstreaming Made Easy: Handbook For Programme Staff”. p. 4 
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There were multiple variables taken in consideration to assess the success of the gender 

approach (enfoque de género) in the Colombian case: the number of women ex-combatant 

– oriented commitments or policies in official documents, the state of their implementation, 

the direct experiences of participation in the reincorporation process, and the perception of 

women ex-combatants if the program was designed in such manner that it corresponds to 

their needs and experiences.   

One of the biggest challenges of this research was in terms of my fluency of the local 

language. The entire research, including interviews and document analysis, was done in 

Spanish. Knowing that I would not have an interpreter accompanying me during the 

interviews, the months leading to the research were spent in intense Spanish lessons and in 

the study of published documents and statements concerning the agreement and the 

demobilized group, particularly to learn the terminology being used. Ultimately, my 

language fluency had significantly progressed, and I was able to conduct the interviews with 

deep understanding and reciprocity. However, this was not without challenges. The use of 

language greatly varied among participants between formal language and informal slang.  

This meant some transcriptions were easier than the others, but regardlesss, it is important 

to acknowledge that “transcription that encompasses translation from one language to 

another presents an especially complex and challenging situation”.22 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed later. The transcription was formatted to 

identify “patterns and salient themes”23. Main questions asked were about their time in the 

FARC, the role they had, reasons and circumstances that prompted them to join the group, 

                                                 
22 Davidson, Christina. 2009. "Transcription: Imperatives For Qualitative Research". International Journal Of Qualitative 
Methods 8 (2): 35-52. p.38 
23   McLellan, Eleanor, Kathleen M. MacQueen, and Judith L. Neidig. 2003. “Beyond the Qualitative Interview: Data 
Preparation and Transcription.” Field Methods 15, no. 1 (February 2003): 63–84. p.67 
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whether they are currently located inside the Territorial Training and Reincorporation Spaces  

(Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación - ETCR), their participation in 

the reincorporation process, what were their ambitions for civilian life, where are they now 

in comparison, their needs in this transitory process, obstacles they are facing and similar. 

The length of the interviews was between one to two hours.  

By the time of the breakout of the COVID-19 pandemic, which occurred in the early stage 

of the research, only one interview had been done in person. I decided to conduct the rest of 

the interviews online via Skype and WhatsApp, hence the research was not as personal as 

feminist ethnography would call for, but resourceful, nonetheless. Consequently, the 

research and its conclusions were deprived of certain techniques commonly used in 

ethnography such as shadowing, nonlinguistic observation, etc. 24 Furthermore, as the city 

of Bogotá went into lockdown earlier than the rest of the country, and government guidelines 

restricting movement from the capital to other cities were put in place indefinitely, due to it 

being a hotspot of  COVID-19 in the country, all visits to the DDR camps were halted, 

including my own. In fact, the camps, whose structure is self-governed, due to the lack of 

permanent medical staff on site, and the lack of health centers in rural areas (where these 

camps are mostly situated) decided to close off completely in an attempt to prevent the 

spread of the virus among the already vulnerable community of ex-combatants and their 

families.   

The pool of interviewees was rather small, amounting to 6 different people making it a 

modest scale qualitative research. The low number of interviewees was a consequence of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which heavily restrained the scope of the research, especially in terms 

                                                 
24  Ibid. p.66 
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of  contacting the women who were in the official reincorporation territories in that moment, 

as the majority of the camps are in secluded areas oftentimes without electricity, phone signal 

or internet. The interviewees were six women; four of them ex-combatants and of those, 

three who currently live outside of the reincorporation territories and one who lives inside 

of the ECTR. The other two women were civilian observers of the reincorporation who at 

the time of interviews worked for the UN Women and Gender Commission of the FARC 

political party. Three out of the four ex-combatant women who had participated in the 

interviews were a part of the FARC delegation in Havana, and are currently some of the 

most prominent leaders of the FARC ex-combatant women rights movement, with one of 

them being a current Senator of the Republic. As leaders, these women have a unique 

overview of the implementation of the peace agreement and its effects on the progression or 

regression of ex-combatant women's rights in the reincorporation process, making their 

testimonies extremely valuable.   

The research heavily depended on gatekeepers as understandably, gaining access to a tight-

knit community has its difficulties while certain hierarchies need to be respected. My first 

official contact was with the office of a high-profile FARC politician, an ex-combatant 

woman whose referral I needed to gain access to other women. It was made clear to me by 

one of the gatekeepers that I would have to offer something in return to the group to be 

granted a permission for the interviews. Therefore, to gain the much-needed access, but also 

to honour the reciprocity entailed by the feminist ethnography and feminist approach, I 

committed to provide English translations for their ongoing campaign. This benefited the 

research in a way that it provided me with needed leverage, and eventually, contacts for 

interviews. Moreover, given the hierarchy within the group, the recruitment for interviews 
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was done through chain – referral (snowball) sampling 25 with one subject, a member of the 

‘elite’ nominating all other interviewed participants, except for the initial gatekeeper.  

It should be noted that several study limitations were present. Firstly, unfortunate 

circumstances severely limited the pool of applicants and reduced the scope of planned 

research. Secondly, given the nature and sensitivity of the group and the investigated 

process, I was not able to selectively recruit participants, but rather everything was done 

through controlled referrals. Thirdly, due to Spanish not being my mother tongue, some 

important information might have been lost in translation.  

2.3. Theoretical framework 
 
It is important to set the theoretical framework before we proceed with case study specifics. 

Here, the overview of important concepts for the research will be given, namely concepts of 

gender-responsive DDR programmes, inclusive negotiations and gender mainstreaming. 

Moreover, the concepts will be explained in a manner that sets the theoretical framework for 

what later in the thesis will be discussed about the Colombian case.  

2.3.1. Gender-responsive DDR  
 
The central conceptual point of this research is gender-responsive DDR programs. 

According to the UN, a DDR program “aims to deal with the post-conflict security problem 

that arises when ex-combatants are left without livelihoods or support networks, other than 

their former comrades, during the vital transition period from conflict to peace and 

development”26. It does so “through a process of removing weapons from the hands of 

combatants, taking the combatants out of military structures and helping them to integrate 

                                                 
25 Browne, Kath. 2005. "Snowball Sampling: Using Social Networks To Research Non‐Heterosexual 
Women". International Journal Of Social Research Methodology 8 (1): 47-60. doi:10.1080/1364557032000081663. 
26 UN „What is DDR?“ 
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socially and economically into society, DDR seeks to support male and female ex-

combatants and men, boys, women and girls associated with armed forces and groups, so 

that they can become active participants in the peace process”.27 

 

Over the years, DDR, as a practice, has evolved as a result of accumulated field experience 

and a need to incorporate lessons learned in each previous case. The new DDR model is also 

referred to as a ‘Second Generation DDR’.28 Differences between different generations also 

show a shift in international peacekeeping goals from temporary security to long term 

development, and consequently from military to human security.29 The second-generation 

fosters reconciliation and improvement of the social-economic status of ex-combatants, their 

families, and members of affected communities as a way towards achieving positive peace, 

while first-generation focused on the disarmament phase.30  

Although more advanced than the 1st generation, 2nd generation has also failed to 

successfully produce gender-responsive DDR programs. Gender-responsive DDRs are 

programs that apply gender-sensitive approaches during every step of its development. That 

means they recognize “the specific needs and realities of women, men, girls and boys based 

on the social construction of gender roles” 31. They are based on three crucial points which 

are gender equality between men and women and boys and girls in a manner that their 

gender-specific needs are recognized; non-discrimination, fairness and equitable treatment, 

meaning fair treatment for every individual regardless of race, religion, ethnicity gender or 

                                                 
27 Ibid. 
28 SECOND GENERATION DISARMAMENT, DEMOBILIZATION AND REINTEGRATION (DDR) PRACTICES 
IN PEACE OPERATIONS A Contribution To The New Horizon Discussion On Challenges And Opportunities For UN 
Peacekeeping. 2010. Ebook. New York: UN. 
29 Carranza-Franco, Francy. 2019. Demobilization And Reintegration In Colombia. New York: Routledge. pp. 55 - 56 
30 Muggah, Robert, and Chris O’Donnell. 2015. "Next Generation Disarmament, Demobilization And 
Reintegration". Stability: International Journal Of Security & Development 4 (1). 
31 Dietrich, Louise, and Thomas Winderl. 2012. "How To Guide: Gender-Responsive Disarmament, Demobilization And 
Reintegration | UNDP In Geneva". UNDP. p.8 
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any other trait; and centered around people so ultimately there is an empathic approach and 

will to answer on people’s needs accordingly. 32 However, this quest is not without its 

challenges. 

Four most distinct goals that are commonly attributed to DDR processes, regardless of their 

generation. These are: 33 “preventing civil war from recurring, mainly through improving 

economic development; preventing crime and violence by removing weapons from 

circulation and by offering ex-combatants alternative means to gain resources; stimulating 

civic and political participation in order to mend the feeling of injustice and to improve 

reintegration; healing trauma caused by the experience of war through reintegration and 

reconciliation with the community.” 

Each of these goals has gender-specific implications. Economic development can reduce 

gender inequality only if the economic policies specifically target women, especially those 

from poorer and rural areas where inequalities tend to be higher.34 Women’s political 

participation might be discouraged due to patriarchal roles both within the society and within 

the paramilitary group Consequently, women are often not present at peace negotiations and 

peace delegations, which only deepens the neglect of women’s perspectives.35 

Understanding different experiences women and men have as combatants plays a major role. 

As noticed in most of the cases36 the biggest obstacle for the success in the implementation 

of DDR programs, and consequently, for the achievement of the above-mentioned goals, 

aside from the lack of funding, is the lack of intersectional approach. As a consequence, in 

                                                 
32 Ibid. p. 9 
33 UN "The UN Approach To DDR". 2006.  
34 Duflo, Esther. 2012. "Women Empowerment and Economic Development." Journal of Economic Literature, 50 (4): 
1051-79. 
35 Féron, Élise. 2015. Gender And Peace Negotiations Why Gendering Peace Negotiations Multiplies Opportunities For 
Reconciliation. Ebook. Clingendael. https://www.pin-
negotiation.org/userfiles/files/PB_Gender%20and%20Peace%20Negotiations_final(2).pdf. 
36 Mazurana, McKenzie, UNDP 
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practice we see the implementation of one-size-fits-all solution when it comes to DDR 

programs and subsequent observation of combatants as a homogenous group (what Henshaw 

calls universality), which in turn leads to a very low number of women participating in the 

programs. Therefore, the low number of women in DDR program is not because they do not 

participate in wars but rather because they do not see programs as beneficial and adequately 

responding to their needs.  

For example, one common criteria for the eligibility of individuals to participate in programs 

frequently is gun ownership. However, women and children often do not have access to guns 

either because of their lower status in the group or because they are camp followers, or in 

some cases, because commanders took their weapons priorly for personal financial gains.37 

Additionally, women’s roles as “wartime wives”, and the stigma attached to such roles, can 

limit their options for marriage in the aftermath of the conflict. In Sierra Leone and Liberia, 

this rejection often led to suicide or prostitution. Furthermore, the stigma women and girls 

face after they become registered ex-combatants is much greater than those of men and boys, 

and because of that many women choose to self-demobilize.38  

Generally, the only alternatives to DDR is either self-demobilization or turning back to 

armed groups or some other form of criminal activity. While male ex-combatants usually 

choose the latter, the majority of women chose to self-mobilize. Oftentimes, in consequence, 

these women and girls’ ex-combatants, due to the traumas and lack of skills, are pushed 

further towards the margins of the society and end as sex workers or economic dependents. 

Regarding traumas, women who participate in armed groups are more susceptible to fall 

                                                 
37 Basini, Helen S. A. 2013. "Gender Mainstreaming Unraveled: The Case Of DDRR In Liberia". International 
Interactions 39 (4): 535-557. doi:10.1080/03050629.2013.805129.; MacKenzie, Megan. 2009. "Securitization And 
Desecuritization: Female Soldiers And The Reconstruction Of Women In Post-Conflict Sierra Leone". Security Studies 
18 (2): 241-261. 
38 Dietrich, Louise, and Thomas Winderl. 2012. "How To Guide: Gender-Responsive Disarmament, Demobilization And 
Reintegration | UNDP In Geneva". UNDP. 
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victims to conflict-related sexual violence regardless of their roles. These include rape, 

sexual slavery, forcible sterilization or forced abortions.39 

Gender - responsive approach matters just as much when it comes to men ex-combatants, 

who have their own set of gender-specific needs and experiences. For example, it is common 

that post-conflict societies see the rise of domestic violence cases because of the masculinity 

crisis. The same masculinity crises can occur during the DDR process, or even after if violent 

masculinities were not deconstructed through the process of transition. Moreover, younger 

men, ex-combatants, may be seen as a threat by the leaders of their communities due to their 

hyper-masculinity and possible conflicts over authority, and consequently face rejection. On 

the other hand, those men who are coming out of war disabled, will also face specific 

challenges in regard to constructing their new manhood given the change in physical ability 

and how it may affect their traditional roles as heads of households. 40 

2.3.2. Inclusive negotiations 
 
To achieve an inclusive peace and incorporate all of the individual experiences accordingly, 

women have to be present in every step of the peace process, starting from the negotiations41. 

This inclusion is highly important for the success of agreements as there is a proven link 

between durable peace and gender equality. Societies with higher levels of gender inequality 

are less prone to conflicts.42 The importance of women signatories of peace agreements is 

particularly the link they have with women’s organizations, making them a unique point of 

access for a variety of women’s voices and experiences to be heard and incorporated in the 

                                                 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Bell, Christine, and Kevin McNicholl. 2019. “Principled Pragmatism and the ‘Inclusion Project’: Implementing a 
Gender Perspective in Peace Agreements”. feminists@law 9 (1). https://doi.org/10.22024/UniKent/03/fal.742. 
42 Forsberg, Erika, and Louise Olsson. 2016. "Gender Inequality And Internal Conflict". Oxford Research Encyclopedia 
Of Politics. doi:10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.34. 
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plans for the future of the country and future of the peace.43 It is a unique way of bridging 

the societal gap between the genders and allowing higher levels of gender equality, hence 

improving the chances for sustainable and durable peace.44  

 

Ever since the adoption of the Security Council Resolution 1325, in 2000, which famously 

established Women, Peace, Security Agenda (WPS), there has been a strong incentive to 

incorporate gender perspectives in all stages of the peace process.45  Following Resolution 

1325, a series of other Resolutions have been adopted (Resolution 1889, 2122, 2242, 1888, 

1960, 2106) addressing specific topics of women’s roles in peacebuilding and participation 

in peace processes, and conflict-related sexual violence.46 

 

At the same time, several scholars47 have drawn attention to the particularly interesting trend 

of how the International Community addresses women and the issue of gender in conflict 

settings. It seems that regardless of the knowledge that exists, or the plethora of experiences 

and roles women gain in war, they are almost exclusively put in the category of victims of 

conflict-related sexual violence or addressed as a part of ‘women and children’ category, 

which accentuates their vulnerability and alleged lack of agency. Aside from the fact that 

this categorization does not correspond to the actual realities of women in conflicts, it 

becomes an even bigger issue when governments around the world refer to these resolutions 

and the language used, whilst making their own informed decisions and agreements, 

                                                 
43 Krause, J. Krause, W & Bränfors, P. (2018). Women’s Participation in Peace Negotiations and the Durability of Peace, 
International Interactions, 44:6, 985-1016, DOI: 10.1080/03050629.2018.1492386. 
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eventually limiting discussions about women and women’s experiences in war to 

victimhood. 

 

Correspondingly, given the rise of the interest in the gender-conflict nexus, in 2013, the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), 

published the document General Recommendation No. 30 on “Women in conflict 

prevention, conflict and post conflict situations” as part of their yearly analysis on the state 

of rights of women and girls around the world. The recommendations stress the importance 

of gender components in all aspects of conflict, from its prevention to post-conflict 

rebuilding, including disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programs.48 In the 

analysis, the convention has called upon governments to dedicate their attention and 

resources to women ex-combatants to: 

a) “Ensure women’s equal participation in all stages of disarmament, demobilization and 

reintegration, from negotiation of peace agreements and establishment of national 

institutions to the design and implementation of programs;”  

b) “Ensure that disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programs specifically target 

female combatants and women and girls associated with armed groups as beneficiaries 

and that barriers to their equitable participation addressed; and ensure that psychosocial 

and other support services are provided to them;” 

c) “Ensure that disarmament, demobilization and reintegration processes specifically 

address women’s distinct needs in order to provide age and gender-specific 

disarmament, demobilization and reintegration support, including by addressing the 

                                                 
48"CEDAW General Recommendation 30 Women In Conflict Prevention, Conflict And Post Conflict Situations". 2016.  



22 
 

specific concerns of young mothers and their children without targeting them 

excessively and exposing them to further stigma.” 49 

 

Unfortunately, according to statistics from 2019 published by the Peace Agreement Database 

run by the University of Edinburgh, only 29% of peace agreements that discuss disarmament, 

demobilization, and reintegration of ex-combatants mention women, while 71% do not. 50 

 2.3.3. Gender mainstreaming 
 
Gender mainstreaming as a concept, with both practical and political aims, was first adopted 

by the UN at the International Conference for Women in Beijing in 1995. As defined later 

in 1997, by the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), gender 

mainstreaming refers to “The process of assessing the implications for women and men of 

any planned action, including legislation, policies or programs, in all areas and at all levels”. 

It is a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an integral 

dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of policies and 

programs in all political, economic and societal spheres, so that women and men benefit 

equally, and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality.”51 

Introduction of gender mainstreaming was meant to draw attention to gender perspectives 

which entailed more research on women and their experiences, the creation of women-

oriented programs, and the incorporation of their needs and perspectives into existing ones. 

It made equal access to resources and equal access to the decision-making process the new 

                                                 
49 General Recommendation No. 30 On Women In Conflict Prevention, Conflict And Post-Conflict Situations. 2013. 
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focus of planning, creation, and implementation of gender mainstreaming projects, as well 

as advocacy, research, policymaking.52 

 

DDR programs, along with other components of post-conflict reconstruction aim at 

addressing the root causes of the conflict. These root causes are frequently embedded in 

historical grievances that can be related to the socioeconomic or political status of a certain 

group or a community.53 Oftentimes, repairing these historical injustices means taking up on 

a systemic change in the post-conflict reconstruction. This needs to be addressed in the 

design of policies for post-conflict reconstruction and development. When addressing 

gender-based grievances among ex-combatant women, this means including gender-

responsive and women-oriented policies and programs, which in turn address structural 

inequalities that are the root cause of their grievances. That is what gender-mainstreaming 

as a tool of gender equality does; it creates a normative basis for tangible changes. Gender 

mainstreaming is ultimately a first step in tackling the gender inequality in post-conflict 

societies, 54 and as such an important part of post-conflict reconstruction.55 

 

Additionally, during a conflict, the existing socioeconomic and political structures are 

weakened, while certain actors assume roles outside of their previous domain.56 This is the 

case with ex-combatant women who transgress their traditionally feminine roles as mother 
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55 Parmar, Parveen Kaur, Pooja Agrawal, Ravi Goyal, Jennifer Scott, and P Gregg Greenough. 2014. "Need For A 
Gender-Sensitive Human Security Framework: Results Of A Quantitative Study Of Human Security And Sexual 
Violence In Djohong District, Cameroon". Conflict And Health 8 (1). doi:10.1186/1752-1505-8-6. 
56Gizelis, Theodora-Ismene, and Nana Afua Pierre. 2013. "Gender Equality And Postconflict Reconstruction: What Do 
We Need To Know In Order To Make Gender Mainstreaming Work?". International Interactions 39 (4): 601-611. 
doi:10.1080/03050629.2013.805324. 



24 
 

and wives and assume the traditionally masculine role of a combatant. For these reasons, it 

is unrealistic to imagine a post-conflict scenario with no societal fractions, where things 

resume to how they were pre-conflict, which for ex-combatant women usually means 

returning to the house and family domain. This is the case especially with women whose 

reason to join an insurgent group and fight in a war was primarily the desire to change their 

position in society as women.57 

 

Therefore, post-conflict societies should not go back but go forward, and for women, an 

important step for going forward is the deconstruction of traditional gender roles. For these 

reasons, gender mainstreaming is of utmost importance and so is the subsequent 

development of women-oriented policies in conflicts with a registered participation of 

women in armed non-state groups, that count with the participation of ex-combatant women-

, allowing for a special emphasis on gender mainstreaming in the development of 

disarmament, demobilization, rehabilitation programs.58 

 

Throughout the years, although it has become a widely accepted and integrated concept, 

gender mainstreaming often has unfortunately fallen under an integrationist approach. 

“Integrationist approaches are those that introduce a gender perspective without challenging 

the existing policy paradigm, instead ‘selling’ gender mainstreaming as a way of more 

effectively achieving existing policy goals. While this approach means that gender 

mainstreaming is less likely to be rejected, its impact is likely to be less substantial”.59 As a 

consequence, despite widespread efforts to include gender mainstreaming into 
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policymaking, gender equality is still far from being achieved. Moreover, if we discuss 

security sector reforms and post-conflict recovery, as previously mentioned, gender 

mainstreaming has mainly been utilized as a tool in resolutions addressing victims of 

conflict-related sexual violence60, while gender-mainstreamed peacekeeping missions are 

prevalent in conflicts with high rates of sexual violence, providing a very limited perspective 

on gender issues in conflict areas.61 For these reasons, thus far, more frequently than not, the 

gender mainstreaming agenda has failed to encompass the needs of female combatants who 

occupy non-traditional, non-normative roles, and has limited their access to disarmament, 

demobilization, and reintegration. 

3. BACKGROUND TO THE CASE 
 
The third chapter will give a background on the researched case. The focus will be on the 

guerrilla group FARC, how were they formed, their structure and modus operandi in 

connection to a general framework of an insurgency. The chapter will also touch on the Final 

Agreement that paved the road for the DDR process, and obstacles in its creation, and lastly 

the overview of the DDR model implemented currently in Colombia 

 

3.1. Who is FARC? 
 
FARC was formed in the mid-60s after La Violencia, a period in Colombian history lasting 

from 1948 until 1958 and characterized by horrific violence, which included body 

mutilations, beheadings, hangings, and other gruesome torture technics. It was a conflict 

between two political parties, liberals and conservatives. The conflict escalated old 

grievances in rural areas of the country over land and resources and resulted in liberal 

                                                 
60 UN Security Council Resolutions 1325, 2467, 2106 
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supporting peasants and conservatives supporting peasants to start illicitly seizing land from 

each other, escalating the violence. This is why the conflict was most intense in the 

countryside.62 Ultimately, La Violencia brought the fall of partisan politics and triggered a 

rise of class consciousness, which in turn created space for the rise of leftist guerrilla 

groups.63 The FARC emerged in 1964 as a militarized wing of the Colombian Communist 

Party and grew to be the biggest guerrilla group in the country. Their fight in war, and now 

in peace, is cantered around agrarian reform. 64 

The FARC’s main enemy was the government, however, they also fought paramilitaries and 

narcotraffickers. They used the power vacuum that existed in the historically neglected rural 

areas of Colombia to spread their influence and control.65 As it is the case with insurgencies, 

the FARC too heavily depended on the local supporters. Local farmers and their families 

were their ultimate providers of shelter, resources such as food and intelligence 66, as well 

as of legitimacy and new recruits.67 Guerrilla war is considered to be a low-intensity 

asymmetrical warfare or ‘small war’ against a much bigger and stronger enemy.  They are 

characterized by clandestine operations and hit-and-run tactics which ultimately aim to bring 

victory by tiring the enemy and exhausting their resources.68 The presence of lootable 

resources greatly contributes to the probability of conflict as well as the strength of an 
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insurgency.69  In the case of FARC, the majority of revenues were gained through illicit 

goldmining, cultivation of coca plants, and kidnappings of high profile officials for ransom.70 

When it comes to joining an insurgency, which is considered a high-risk endeavor from an 

individual’s perspective, the benefits of enlisting must outweigh the cost. These benefits can 

be related to profit or not, depending on whether the joining is due to greed or grievance 

factors71, but mostly is connected to the continuous exposure to poverty, oppression, and 

discrimination72.  For the majority of those who joined FARC, these were the push factors 

for supporting the group. 

FARC had a very sophisticated yet decentralized structure which had ensured its survival 

over the years. It had a highly hierarchical structure composed of a Central High Command 

(Estado Mayor Central (EMC)), which had both political characteristics and military 

responsibilities, and closely collaborating with the Secretariat. The Secretariat was a 

coordinating body and it was composed of top FARC commanders. The Secretariat’s duty 

was to oversee the fighting blocks and give orders for big targets. It was each block’s duty 

and of their commanders’ task to organize and gather intelligence, and eventually determine 

the best timing and position to fulfill the orders of the attack. Furthermore, each block had 

several fronts, while many other smaller units and commissions with specific designated 

tasks also existed within the blocks and fronts, such as a commission for assassinations or 

unit for intelligence gathering, etc. Ultimately, given the size of Colombia, and the size of 

FARC controlled area, the dispersion of fronts was inevitable, which required certain levels 
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of autonomy to maintain efficacy.73 Therefore, for combatants, the daily life and conditions 

mostly depended on the commander of their front. They were the ones who ultimately 

decided on combat activity, movements, and implementation of internal rules and procedures 

established by the FARC’s internal rules and procedures. 

 

 3.2. Rocky road to peace 
 
A big test for the Peace Agreement was the plebiscite of October 2016. Due to a strong 

campaign led by former president Alvaro Uribe, who was also one of the most vocal 

opponents of the Agreement, the country was left divided in their opinion.74 Still, it came 

as a great shock when the results of the plebiscite showed that “No Peace” voters had won 

by a small margin with 50.2% of the votes, as oppose to those who voted Yes with 

49.8%.75  Less than 40% of Colombians voted, so the legitimacy of the plebiscite was 

already questionable. Additionally, the divide between urban and rural population was 

evident. Those most affected by war, notably people from the countryside, predominantly 

voted for yes, while those from the urban centers voted no.76 

 

The opposition campaign was built on two main premises: alleged gender ideology that 

has been incorporated in the agreement that threatens the traditional Colombian family77 

and promised amnesty to the FARC’s fighters, which according to the No campaign, 

equate to complete impunity.78 After the plebiscite, it was clear that adjustments would 
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have to be made for the Peace to gain popular support. The government eventually 

accepted a list of amendments by the opposition and went back to Havana to renegotiate 

new conditions with FARC. Ultimately certain changes were made to the agreement; the 

FARC was obligated to surrender profits gained in war, as well as information about the 

drug trade, the gender approach was redefined as equality between men and women as 

opposed to including LGBTQ+ population and similar. Despite being quite lenient to 

prove their commitment to peace, the FARC refused to renegotiate their participation in 

politics regardless of the opposition’s request, as it would vanquish their ability to 

continue their fight through politics.79 No further consultations with the opposition or 

another plebiscite were done. The new Peace Agreement, also knows ad the Final 

Agreement was adopted in November 2016. The opposition publicly denounced the new 

agreement despite the changes made and paved the way for the struggle that continues to 

this day for legitimacy and popular support of the Final Agreement and overall peace 

process.  

 

The agreement adopted was comprised of six chapters addressing problems such as 

comprehensive rural reform, political participation, end of the conflict (ceasefire, laying 

down of arms and reincorporation), illicit drugs, and reparations and justice for victims of 

the conflict.80 

 

With this agreement, and regarding disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration of the 

FARC combatants, the agreement established the formation of 20 Transitional Local Zones 

for Normalization (TLZNs) (Zonas Veredales Transitorias de Normalización, ZVTN), and 
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seven Transitional Local Points for Normalization (Puntos Veredales Transitorios de 

Normalización - TLPNs)81, which were meant to be first points of demobilization and 

official territories wherein the following 180 days the disarmament phase should be 

completed.82 The security zone was established to be one kilometre from ZVTN, where 

security checkpoints were to be established by police force and military.83 Once the 

disarmament was to be completed, the ZVTNS would transform into Territorial Training 

and Reincorporation Spaces (Espacios Territoriales de Capacitación y Reincorporación- 

ETCR)84, where ex-combatants were to begin their reincorporation process and receive 

vocational training and education85.  The ECTRs were then open to civilians, partners, and 

members of the family of ex-combatants, and were set to become small towns through the 

process of reincorporation.86  

 

3.3. DDR in Colombia  
 
The DDR implemented in Colombia belongs to the second generation which means it 

emphasizes the reintegration phase, while prioritizing development and positive peace. 87  

 

When it comes to specifics of the DDR program negotiated between the Colombian 

government and FARC guerrillas, we can mention several.  The FARC nominally rejected 

the notion of DDR in its traditional sense while they demanded change to certain words and 

concepts to correspond better to their situation, and to reflect their goals for peace. For 
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example, the term demobilization was replaced with remobilization as they wanted to make 

clear they are not surrendering but rather evolving into a social and political organization. 

They insisted the word reintegration be replaced with collective social, economic and 

political reincorporation because reintegration, which was the terminology used for 

dissidents and paramilitaries who demobilized prior to the peace agreement on an individual 

basis.88 The reasons for these semantic changes were strategic. FARC wanted to distinguish 

their reincorporation process from those of dissidents and paramilitaries and to make clear 

the group would maintain their community-based lifestyle and military hierarchies, and that 

they were not giving away their land and legitimacy, which would have happened if the 

group disassembled. Therefore, as negotiated during the Havana Peace Talks, the 

reincorporation model implemented in Colombia was that of collective reincorporation, 

which was meant to signify the group’s unity in peace time and was meant to act as a tool of 

gender equality in the process of transition and reincorporation.89 

 

For FARC, given their history and struggle for agrarian reform and creating better conditions 

for rural population, it was crucial those local rural communities would also benefit within 

the DDR framework, most specifically the reincorporation process.90 While this  

commitment to the rural population can be seen in the first chapter of the Final Agreement 

referring to the comprehensive rural reform, it is also very pronounced in the reincorporation 

process of FARC members, which as a long-term DDR segment, had embraced the 

community approach and have incorporated development of mechanisms for reconciliation 

with local communities, recognition of victims of the conflict etc.91 
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4. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
This chapter will go over research findings and will include the analysis of the relevant 

documents, strategies published by the government, and by the FARC. Furthermore, it will 

lay down the experiences of guerrilleras in the process of reincorporation, the challenges 

they face, and their ongoing struggle for their rights as deducted from the interviews. Certain 

complementary data from other researchers is incorporated to fill the knowledge gap that 

exists due to the low number of interviewees.  

4.1. Gender-based approach in the reincorporation process 
 
Four significant documents referring to the process of reincorporation were identified: Final 

Agreement (Acuerdo Final para la Terminación del Conflicto y la Construcción de una Paz 

Estable y Duradera ), Framework for Implementation (Plan Marco de Implementacion – 

PMI), CONPES 3931, and Integral Strategy for the Reincorporation of FARC women 

(Estrategia Integral de Reincorporación para las Mujeres de las FARC). The first three 

documents were created by the Colombian government while the last one was the product 

of FARC's National Commission on Women, Gender and Diversity, and it comprises of 

analysis and recommendations made by FARC women to advance women’s rights and their 

position in the process of social, economic and political reincorporation.  

 

The most important document is notably the Final Agreement which paved the road for PMI 

and CONPES 3931. These two documents were meant to further specify how the agreement 

would be implemented, including the reincorporation route. Within the Final Agreement, 

specifically third chapter of the agreement, “End of the Conflict”,92 referrers to FARC's 

social, economic, and political reincorporation. There, it states: “The reincorporation into 
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civilian life shall be a comprehensive, sustainable process of an exceptional and transitory 

nature which takes into account the interests of the community of the FARC-EP, its members 

and their families, aimed at strengthening the social fabric across the country’s territories as 

well as coexistence and reconciliation among the inhabitants … Every component of the 

reincorporation process shall have an equity-based approach, with a particular emphasis on 

women’s rights,”93 paving the way, at least normatively, for the gender-based approach in 

the implementation. 

 

Furthermore, the gender-based approach was defined as “acknowledgement of women as 

independent citizens with rights, who, irrespective of their marital status, or relationship to 

their family or community, have access, on an equal footing to men, to ownership of land 

and production projects, funding options, infrastructure, technical services and training, inter 

alia; attention is to be given to the social and institutional conditions that have prevented 

women from gaining access to the assets of production and to public and social benefits”. 

Such recognition requires the adoption of specific measures in terms of planning, 

implementation, and monitoring of the plans and programs covered in this agreement so that 

these can be implemented whilst taking into account of the specific needs and distinct 

conditions of women, following their lifecycle, painful experiences, and needs.” 94 

 

The other two documents, PMI and CONPES 3931, whose task was to specify the 

reincorporation routes, reiterated the need for a gender-based approach, but have 

nevertheless ostensibly failed to translate it into concrete measures.  
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In 2017, in order to fill the evident gap in the third part of the agreement concerning the 

needs of ex-combatant women, FARC’s National Commission on Women, Gender and 

Diversity published a document “Integral strategy for reincorporation of FARC women”. In 

this strategy, they elaborate in detail the needs of women ex-combatants in the process of 

reincorporation. This document was created in compliance with the women’s needs 

according to their life cycles, and in such a manner that it does not enforce traditional gender 

roles and stereotypes, and traditional divisions of labor in the reincorporation process. 

Additionally, it seeks recognition of women-specific risks such as sexual violence.95  

 

Integral Strategy for the reincorporation of FARC women identifies five specific risks 

present among the women ex-combatant population: 1) refusal at the institutional level to 

take in consideration differential approach and different needs of men and women, as well 

as needs and experiences of ex-guerrilleras in the design and formulation of concrete 

policies, programs, and projects, perpetuating inequality; 2)  the double stigma imposed on 

women ex-combatants as they have transgressed from their traditional roles; 3) indirect 

limitations imposed on the women ex-combatants to progress outside of their traditional 

roles by offering selective programs and training for women and forcing them to return to 

the house domain; 4) continuous violence, domestic, social and political which is forcing 

women to hide their identities as guerrilleras as a precaution; 5) lack of recognition of women 

as political subjects in the reincorporation process which strips them away from their 

agency.96  

 

                                                 
95 Estrategia Integral Para La Reincorporación De Mujeres De FARC 
96 Ibid. pp.13-14 



35 
 

Through detailed analysis of the above listed four documents, and regarding the social, 

economic and political reincorporation of ex-combatant women following commitments and 

recommendations were extracted: 

4.1.1. Socioeconomic reincorporation 
 
The official Agreement offered a guarantee that all men and women members of the FARC 

would receive a monthly basic income for 24 months and with possible extensions, and one-

off normalization payment of 2 million pesos97, while no other indicators or programs 

mentioning women for the socioeconomic reincorporation have been found.  

 

In Framework for implementation – PMI, which offered a more detailed implementation 

route and programs, the only specific mention of ex-combatants women was those of ethnic 

origin and their future participation in of the harmonization program for social, and 

economic reincorporation, as a part of the strengthening of the security systems of ethnic 

people’s strategy.98 No other mentions of ex-combatants’ women socioeconomic aspects of 

reincorporation were found in the document.  

 

To fill the gap, ex-combatant women compiled their list of demands and requests in a form 

of a strategic document. In the document, and concerning socioeconomic reincorporation, 

they state:  

 

Crucial to the successful social reincorporation is access to economic, social, and cultural 

rights, and access to services of education, health, psychological care, etc. For women in the 

process of reincorporation, it also means a fight against social norms that envisions a 
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woman’s place in the domestic sphere.  To ensure women ex-guerrilleras have a chance for 

a complete social reincorporation, the government needs to:  

• provide psychosocial interaction (collective and individual) with a right-based approach 

for women for women to be able to reflect on their lived experiences, ongoing transition, 

and future life as civilians and psychosocial care as a transition into a new life can bring 

anxiety and fear;  

• guarantee comprehensive health care coverage with an emphasis on sexual and 

reproductive health; 

•  guarantee the right to education for guerrilla women for all levels, and without the 

imposition of gender stereotypes;  

•  guarantee life free of violence by offering efficient prevention and care, by strengthening 

support networks among women, by talking with men about toxic masculinities, and 

ensuring access to justice for survivors of gender-based violence among others.  

Furthermore, there needs to be a reunification of mothers with children borne during the 

conflict by guerrilleras, which the government originally refused during the Peace 

negotiation due to legal difficulties of such conduct. 99 

 

Moreover, economic reincorporation needs to aim to strengthen capacities of ex-combatant 

women in economic and cooperative initiatives, while simultaneously restricting sexual 

division of labor. This can be achieved by:  

a) Promoting the economic rights of women to secure their economic independency  

b)  Enforcing a gender-based approach in a solidarity economy. 100 
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In response to the FARC’s Integral Strategy for the Reincorporation of women ex-

combatants, the government created CONPES 3931 to specify a gender-based approach in 

the process of reincorporation. In CONPES 3931, the government pledged to create a 

working group whose role would be to identify barriers for women to access formal 

education,101 to take in consideration the equal participation of women in projects that aim 

to re-establish social ties between ex-combatants and local communities102, it made a 

commitment to design and implement policies that would enhance economic independence 

and access to resources by women ex-combatants,103 it promised an offer of psychological 

support programs,104 it promised it will promote access of women to all levels of education 

and with taking in consideration their dependents (children)105, it promised to develop 

strategies to promote reproductive and sexual rights of women ex-combatants,106 and to 

develop and promote strategies for prevention and sanction of violence against women ex-

combatants.107 

 

 4.1.2. Political reincorporation 
 
From the Final Agreement and with an underlying understanding of how women engaging 

in politics face high levels of security risk, under security guarantee guiding principles 3.4.1, 

there is a commitment for “special emphasis (to be)  placed on the protection of women, 

children and adolescents, who have been affected by the criminal organisations that are the 

subject of this agreement. This approach will take into account the specific risks faced by 

women against their life, freedom, integrity and safety and will be appropriate for those 
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risks”.108 Furthermore, referring to the mandate of the Special Investigation Unit and 

Security and Protection corps for the investigation of criminal acts against participants in the 

peace process, and their protection, “against the successors of paramilitarism and their 

support networks: This approach will take account of the specific risks faced by women 

against their life, freedom, integrity and safety and will be appropriate for those risks.”109 

While resources for psycho-social care of either individual or collective nature, and with a 

gender-based approach, would be offered to those recipients of the protection program who 

have been affected as a result of an attack on their life and physical safety.110 

 

PMI further reiterated the need to offer protection with special focus on women and gender 

among others,111 no other women-specific provisions were found in either of the documents 

and regarding women ex-combatants political reincorporation.  

 
 
Measures envisioned by the FARC women for political reincorporation went in a different 

direction. Their strategy conveys that to increase the political participation of women ex-

combatants, the existing societal inequities that prevent women from engaging in politics 

need to be addressed. This is to be done by: 

•  promoting ex-guerrilleras as leaders, political subjects and active participants in politics; 

•   record and disseminate historical experiences and achievements of women in insurgent 

struggle and their contributions in all aspects, including politics.  

Furthermore, to enable the participation of women, training on the framework of democracy 

and mechanisms of politics on all levels should be offered to ex-combatant women, and in 
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parallel, there needs to be a development of affirmative measures for women in politics to 

tackle existing gender bias.112 

 
In response, in CONPES 3931 there is a promise to offer training to ex-combatant women 

to improve their knowledge of advocacy, peacebuilding, public affairs, and political 

influence on the local and national levels.113  

 

4.2. Collective reincorporation as a tool of gender equality 
 

As previously mentioned, FARC fostered equality in its ranks, including the division of 

labor. Logically, the conclusion of ex-combatant women during the negotiations in Havana 

was that, if gender equality is to be maintained, the existing organizational structures created 

during the war must be kept during the transition process. That is how the concept of 

collective reincorporation came to be.  

 

The collective reincorporation was a novel concept introduced with the Final Agreement, 

and it was coined by the FARC’s women delegation in the Havana negotiations.114 “The first 

thing we did, after we realized peace was imminent, was to reunite, us women, to talk about 

how we see our reincorporation as women. It was difficult to imagine an individual 

reintegration — we have always given priority to the collective reincorporation, and it was 

us women who coined the term. It was because we have concluded that we do not want to 

be alone, that it would be terrible to go through the process alone, we would have been too 

vulnerable (the women).”115 
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115 Ibid. 



40 
 

 

According to the interviewed ex-combatants, the collective reincorporation did not hurt the 

women, but quite the opposite, it gave them leverage. If they were left alone, as it happened 

with previously demobilized women (before the peace-agreement) that went through 

individual reintegration, they would lose their power and protection. FARC women were 

determined not to go back to the traditional roles and staying in a collective was an important 

part of the strategy.116 FARC’s vision of the reincorporation was for it to be foremost 

collective and communal, to reflect the lifestyle that was maintained during 50+ years of 

war, where gender roles were transformed, while men and women cohabitated in equality, 

and to make gender-based approach an integrated part of the reincorporation process.117 

 

The idea with collective reincorporation was to prevent women from being forced into doing 

only traditionally women’s work such as cooking, cleaning, and childcare by ensuring the 

workload would still be shared collectively. This was to be done by ensuring each ECTR 

had three communal structures: 1) collective restaurant (ranchería); 2) childcare center as a 

part of the care economy initiative (economía de cuidado); and 3) public washroom 

(lavandería communal). Taking this weight off of women’s shoulders meant they would be 

able to participate in seminars, community projects, and other earning opportunities as 

equals to men, guaranteeing their economic independence.118 Unfortunately, these 

communal structures have either not been created or were short-lived in the vast majority of 

camps. As a consequence, more women have ended up as main bearers of household chores 
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and unpaid care which is an obstacle to their participation in economic and communal 

activities, while some camps even reporting occasional cases of gender-based violence.119 

 

4.3. State of reincorporation: Implementation of a gender-based approach 
 
The general state of the reincorporation process is dire, to say the least. In the time of the 

research, less than 30% of people, which amounts to less than 3000 ex-combatants who 

demobilized, were still in reincorporation camps, the ECTRs, while others left the camps 

due to lack of earning opportunities, distrust in government, and security threats. 

Alternatively, some went back to the jungle to join dissident groups and narcotraffickers.120 

The data available is not gender-sensitive, therefore there are no clear numbers of how many 

women ex-combatants stayed or rejointed clandestine groups. 

Moreover, since the Peace Agreement, over 200 ex-combatants have been killed,121 while 

the number is continuously growing, with some of the assassinations happening inside of the 

ECTRs, exacerbating the feeling of insecurity among the ex-combatant population and the 

distrust in the government and military.122 Whilst individual security schemes were 

guaranteed to those ex-combatants who found themselves in grave security risk, currently, 

400 security schemes requests are pending, with the government is facing a shortage of 

security staff available.123 Furthermore, the assassinations whose victims are in majority 
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men, are leading to the rise of widows and single mothers among the ex-combatant 

population. 124 

The majority of the ex-combatants who left ECTRs, either dispersed into cities or have 

regrouped into new areas of reincorporation (NAR). NARs are not recognized by the 

government as official spaces of reincorporation as they were never a part of the 

agreement.125 With the number of NARs consistently growing, (currently 93)126, their lack 

of official recognition as spaces of reincorporation represent an obstacle for those looking to 

continue the process of reincorporation in those locations. The main problem with the lack 

of recognition is that the government refuses to provide the same benefits as to people in 

official reincorporation camps. They are deprived of food donations, available vocational 

training, and most importantly, funding for productive projects.  As one of the interviewees 

residing in Medellin explained, “We are over 200 men and women here, in and around 

Medellín, and the government does not want to recognize us as an official group. It’s a 

problem for us who had to leave ECTRs for whatever reasons but still wanted to continue 

our collective reincorporation because it is impossible to gain funding from the government 

for our projects now, we need to beg organizations to help us.”127  Which, if  we take into 

account, these regroupings outside ECTRs are a consequence of the government not 

fulfilling its promises, including that of protection and alternative livelihood options towards 

the ex-combatant population, it is very demoralizing for the people involved.  

The lack of earning opportunities in the ECTR poses another problem and challenge to 

peace. Without alternative opportunities to their livelihood, many ex-combatants join 
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dissident groups or narcotrafficker groups, which have used this growing apathy among the 

population in the reincorporation to fill their ranks.128 

Furthermore, according to the KROC Institute study about the implementation of the gender 

commitments from the agreement, there is still a considerable gap in its implementation. By 

mid-2019, 42% of gender commitments had not even been initiated, while only 8% had been 

fully completed, as opposed to general commitments of which 25% completed and 27% non-

initiated.129 This shows that the gender-based approach has been put in the backseat of the 

implementation. When talking about women ex-combatants, the evident lack of political will 

to commit to the promised advancement of women’s rights is reflected in serious obstacles 

that exist for their social, economic and political reincorporation.  

 4.4. Experiences of FARC women 
 
A closer look into the history of FARC women is needed in order to get a better 

understanding of their ongoing struggle for equality.  

 

4.4.1. Why did they choose to join? 
 
Throughout the active insurgency, the number of female fighters has been inconsistently 

reported between 20 - 40%. According to a survey done in the first days of demobilization 

in the aftermath of the peace agreement, the final numbers of female combatants were 

concluded at 23% or 2.267 members out of 10,015 demobilized ex-combatants.130 

The variations in the numbers of women combatants over time could be attributed to higher 

fluctuations of female members, i.e. higher numbers of deserters.  According to N. Herrera 
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and D. Porch, previous fallouts of guerrillas from the FARC were for “quintessentially 

female reasons”. Although in certain times it offered a more viable option than civilian life, 

ultimately, a guerrilla life entailed many sacrifices. Frequent relocations, instability, and 

strict no children policy made it impossible to form a family or stable relationship. These 

factors made female guerrillas reluctant to remain for a longer time.131  

According to a study with women deserters from FARC, the four main reasons for joining 

were listed as: Pressure from recruiters or friends; Attracted to FARC; Family in FARC; 

And finally, coercion while insecurity and domestic problems were more towards the bottom 

of the list.132 However, the study also underlined how while those are the reasons for women 

who deserted, it is likely that the women who chose to stay had different reasons to join. 

These women produced stronger bonds and commitment to the group. Three out of the four 

interviewed ex-combatants for this research said they joined the group because of poverty 

and insecurity triggered by the presence of paramilitaries and narco-traffickers, while only 

one said she was coerced by a family member. However, upon arrival, the group made her 

feel like a family, and she decided to say. Now, as a demobilized ex-combatant with over 20 

years as an active rebel experience, she says ‘I have no regrets and I would do it all over 

again”.133  

For those women in FARC, who stayed in the group, the reasons for joining mostly fell 

under the category of political, social and economic rights or rather lack thereof due to high 

gender inequality, especially in rural areas, where the movement first erupted. Moreover, for 

marginalized women and girls (such as those from rural areas), FARC was a way out of a 
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hopeless future. FARC allowed women to cherish their sexual freedoms and it offered a safe 

space from patriarchal constraints and abuse, including from physical and verbal abuse. 

Moreover, they found empowerment and strength in arms and guns which made it all more 

difficult to return to civilian life, as it meant leaving the power and the status behind.134 

 

As FARC is a domestic guerrilla movement, meaning its focus is improving the Colombian 

reality such as political and agrarian reform, resource allocation towards rural development, 

removing oligarch etc., all within its Marxist - Leninist ideology, it had more appeal to the 

potential female members as opposed to guerrilla groups whose goals are international. 

Additionally, historically women have more commonly participated in leftist revolutionary 

movements because of the allure of equality.135 While the ideology can exacerbate women's 

involvement with an armed group, it does not always tell us the full story and the plethora 

of reasons that push women to join combat.136 For Colombian women ex-combatants the 

best indicator of how ideology had little to do with their involvement with the group, was 

their persistent commitment to their religion, at least in the initial phase. One of the 

interviewees shared with me how she was very religious when she joined the group, but had 

eventually, by reading more about religions during her time in FARC, learned how deceptive 

they really are and she denounced her faith, “I left God behind me, I am a communist now.” 

She said the three most important things she learned during her time in the group were 

nursing, ontology, and values.137 In contrast, another interviewee when talking about her 

decision to carry out two pregnancies while being active in combat, as opposed to having 
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available abortions, said that God would never approve that,138 which indicates a varied 

commitment to the ideological component of the group, and points to a more existential 

reason for participation in the war.  

 
 

4.4.2. Women’s struggle for inclusion, from war to peace 
 
FARC was known for its alleged practice of gender equality in its ranks and had often 

pointed at the numbers of female recruits to support the claim. However, although FARC 

was always Marxist, it was not always feminist.  

 

FARC indeed fostered gender equality as a product of their Marxist interpretation of the 

gender divide and ultimately division of labor.139 However, this equality was not to be taken 

for granted.140 In fact, during the interviews, the women I spoke to underlined how this 

equality was never simply handed to them and that their fight for equality is a daily struggle, 

both inside the party and with the Colombian society.141 

 

FARC has evolved regarding gender issues and women's rights since its formation in the 

1960s. In the beginning, women’s roles were more of a supportive type, such as cooks and 

nurses, but later they were enabled to participate in combat roles under certain rules, such as 

the one of mandatory contraception.142 “Everything we had in the group we fought for it, we 

had to prove we are valuable. In the beginning, women in FARC were wives of fighters and 

they cleaned and cooked, but with time they gained power. Women made FARC 
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feminist.”143 Therefore we can conclude it was not this focus on women's rights that attracted 

such a substantial number of female fighters to the group but rather, the involvement of 

women shifted the group’s agenda towards women’s issues.144   

 

However, while women did participate in the combat and allegedly could advance ranks 

equally as men, very few have ended in higher positions, while the most important structural 

bodies in FARC such as the Secretariat never had a woman member,145 (it is unclear if this 

has changed given the change in structure with their transition to a political party in 

peacetime). Furthermore, women ex-combatants were trained to be nurses in much higher 

numbers than their male counterparts146 which does show how, at least in certain aspects, 

the glass ceiling has existed for women ex-combatants in FARC.  

 

The struggle for equality of FARC women is as relevant in the peacetime. In the ongoing 

process of reincorporation, women have managed to organize Gender Committees in their 

ECTRs and to ensure gender-based approach women’s participation in everyday social and 

economic activities. However, this largely depends on the ability of individual women to 

organize themselves and advocate for their rights within the territories. Two stark examples 

are ECTR Tierra Grata (Cesar) whose Gender Committee maintains a strong presence inside 

the territory, plus has managed additionally to cooperate with the municipality to empower 

women from the neighbouring communities, and the case of the ECTR Miranda (Cauca) 

where there is not even a Gender Committee.147 
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In terms of political participation, in the past elections, FARC had close to 140 women out 

of 308 candidates running. However, many women were not able to have viable campaigns 

due to increased security threats.148 With the Final Agreement, certain power-sharing 

mechanisms have been established, allocating guaranteed five seats for the House of 

Representatives and the Senate of the Republic each for the period of two mandates to the 

FARC political party.149 When the time for nomination came, only two women were selected 

as Senators, while no women ex-combatants gained a seat in the House of Representatives.150 

 

Lastly, it is important to mention that many women deserters have accused FARC of 

committing horrific acts of sexual violence, including but not limited to rape, forced 

sterilization, and abortions151  raising doubt of the truthfulness of FARC’s gender equality 

claim. However, the accusation has been widely denied by women who remained loyal to 

the group. 

4.4.3. Participation in Havana Peace Talks 
 
The Colombian Peace Agreement was celebrated worldwide as a historic deal that had 

mastered inclusivity and gender mainstreaming like no other. This unique agreement was 

only possible because of the inclusion of strong women's voices during the negotiations 

process. One could argue that the Colombian peace agreement is what you get when you 

invite women to the negotiation table, a table from which historically they were excluded.152 

However, this was not the case at the beginning of the negotiations. It is less known that in 

2012, when the official negotiation between the FARC, and at the time Juan Santos’s 
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government began, although a couple of women were present, all of the plenipotentiaries 

were men.153 Participation of women came later on as a result of two events: 2014 mass 

protests from feminist and LGBTQ+ organizations due to the dissatisfaction caused by the 

lack of female plenipotentiaries and the lack of gender-approach in the agreement, and an 

intervention of an employee from the Office of the High Commissioner for Peace, who 

expressed her concern at an international event that “five years from now the Colombian 

case would be used as an example of a peace accord that totally ignored gender issues.” Once 

the international community got involved in the issue of inclusivity, more women were 

brought into the negotiations, and gender sub-commission was formed,154 one of a kind in 

the world.155 

 

The sub-commission on gender was tasked with going through finalized points of the 

agreement and writing recommendations in the form of amendments to include specific 

wording and provisions that would boost inclusivity and intersectional approach.156 The sub-

commission consisted of women from both delegations and one man from each side. The 

sub-commission, up until the meetings closed in conclaves, acted as a bridge between the 

policymakers and women from society by holding public forums and consultations with 

various women movements and organizations to ensure their voices and needs got 

incorporated in the agreement.157 

 

4.4.4. Gaps in the Official Peace Agreement  
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155 Nylander, Dag, Rita Sandberg, and Idun Tvedt. 2018. "Designing Peace: The Colombian Peace Process".  
156 Mechoulan, Delphine, and Renata Segura. 2017. "Made In Havana: How Colombia And The FARC Decided To End 
The War". International Peace Institute. https://www.ipinst.org/2017/02/how-colombia-and-the-farc-ended-the-war. 
pp.16-17 
157 Interview with an ex-combatant V. 

https://www.ipinst.org/2017/02/how-colombia-and-the-farc-ended-the-war


50 
 

Still, even with the active participation of women-ex-combatants in the negotiation process, 

both the gender mainstreaming and women-specific provisions are much more elaborate in 

parts of the agreement concerning women non-combatants, such as those of comprehensive 

rural reform and victims of war.  

This happened because, in 2015, Juan Santos, the president of Colombia at the time, amid 

ongoing negotiations in Havana, ordered for all of the meetings and agreements from that 

point on which were left to be finalize before the conclusion of the agreement, to be done in 

conclaves.158 Officially, the purpose of closing down the meetings was to accelerate the 

negotiations which, at that point were already going on for four years.159 Purposefully or not, 

the order came just before the negotiations for the reincorporation process, which were left 

as the last point for negotiations due to its sensitive nature.160 

 

“There is a hole in the peace agreement (referring to the reincorporation process). Up until 

that point the gender sub-commission would hold public forums with different groups of 

women (black, indigenous, rural, LGBTQ+, etc.) and women’s organizations in order to 

consult them on what they think needs to be incorporated in the agreement, from their side. 

However, when it was time to negotiate reincorporation, which was the last point of the 

negotiations, the order was to close the meetings, and we never got a chance to go back to 

Colombia and consult other women ex-combatants about what to include. That is why the 

gender component of the reincorporation process stayed weak. The only thing that we could 
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say is that there will be a gender approach, that interests of women will be concerned, but 

nothing was specified.” 161 

 
 
 

4.5. Obstacles for Women ex-combatants in the reincorporation process 
 
As an important segment of the research findings, seven specific obstacles women ex-

combatants face in the process of social, economic and political reincorporation were 

identified.  

 
 
4.5.1. Obstacles to socioeconomic reincorporation 
 
• Lack of land ownership  

An important indicator of the success of the reincorporation process is the availability of 

opportunities for alternative livelihood, one that does not include illegal actions. As the vast 

majority of FARC members are from the countryside and farmers, land ownership plays a 

big role in their visions of economic sustainability. During the survey conducted by the 

government among demobilized population about their interests in terms of career and 

productive projects, agriculture was high on the list, of both women and men.162  

Land was a recurring topic during the interviews for several reasons. First is the fact that 

FARC’s historical struggle is for access to land and agrarian reform (from the times of La 

Violencia). Second, is the historical struggle of Colombian women from the countryside to 

be recognized as heads of households in agrarian laws and to be able to inherit land from 
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their husbands which is still not the case163, while for women ex-combatants in the ongoing 

process of reincorporation, lack of land means inability to make a permanent home or 

develop and participate in lucrative productive projects. Therefore, it represents an obstacle 

for women to gain economic independence which is a crucial component of gender equality. 

Furthermore, without land and livelihood opportunities, women are forced to leave camps, 

including safety the group provides as well, leaving them exposed to the constraints of 

patriarchal Colombian society. “It was something we feared from the beginning if some of 

us have to leave, what will happen? And our fears came true, we see our compañeras164 

leaving camps for work or to be with their partners and ending up as victims of gender-based 

violence or degraded to house-wives.”165 

• Lack of care economy (economía de cuidado) 

The care economy along with the establishment of child centers in ECTRs has been a big 

part of mobilization and advocacy of ex-combatant women since the beginning of the 

reincorporation process. Although it was not incorporated as a part of the Final Agreement, 

it was meant to be a part of the guarantee for productive projects. 166 In those ECTRs where 

childcare centers  exist, they were funded by the UN Peacebuilding Fund and not the 

government. 167 

The care economy was an important component of the vision FARC women had for their 

reincorporation. In the context of the reincorporation process, care economy referred to a 

plan to diffuse the burden of care and domestic work that is imposed on women, by forming 
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a childcare centers in ECTRs.  This was especially important with the anticipated rise in new 

families and babies.168 

The center would protect parents, primarily mothers from having to sacrifice education, and 

participation in productive projects because of children, while simultaneously providing jobs 

for the ex-combatants.169 As childcare is considered to be primarily a woman’s job, these 

centers were supposed to work 24/7 allowing mothers to participate in reunions, seminars, 

or job opportunities outside of the territories without any constraints.170 

Due to the ongoing obstacles to the establishment of care centers such as lack of funding and 

lack of land to build the centers on171, according to the data from 2019, 17% of women 

participating in process of reincorporation have given up participation in economic activities 

due to responsibility to care for children, while 26% of women in the camps work exclusively 

as care providers, as opposed to only 3% of men doing the same.172 Lack of availability of 

care centers in ECTRs represents an obstacle for ex-combatant women to advance in the 

process of reincorporation, as well as to pursue careers outside of what is considered a 

traditionally woman’s domain.  

• Lack of access to sexual and reproductive health, and maternal rights: 

In CONPES 3931, it has been said the government recognizes the need “to enforce attention 

to sexual and reproductive rights to guarantee care, health, and decision-making regarding 

the body, sexuality, and the project of building a family within the framework of transition 
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to civilian life”.173 This guarantee seems of crucial importance taking into consideration the 

high numbers of pregnancies among the ex-combatant population since the 

demobilization.174  

Nevertheless, despite promises by the government, no ECTR has the permanent presence of 

a doctor or a nurse, while the closest medical centers can be hours or even days away 

depending on the seclusion of the camp.175 This makes any health problem more difficult, 

but for pregnant women, it means no pre-natal or post-natal care. In fact, they are forced to 

help each other with giving birth, just like they did in the mountains.176 Additionally, during 

demobilization, while general practitioners were present to assess the general physical health 

of the FARC members, no specialized doctors to perform gynecological or mammography 

screenings were present, leaving 2,267 women, many of whom spent decades in the jungle, 

used contraceptives continuously, had abortions and/or unattended births, without crucial 

sexual and reproductive care.177 This is an example of government disregarding women – 

specific needs of female ex-combatant population.  

The disdain increases with children dying due to the inability to access care or due to 

negligence and stigmatization by doctors. An example of how a lack of health guarantee 

specifically affects women is the case of infant death from May 2020. When an ex-combatant 

couple, expecting a child, left the ECTR they demobilized in, and moved to their town and 

region of origin, they were unable to transfer their health care coverage to cover the new 

region due to bureaucracy and negligence from the part of the Agency for Reincorporation 

and Normalization (ARN). Being unable to access health care, the young mother was unable 
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to receive prenatal or postnatal care, and eventually saw her three month old child passing 

away due to the refusal of the hospital to treat them. 178 

This negligence happened despite health care being granted to all ex-combatants in the 

process of reincorporation regardless of the location, as established by the 3.2.2.7. Guarantee 

for a sustainable social and economic reincorporation in the agreement.179 

• Inability to reunite with their children: 

An important request/initiative that was not accepted by the government concerning 

particularly women ex-combatants, was reunification with their children. Despite the rumors 

of strict abortion policies within the group, many women had given clandestine births in the 

mountains. The group rules were to hand over the children to the family or friends, and those 

children were then registered as being born in those families and under their last names 

because there was a huge stigma towards ex-combatants. If the children were left 

unregistered their identity would be discovered, potentially attracting unwanted attention 

from the military. When women demanded that as a part of the reincorporation, and the route 

for reunification with families, there is also a process for returning their children, the 

government refused it by saying it is legally impossible to start the process.180 “Women were 

hurt by the decision, nobody left their children because they wanted to, but because it was 

war.” 181 
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• Stigmatization  

This particular obstacle is listed under social reincorporation because of its social element, 

but it affects other aspects of reintegration too.  

Women ex-combatants face double discrimination as women who transgressed their 

traditional roles and became guerrillas.182 They are seen as deviant, bad women, and bad 

mothers. This is especially true in Colombian society with its strict Christian values. Women 

ex-combatants are being shamed as bad mothers for having abortions and leaving their 

children with family members to be able to continue fighting.183 They are also shamed for 

being promiscuous as communist ideology is often connected to sexual freedoms. 184 

By the same token, another misconception contributing to the stigmatization is 

characterization of all ex-combatant women as victims of conflict-related sexual violence in 

an attempt to explain the participation as fighters. Interestingly, the government played a 

crucial part in the dissemination of this narrative by amplifying the voices of guerrilleras 

who deserted the group before the Final Agreement, accusing FARC of sexual abuse, while 

ignoring those who talked positively about their experiences with the group. However, this 

narrative is considered humiliating by ex-combatant women currently ongoing the process 

of reincorporation as it strips them from their agency as political subjects and active 

participants in the insurgency.185 

The stigmatization comes with consequences. There have been instanced of women ex-

combatants losing their jobs once their employers found out they are ex-combatant186, as 
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there have been instances of women-ex combatants and their children being denied health 

care due to stigma.187 

To escape stigma, women, especially those who left ECTRs for urban centers turn to 

reclandestinization188 and hide their identity for fear of stigmatization, security issues, or of 

being denied opportunities.189 This has had a phycological effect on women because it makes 

them feel illegal once again and not free.190 “Some ex-combatant women have felt 

stigmatized in social or institutional settings because they belonged to an armed group, 

which breaks gender stereotypes in a patriarchal society such as Colombia. This makes them 

more vulnerable and has forced many to maintain a low profile in various activities related 

to their reincorporation.”191 

 

• Lack of psychological support 

 

The absence of psychological support is detrimental for functional transition and 

participation in civilian life when we talk about ex-combatants. In the case of ex-combatant 

women, this is exacerbated by certain experiences such as separation from their children, 

sexual violence, continuous stigmatization and rejection by the society regarding their 

identity, increased security threats in the process of reincorporation, the pressure to go back 

to their traditional gender roles or by finding themselves become widows and single mothers 

in an already difficult period of transition. For these reasons, the topic of psychological 
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support is frequently discussed in meetings of women ex-combatants as it was recorded in 

their Integral Strategy and is, yet another commitment made by the government in the 

CONPES 3931, that has never been fulfilled. 

 

4.5.2. Obstacles for political reincorporation 
 
•  Security Guarantee:  

There needs to be an understanding that insecurity is felt differently by women as opposed 

to their male counterparts. Currently, the security scheme in the camps is that the members 

of the military and police are the main providers of the security for the reincorporation 

territories. Given that both of those state-controlled forces were until recently a deadly 

enemy of FARC, their presence does not offer much comfort. It leaves women ex-

combatants feeling especially vulnerable to attacks and torture and concerned about their 

safety. “Security for us is not a presence of armed men.”192 This is exacerbated by the fear 

of assassination, as the frequency of assassinations against social leaders is increasing. 

Recently, there was the first assassination of an ex-combatant inside of the reincorporation 

camp, so the ability and willingness of military and police forces to provide security for the 

camp inhabitants are greatly brought in question,193 contributing to the return of the old 

sentiment that the reincorporation process is more of a security measure to monitor 

insurgents rather than as a process of healing.194 

Women leaders most affected by attacks, and threats, are those from organizations fighting 

for the rights of victims of the conflict, organizations of women displaced by war, and those 
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fighting for rights on land and reconstruction of peace.195 Many social leaders receive 

threats; however, women social leaders additionally receive threats against their families and 

children. Frequently they receive obscene threats of getting stabbed and raped, or as it was 

during the election period, women running for political seats would also receive pictures of 

male genitalia, which poses characteristic of gender-based violence. As a result, many 

women from the FARC political party opted not to have a vocal political campaign as they 

feared for their safety, which undoubtedly was an obstacle for their election.196 This 

happened despite government’s promise, encompassed in the agreement as a part of the 

security guarantees for the exercise of politics,  paragraph 2.1.2, to create a “comprehensive 

system (of security) that will include specific information as to risks and threats concerning 

the participation and the political, social and community representation of women.“197 This 

violence can only be characterized as a systemic suppression of women’s participation in 

politics, given the continuous safety issues and violence women candidates face, only 

furthering the gap of political representation, with Colombia having one of the lowest 

percentages of women political representatives in Latin America, bellow 20%.198 

From this example, it is obvious that, regardless of the guarantees for the participation of 

women in politics and decision-making process, without the actual commitment to the 

fulfillment of the security guarantee, women are left exposed to threats and acts of violence 

with sexual elements, torture and potential assassinations as a result of their engagement. 

This will inevitably make them more reluctant to come forward and assume roles as 
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community leaders and decision-makers.199  Furthermore, as these threats commonly contain 

sexist and sexual content, it is clear they aim to humiliate and demean women’s role as 

leaders of social change.200 Moreover, the attacks and threats are more frequent among 

indigenous, Afro-Colombian, and rural women (which corresponds to the identity of most 

of the ex-combatant women) because of their persistent fight against the illicit drug trade, 

making intersectionality a necessity when talking about the implementation of the security 

guarantees to efficiently protect women social leaders.201 

5.  Discussion of the Empirical Findings 
 
In line with the findings of the research, all the evidence points out that the Colombian DDR 

currently being implemented has failed all of those who chose to demobilize but most 

significantly, it has failed ex-combatant women who find themselves doubly disadvantages, 

as women in an extremely patriarchal society and as ex-combatants.   

 

What became clear with the analysis from the official documents referring to the process of 

reincorporation, is that aside from occasional addition of “men AND WOMEN” there are 

not many specific commitments that specified what this ‘particular emphasis on women’s 

rights’ should mean in practice for the reincorporation of women ex-combatants. This was 

especially evident in the Final Agreement and was later reflected in subsequent documents 

further specifying implementation routes (PMI and CONPES 3931). Furthermore, this 

revelation created a sentiment that the gender approach in this particular section of the 

agreement (chapter 3) was just a formality, as opposed to the real commitment from the 

                                                 
199 Second Report on The Monitoring Of The Gender Perspective In The Implementation Of The Colombian Peace 
Accord. 2019. KROC Institute. pp.12, 47 
200 Ibid. pp.43–44 
201 Ibid. p.44 



61 
 

government’s side to improve the status of women ex-combatants. This is additionally 

reflected in the percentage gap in regard to completion of general commitments from the 

Final Agreement as opposed to the completion of the commitments with the gender-based 

approach.  

 

Furthermore, collective reincorporation as a model for maintaining gender equality during 

the process of reincorporation has not proven to be as efficient as envisioned. This is in big 

part due to lack of funding from the government to establish communal structures such as 

care centers and communal washrooms, due to the inevitable change of family structures 

with civilians moving to territories and forming new families with ex-combatants, but most 

importantly, due to the lack of land to build centers or even homes. The lack of these 

communal structures previously imagined as a crucial structural part of the collective 

reincorporation has mostly affected ex-combatant women who, despite their struggle for 

emancipation were still eventually forced to take upon the majority of household labor and 

childcare. Only several ECTRs have managed to establish a care economy by gaining 

funding for care centers from the UN Peacebuilding Fund, allowing women to actively 

participate in the economic and social activities of the community.  

This current situation corresponds to a general sentiment observed with interviewed women 

leaders who claim that, regardless of the commitments made during the Havana Peace Talks, 

when it comes to implementation of the gender-based approach and advancement of women 

ex-combatants rights in practice, every time there is a need to fight for it from the beginning. 

Women often seek the help of international organizations and foreign embassies who act as 

observers of the peace process, due to unresponsiveness of the government.  
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The never-ending need to advocate for their rights is detrimental for the advancement of ex-

combatant women in several ways. We can see there is a difference in the life of women and 

the influence they have inn different ECTRs. While in some camps there are gender 

committees with strong political leadership and influence, in other territories women are not 

able to organize and consequently advocate for their rights. This means that the advancement 

of women’s rights is dependent on the strength of leadership of individual women and their 

agency within their ECTR. This should not be seen as a proof of improvement of the rights 

of ex-combatants because it is not a result of any guarantee or women-oriented affirmative 

action, but of individual activism. This practice puts too much pressure on women leaders 

who do choose to assume the position, while those women who decide not to expose 

themselves in such manner are being put in a disadvantaged position. Besides, we cannot 

assume, nor can we expect from women to want to step into a position of leadership, 

especially as new mothers given the aggravated security risks such position implicate. This 

is why it is crucial to pre-determine steps, and design policies in the interest of the betterment 

of women ex-combatant population in its entirety. In the same line, if the situation persists, 

the government needs to implement a commitment from CONPES 3931 and offer trainings 

for women on movement organization and advocacy.  

Furthermore, when talking about collective reincorporation, although praised by the 

interviewed women leaders as a tool for maintaining gender equality and fair division of 

labour in the process of reincorporation, it is difficult to agree with them given the evidence. 

For example, in the two previously mentioned cases of care economy and psychological 

support, the requests of women were not acknowledged by the government. This illustrates 

how the government gives priority to collective demands, while simultaneously ignoring 

those advocated by women. It is then hard not to conclude that collective reincorporation is, 
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to a certain degree, an impediment to ex-combatant women’s rights in the process of 

reincorporation. With collective reincorporation and by putting needs of collective before 

those of individuals, it was imminent women’s needs would be degraded in their urgency.  

Throughout the interviews and thorough the analysis of the document serving as the 

framework for implementation, it was clear that no attention was given to the specific needs 

of women ex-combatants. In practice, this was manifested through many obstacles women 

ex-combatants face every day. Without fulfilling commitments from the Final Agreement 

and CONPES 3931 regarding gender-based approach, and by ignoring women ex-

combatants demands and recommendations hence degrading them as legitimate political 

subjects, all while pushing for the narrative of women ex-combatants as victims of sexual 

violence, the Colombian government is systemically complicit in an active attempt to push 

back women ex-combatants in the house domain and towards status quo ante bellum, against 

their will.  

6. CONCLUSION 
 
The research has, despite various constraints, such as COVID – 19 pandemic and the limited 

pool of applicants, managed to get a good grasp of the topic at hand, and answer its original 

question. Nevertheless, the depth of the answer was certainly limited by the inability to 

employ observation and gather more data through interviews with women who are currently 

in the designated reincorporation territories.  

 

While the evidence shows the government had applied equal treatment towards women ex-

combatants as towards their male counterparts, the main postulate of this research is that the 

equality is not enough, but rather given the difference in experiences, the differential 
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approach must be applied to ensure DDR programs correspond to women-specific needs of 

their female ex-combatant population. Equity needs to be enforced before equality can be 

achieved. 

Another lesson deducted from the research findings would be that -- having women 

participate in DDR programs by removing participation criteria is just the beginning of the 

process, and that without carefully designed women-oriented programs and affirmative 

actions, we cannot expect DDR programs to work for women ex-combatants, as shown in 

the case of Colombia. The current overall sentiment among the  FARC women, in reflection 

to the ongoing social, economic and political reincorporation process is that, their fight is far 

from over.  

Clearly, the reincorporation of FARC women ex-combatants is not an easy task. Some 

women were forced to join FARC, while other joined by choice, both as children and as 

adults. Some were survivors of violence, others were perpetrators, and some were both. 

The government needs to understand it as a multifaceted issue. “The role of women ex-

combatants requires tackling two contradictory dimensions of this type of experience: 

both victimhood and agency, including in the direct commission of violence.”202 Women 

who have chosen to join voluntarily, did so to escape scarce living conditions, gender-

based violence among others, and most importantly to be respected by their comrades and 

the society. Joining the Marxist guerrilla, women were given the chance to prove 

themselves as warriors and to become equal to their male counterparts.203 The lure of 

equality is what brought hundreds of women to jungle and guerrilla warfare. Now, once 
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the war is over, they are expected to go back to how it was, but neither them nor the 

society is ready for that. “Demobilized females are doubly disadvantaged. They have 

transgressed traditional gender norms and for most the prospect of return to their families 

is out of the question.”204  As one of the interviewees expressed: “We did not put down 

our guns, only to take on a broom”.205 

 

Furthermore, the allegation by women deserters of suffering a wide array of gender-based 

abuse206 by FARC cannot be disregarded, regardless of the negation by those who 

remained loyal to the group, as it proves how reincorporation of women ex-combatants is 

an especially complex matter. 

7. THESIS SUMMARY 
 
This thesis represents an exploratory research of gender-responsive DDR in Colombia and 

of experiences of ex-guerrilleras in the process of social, economic and political 

reincorporation. The purpose of the research was achieving two objectives which were, to 

bring forward experiences of often marginalised women ex-combatants, and to contribute to 

a scarce existing literature on the topic of gender - responsive DDR. The question the 

research set to answer was: "How does the DDR/social, economic, and political 

reincorporation being implemented in Colombia work for women ex-combatants”? 

Feminist ethnography, along with the feminist approaches, were chosen to be the 

methodological core of the research. This was due to their value of the emotional aspect of 

the researched subject, and the promotion of reciprocity between the researcher and those 
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being researched; thus they were found to be the most adequate fit to correspond to the 

sensitivity of the topic and vulnerability of the researched population. The main data was 

gathered through the analysis of the official documents and the interviews conducted (6) 

during a four-month field visit to Colombia, however, due to the covid-19 pandemic the 

research was heavily limited.   

Research findings revealed that Colombian DDR had failed women ex-combatants 

undergoing the process of social, economic and political reincorporation. While the peace 

negotiations and subsequent Final Agreement were celebrated for their gender 

mainstreaming, gender-based approach and even the participation of women ex-combatants, 

in reality, it produced very little tangible change. In accordance with the research findings, 

the research concluded that the biggest lesson from the Colombian case is that equal 

treatment of women ex-combatants does not suffice. Unless DDR programs are designed 

with a differential approach and in accordance to women ex-combatants’ experiences in war 

and their needs for the transition period, we cannot expect to witness a successful transition 

of women ex-combatants into civilian life.  
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