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ABSTRACT

A key component of peace processes and post-conflict reconstruction is the 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants. I 
argue that DDR programs imply multiple transitions: from the combatants 
who lay down their weapons, to the governments that seek an end to armed 
conflict, to the communities that receive—or reject—these demobilized 

*  Kimberly Theidon is a medical anthropologist focusing on Latin America. Her research 
interests include political violence, forms and theories of subjectivity, transitional justice, 
and human rights. From 2001–2003 she directed a research project on community mental 
health, reparations, and the micro-politics of reconciliation with the Ayacuchan office of the 
Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission. A book based upon this research, Intimate 
Enemies: Violence and Reconciliation in Peru, is forthcoming with Stanford University Press. 
Dr. Theidon is currently conducting research in Colombia and Ecuador on two interrelated 
themes: the causes and consequences of populations in displacement, refuge, and return, 
with a particular interest in the role of humanitarian organizations in zones of armed con-
flict, and the demobilization and reintegration process in Colombia. She is the director of 
Praxis: An Institute for Social Justice and is an assistant professor of Anthropology at Harvard 
University.

    I thank the John D. and Catherine T. Macarthur Foundation, the International Center 
for Transitional Justice, and the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs for the funding 
that has made possible my research in Colombia. I benefited from comments I received on 
a draft of this article during the “Transitional Justice and DDR” meeting hosted by the ICTJ, 
22–23 May 2007. I particularly thank Marcelo Fabre, Ana Patel, and Pablo de Grieff for their 
insightful suggestions. Additionally, I thank my colleagues Gonzalo Sanchez, Catherine Lutz, 
Kedron Thomas, Andrew Canessa, Winifred Tate, and Melanie Adrian for their comments. I 
am grateful to Paola Andrea Betancourt for her research assistance in Colombia. Finally, my 
deepest gratitude goes to the many Colombians who have shared their time and experiences 
with me and with whom I share a tenacious optimism regarding the possibility of peace 
with justice. 



Vol. 312 HUMAN RIGHTS QUARTERLY

fighters. At each level, these transitions imply a complex equation between 
the demands of peace and the clamor for justice. However, traditional ap-
proaches to DDR have focused on military and security objectives, which 
have resulted in these programs being developed in relative isolation from 
the field of transitional justice and its concerns with historical clarifica-
tion, justice, reparations, and reconciliation. Drawing upon my research 
with former combatants in Colombia, I argue that successful reintegration 
not only requires fusing the processes and goals of DDR programs with 
transitional justice measures, but that both DDR and transitional justice 
require a gendered analysis that includes an examination of the salient links 
between weapons, masculinities, and violence. Constructing certain forms 
of masculinity is not incidental to militarism: rather, it is essential to its 
maintenance. What might it mean to “add gender” to DDR and transitional 
justice processes if one defined gender to include men and masculinities, 
thus making these forms of identity visible and a focus of research and 
intervention? I explore how one might “add gender” to the DDR program 
in Colombia as one step toward successful reintegration, peace-building, 
and sustainable social change.

I always dreamed of holding a gun. I wanted to know what it felt like—what it would 
feel like in my hands. To feel like a man. 

—Oscar, 25 years old, former combatant of the ELN, shelter in Bogotá

In explanations of atrocities, one particular form of social identity—masculinity—has 
frequently been ignored.1 

I. INTRODUCTION

A key component of peace processes and post-conflict reconstruction is the 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants. 
According to the World Bank, in 2005, over one million former combatants 
were participating in DDR programs in some twenty countries around the 
world. The average cost per person enrolled in a DDR program is equivalent 
to 4.7 times the average income of inhabitants of those respective countries, 
reflecting the fact that the majority of DDR programs are implemented in 
conditions of chronic poverty. DDR is big business, and it is serious busi-
ness: both livelihoods and lives are at stake. 

  1. Don Foster, What Makes a Perpetrator? An Attempt to Understand, in LOOKING BACK, 
REACHING FORWARD: REFLECTIONS ON THE TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION OF SOUTH AFRICA 219, 
223 (Charles Villa-Vicencio & Wilhelm Verwoerd eds., 2000). Foster notes that the South 
African TRC’s Final Report acknowledged that the Commission had neglected to study 
masculinity and violence, which prompts him to pose a series of interesting questions: 
“What is it about masculinity that under certain circumstances renders such an identity 
form so noxious? What are the circumstances? All of this awaits research.” Id. at 227. 
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Elsewhere, I have argued that DDR programs imply multiple transitions: 
from the combatants who lay down their weapons, to the governments that 
seek an end to armed conflict, to the communities that receive—or reject—
these demobilized fighters.2 At each level, these transitions imply a complex 
and dynamic equation between the demands of peace and the clamor for 
justice. Yet, traditional approaches to DDR have focused almost exclusively 
on military and security objectives, which has resulted in these programs 
being developed in relative isolation from the growing field of transitional 
justice and its concerns with historical clarification, justice, reparations, 
and reconciliation. Similarly, evaluations of DDR programs have tended to 
be technocratic exercises concerned with tallying the number of weapons 
collected and combatants enrolled.3 By reducing DDR to “dismantling the 
machinery of war,” these programs have failed to adequately consider how 
to move beyond demobilizing combatants to facilitating social reconstruc-
tion and coexistence.4 

Drawing upon ongoing research with former combatants in Colombia, 
I want to extend these arguments. I am convinced that successful reintegra-
tion requires not only fusing the processes and goals of DDR programs with 
transitional justice measures, but also that both DDR and transitional justice 
require a gendered analysis that includes an examination of the salient links 
between weapons, masculinities, and violence in specific historical contexts. 
Constructing certain forms of masculinity is not incidental to militarism; 
rather, it is essential to its maintenance. Militarism requires a sustaining 
gender ideology as much as it needs guns and bullets.5 

What has it meant to “add gender” to DDR programs? The World Bank’s 
list of publications on “Gender and DDR” reveals a “gender deficit” in DDR 
programs. Thus, policymakers and practitioners are encouraged to include 
a “gender dimension” in their activities in order to assure that “female 
specific needs are identified and addressed.”6 Likewise, a recent issue of 
the International Journal of Transitional Justice featured an article on “the 
gender implications of a specifically ‘transitional’ theory of justice.”7 In this 

  2. See Kimberly Theidon, Transitional Subjects: The Disarmament, Demobilization and 
Reintegration of Former Combatants in Colombia, 1 INT’L J. TRANSITIONAL JUST. 66 (2007). 

  3. Mark Knight & Alpaslan Özerdem, Guns, Camps and Cash: Disarmament, Demobiliza-
tion and Reinsertion of Former Combatants in Transitions from War to Peace, 41 J. PEACE 
RES. 499 (2004).

  4. See Theidon, Transitional Subjects, supra note 2, at 67. See AMNESTY INT’L, THE PARAMILITARIES 
IN MEDELLÍN: DEMOBILIZATION OR LEGALIZATION?, AI Index: AMR 23/019/2005 (2005), available 
at http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/AMR23/019/2005/en/dom-AMR230192005en.
pdf. 

  5. See JOSHUA S. GOLDSTEIN, WAR AND GENDER: HOW GENDER SHAPES THE WAR SYSTEM AND VICE VERSA 
(2001) and Cynthia Enloe’s many publications on gender and militarization. 

  6. See NATHALIE DE WATTEVILLE, ADDRESSING GENDER ISSUES IN DEMOBILIZATION AND REINTEGRATION PRO-
GRAMS 2, 26 (2002), available at http://www.worldbank.org/afr/wps/wp33.htm.

  7. Christine Bell & Catherine O’Rourke, Does Feminism Need a Theory of Transitional 
Justice? An Introductory Essay, 1 INT’L J. TRANSITIONAL JUST. 23, 23 (2007). 
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article, Christine Bell and Catherine O’Rourke pose a three-part question: 
Where are women, where is gender, and where is feminism in transitional 
justice?8 They remind the reader that “waging wars and negotiating peace 
agreements are both predominantly male affairs” and “[m]atters that address 
underlying issues of discrimination, domination and improvement of physi-
cal, social and legal security, particularly with regard to gender, are often 
addressed as secondary, or not at all.”9 They note that efforts to add gender 
to transitional justice have been most prominent with respect to the legal 
treatment of sexual violence in conflict, an achievement based in part upon 
convoking women for “gender hearings” and establishing “gender units” 
within transitional justice processes.10 

From gender hearings to gender units and gender-sensitive truth com-
missions, “adding gender” is policy-speak for “adding women.” The power-
ful insights that gender studies might offer to our theoretical and practical 
understanding of war, peace, and post-conflict reconstruction are limited 
by reducing “gender” to a synonym for women. This reduction may reflect 
the politics of recognition and its “logic of enumeration,” by which political 
and theoretical efficacy presumably exist only through naming each category 
of selfhood or experience.11 This logic of enumeration prompts a familiar 
list: women, minorities, indigenous populations, children, and the elderly. 
“Men,” evidently, are simply the generic category of “human,” against which 
these others are marked and somehow deviate.12 Certainly some men will 
be included under one of the identity categories listed, but their visibility 
will be based upon their race, ethnicity, or age—not upon their gendered 
identities as men. Consequently, men and masculinities are left largely 
unexplored, reminding us that “[r]esearch on men is as old as scholarship 
itself, but a focus on masculinity, or men as explicitly gendered individuals, 
is relatively recent.”13 

What might it mean to “add gender” to DDR and transitional justice 
processes if one defined gender to include men and masculinities, thus 

  8. Id. 
  9. Id. at 25. 
  10. Id. at 28. 
  11. See Tom Boellstorff, Queer Studies in the House of Anthropology, 36 ANN. REV. ANTHRO-

POLOGY 17, 19 (2007) for a discussion of the “logic of enumeration.”
 12. This approach has informed the structure of the Colombian National Commission on 

Reparations and Reconciliation (CNRR) as well. The DDR program appears as one area 
of intervention, the “Gender and Specific Populations” as yet another, defined to include 
women, children, and indigenous populations. While one stated goal of the “Gender 
and Specific Populations” unit is to make gender a “transversal” theme, this is not a 
propitious way to begin. More information on the CNRR is available at http://www.cnrr.
org/co.

 13. Scott Coltrane, Theorizing Masculinities in Contemporary Social Science, in THEORIZING 
MASCULINITIES 39, 41 (Harry Brod & Michael Kaufman eds., 1994).
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making these forms of identity explicitly visible and a focus of research and 
intervention? My research in Colombia has been driven in part by a desire 
to understand how violent forms of masculinity are forged and sustained, 
and how DDR programs might more effectively “disarm masculinity” follow-
ing armed conflict. I am interested in militarized masculinity—that fusion 
of certain practices and images of maleness with the use of weapons, the 
exercise of violence, and the performance of an aggressive and frequently 
misogynist masculinity. While I do not deny the diversity that exists within 
the group of former combatants with whom I work, neither can I deny the 
hegemonic masculinity these men have in common. 

R.W. Connell approaches the concept of masculinities as a “configuration 
of practice[s] within a system of gender relations.”14 This practice approach 
allows the researcher to capture how individuals practice an embodied poli-
tics of masculinity that draws upon a diverse cultural repertoire of masculine 
behavior, which in turn is informed by one’s class, ethnic, racial, religious, 
and other identities. While emphasizing the relational aspects of gendered 
identities and their malleability, Connell also draws attention to the unequal 
field of power in which all genders are forged. Thus in any given context 
there is a “hegemonic masculinity”—“the masculinity that occupies the 
hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender relations, a position always 
contestable.”15 Hegemonic masculinity obscures alternatives—not only the 
alternative masculinities that exist in any given cultural context, but also 
within each individual. 

How might we enrich both theory and practice by exploring the ways in 
which militarized men are produced and militarized masculinities performed? 
How might we include strategies designed to actively reconstruct what it 
means to be a man? To more effectively further the goals of DDR and of 
transitional justice, researchers and practitioners must explore the connections 
between men, weapons, and the use of violence, and design strategies for 
changing the configuration of practices that signify not only what it means 
to be a man, but also what it means to be good at being a man.16 

This article focuses on a cultural and political economy of militarized 
masculinity, addressing how little access former combatants have to civil-
ian symbols of masculine prestige. It analyzes the technique du corps that 
produces the body and bearing of a soldier among men whose bodily capital 
may be their only marketable asset. In considering the practices used to 
produce violent masculinities, it explores the roles of both men and women 
in constructing masculinities, underscoring the relational aspects of all 

 14. R.W. CONNELL, MASCULINITIES 84 (2d ed. 2005).
 15. Id. at 76. 
 16. See MICHAEL HERZFELD, THE POETICS OF MANHOOD: CONTEST AND IDENTITY IN A CRETAN MOUNTAIN 

VILLAGE 16 (1985) for a discussion of “performative excellence.” 
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gendered identities. It concludes by considering how one might add gender 
to the DDR program in Colombia as one important step toward successful 
reintegration, peace-building, and sustainable social change. 

II. COLOMBIA: A “PRE POST-CONFLICT” COUNTRY

Colombia’s civil war is the lengthiest armed conflict in the western hemi-
sphere. What began forty-two years ago as a war waged by Marxist revolu-
tionaries against an exclusive political system has devolved into a bloody 
struggle over resources; military, paramilitary, guerillas, domestic elites, and 
multinational actors vie for control of this resource-rich country.17 In the 
struggle, all groups have committed serious human rights violations; the 
vast majority of the war casualties are unarmed civilians, and the escalating 
violence and fear for one’s life have prompted massive internal and cross-
border displacement.18 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) estimates that almost three million people have been displaced 
internally.19 In addition, among other grave violations of fundamental rights, 
thousands more have been kidnapped, disappeared, tortured, and force-
fully recruited by illegally armed groups. In sum, the war in Colombia has 
resulted in a humanitarian crisis provoking international concern, as various 
armed groups commit serious human rights violations and demonstrate their 
disregard for international humanitarian law. Among the armed groups that 
are of particular interest to the discussion of demobilization processes are 
the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), the Ejército de 
Liberación Nacional (ELN), and the Auto-Defensas Unidas de Colombia 
(AUC)—commonly referred to as the paramilitaries. 

The FARC is Colombia’s oldest and largest guerrilla group, established 
in 1964. The FARC has its roots in the rural self-defense groups that were 

 17. One reader has questioned whether I am categorically denying the role of ideology in 
the conflict. I acknowledge that a number of former combatants of the FARC and, to a 
greater extent, the ELN cite social justice motivations for having joined the guerrillas, 
and I do not want to “depoliticize” the violence. In each instance, however, they also 
refer to their sense of deception when they encountered the gap between ideology and 
practice, assuring me that the commanders were involved in drug production and traf-
ficking, extortion, and killing civilians, among other acts. Thus, I argue that ideology has 
been eclipsed by economic motivations and by the influence of national and transnational 
criminal networks involved in the drug trade. See Marc Chernick, FARC-EP: From Liberal 
Guerrillas to Marxist Rebels to Post-Cold War Insurgents, in TERROR, INSURGENCY, AND THE 
STATE: ENDING PROTRACTED CONFLICTS 51 (Marianne Heiberg, Brendan O’Leary & John Tirman 
eds., 2007).

 18. See VIOLENCE IN COLOMBIA, 1990–2000: WAGING WAR AND NEGOTIATING PEACE (Charles Bergquist, 
Ricardo Peñaranda & Gonzalo Sánchez G. eds., 2001).

 19. U.N. HIGH COMM’R FOR REFUGEES (UNHCR), COLOMBIA SITUATION MAP (2006), available at 
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/publ/opendoc.pdf?tbl=PUBL&id=44103c150.
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organized during La Violencia.20 From its beginnings as a primarily rural 
based guerrilla movement, the FARC grew in both size and influence. With 
time, the Marxist ideology that had been a key component of its foundation 
ceded to a desire for territorial control and wealth. The FARC has financed 
itself through kidnapping, extortion, drug-trafficking, and drug trade protec-
tion. In the eyes of their many critics, the FARC have become another violent 
armed actor, rather than a revolutionary alternative.21 

The second largest guerrilla movement is the ELN, which began opera-
tions in 1964. Unlike the rural FARC, the ELN was mostly an outgrowth of 
unrest on university campuses. The ELN ideology, which traditionally has been 
considered a mixture of Cuban revolutionary theory with extreme liberation 
theology, began calling for a Christian and Communist solution to the prob-
lems of poverty, political exclusion, and corruption. Discourse and action 
again diverged, however, as the ELN lost its focus and began engaging in 
illegal activities to finance its actions. At present, the ELN has an estimated 
3,500–4,000 combatants and since July 2004 has been in sporadic peace 
negotiations with the Colombian government.22 However, like the FARC, the 
ELN appears on the US list of terrorist organizations, and the United States 
added the paramilitaries to that same list in September 2001.23 

The terms “paramilitary organization” and “self-defense group” have 
been used to describe a variety of armed groups over the past several 
decades. As Winfred Tate notes, paramilitary organizations have evolved 
considerably since the 1960s, when US military advisors first recommended 
the organization of “indigenous irregulars” as a fundamental component of 
the Colombian counter-insurgency strategy, then aimed at defeating leftist 
guerrilla movements.24 Thus began the complicated relationship between 
the Colombian state, the US government, and the alternately legally and 
illegally armed groups known collectively as the paramilitaries.25 Although 

 20. La Violencia refers to the period from 1948–1953 when violent confrontations between 
the Conservative and Liberal political parties resulted in 200,000 people dead and more 
than a billion dollars in property damage. For a detailed study of this period, see GERMÁN 
GUZMÁN, ORLANDO FALS BORDA & EDUARDO UMAÑA LUNA, LA VIOLENCIA EN COLOMBIA (Taurus 2005) 
(1962). 

 21. See Washington Office on Latin America, available at http://www.wola.org; Center for 
International Policy, available at http://www.ciponline.org (providing ongoing position 
papers and blogs on US policy in the region); ROBIN KIRK, MORE TERRIBLE THAN DEATH: MAS-
SACRES, DRUGS, AND AMERICA’S WAR IN COLOMBIA (2003). 

 22. See CNRR, supra note 12. 
 23. U.S. Dep’t of State, Office of Counterterrorism, Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs), 

available at http://www.state.gov/s/ct/rls/fs/37191.htm.
 24. See WINIFRED TATE, COUNTING THE DEAD: THE CULTURE AND POLITICS OF HUMAN RIGHTS ACTIVISM IN 

COLOMBIA 127 (2007). 
 25. The legal sponsorship for these groups was emergency Decree 3398 in 1965, subse-

quently transformed into Law 48 and approved by the Colombian Congress in 1968. 
This law allowed the government to “mobilize the population in activities and tasks” to 
restore public order and contain the insurgent threat.” In 1989, the paramilitaries were 
made illegal by President Barco who suspended Decree 3398 and outlawed the use 
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promoted as “self-defense committees” founded to protect local commu-
nities against the guerrillas, they came to assume greater responsibility in 
state-organized “search and destroy” operations seeking to eliminate the 
guerrillas.26 The use of paramilitaries as auxiliary forces assumed a central 
place in the government’s counterinsurgency plan. Additionally, paramilitary 
groups would become regional elites’ preferred option for protecting their 
interests and suppressing social protests.27 

The 1970s and 1980s were decades in which the drug trade grew in 
Colombia, first with marijuana and then with cocaine. This was the fabled 
era of the Medellín and Cali cartels, personified by Pablo Escobar and his 
nouveau riche excesses.28 These cartels provided a perverse but lucrative 
twist on the concept of family-owned businesses; within a few years, these 
family-based cartels controlled a billion dollar cocaine industry. “They in-
vested millions of dollars to purchase more than 2.5 million acres of land 
in Colombia between 1983 and 1985, amounting to more than one-twelfth 
of Colombia’s productive farmland.”29 This land grab has been referred to 
as a “counter-agrarian reform,” as paramilitaries were called upon to sweep 
through desirable lands and forcibly displace hundreds of thousands of 
peasants.30 

The fusion of paramilitary organizations and drug trafficking gave 
rise to the phenomenon known as paramilitarismo—the transformation of 
paramilitary groups into an economic, social, and political force, that has 
infiltrated Colombian society. Beyond the individual combatants that col-
lectively organize into armed and lethal groups, paramilitarismo has become 
a corrosive and insidious institution. Additionally, there is the complicated 
and ambiguous relationship these groups have with the state. As Daniel 
García-Peña Jaramillo notes:

A principal characteristic of paramilitarismo is its relationship with the state. 
For some, paramilitarismo is a policy of state terrorism, while for others it is 
the response of desperate citizens confronted with guerrilla abuses due to an 

   of armed civilians in army operations. See MAURICIO ROMERO, PARAMILITARES Y AUTODEFENSAS: 
1982–2003 (2003).

 26. See AMNESTY INT’L, supra note 4, at 3.
 27. Daniel García-Peña Jaramillo, La relación del Estado colombiano con el fenómeno 

paramillitar: por el esclarecimiento histórico, 52 ANÁLISIS POLÍTICO (2005) (author’s transla-
tion).

 28. For analyses of these issues, see KIRK, supra note 21; STEVEN DUDLEY, WALKING GHOSTS: 
MURDER AND GUERRILLA POLITICS IN COLOMBIA (2004). 

 29. Winifred Tate, Paramilitaries in Colombia, 8 BROWN J. WORLD AFF. 163, 165 (2001).
 30. Fernando Cubides, El Poder Paramilitar (2005), available at http://www.seguridadyde-

mocracia.org/essay_prod_list.asp. For a discussion of internal forced displacement, see 
ALFREDO MOLANO, THE DISPOSSESSED: CHRONICLES OF THE DESTERRADOS OF COLOMBIA (Daniel Bland 
trans., Haymarket Books 2005) (2001). 
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absent state: curiously, for both sides the state’s responsibility is central, either 
by action or omission.31 

III. DISARMAMENT, DEMOBILIZATION, AND REINTEGRATION (DDR): 
COLOMBIA’S SERIAL SEARCH FOR PEACE

During Colombia’s forty-two year internal armed conflict, each successive 
president has attempted some sort of military victory, or in the face of that 
impossibility, peace negotiations. While it is beyond the scope of this article 
to present an exhaustive review of these previous efforts, there are certain 
key features that warrant attention and improve understanding of both the 
great challenges and the possibilities posed by the current demobilization 
process.32 

In the glossary of post-conflict reconstruction and peace building, three 
terms are omnipresent: disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration 
(DDR). As the United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations 
(UNDPKO) defines it, in the context of peace processes, disarmament 
consists of the collection, control, and elimination of small arms, ammuni-
tion, explosives, and light and heavy weapons from the combatants and, 
depending upon the circumstances, the civilian population. Demobilization 
is the process in which armed organizations (which may consist of govern-
ment or opposition forces or simply armed factions) decrease in size or are 
dismantled as one component of a broad transformation from a state of war 
to a state of peace. Generally demobilization involves the concentration, 
quartering, disarming, management, and licensing of former combatants, 
who may receive some form of compensation or other assistance to motivate 
them to lay down their weapons and re-enter civilian life. Finally, reinsertion 
or reintegration consists of those measures directed toward ex-combatants 
that seek to strengthen the capacity of these individuals and their families 
to achieve social and economic reintegration in society. The reinsertion 
programs may include economic assistance or some other form of monetary 
compensation, as well as technical or professional training or instruction in 
other productive activities.33 

 31. García-Peña Jaramillo, supra note 27, at 59 (author’s translation).
 32. The collective demobilization efforts involved the paramilitary groups exclusively. In 

contrast, within the individual demobilization program there are former combatants 
from the FARC, ELN, and to a lesser extent, the paramilitaries. For an overview of the 
individual demobilization process, see JOSÉ ARMANDO CÁRDENAS SARRIAS, LOS PARIAS DE LA 
GUERRA: ANÁLISIS DEL PROCESO DE DESMOVILIZACIÓN INDIVIDUAL (2005). 

 33. U.N. DEP’T OF PEACEKEEPING OPERATIONS, DISARMAMENT, DEMOBILIZATION AND REINTEGRATION OF EX-
COMBATANTS IN A PEACEKEEPING ENVIRONMENT: PRINCIPLES AND GUIDELINES (1999), available at http://
www.un.org/Depts/dpko/lessons/DD&R.pdf. 
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In its traditional formulation—and implementation—DDR was squarely 
located within a military or security framework.34 This focus failed to give 
sufficient consideration to the host communities and to the need to consider 
local, cultural, or gendered conceptions of what constitutes the rehabilitation 
and resocialization of ex-combatants. As Nat J. Colletta and others argue in 
an evaluation of DDR programs in Sub-Saharan Africa, “Long-term integration 
is ultimately the yardstick by which the success of the DDR programme is 
measured,” and the widespread agreement that reintegration is the weakest 
phase of the DDR process has prompted demands for reform.35 In the newly 
released UN Integrated DDR Standards (UNIDDRS), the United Nations 
underscores the deficiency of reintegration efforts and insists on “the need 
for measures to be conducted in consultation and collaboration with all 
members of the community and stakeholders engaged in the community, 
and that [DDR programs] make use of locally-appropriate development 
incentives.”36 

A brief overview of past DDR efforts in Colombia provides ample evi-
dence of each of the above weaknesses in the DDR framework. Previous 
efforts to demobilize the guerrillas can best be summarized by the name 
of one of the laws that governed the demobilization process under the 
Betancour administration (1982–1986)—Law 35, the Law of Unconditional 
Amnesty in Favor of Peace. Law 35 reflected a legal environment in which 
blanket amnesties were offered in exchange for “peace and stability.” The 
legal treatment of the ex-combatants was “solved” with an approach de-
scribed as olvido y perdón en pro de la paz (forgetting and pardon in favor 
of peace), a broad statement that left much room for interpretation—and 
for manipulation. In fact, the ex-combatants enjoyed complete amnesty. In 
addition to this trade-off, the government failed to consider what would 
happen to those guerrilla combatants who demobilized. For example, Law 
35 formed the basis for the La Uribe Contract of 1984, in which the FARC 
agreed to a cease-fire and announced the foundation of a political party, the 
Unión Patriótica. However, following their demobilization and reconstitution 
as a legitimate political party, the paramilitaries assassinated some 3,000 
members of the Unión Patriótica. Thus, the government proved to be inca-
pable of guaranteeing the security of the ex-combatants, and this previous 

 34. See also Knight & Ozerdem, supra note 3. 
 35. NAT J. COLLETTA, MARKUS KOSTNER & INGO WIEDERHOFER, WORLD BANK, THE TRANSITION FROM WAR 

TO PEACE IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA (1996), available at http://www-wds.worldbank.org/servlet/
WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/1996/05/01/000009265_3961214180518/Rendered/PDF/
multi_page.pdf. 

 36. U.N. DISARMAMENT, DEMOBILIZATION AND REINTEGRATION RESOURCE CTR., INTEGRATED DISARMAMENT, 
DEMOBILIZATION AND REINTEGRATION STANDARDS II.2.4 (2006). 
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experience of demobilization—and subsequent slaughter—hovers over any 
negotiations with the guerrilla groups today.37 

By the presidential elections of 2002, an increasing number of Co-
lombians demanded change. The debacle of past peace processes readied 
many sectors of Colombian society for someone who would take a “heavy-
handed” approach to the violence. Alvaro Uribe promised to be that man. 
President Uribe was not inclined to attempt dialogue with the FARC, whom 
he considered a “terrorist threat.” Rather, Uribe cautiously explored the pos-
sibility of negotiating with the paramilitaries, while simultaneously promising 
to rein in the guerrillas.38 There is a certain irony to these negotiations: in 
part the paramilitary demobilization is an attempt to “deparamilitarize” the 
Colombian state. Clearly, earlier government initiatives to fill its absence 
with civilian defense committees went beyond the state’s control. Thus, at 
some juncture, the government was destined to find itself negotiating peace 
not only with the guerrillas but also with the paramilitaries. As García Peña 
Jaramillo observes:

The most innovative ingredient in the current administration’s peace policy is 
the negotiations with the AUC, which break the stance maintained by every 
government since 1989 when President Barco declared the self-defense groups 
illegal. With this, the analytical frame changes radically: it was always thought 
that the paramilitary demobilization would be the result of peace with the 
insurgency—either simultaneously or subsequently—because the paramilitaries 
themselves claim to be a consequence of the guerrilla.39

In August 2002, the government began negotiations with the paramilitar-
ies. The Uribe administration promoted the demobilization of individual 
combatants from all armed groups and began negotiations for the collective 
demobilization of the AUC.40 The government named Luis Carlos Restrepo 
as the High Commissioner for Peace and gave him the task of negotiating 
peace. The signing of the Santa Fe de Ralito I agreement on 15 July 2003 
marked the beginning of formal talks between the AUC-linked paramilitary 
groups and the government. The terms of the agreement included the demo-
bilization of all combatants by the end of 2005, concentrating its leadership 
and troops in specified locations. The negotiations also obligated the AUC 
to suspend its lethal activities and maintain the unilateral ceasefire, as well 
as aid the government in its anti-drug-trafficking efforts.41 

 37. See Lisa J. Laplante & Kimberly Theidon, Transitional Justice in Times of Conflict: 
Colombia’s Ley de Justicia y Paz, 28 MICH. J. INT’L L. 49 (2006); DUDLEY, supra note 28 
(discussing the Unión Patriótica).

 38. See Laplante & Theidon, supra note 37, at 61–62.
 39. García-Peña Jaramillo, supra note 27, at 66 (author’s translation).
 40. For a detailed analysis of the legal framework for this process and the ensuing debates, 

see Laplante & Theidon, supra note 37.
 41. AMNESTY INT’L, supra note 4, at 11–12.
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The Sante Fe de Ralito II agreement, signed on 13 May 2004, set up a 
368 square kilometer “concentration zone” (zona de ubicación) in Tierralta, 
Córdoba.42 The concentration zone was created to facilitate and consolidate 
the process between the government and the AUC, to improve verification of 
the ceasefire, and to establish a timetable for the demobilization process.

The agreements also established the Mission in Support of the Peace 
Process of the Organization of American States (MAPP-OEA), which was 
placed in charge of the verification process in regards to the disarmament 
and demobilization of combatants. Since 2002, 31,671 AUC combatants 
have collectively demobilized, and 16,240 combatants from the FARC, ELN, 
and certain paramilitary bloques have individually demobilized.43 

In addition to the above initiatives, on 22 July 2005 President Uribe 
signed Law 975, the Justice and Peace Law, which embodies the competing 
tensions of peace and justice. This is illustrated by victim-survivor organiza-
tions’ success in challenging key aspects of the law on the grounds that it 
failed to provide sufficient assurance of their right to truth, justice, and repa-
rations.44 Under pressure from victim-survivor organizations, and domestic 
and international human rights organizations, the Colombian government 
was forced to modify the law. Although imperfect when measured by abso-
lute human rights standards, the Colombian Constitutional Court ruling of 
May 2006 did serve to strengthen the law in response to these challenges.45 
If at one time states wielded their sovereign prerogative to issue amnesties 
in the name of political expediency, stability, and peace—prerogatives that 
characterized past demobilization efforts in Colombia—changes in inter-
national norms increasingly have placed limits on the granting of leniency 
to perpetrators, forcing governments to address transitional justice issues of 
truth, justice, and redress. Thus, the Uribe administration has been forced to 

 42. Implemented through Resolution 092 of 2004. This Resolution had the effect of sus-
pending the arrest warrants for the members of the AUC who are within the perimeters 
of its 368 square kilometer area during the period it is in effect, in principle until 1 
December 2004. The agreement provides that the zone will be in force for six months, 
which could be extended depending on the needs of the process, and that in the event 
that the zone ceases to be in force due to a coordinated decision or unilaterally, the 
members of the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia will have a period of five days to 
evacuate the zone. The OAS Mission to Support the Peace Process (MAPP/OAS) will 
verify compliance with this guarantee, with the accompaniment of the Church. See 
Laplante and Theidon, supra note 37, at 63–64, 73–74.

 43. See Ministerio de Defensa Nacional (Colombia), Programa de Atención Humanitaria al 
Desmovilizado (2006); FUNDACIÓN IDEAS PARA LA PAZ, ESTADÍSTICAS SOBRE REINSERCIÓN EN COLOMBIA: 
2002–2008 (2008), available at http://www.ideaspaz.org/new_site/secciones/conflictoy-
negociacion/estadisticas.htm.

 44. For a detailed discussion of the challenges to the law, see Laplante & Theidon, supra 
note 37. 

 45. See Gustavo Gallón Giraldo y otros v. Colom., Sentencia C-370/2006, Expediente D-6032 
(Const’l Ct. 18 May 2006), available at http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4725a97b64.
html.
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implement DDR on the terrain of transitional justice, which presents both 
opportunities and challenges. 

I turn now to my research with demobilized combatants to explore how 
DDR and transitional justice may work synergistically and how both fields 
would benefit from including a focus on men and masculinities. 

A. Methods

Since January 2005, I have been conducting anthropological research on 
the individual and collective demobilization programs.46 The first stage of 
the project included in-depth interviews with demobilized combatants in 
order to determine where to focus my case studies. The analysis of these 
interviews led me to select three sites with the goal of capturing regional 
dynamics: the shelters and “fincas” (farms) in Bogotá and on the outskirts 
of the city; the Reference and Opportunity Centers (CRO) in Bogotá and 
Medellín, and two barrios in Medellín; and the CRO in Turbo, as well as 
three development projects in Turbo-Apartado.47 To date, my research assis-
tant and I have interviewed 137 male and thirty-three female ex-combatants 
from the AUC, the FARC, and the ELN. 

I am working with demobilized and reinserted ex-combatants, repre-
sentatives of state entities and NGOs, representatives of the military and 
the intelligence service, and representatives of the Catholic and Evangelical 
churches, as well as various sectors of the host communities. Clearly the 
unit of analysis and intervention must extend beyond the former combatants 
to include their social environments. Only then can we determine how to 
articulate DDR with transitional justice measures. 

In methodological terms, the utility of questionnaires is limited when 
studying sensitive topics and subjective processes in a climate of distrust. 
Thus, I have opted to complement semi-structured interviews with a sustained 
presence and to converse and observe, rather than to limit myself solely 
to formal interviews. I have used an ethnographic approach in the hope of 
moving beyond the black and white of statistics to explore the grey zone 
that characterizes the complex realities of a fratricidal war. 

 46. Although the individual and collective demobilization processes vary in detail, I have 
interviewed former combatants in both programs because I am interested in the reinte-
gration phase and the experiences of demobilized combatants, as well as their families 
and host communities. 

 47. The Referral and Opportunities Centers (CRO) are administered by the Ministry of the 
Interior and provide the demobilized with orientation, caseworkers, social support, and 
other forms of assistance. 
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B. In Search of Respect48 

I had my first conversation with a member of the paramilitaries in the 
summer of 2001, several years before the demobilization process began.49 
A friend from the Diócesis of Apartadó who knew that I was interested in 
speaking with members of the AUC mentioned that a childhood friend had 
joined and might be willing to speak with me. A few days later he brought 
“Vladimiro” by my hotel in Apartadó. Although Vladimiro arrived in civil-
ian clothing, the phone call from the hotel receptionist made clear that he 
needed no uniform in order to inspire fear. “You are needed down here,” 
she tersely informed me. When I walked down the stairs into the lobby, 
the three hotel employees behind the main desk all made a point of being 
intensely involved in their work, never looking up as I shook hands with 
Vladimiro and invited him and my friend, “Jefferson,” upstairs. I glanced 
back over my shoulder—their tasks continued to be riveting.

Once in my room, we opened ice cold Coca-Colas, closed the curtains, 
and I asked if we might tape our conversation. I assured Vladimiro that I 
would change his name when referring to anything he said; he laughed 
and told me that would be fine. My initial concern that he might not be a 
particularly talkative person quickly dissipated as we began a three-hour 
dialogue that occasionally veered into a confessional. He began slowly, 
measuring out his words and my response. My interest in listening to his 
experiences was matched by his need to recount them, and to do so with 
someone who calmly sipped her Coke. 

Over the next three hours, Vladimiro inspired both revulsion and pity. 
He had completed his obligatory year of military service and found himself 
discharged to join the swelling population of the unemployed. The official 
unemployment statistics hovered at 20 percent, the hovering stabilized by 
including ragged merchants at streetlights running out to clean a windshield 
or sell a package of gum to drivers impatiently waiting for the light to change. 
He had grown tired of being unemployed and consequently suspect. He 
explained, “In my barrio, when anything is missing—when anyone’s been 
robbed—everyone starts looking at the people who don’t have jobs. I hated 
that feeling that everyone suspected me.” 

After spending a few months unemployed, Vladimiro decided to respond 
to a recruiting poster displayed on the wall of his local store. The flyer directed 

 48. I borrow this title from Philippe Bourgois’ book on street culture, drug dealing, and 
masculinity in East Harlem. PHILIPPE BOURGOIS, IN SEARCH OF RESPECT: SELLING CRACK IN EL BARRIO 
(1995). 

 49. I was accompanying the Peace Communities, which were under increased pressure from 
both the paramilitaries and the FARC. See Kimberly Theidon, Practicing Peace, Living 
with War: Going Upriver in Colombia (Center for International Policy, Washington D.C.), 
30 Oct. 2001, available at http://www.ciponline.org/colombia/01103001.htm. 
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people to the AUC—the paramilitary forces that operated throughout the 
country, serving as a private “security system.” I had to ask him to say this 
again, stunned that the illegal, alleged paramilitaries actually recruited via 
flyers at a local store. “Oh yeah, they even have a website where you can go 
on and read all about the AUCs.” Impunity manifests in so many ways.50 

In the midst of staggering unemployment, Vladimiro signed on at 
450,000 pesos a month—roughly $225 in a country where minimum wage 
was scarcely more than $100. He kept returning to this theme, telling me 
over and over again that there was no work in Apartadó. However, now 
that he had joined the paramilitaries, “Everyone treats me with respect. It’s 
not like it was before. When I walk down the street, people move out of 
my way. Now I can send my mom 350,000 pesos a month—she’s doing all 
right now. I even saved up and bought my mom a house.” 

Vladimiro began at 450,000 pesos because he already had military train-
ing. He spent his time at the paramilitary’s “educational camp” reviewing 
weapons, learning how to interrogate and kill, and learning about human 
rights. My eyebrows rose in disbelief: “Human rights? They taught you about 
human rights?” 

“Yeah,” he nodded. “They told us that when we’re going to kill everyone 
in a village, we need to kill them one by one over a period of a few days. If 
we kill everyone all at once, they call it a massacre and we have problems 
with human rights.” I could not hold back a grimace. He leaned forward: 
“We were forced to take very drastic action. An order is an order.”

About two hours into our conversation—after he had explained that it 
was necessary to “finish off everyone, because if one guerrilla falls, there are 
five behind him just waiting to kill you”—he paused and began telling me 
about the cold of the mountains, the lack of food, and the close friend who 
had died at his side. “A tear escaped me when I saw him die. I risk my life 
for 450,000 pesos a month. Friends die and you can’t do anything.” 

I had been so focused on Vladimiro that I only looked away when my 
tape recorder clicked off at the end of each cassette. Somehow, I now turned 
toward my friend Jefferson who was slumped on the bed, holding his head 
between his slender hands. I think he had been sitting that way for some time, 
and he remained in that position until I finished talking with Vladimiro. 

“Finished” is an ill-chosen word; he would have kept talking long after 
I ran out of tapes. I felt bad, explaining that I had to meet someone at the 
Diócesis at seven o’clock and needed a few minutes to get ready. There 
were several awkward seconds as I shut off my tape recorder and rose to 

 50. During the second half of the 1990s, the AUC began actively recruiting fighters, includ-
ing former guerrilla members. See NATALIA SPRINGER, DESACTIVAR LA GUERRA: ALTERNATIVAS AUDACES 
PARA CONSOLIDAR LA PAZ 304 (2005). 
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my feet. The three of us walked downstairs, and I accompanied Vladimiro 
to the door. We kissed each other good bye on the cheek—shaking hands 
would have seemed odd after such an intimate encounter. 

Jefferson followed me back upstairs, shaking his head. “I’ve known 
him since we were kids. We used to play soccer together—we went to 
the same school. We grew up together.”51 I just held his hands, the same 
slender ones that he had wrapped around his temples during Vladimiro’s 
secular confession. 

One component of the political and cultural economy of violent mas-
culinities that interests me is the complex motivations these men had for 
joining the armed groups in which they fought. Vladimiro, for example, 
had finished his military service, only to return to his poor barrio and a 
labor market in which he was just one more unemployed young man. I 
was tempted to write “one more unemployed, unskilled young man,” but 
that would not be quite accurate. Although he had never finished primary 
school, nor held a job in the formal economy, he did have one marketable 
skill set: prowess with a weapon and combat experience.52

The Colombian armed forces have marketed enlistment as an op-
portunity for social mobility, and as in many countries, soldiering is tied 
with concepts of citizenship.53 While the ex-combatants with whom I have 
worked were all members of an illegally armed group at the time of their 
demobilization, social mobility was one factor that motivated them as well. 
The absolute majority of these men come from poor backgrounds; for some 
of the young men, joining the guerrilla meant they had food, a gun, and a 
uniform. For those who joined the paramilitaries, the above benefits were 
supplemented with a monthly wage. In the complex scenario of violence 
that characterizes Colombia, cycling through an armed group is a rite of 
passage for many young men.54 In a context of generalized violence, the 

 51. See Theidon, Practicing Peace, supra note 49.
 52. Id. In 2006, I spoke with the director of the CRO in Turbo, and he informed me that 

60–70 percent of the ex-combatants enrolled in the program were functionally illiter-
ate.

 53. I thank Marcelo Fabre for noting this aspect of the Colombian armed forces’ recruitment 
strategy. For a discussion of the ties between soldiering, citizenship, and class and/or 
ethnic mobility in other Latin American contexts, see DIANE M. NELSON, A FINGER IN THE 
WOUND: BODY POLITICS IN QUINCENTENNIAL GUATEMALA (1999); Lesley Gill, Creating Citizens, 
Making Men: The Military and Masculinity in Bolivia, 12 CULT. ANTHROPOLOGY 527 (1997); 
ANDREW CANESSA, NATIVES MAKING NATION, GENDER, INDIGENEITY AND THE STATE IN THE ANDES (2005); 
Kimberly Theidon, Intimate Enemies: Violence and Reconciliation in Peru (forthcoming 
2009) (on file with author); RICHARD A. WILSON, MAYA RESURGENCE IN GUATEMALA: Q’EQCHI’ 
EXPERIENCES (1999).

 54. For a discussion of the role of violence in constructing masculinity, with torture as an 
important rite of passage that confers authority on the young men who survive it, see 
Julie Peteet, Male Gender and Rituals of Resistance in the Palestinian Intifada: A Cultural 
Politics of Violence, 21 AM. ETHNOLOGIST 31 (1994). 
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proliferation of criminal networks, a limited legal labor market, and a cul-
tural economy that fuses weapons, masculinity, and power, grabbing a gun 
is not necessarily an aberration. 

Indeed, for members of the poorest social classes, a pervasive “gun 
culture” blurs the line between combat zone and home front. In conversa-
tions with demobilized combatants, we made a point of asking why they 
had joined. For ex-combatants from the FARC or ELN, the primary reasons 
given for joining were: via an acquaintance who convinced the person to 
join (21 percent); because they lived in a zone controlled by an armed 
group and entering the ranks was quasi-natural (36 percent); recruited by 
force or threat (9 percent); or economic motivations (9 percent).55 With 
ex-combatants of the AUC, their principal reasons for joining were: via an 
acquaintance who convinced the person to join (29 percent); because they 
lived in a zone under paramilitary control and joining was “just what you 
did” (17 percent); recruited by force or threat (14 percent); or economic 
motivations (27 percent).56 

Combining “lived in a zone controlled by an armed group” with “en-
tered via an acquaintance” demonstrates that these young people grew up in 
contexts in which alternatives to war were almost invisible.57 I use the term 
“young people” deliberately; 65 percent of these ex-combatants entered an 
armed group when they were still minors. For example, “Ramón” spent four 
years with the AUC in Montería. When asked why he joined the group, he 
responded with a shrug:

Boredom. But more than anything because where I grew up—they had weapons, 
and everyone really respected them. They paid really well—they let you take 
vacations. It’s not like the guerrillas where you’re dying of hunger and they don’t 
even let you visit your mom. Besides—where I grew up, the state doesn’t exist. 
Montería is puro paraco (under paramilitary control). 

It is also worth noting that these former combatants live with images of a 
“militarized masculinity”—both the men and the women. This was espe-
cially true with the ex-paramilitaries, who explained that joining the AUC 
allowed them to “feel like a big man in the streets of their barrios,” to “go 
out with the prettiest young women,” and to “dress well,” privileges they 

 55. Theidon, Transitional Subjects, supra note 2, at 75.
 56. Id.
 57. I think here of the documentary “La Sierra,” filmed in the poor comunas (neighborhoods) 

that extend up the steep slopes above Medellín. The young men in the film belong to 
the paramilitaries, the guerrilla, and a variety of gangs or parches. They consistently 
refer to the fighting between their groups for control of the comunas as “war.” LA SIERRA 
(First Run/Icarus Films 2005). During my research in Medellín in 2006–2007, I grew 
accustomed to being escorted by one group of young men to one street corner, where 
they would take their leave because they dared not cross the street onto some other 
gang’s territory. While the DDR process has moved the guns from the street into the 
home, a complex criminal cartography continues to dictate who can move about and 
where.
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insist would not have been possible without carrying a gun.58 In Medellín, 
“J.M.” explained why he had joined the paramilitaries: “In this country, the 
man who has a weapon is a man who has power.” One goal of the DDR 
process should be demilitarizing the models of masculinity that these men 
and women have, particularly when these men have so little access to 
civilian symbols of masculine prestige, such as education, legal income, 
or decent housing.59 This militarized masculinity is part of a performance, 
and the audience comprises not only the other men with whom each man 
struggles for a place within the armed group’s hierarchy but also the young 
women who seek out these gran hombres (big men) as desirable partners 
in an economy of war. 

This desirability underscores the role of women in “making men.”60 
Cynthia Cockburn notes that male dominant systems involve a hierarchy 
among men—thus producing different and unequal masculinities—and 
that these masculinities are always defined in relation to each another and 
to women.61 I was constantly assured that women were “attracted to these 
men,” and the evidence engulfed me. I limit myself to one example. 

C. Gendering Security

On the balmy nights, it was young paramilitaries who populated the zona rosa 
in Apartadó. The United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia had achieved territo-
rial control of the city, the result of months of “social cleansing” in the poor 
barrios that ring the city. They had walked around with their lists of names, at 
times carrying off their victims, at times killing them right there in front of their 
families. Barrio Obrero, Barrio Policarpa—rumors about whose names would 
appear on those lists provoked a continuous level of anxiety in the barrios. Yet 
the zona rosa was full of life. The bars, the discotheques, the restaurants—they 
were all full, music blasting at maximum volume almost every night of the 

 58. The militarization of Colombian society is striking. I recall an advertisement that appeared 
frequently on the television last year as one component of Uribe’s “democratic security” 
initiative: “Colombia—A Country of 40 Million Soldiers,” referring to the promotion of 
a network of “citizen informants” as a means of extending the state’s authority across 
its territory. 

 59. SEXUAL MEANINGS: THE CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER AND SEXUALITY 14 (Sherry Ortner & 
Harriet Whitehead eds., 1981) discusses the role women play in men’s prestige strategies. 
Prestige, as they define it, includes command of materials and human resources, political 
power, personal skills, and connectedness to the wealthy, mighty, and the skilled.

 60. See MATTHEW C. GUTTMANN, THE MEANINGS OF MACHO: BEING A MAN IN MEXICO CITY (Michael 
Kimmel ed., 1996) for an enthographically rich analysis of the role women play in the 
construction of masculinities. 

 61. Cynthia Cockburn, The Gendered Dynamics of Armed Conflict and Political Violence, 
in VICTIMS, PERPETRATORS OR ACTORS?: GENDER, ARMED CONFLICT AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE 13, 16 
(Caroline N. O. Moser & Fiona Clark eds., 2001). 
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week. I walked along the main street with my friends, stunned by the number 
of young men everywhere. In each establishment, dozens of young men were 
seated, one arm holding a gun and the other wrapped around a Spandexed 
young woman in neon eye shadow. We were literally surrounded by paramilitar-
ies with their boar-bristle shaved heads and expensive clothes stamped with the 
brand Oxígeno on the pockets. A Spanish colleague who worked at the UNHCR 
assured me we could walk around peacefully; indeed, as she explained, “Ever 
since the muchachos took over, I don’t even have to lock the door of my house 
anymore. I can leave it open—no problem. There’s so much security now, no 
one touches anything.” 

—Fieldnotes, Apartadó, June 2001

I am not the first researcher to argue that justice and security are “private 
goods” in Colombia; clearly the state has failed miserably in both areas. 
In addition to the privatization of security, I want to consider how security 
itself is gendered and with what consequences. The gendered aspects of 
security first became clear in Ayacucho, Peru, where I worked with com-
munities that had been severely affected by internal armed conflict.62 Under 
threat of guerrilla attacks, authorities in many communities petitioned for 
the installation of military bases for “protection.” As I learned during years 
of research, those communities experienced a staggering level of sexual 
violence. Therefore, I began to question whose security was prioritized and 
at what price?63 Communal agreements implied certain sexual agreements, 
and thus security was a gendered good. The men in those communities built 
the military bases that multiplied throughout Ayacucho during the violence: 
women and girls “serviced” the troops. In some communities with which I 
worked, sex became a commodity as women began selling sex. Far more 
common, however, was rape. Communal “security” worked in contradic-
tory ways. 

While the specifics may be different in the regions of Colombia in which 
I work, the gendered dynamics are disturbingly familiar. Guns—and the men 
who use them—are both a threat and a source of security in a highly vio-
lent environment.64 Many of the former combatants with whom I work fear 

 62. See KIMBERLY THEIDON, ENTRE PRÓJIMOS: EL CONFLICTO ARMADO INTERNO Y LA POLÍTICA DE LA RECONCILI-
ACIÓN EN EL PERÚ (2004); Theidon, Transitional Subjects, supra note 2; Kimberly Theidon, 
Gender in Transition: Common Sense, Women and War, 6 J. HUM. RTS. 453 (2007). 

 63. I think here of the impact of militarization and the new forms of security and insecurity 
that a sustained military presence implies. For discussions on this issue, see CYNTHIA ENLOE, 
DOES KHAKI BECOME YOU? THE MILITARIZATION OF WOMEN’S LIVES (Pandora Press 1988) (1983); 
STATES OF CONFLICT: GENDER, VIOLENCE AND RESISTANCE (Susie Jacobs, Ruth Jacobson & Jennifer 
Marchbank eds., 2000).

 64. For an excellent history of the “diversity of violences” in Colombia, as well as an 
overview of the previous reinsertion processes and the limitations of negotiating a paz 
parcelada, see Gonzalo Sánchez Gómez, Guerra prolongada y negociaciones inciertas 
en Colombia, in VIOLENCIAS Y ESTRATEGIAS COLECTIVAS EN LA REGIÓN ANDINA 17 (Gonzalo Sánchez 
& Eric Lair eds., 2004).
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reprisals from still-active members of their group. As one ex-paramilitary in 
Bogota told me, “Above all, I fear the ‘Plan Pistola’ (the Pistol Plan).” Holding 
his hand to his head in a trigger-finger position, he explained, “We know 
that we’re being tracked down by the armed groups. They send murderers. 
That’s why I can’t just boletearme en el pueblo (show my face around town) 
because they’ll kill me.” 

However, these former combatants do not just fear for themselves; 
they also fear reprisals against the loved ones whom they are committed to 
protecting. Revenge for the death of family members is another motivation 
in the life histories of these men, and retribution figures strongly in their 
conceptions of justice. Laying down their weapons presents many of these 
young men with a conundrum: surrender their guns and trust the police to 
protect them, and in turn diminish their capacity to protect their families 
in the event that armed actors come for them. While some of the former 
combatants stoically accepted the possibility of their own deaths, they were 
not stoic when considering possible murder of partners, parents, or children. 
As I was frequently told, “I was trained for this, but they weren’t. If someone 
comes looking for me, I’ll defend my family—they don’t have any training 
for this sort of shit.”

Security is one reason why women seek out these men.65 In 2007, during 
one of my visits to the comunas in Medellín, I spent the afternoon talking 
with a group of former combatants, their mothers, and their girlfriends.66 
No one carried a weapon; indeed, when they reached into their pockets 
for something, it was usually a wallet with baby photos arranged in fold-
out plastic sheaths. As we walked in and out of their homes, several people 
pointed to the bullet holes that had left pockmarks on the walls and friends 
laid out one last time in their best clothes. 

I was able to talk with some of the young men alone as we stood in the 
middle of a small park they were building for their children. I asked them 
if they felt safe, knowing the question would prompt a round of snorts and 
laughter. 

“So what do you do now?” I asked. “I worry about you—I worry about 
your families.”

 65. This is true not only of the violent neighborhoods in which they live but also for those 
women who participated in the armed groups, especially the FARC and ELN. In our 
interviews with female ex-combatants, they have recounted that having a male partner 
was one way of avoiding the unwanted attention of other male combatants. Addition-
ally, pairing up with a higher level official (commandante) was a way to access certain 
benefits such as food, clothing, and other privileges. 

 66. The role of the mothers and girlfriends is a topic worthy of further research. I was ac-
companied by someone who had been a high-level member of the urban militias and 
now works with the mayor’s office on the Peace and Reconciliation process. My col-
league assured me that the women play a very important role in deciding when there 
will be violence, against whom, and whether or not that violence will be lethal. 
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One young man nodded and answered on behalf of the group. “We 
have protection at home. You know—we keep some protection in the house 
just in case something happens.” 

As my colleague and I walked up the street to the corner—and said 
good-bye because we were crossing onto another gang’s turf—he shrugged. 
“I know they keep guns in the house. You can’t blame them for wanting to 
know they can defend themselves and their families.” I nodded in agree-
ment, thinking of how many of these young men end up dead every year 
in Colombia. 

Guns in the house for protection; the irony warrants further comment. 
“Family” is one of the primary reasons these former combatants demobilized. 
Indeed, missing their families is a leitmotif in my conversations with these 
men. Some former guerrilla members even count their years in the FARC or 
ELN in terms of the number of Christmas seasons they spent without seeing 
their families. Family draws them home; yet it may also become another 
site of violence. 

Being a “good man” includes protecting and providing for one’s family; 
thus, setting down one’s weapon may be emasculating in several senses.67 
The young women are drawn to the gran hombres, who have the power of 
acquisition as well as the capacity to provide security in a violent public 
context. So they hide guns in the house “just in case.” 

However, the fantasy of family frequently conflicts with the reality of 
returning to one’s partner and children, which often results in a “domestica-
tion of violence” following war.68 One enduring impact of the militarization 
of daily life and the forging of militarized masculinities is an increase in 
domestic violence, a phenomenon noted in many post-conflict settings.69 
Thus, the security these men provide vis-à-vis public acts of violence may 
force women to accept a great deal of abuse in their personal lives. Indeed, 
as I reflect upon my interviews with the staff of the DDR shelters that accom-
modate nucleos familiares (family units), one constant concern was how to 
address the high level of domestic violence that characterizes these couples.70 

 67. For a psychoanalytically informed analysis of disarmament and symbolic castration, see 
MARIA CLEMENCIA CASTRO & CARMEN LUCIA DIAZ, GUERRILLA REINSERCIÓN Y LAZO SOCIAL (1997). 

 68. See Kimberly Theidon, Domesticando la violencia: El alcohol y las secuelas de la guerra, 
IDEELE: REVISTA DEL INSTITUTO DE DEFENSA LEGAL, July 1999, at 56. 

 69. See ELISABETH REHN & ELLEN JOHNSON SIRLEAF, WOMEN, WAR AND PEACE: THE INDEPENDENT EXPERTS’ 
ASSESSMENT ON THE IMPACT OF ARMED CONFLICT ON WOMEN AND WOMEN’S ROLES IN PEACE-BUILDING 
(2002), available at http://www.unifem.org/resources/item_detail.php?ProductID=17. 
Additionally, Catherine Lutz offers an analysis of the intersection of gender, race, and 
class in her book, CATHERINE LUTZ, HOMEFRONT: A MILITARY CITY AND THE AMERICAN 20TH CENTURY 
(2001).

 70. In a survey conducted by a research team from the University of Antioquia with funding 
from UNIFEM, researchers determined that domestic violence occurred in seven out 
of ten households in which the male partner was a demobilized combatant. Paulina 
Angarita Meneses, En 7 de Cada 10 Hogares de Reinsertados Hay Violencia, EL TIEMPO 
(Colom.), 31 Mar. 2008.
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Certainly this will require structural changes—for example, a state that can 
fulfill its obligation in terms of providing security and justice, a viable legal 
labor market, and poverty reduction—but it will also require changes in the 
hegemonic masculinity these men perform and the women desire.

D. Bodily Capital: Militarizing Masculinity

“Of all the sites where masculinities are constructed, reproduced, and deployed, 
those associated with war and the military are some of the most direct.”71 

The former combatants with whom I work have grown up in a context of 
class deprivation, with scant access to cultural or economic resources; some 
grew up in rural areas, others in the poor neighborhoods that ring Colom-
bia’s cities. While there are important differences among the young men and 
between the groups in which they fought, now I would like to emphasize 
their shared class background.72 The militarized masculinity they perform 
results from combat training, which includes both bodily and emotional 
indoctrination. In addition, it reflects a broader class dynamic that has led 
me to think in terms of a political economy of masculinity. 

Phillipe Bourgois’ research on a low-income barrio in Harlem reveals 
important similarities. Interested in the political economy of inner-city street 
culture, one component of Bourgois’ study was the alternative income-
generating strategies that consumed so much of the time and energy of the 
young men and women sitting on rundown stoops and the hoods of parked 
cars.73 He discovered a vast underground economy; indeed, 40 percent of 
all households in El Barrio received no legally declared wages or salaries.74 
As he argues, “Substance abuse in the inner city is merely a symptom—a 
vivid symbol—of deeper dynamics of social marginalization and alienation.”75 
He draws his reader’s attention to the “cultural assault” that El Barrio youths 
face when they venture out of their neighborhood. As he writes, “This has 
spawned what I call ‘inner-city street culture’: a complex and conflictual 
web of beliefs, symbols, modes of interaction, values, and ideologies that 
have emerged in opposition to exclusion from mainstream society.”76 How-
ever, a paradox reappears throughout the pages of his book: “The street 

 71. David H.J. Morgan, Theater of War: Combat, the Military, and Masculinities, in THEORIZING 
MASCULINITIES, supra note 13, at 165.

 72. For an excellent comparative study of individually demobilized combatants from the 
paramilitaries, the FARC, and the ELN, see CARDENAS SARRIAS, supra note 32. 

 73. BOURGOIS, supra note 48.
 74. Id. at 51. 
 75. Id. at 2. 
 76. Id. at 8. 
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culture of resistance is predicated on the destruction of its participants and 
the community harboring them. In other words, although street culture 
emerges out of a personal search for dignity and a rejection of racism and 
subjugation, it ultimately becomes an active agent in personal degradation 
and community ruin.”77 

While not all of the former combatants with whom I work are products 
of urban street culture, they are in part the product of limited life options 
and pervasive violence. Many of them join an armed group in hopes of 
achieving social mobility, yet whatever mobility they might achieve does 
not necessarily transfer to other social fields. Their bodily capital—and the 
high premium placed on physical force and prowess with a weapon—may 
be all they have to trade on the labor market. However, when these “entre-
preneurs in bodily capital” attempt to transition from combatant to civilian, 
their bodies are an obstacle. An analysis of how specific social worlds invest, 
shape, and deploy human bodies—and the concrete, incorporating practices 
harnessed to these ends—reveals that these men embody their violent pasts 
in enduring, albeit often unconscious, ways.78 

E. “Your Own Body Betrays You” 

In addition to carrying a weapon and strutting around like a “big man,” 
militarized masculinity has other important components. With very few 
exceptions, each interview begins with the “war mask”—or as one admin-
istrator in the CRO in Turbo described it, “They look at you with their ‘cara 
paraca’—their paramilitary face.” It is a face that explicitly seeks to inspire 
terror in others and is one tenacious trace of their participation in an armed 
group. The war face, however, is certainly not limited to the paramilitaries. 
As a former member of the FARC told me during a conversation outside of 
Bogotá:

Los malencarados (ill-tempered, hostile faces)—that’s when the rhythm of war 
grabs you. It’s an expression of machismo. They teach you that in the group, dur-
ing the training. With that look you believe you’re above everyone else—almost 
as though you were a commander. When people were killing, they changed 
their faces. You were malencarado—pure machismo. Looking like that made 
you feel like more of a man. 

 77. Id. at 9. 
 78. I am influenced here by Loïc Wacquant’s research with African-American boxers on 

Chicago’s South Side. Loïc Wacquant, Pugs at Work: Bodily Capital and Bodily Labour 
Among Professional Boxers, BODY & SOC’Y, Mar. 1995, at 65; Loïc WACQUANT, BODY AND 
SOUL: NOTEBOOKS OF AN APPRENTICE BOXER (2004).
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In his influential theory of “impression management,” Erving Goffman draws 
attention to the complex symbolism and performativity of social interac-
tion.79 His emphasis on the dramaturgical aspects of the presentation of 
self in social contexts resonates when considering the carefully cultivated 
bearing of the combatant whose successful “role-playing” may well make 
the difference between life and death. In a climate of aggressive interaction 
and tremendous distrust, punctuated by bloody episodes of combat, learn-
ing to carry oneself like a malencarado was an important component of the 
combatant’s bodily armor. 

Over the course of these interviews, I came to assume that the technique 
du corps these men learned as part of their transformation into combatants 
was something unconscious, a result of being surrounded by other combat-
ants.80 Certainly that is part of the story; their bodies reflect what they see in 
those around them. “Mario,” however, explained that they are trained how 
to use their bodies because “[i]t’s the body itself that can betray you.” 

Mario, former combatant from the FARC, shelter in Medellín, January 
2007:

“Did they tattoo in your group, Mario? For example, in the guerrilla—
did members of the group start tattooing themselves?”

“Well, that’s another thing that depends on the commandante of the 
frente (front). It really depends on him—whether he likes it or not. But it’s 
also in the rules and they usually don’t like people getting tattoos.”

“Why is that?” I wondered.
“Because from the military viewpoint, in the intelligence part is where 

they really deal with it. How will they recognize you? How will they search 
for you? So-and-so has a tattoo of Che on his right arm—that’s the thing. 
That’s why they prohibit it—no tattoos. Those are things that can identify 
you. But always, like I say, there is always someone undisciplined, the com-
mandante who lets people go ahead and do it.”

“Mario, there is something else that really strikes me. It’s how you learn 
to look at people. Wait—let me do it for you. I’m learning how to do it!” I 
set down my glasses and put on my fiercest war face. 

We both started laughing, which did not help me keep up “the look.”
“Ah, see—I’m still learning!”
Mario smiled again, but did not say anything. 
I leaned forward. “You sometimes start to do it with me, no? It’s sort of 

funny—so many years learning how because your survival might depend on 

 79. ERVING GOFFMAN, THE PRESENTATION OF SELF IN EVERYDAY LIFE (Overlook Press 1973) (1959).
 80. I am thinking here, of course, of Marcel Mauss and his work on culture and the body, 

and how we learn to use and inhabit our bodies as members of a particular cultural 
group. See Marcel Mauss, Techniques of the Body, 2 ECON. & SOC’Y 70 (1973) (1934). 
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being harder than the next guy. You were telling me how you learn to use 
your body, your face . . . wait—you’re doing it again right now.”

“A defiant look?”
“Exactly. The war face.”
“Yeah, because I remember the police stopping me so many times in the 

street. They kept asking me if I was a soldier. I said no, but they would keep 
insisting—asking if I had done my service. So they’d keep asking—they’d say 
‘but you have . . . you’re a soldier. You’re a combatant.’ I’d say no, nothing 
like that. It happened a lot. Another thing that happens a lot is with intel-
ligence, you have to demonstrate firmness. I know it plays a big part with 
intelligence. If the enemy grabs me and is interviewing me, I have to show 
firmness. Let’s say a military guy is interviewing me, a military psychologist 
is sitting across from me—he’ll play a lot with my mirada (look). I have to 
show him firmness in my look—they trained me for that when I was out there 
(in the FARC). For example, I received that kind of training—they teach you 
this. The first thing you are going to do when you greet un militar (a soldier) 
is give him a firm look. You never lower your eyes because if you lower your 
eyes he’s going to immediately wonder what you’re hiding. ‘You, why are 
you staring at the floor? You don’t want to look at me—Why?’ The military 
want to trap you in a lie. So they (the FARC) teach you how to look, how 
to use your face. I had to deal with this so many times.” 

“This is so interesting. I didn’t know you learned this—I just thought it 
came with the water you drink! So they really teach you how to look, how 
to hold your body?”

He nodded. “In the intelligence courses—that’s where they teach you 
these things. If you have to deal with a member of the military, get it into 
your head that you are not a guerrilla but a soldier. So you learn that and 
with practice you learn. So when you are seated with a military psycholo-
gist—well, they really study bodily expression, no? So you really get trained 
in this—a lot. Make a fist with your left hand! Make a fist with your right 
hand! They watch you. So you’re right-handed. They can see you have more 
strength in your right hand than in your left. So look—I know that from the 
first moment you need to know how to defend yourself; you have to know 
how to express yourself, and they train you for that.” 

Once again his face changed, all animation drained and the mask ap-
peared again. 

“Oh Mario—that face is back!”
We laughed because, while it was so apparent to me, he really had not 

noticed that he kept moving in and out of his “military armor.” 
He shook his head. “So many times I give myself away by that. I mean 

now—I give myself away. People will start asking me ‘Hey, weren’t you . . . .?  
Weren’t you? You just don’t want to tell me, no?’” He shook his head again. 
“It’s just that you receive so much training and se mentaliza tanto en eso, 
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realmente hasta usted se convence de las mentiras (they “mentalize” you in 
that, really until you are convinced by the lies). Until you’re convinced by 
what they’re saying. That’s how it has to be in the military training. But it’s 
so difficult later for you to montarse en la sociedad civil (remake yourself 
in civil society). You have all these traits, no? For example, in intelligence—
when you’re in there (the group)—and you recognize a member of the 
military. If you are a new guerrilla—this is what always gives a member of 
the military away when they are sent to conduct intelligence out there. So 
you are a new guerrilla with military posture. You come to my group and 
we start training and we’re training two or three hours—training hard and 
you don’t even sweat. You aren’t even tired. Well, we’ll know the guy has 
something going on.” 

“I hadn’t though about that, but it makes sense.”
“Of course. Physical ability is when you realize—lots of people get 

fingered for that. Oh, you’ve got to be careful when they train you how to 
march. They call that orden cerrado, and it’s whether you turn out to the left 
or the right. In the army, in the police, they always turn and stamp with the 
right foot. In the guerrilla, the FARC, it’s with the left. So you—you’re just a 
muchacho maybe and don’t even know what’s going on. They keep giving 
you the order, over and over. If you turn left—‘Ah, he’s not military.’” 

“So that must be why you told me the body itself can betray a per-
son?”

Mario nodded. “It betrays you because it’s mechanized. Your body is 
mechanized. Let’s say you ask that muchacho, ‘Hey listen—were you . . . .?’  
In a friendly way, without tying him up or anything, without threatening 
him. ‘Hey, listen, you did your military service, no?’ There he is, already 
betrayed.”

“Yeah.”
“Because if you sit him down, you can talk to him—talk, talk, talk to him. 

And what’s always going to come out is ‘Well, they sent me, ordered me to 
do intelligence here. But I’m not doing it. I came here because I want to be 
with you, join your forces. I think you’re right. Look, forgive me but . . . .’  
I tell you—the body always betrays you.” 

“Mario, can someone learn to lose this? I mean, so the person demobi-
lizes. Can they unlearn the things they were trained to do?”

“Sure, but they need to start. Therapy will always be a part of it. It’s a 
huge therapy, working. But yeah, you have to leave behind the traces, return 
to being a civilian. And it’s practice—it’s daily life.” 

Mario paused for a moment to stare out the window at the park across 
the street. “The body is very expressive.” 

When I reflect upon the conversations I have had with the muchachos, 
I realize I always touch them—their forearms, their shoulders, or their backs 
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while they cry. When they give me the warrior face, I suppress the quasi-
automatic tendency to pull back to some imagined, safe distance. Quite 
the contrary, I lean forward and look them in the eyes. My manner is not 
defiant; rather I try to close the distance and touch their carefully cultivated 
“impenetrable bodies.” 

In addition to their techniques du corps, many ex-combatants—par-
ticularly from the coast—have used magic to protect themselves during 
combat. For instance, “Diomedes,” who was at the finca in Sasaima, had 
operated for three years in the FARC, followed by eight years in the AUC. 
After describing the many combats he had survived, he explained why he 
was still alive: “I’m crossed. I’ve been injured seven times, several times in 
the testicles. But the bullets never entered because I was crossed.”

A “crossed body” is the result of witches’ power. These witches—all 
of whom were described as elderly women—work with “black magic” to 
protect the combatants’ bodies. Via chants and herbs, they attempt to ren-
der the men’s bodies impervious to bullets. I have come to think of these 
men as “untouchables”: in addition to bodies capable of repelling bullets, 
they have also spent years inspiring fear and repelling their enemies. They 
have learned to be hard and impenetrable, both physically and emotionally. 
What served them well as combatants, however, does not translate well 
into civilian life. 

The young men tell me that people look at them as though they are 
“strange insects” or a “new race.” Additionally, in militarizing themselves 
they also have attempted to limit the range of emotions to those best suited 
for the combat zone. Emotions, of course, are also gendered, and gaining 
access to a wider range of emotions is also a component of demilitarizing 
these men. One way to open up space for alternative masculinities to emerge 
is by assisting these men in accessing a full range of emotions beyond those 
that made them “combat ready.” I am convinced that one reason these for-
mer combatants have been so willing to speak with me is that they can “let 
down their guard,” at least for a few hours. Thus, the reintegration process 
must include corporeal and sentimental re-education. In the short-term, this 
would consist of helping them learn new forms of communicating, both 
verbally and physically. 

Once again, I think of the women. How might we resignify what it 
means to be “verraco”—virile and desirable? The following conversation 
provides some ideas of the challenges to doing so and perhaps some ideas 
of where one might begin. 

I had a long conversation with a former combatant from the FARC who 
was staying at a shelter in Medellín. I had asked him about the role of women 
in the guerrilla, and he thought for a moment before responding. 

“In the group, a woman—well, she’s practically not a woman. She’s not 
a woman because she’s just one more combatant. I mean, the women do 
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the same work—it’s not as though it’s individualized like the women are 
more delicate so they can’t do this or that. Right? No—everyone’s equal. So 
women lose their femininity and . . . well it’s like in the society in general—
not just out there. Men are really machista with women, always exploiting 
them sexually. Part of it’s the man’s fault, part of it’s the woman’s because 
the women se relajan (“get relaxed,” as in loosening up their morals) out 
there (in the group). I see it—I mean, it’s not a normal thing but the same 
society has made it that way because everyday we’re bombarded with 
advertisements—even for gum, candy. You see a woman in a bikini—they 
are always marketing images of women. So it’s also become something 
natural—it’s what they market. So out there it’s the same thing—the guys are 
thinking about women a lot because every guerrillero wants to get himself a 
socia to be with him, sleep with him, you know. And so the women—well, 
the women really become prostitutes because they start out . . . first with 
one guy in one bed, then the next night another one, another night another 
bed. When their compañero is on a mission, they get together with someone 
else—that’s how it happens.” 

“But Mario—tell me something. Do the women get together with men 
to protect themselves? I ask because some of the women have told me they 
look at, say, the commandante and think to themselves that there is a man 
who can protect her from the rest of them. So there’s a kind of logic to it. I 
don’t know, but I wonder if that is part of it?”

Mario nodded his head emphatically. “Inside (the group), well that’s 
another role that society has sold us on. Society has filled women’s heads 
with the idea that they’re the weaker sex.” 

“Hmmm, that is the message, isn’t it?”
“That’s the message—women are the weaker sex so they feel this over-

whelming need to feel protected. Let me tell you something—most of the 
women say they look for the commandante. Oh, he’s the one who will 
protect me! He has all the power, he has money, he can buy me nice things. 
Yeah—I’ve heard the women say that,” Mario added. 

“It’s the economy of war, no? Women choose someone who can protect 
them, give them something. I think it’s part of a perverse logic, a logic that 
comes with the war.” 

“Yeah,” he replied. “But look—this isn’t just in the guerrilla. You see this 
everywhere in the barrios.” He waved his hand to indicate the neighborhood 
surrounding the shelter. “Let’s say a guy has a motorcycle, a gun—that’s the 
guy the girls are looking for. He’s the kind of guy they like.” Mario sat back 
in his chair, warming up to the topic. “Now, let’s take the guy who goes 
out everyday, he takes his lunch with him, he goes to work and from work 
he goes back home. Maybe he even finds the time to study. Ah! That guy is 
a joke, a fool! He’s not like the guy who walks up and down with his gun, 
rides around on his motorcycle. The women like that guy—he’s got power 
and can take care of her. That’s the way it is.”
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“I think you’re right, Mario. That’s part of what needs to change because 
the women also participate in all of this.”

“Yeah. Absolutely! I’ve always said that when women celebrate this—
when they’re thinking that the guy who can give me everything belongs to 
a carjacking ring, a motorcycle jacking ring and he always has some money 
in his pocket. . . . Well, what can you do? So they make mistakes and think 
they’re going to live with him, that he’ll give them everything—sure, ev-
erything material, but it turns out he’s never home and suddenly they’re hit 
with reality. Now she’s wondering how she could have been so stupid—that 
he’s never home. When he does show up, he shows up drunk, and when 
he wakes up somewhere else he’s waking up with someone else! That’s the 
reality—they are hit with a tremendous reality. But look at the role both of 
them play in this—both sides are guilty. You can’t just lay the blame on the 
men or on the women—they’re both guilty here.”

In his analysis of gender and war, Joshua Goldstein notes that women 
often actively participate in facilitating men’s militarized masculinity.81 Ma-
rio eloquently demonstrates how this works both in the guerrilla and in the 
low-income barrios in which these men and women live. He also provides 
insight into the gendered double standard that belies the guerrillas’ discourse 
of equality (there are few women in the paramilitaries and no pretense of 
gender equality). Former combatants from the FARC and ELN—both men 
and women—frequently would begin by assuring me that everyone is treated 
equally in the armed group and then proceed to give innumerable examples 
of gender bias and rank privilege. Female ex-combatants spoke at length about 
sexual harassment, coercive unions, forced abortions, strenuous physical labor 
during their menstrual periods, and other forms of gender discrimination they 
had experienced and witnessed. Similarly, male ex-combatants would assure 
me that equality was the norm and then proceed to discuss how their female 
comrades had been sexually promiscuous and undisciplined. Importantly, 
all the male ex-combatants stated they would not be interested in having a 
female ex-combatant as a partner now because la mujer guerrillera es muy 
puta (the female guerrilla is a real whore or slut). 

Adding gender to DDR programs should include examining the ste-
reotypes that former combatants articulate and that DDR programs may 
unintentionally perpetuate about men and women, masculinity and feminin-
ity. In the shelters and fincas I visited, staff told me the “women are more 
problematic,” referring to the female ex-combatants. They described these 
women as emotionally needy, disruptive, sexually promiscuous, and prone 
to fighting. While women may well have different problems than the male 

 81. GOLDSTEIN, supra note 5, at 306. 
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ex-combatants, I am not convinced that they are “more problematic” per se. 
The figure of the “combatant” has been so over-determined that gender—
whether male, female, or other—has simply been shoved into the background. 
To be a combatant was to be male, and thus “gender” was not an issue. The 
programs were designed around that generic figure. 

This article turns now to a discussion of how DDR programs might 
benefit from making masculinities more visible and thus more amenable to 
discussion and transformation. 

F. “Adding Gender” to DDR: Reconstructing Masculinities

“And how might maleness be reconstructed following periods of violence?”82

The need for structural reforms in Colombia is clear, and those reforms 
are admittedly beyond the mandate of a DDR program or of transitional 
justice—in its narrow “transition to liberal democracy” guise. Regardless, 
this does not mean that nothing can be done, nor that the material always 
trumps the ideological or cultural, (mis)understood as separate realms. Thus 
my recommendations focus on what could be incorporated into the exist-
ing DDR program. Frank Pearl, Colombia’s High Advisor for the Social and 
Economic Reintegration of Persons and Illegal Groups, has acknowledged 
that the country’s DDR program will never be able to compete with the 
monetary resources controlled by the drug trade.83 The incentives to remain 
civilian need to include a combination of economic benefits and a change 
in attitudes. Indeed, there are several ways to approach the attitudinal issue, 
moving between the individual, the family, the broader community, and the 
Colombian state. 

As previously mentioned, family was a key theme in the conversations 
I have had with former combatants. In these interviews, contradictions 
abounded: the desire to avenge the death of a family member may have 
prompted the individual to join an armed group; in other cases it is something 
of a family tradition to head off to war in the ranks of either the paramilitaries 
or the guerrillas; in still other cases, soldiering was an escape from a miser-
able home life. While contradictory and conflictive, the (perhaps idealized) 
image of la familia was a powerful leitmotif in our conversations. Given the 
importance of family, this could be a point of departure for discussing new 

 82. Antje Krog, Locked into Loss and Silence: Testimonies of Gender and Violence at the 
South African Truth Commission, in VICTIMS, PERPETRATORS OR ACTORS? GENDER, ARMED CONFLICT 
AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE, supra note 61, at 203.

 83. Comments made during Frank Pearl’s Address at the Transitional Justice and DDR Meet-
ing hosted by the International Center for Transitional Justice (22–23 May 2007). 
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ways of caring for, providing for, and protecting loved ones. Being around 
to participate in raising one’s children and see them grow into adulthood is 
a powerful incentive. At one of the collective demobilization ceremonies in 
Apartadó, when small children went running across the soccer field to throw 
their arms around the men standing in rows before the pile of discarded 
weapons, I heard several of the children say, “Papa, stay with me and don’t 
ever go back to el monte.” Family offers a key incentive to remain a civilian, 
but it must also be an area in which the DDR program intervenes to help 
ex-combatants script new possibilities.

Unfortunately, the DDR program perpetuates gender stereotypes. Where 
there are “nucleos familiares,” I watched the mealtime routines and daily 
interaction. At mealtime, the men pulled out a chair, sat down, and waited 
for their partners to serve them. The women, many with a baby slung over 
one hip, walk back and forth from the kitchen serving the men and sub-
sequently clearing the plates. The women care for the children, while the 
men participate in the various DDR program requirements, which include 
educational and vocational training. Thus, the program reinforces a patriar-
chal “family unit,” with a marked, gendered division of labor. Additionally, 
the designated beneficiary of the program is the demobilized combatant; 
repeated failure to abide by the rules of the DDR program could result in 
expulsion and the termination of their monthly stipend—leaving the family 
as well as the combatant cut off from support. This is a powerful disincen-
tive for battered partners to report abuse; a female partner who is finan-
cially dependent on a former combatant may find herself forced to choose 
between his monthly allowance and another beating. This is just one of 
many examples of the ways in which DDR programs, as currently designed, 
fail to consider the unintended consequences of their policies and remain 
remarkably gender-blind. 

Additionally, most of these men were not taught how to be loving part-
ners or fathers. A number of them commented to me how difficult it was to 
suddenly find themselves living with crying babies and female partners who 
want more than the socia role. The idealized image of family may contrast 
sharply with the reality of living together, and the tensions this provokes 
frequently turn violent. As in most countries, gender-based violence existed 
prior to the armed conflict and may be exacerbated in certain spheres in 
the post-war period. These men and their families would benefit from fam-
ily counseling that examines the violent patterns of interaction they have 
learned, situating that violent behavior within broader structures of inequality 
that include not only gender but also class, ethnicity, and race. 

These suggestions will require additional training for the staff in the 
DDR program. Many of the staff members share a similar background with 
the men and women enrolled in the DDR process; a number of them are 
former combatants or gang members. Indeed, at times I was uncertain who 
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was staff and who was a former combatant. While this background allows 
them to establish credibility with the former combatants—“not just talk the 
talk but walk the walk”—they may well share the same sort of gendered 
double standard that is one of the problems that must be addressed. Work-
ing on “gender issues” requires increasing awareness of how gendered 
relations involve power differentials that may not change simply because 
male combatants lay down their weapons. Loïc Wacquant has suggested that 
researchers consider “occupational belief systems,” and the use of violence 
to settle conflicts was the norm within the armed groups in which these 
men operated and, for many of them, the families and neighborhoods in 
which they were raised.84 

Additionally, the shelters, fincas, and CROs are heteronormative en-
vironments in which the men continue to jockey for position. Part of this 
jockeying includes aggressive male behavior and a continued devaluation 
of characteristics considered “feminine.” Where is there “refuge” from the 
hegemonic masculinity they have learned? Most telling was a conversation 
in Medellín with an ex-combatant from the FARC. The young man did not 
want me to tape anything or even take notes. We spoke for about an hour 
before I could tell that he was working himself up to reveal a big secret. 
And what was it? Not the training, killing, combat—no, he was quite matter 
of fact about those topics. His big secret was that he was gay and that he 
could not let anyone know. “They don’t put up with that in the group—no 
way. And here?” He laughed bitterly and rolled his eyes. 

Opening space for alternative masculinities is something the DDR pro-
gram could accomplish. By addressing the attitudes and behavior that these 
former combatants have learned and by bringing to conscious awareness the 
“second nature” of gendered patterns of thought and conduct, the program 
could begin scripting alternative social possibilities. For instance, many of 
these men tell me that they are tired of war and killing. Moreover, many 
of them feel deceived by their experiences, stating that they are the ones 
who did the fighting and risked their lives while the commanders were the 
ones who got rich. This deception could be a resource if the DDR program 
made more explicit what these men gain in the transition from combatant 
to civilian. This would mean working more effectively with the neighboring 
barrios and communities in which these men and women live in order to 
address and minimize mutual fears. Carving out space to be a civilian and 
to act like one is crucial and of course, would require the Colombian state 
to guarantee some level of security. 

Additionally, I recall Jefferson, the young man who brought his para-
military friend to speak with me. Where are the young men who are not 

 84. Wacquant, Pugs at Work, supra note 78. 
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involved in violence? Somehow the “Jeffersons” are invisible. They practice 
an alternative masculinity, and it is important to find out how they have 
managed to do so. In a suggestive article on Sri Lanka, Jonathan Spencer 
traces the life history of one young man who did not accept the moral 
arguments of any armed party to the conflict and refused to participate.85 
Spencer insists on the need to understand the agency behind both violence 
and non-violence, asking, “What are the circumstances which allow a space 
for the nonparticipant?”86 Did Jefferson’s involvement in an active diocese 
of the Catholic Church allow him to construct and maintain a non-violent 
identity? Where are the other social spaces in which violence is not a central 
component in the construction of manhood? How might the DDR program 
make these young men and their non-violent options more visible, valued, 
and desirable?

These questions lead to a consideration of the Colombian media and its 
glorification of men, guns, and violence. I do not posit some simple equa-
tion between seeing violence and committing violence. Clearly the process 
is far more complicated. However, the Colombian Army runs a twenty-four 
hour a day television station that is a non-stop advertising campaign for 
men, uniforms, guns, and power. Radio stations play narcocorridos that 
raise drug dealers and thugs to quasi-mythical status. Conversely, the media 
could be a powerful tool in presenting other images of being a man—and 
a desirable one at that. 

IV. CONCLUSIONS

This article began by suggesting that both DDR programs and transitional 
justice initiatives could benefit from exploring the ways in which milita-
rized men are produced and militarized masculinities are performed. Such 
exploration could inform strategies designed to actively reconstruct what 
it means to be a man in particular historical and social contexts. As Judith 
Butler has argued, gender is not only a social construct but a performance 
as well—less a state of being than a process of becoming.87 This process is 
continuous, disrupting the linear, teleological narratives of both DDR and 
the field of transitional justice. 

Addressing violent masculinities should be a key concern when “add-
ing gender” to these interventions. A focus on violent masculinities could 

 85. Jonathan Spencer, On Not Becoming a “Terrorist”: Problems of Memory, Agency and 
Community in the Sri Lankan Conflict, in VIOLENCE AND SUBJECTIVITY 120 (Veena Das et al. 
eds., 2000).

 86. Id. at 120. 
 87. JUDITH BUTLER, GENDER TROUBLE: FEMINISM AND THE SUBVERSION OF IDENTITY (1990).
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in turn bring into focus the daily forms of violence that escape the limited 
time frame of a “transition” and extend our scope of concern to the forms 
of violence that fall outside what is narrowly defined as “political.” These 
daily forms of harm—what I refer to as the “post-violence violence” that 
characterizes periods euphemistically labelled post-conflict—have been 
located “outside” the standard transitional justice framework. Yet, these 
forms of violence escalate dramatically in the wake of war, and the failure 
to dismantle the gender regimes that were forged in conflict settings allows 
them to remain woefully intact during times of “peace.” Security itself is 
a gendered good. For the millions of girls and women who reap so little 
from the proverbial “peace dividend,” transforming boys and men could 
help separate out violence from masculinity, security from wielding a gun 
or seeking out a man who does.

It is an anthropological maxim that masculinities and femininities are 
culturally constructed and variable. I foreground that here: what is constructed 
can be transformed. This will require an interdisciplinary approach that uses 
the tools of psychology, political science, anthropology, and economics to 
analyze locally and regionally salient notions of gender and violence. Trans-
forming the hegemonic, militarized masculinities that characterize former 
combatants can help further the goals of both DDR and transitional justice 
processes. By doing so, adding gender might contribute to building peace 
on both the battlefield and the home front. 


