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Abstract 
 

This thesis offers insights into the gendered experiences of reintegration by studying the motherhood of 

the recent FARC mothers in post-accord Colombia. After a decades long conflict, these FARC mothers 

are able to live and experience motherhood together with their new born babies. During reincorporation 

they are finding themselves in the transition from guerrilla life to civilian life. This thesis shows the 

reality of the FARC mothers by analysing their everyday experiences and how they give shape to their 

motherhood in this new context. It offers an interesting approach as it studies the motherhood 

phenomenon from a social and relational perspective. This thesis also analyses the reconfiguration of 

FARC mothers’ gender roles during reincorporation. Additionally, it considers post-accord Colombia a 

setting where different individual as well as collective ‘transformations’ and ‘accommodations’ are 

possible. The performance of motherhood is one of the many accommodations that female ex-

combatants started to make during reincorporation. These accommodations bring along particular 

experiences, feelings, challenges and processes, which offer insights into the broader reincorporation 

context of post-accord Colombia. All in all, this thesis captures how FARC mothers shape and 

experience their motherhood in post-accord Colombia, while it tells these stories through the eyes of the 

FARC mothers themselves.  

Key words: 

FARC, FARC mother(s), motherhood, post-accord Colombia, reincorporation, experiences, challenges, 

gender roles 

 

Resumen 
 

Esta tesis ofrece nuevos conocimientos sobre las experiencias de género de la reintegración a través del 

estudio de la maternidad de las recientes ‘madres de las FARC’ en la Colombia pos-acuerdo. Después 

de décadas de conflicto, estas madres son capaces de vivir y experimentar la maternidad junto a sus 

bebés. Durante la reincorporación se encuentran en una transición de la vida guerrillera a la vida civil. 

Esta tesis muestra la realidad de las madres mientras estudia sus experiencias del día a día y cómo dan 

forma a su maternidad en este nuevo contexto. La tesis estudia el fenómeno de la maternidad desde una 

perspectiva social y relacional y es por ello que la tesis ofrece una perspectiva interesante. También 

estudia la reconfiguración de los roles de género de las mujeres mientras se están reincorporando. La 

tesis considera la Colombia pos-acuerdo como un contexto donde diferentes ‘acomodaciones’ y 

‘transformaciones’ individuales y colectivas son posibles. La maternidad es considerada como una de 

muchas acomodaciones que mujeres excombatientes empezaron a hacer durante la reincorporación. 

Estas acomodaciones conllevan ciertas experiencias, sentimientos, dificultades y procesos, los cuales 

ofrecen conocimientos sobre el contexto de reincorporación más amplio en la Colombia pos-acuerdo. 

En definitiva, la tesis recoge cómo las ‘madres de las FARC’ dan forma y experimentan su maternidad 

en la Colombia pos-acuerdo, mientras cuenta las historias a través de los ojos de las mismas ‘madres de 

las FARC’.     

Palabras claves: 

FARC, ‘madres de las FARC’, maternidad, Colombia pos-acuerdo, reincorporación, experiencias, 

desafíos, roles de género 
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1. Introduction 
 

‘Un hijo representa la vida’  

‘A child represents life’ 

Sara [Bogota, 28th of January] 

While I was drinking a coffee with Sara in a café in Bogota she told me, clearly moved: ‘A child 

represents life’. It was a precious moment where she managed to transfer the overwhelming happy 

feeling she had been having ever since she became a mother. During the conversation it soon became 

clear: giving life and taking care of life were incredibly special after many years where taking life and 

death were not uncommon. She was not afraid to show her emotions while she spoke about her recent 

motherhood. According to her, she was one of the first women who became pregnant during Colombia’s 

historical peace process, and many more would follow her. The conversation with Sara was my first 

encounter with a FARC mother2 and stayed on my mind during the entire fieldwork [P.O., Bogota, 

January]. 

Since the historical peace process and the peace agreement between the Colombian government of 

President Juan Manuel Santos and the Revolutionary Forces of Colombia (FARC) on the 24th of 

November 2016, a significant amount of its female ex-combatants has become pregnant and given birth: 

a real ‘baby boom’ as it has been referred to by many journalists (Al Jazeera, 2017; Cosoy, 2017; Otis, 

2017; Wright, 2017). Approximately 168 women (7,2% of the 23% demobilized female ex-combatants) 

were pregnant in 2017 when they had just entered the reincorporation3 program (Universidad Nacional 

de Colombia, 2017). Other sources claim that around 300 babies would be born in 2017 while FARC 

ex-combatants were moving into the transition zones (ZTVN’s). This number could increase rapidly 

with the formation of new couples in the ZTVN’s (Moreno, 2017; Telesur, 2017). Female ex-combatants 

have not only started to give life to children, but since the peace agreement they are also being able to 

fulfil their mother role with children they had before or during the conflict. This is a significant 

difference from how motherhood looked like for female combatants when they were actively 

participating in the conflict and unable to fulfil their mother role in a similar way.    

Becoming a mother during the armed conflict was unacceptable unless you would leave your child with 

relatives outside combat, who would be in charge of the caretaking. In fact, female FARC combatants 

have been exposed to forced contraception and (forced) abortions during combat. The impossibility of 

a conventional motherhood4, where a mother would be spending motherhood alongside her children, 

illustrates FARC’s priority with the armed conflict instead of with creating families (Stanski, 2006: 148). 

I consider this a rather straightforward decision from an insurgent group. It is in line with their Marxist 

ideology which, according to feminists, ignore the reproductive and domestic roles of women (Barth, 

2002: 12; Gjelsvik, 2005: 55). According to the FARC, pregnancy and children did not only form a risk 

to the female combatants who were having babies, but they formed a risk to the entire unit (Herrera & 

Porch, 2016: 626; Wüstner, 2017: 16). For those reasons, during the time as female combatants in the 

FARC, performing the guerrillera5 role conflicted with the conventional mother role. Because 

motherhood was so strictly controlled during the guerrilla, the peace agreement brought along the 

possibility to think about children and the formation of families, which many may have never imagined 

doing so during the decades long conflict. The recent motherhood therefore illustrates a radical change 

in the lives of the former combatants, which makes the ‘baby boom’ an even more interesting 

phenomenon to study. 

                                                           
2 FARC mother: throughout this thesis I use ‘FARC mother(s)’ to refer to the female FARC ex-combatants who became mothers 

during the peace process or after the peace agreement. 
3 In this thesis ‘reincorporation’ will be used to refer to the reintegration of FARC ex-combatants who demobilized as a result 

of the peace agreement in November 2016.  
4 When I mention ‘conventional mother role’ or ‘conventional motherhood’ throughout this thesis, I refer to the mother role 

which we, as society, are most familiar with: the mother role where a mother is able to share motherhood alongside her baby 

or child, where she is actively involved in the upraising and is able to share the experiences of childhood of her baby or child.  
5 Guerrillera: Spanish for female guerrillero. 
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Research Puzzle 
Today, almost three years after the signing of the peace agreement, it is the right moment to reflect on 

the ‘baby boom’ phenomenon. Questions that arise are: what were the reasons for female combatants to 

become pregnant when peace is around the corner? How do these women experience and give shape to 

their motherhood in post-accord Colombia? What does the mother role imply for the gender roles of 

these ex-combatants? For the reason that this phenomenon started recently, little is known about what it 

means for female FARC ex-combatants to give life and take care of life after a usually long period where 

taking life was not uncommon. Instead, most (academic) literature has focused on sexual violence, the 

unwanted pregnancies or (forced) abortions within the FARC. Other literature has been ignoring 

women’s agency and multiple roles in armed conflict by victimizing combatants (Céspedes-Báez & 

Jaramillo, 2018: 89; Smet, 2009: 154; Gjelsvik, 2010: 52; Farr, 2003: 26).  

The reincorporation in post-accord Colombia, where gender inequality and patriarchy are deeply rooted 

in society, implies a significant change from life within the FARC where tasks were said to be equally 

distributed among male and female combatants. Besides that, even though women were considered 

equal to men in combat, this equality does not necessarily continue when the conflict is over (Avoine & 

Tillman, 2015: 221; Smet, 2009: 159). Female ex-combatants often face a double stigmatization for 

firstly being a woman and secondly being a combatant (LIMPAL Colombia & FARC, 2018: 42). The 

potential challenges that the FARC mothers have to deal with during their reincorporation process make 

it particularly relevant to study this recent performance of motherhood. Also, the challenges these FARC 

mothers are confronted with serve as a reflection on the overall current reincorporation process in Post-

Accord Colombia. All in all, this thesis aims to contribute to the knowledge about how female FARC 

ex-combatants experience and give shape to their motherhood and gender roles during the process of 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia.  

By looking at motherhood I aim to contribute to the understanding of the gendered experiences of 

reintegration through the eyes of the recent FARC mothers. In my opinion this is a unique lens and a 

rather new approach of looking at the reintegration of former combatants in society. By adding 

motherhood to reintegration, reintegration is being studied from a very human and social point of view. 

The knowledge that will be gained by answering the above questions will not solely contribute to the 

knowledge about the processes occurring in post-accord Colombia, but these insights will also be 

relevant for other post-conflict and post-war settings, especially in those settings where there has been 

a significant amount of female combatants inside the ranks. In that regard, answering these questions 

can ultimately add to the wider knowledge and theory about female ex-combatants. This makes this 

thesis not only relevant for the Colombian post-accord context and our understanding of it, but it 

contributes to similar global processes as well.  

In order to understand how FARC mothers experience and give shape to their motherhood and gender 

roles in post-accord Colombia, I have used three theories in this thesis. The first theory, post-insurgency, 

serves as the theory that this thesis departs from. Its allows for an analysis of the ‘baby boom’ and the 

recent motherhood from a social and relational point of view instead of from the international policy 

point of view. The second theory, militarized femininity and the third theory, gender performativity, 

together form the gendered perspective on the lived experiences that post-insurgency studies. This 

gendered approach is crucial because the recent motherhood of FARC ex-combatants is a highly 

gendered phenomenon. Militarized femininity helps to understand FARC mothers’ femininity during 

the insurgency and its implications in post-accord Colombia. Gender performativity assumes that 

different genders can take up different roles in different settings. It therefore studies those gender roles 

during reincorporation by understanding those roles in the insurgency. Both gender theories are strongly 

interlinked: I assume that the militarized femininity of the insurgency allows to make sense of how 

gender roles were performed in the past, as well as in the present. The three different theories, and their 

interrelations, offer an interesting, relational and gendered approach to the recent motherhood of FARC 

ex-combatants in post-accord Colombia.  

Set-up of this Thesis 
The first chapter of this thesis will elaborate upon the above mentioned theories and the connections 

between them. In this chapter the research questions of this thesis will also be presented. The second 

chapter is the methodology chapter, where I will explain how the research was conducted through my 
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fieldwork in Colombia. The third chapter ‘FARC Women in Conflict, the Peace Process, Peace 

Agreement and Post-Accord Colombia’ serves to contextualize the Colombian armed conflict, peace 

process, peace agreement and post-accord Colombia. In this chapter the role of FARC women6 is 

underlined. After this introductory chapter, three empirical chapters follow. The first empirical chapter 

is ‘Becoming Mothers: the Reasons for FARC Ex-combatants to become Mothers’ which studies the 

reasons for motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia. The second empirical chapter is ‘Being Mothers: the 

Experiences of FARC Mothers during Reincorporation’ which elaborates on how FARC mothers 

experience and give shape to their recent motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia. The third, and last, 

empirical chapter is ‘The Reconfiguration of FARC Mothers’ Gender Roles in Post-Accord Colombia’ 

which studies how gender roles are reconfigured as a consequence of the recent motherhood during 

reincorporation in Post-Accord Colombia. This thesis will finish with a conclusion chapter and a 

discussion chapter where I will provide a coherent final analysis based on the previous chapters. 

 

  

                                                           
6 FARC women: throughout this thesis I use ‘FARC women’ to refer to the female FARC ex-combatants who participated in 

the conflict.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 

The aim of this chapter is to explain the different theories that are used in this thesis, which have served 

to analyse the results of ten weeks of fieldwork in Colombia. Using these theories will help to answer 

the research questions of this thesis.  

 

Figure 1: Theoretical Framework of Post-Insurgency, Militarized Femininity and Gender Performativity  

The nexus between motherhood, reincorporation and gender roles is central in this thesis. Therefore, the 

theories used are structured around this particular nexus. However, the main focus of the theoretical 

framework is on theories related to reintegration, femininity and gender roles instead of on motherhood. 

Figure 1 illustrates the construction of the theories Post-Insurgency of Ralph Sprenkels, Militarized 

Femininity of Cynthia Enloe among others, and Gender Performativity of Judith Butler.  

While the three theories are of equal relevance throughout this thesis, post-insurgency has a different 

role: it serves as the theory that this thesis departs from. The particular reincorporation process in post-

accord Colombia that FARC mothers are going through, has a significant influence on how motherhood 

is shaped and experienced. Post-insurgency allows for an analysis of this process from a social and 

relational point of view instead of from the international policy point of view. Post-insurgency is 

therefore applied to make sense of the lived experiences during the current reincorporation. The theory 

considers the importance of the experiences during the insurgency (the past) in order to make sense of 

reintegration (the present). 

As can be seen in figure 1, militarized femininity and gender performativity together form the gendered 

perspective on the lived experiences that post-insurgency aims to study. This gendered approach to the 

phenomenon of the recent motherhood of FARC ex-combatants is crucial as it is a highly gendered 

experience during reincorporation. Without such an approach, it would be hard, if not impossible, to 

study the recent motherhood in a correct way. While they are both gender theories, they clearly 

complement each other as each has a different focus and approach to the phenomenon. 

Militarized femininity serves to understand FARC mothers’ femininity during the insurgency according 

to FARC’s ideology. Here it is particularly interesting to apply this theory to the sexual and reproductive 

health and rights, and to motherhood: how motherhood was shaped during conflict (the past) has an 

impact on how it is given shape to and experienced currently in post-accord Colombia (the present). 

Gender performativity typically studies the performance of gender roles during reincorporation (the 

present) by understanding those performed roles in the insurgency (the past). In the case of the 

motherhood in post-accord Colombia, it is particularly interesting to study how this recent mother role 

is performed in the context of reincorporation. This theory allows to make sense of how different gender 

roles can be performed in different settings and at different moments in time. Both theories are strongly 

interlinked and for that reason they complement each other: I assume that the militarized structure (with 

its controlled femininity) during the insurgency plays an important role in how gender roles were shaped 

Militarized 
Femininity

Gender 
Performativity 

Post-Insurgency
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in the guerrilla (the past) as well as how they are shaped after combat in post-accord Colombia (the 

present). Then, gender performativity allows to make sense of these different gender roles.  

The three different theories, and their interrelations, offer an interesting, relational and gendered 

approach to the recent motherhood of FARC ex-combatants. The use of the theories differs per chapter. 

In the first empirical chapter (‘Becoming Mothers: the Reasons for FARC Ex-combatants to become 

Mothers’) militarized femininity is central while it is combined with gender performativity and post-

insurgency. In the second empirical chapter (‘Being Mothers: the Experiences of FARC Mothers during 

Reincorporation’) post-insurgency is central. In this chapter gender performativity and militarized 

femininity are also relevant. In the last empirical chapter (‘The Reconfiguration of FARC Mothers’ 

Gender Roles in Post-Accord Colombia’), the main focus is on gender performativity, while combining 

it with militarized femininity and post-insurgency. 

I will first explain the dominant reintegration theory and post insurgency. I will then elaborate on the 

theory of militarized femininity, followed by gender performativity. I will lastly introduce the main 

research question and the sub-research questions of this thesis. 

Post-Insurgency 
The first theory is that of Post-Insurgency of Ralph Sprenkels7, a Dutch historian and anthropologist 

who studied armed conflict and their aftermath. During his PhD research in El Salvador he used post-

insurgency in order to look at the reintegration of former insurgents8 in Salvadorian society. So far, 

using post-insurgency as a theory to understand reintegration processes has been quite uncommon and 

little has been written about it. However, his particular view on reintegration and the fact that it is 

relatively unknown, gave me the incentive to use this theory and to look at the reincorporation of female 

ex-combatants in post-accord Colombia from a different angle. Before I elaborate on Sprenkels’ post-

insurgency, I introduce the dominant reintegration policy of Disarmament, Demobilization and 

Reintegration (DDR) in order to understand why and how Sprenkels developed post-insurgency.  

Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) 
By developing post-insurgency, Sprenkels criticized the dominant peacebuilding theory of post-war 

reintegration. This concept is generally linked to the international policy of Disarmament, 

Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR), which the past decades has grown into the “crucial 

groundwork for durable peace” of the United Nations (UN) (Sprenkels, 2014: 28). According to the UN: 

“United Nations peace operations are the leading international partner of national institutions 

implementing disarmament, demobilization and reintegration initiatives, designing context-specific 

programmes for members of armed groups.” (UN Peacekeeping, n.d.). The UN describes DDR as 

follows: “Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration lays the groundwork for safeguarding and 

sustaining the communities to which these individuals return, while building capacity for long-term 

peace, security and development.” (UN Peacekeeping, n.d.).  

An important part of these programs is the reintegration of former insurgents. The UN has helped to 

remove weapons and ensure that ex-combatants reintegrate in society through more than sixty DDR 

programmes between the late 1980’s and 2008, of which a majority was implemented in Africa 

(Muggah, 2008: 6). This has been achieved through United Nations Peacekeeping Operations in, for 

example, the Central African Republic, Haiti and Mali. DDR also supports operations in Somalia, 

Yemen and Colombia. In the case of Colombia it is evident that the DDR policy was immediately 

implemented after the signing of the peace agreement. The ex-combatants started to move into the zones 

where they handed in their weapons under the supervision of the UN. After the disarmament and 

demobilization the reintegration process started in these zones.  

In 2010 the UN introduced the ‘second generation DDR’, which moved beyond the ‘traditional DDR’ 

in order to improve its policy. Second generation DDR uses the same approach as the traditional DDR 

as it focuses on the support of peace processes, the creation of political space and the contribution to a 

secure environment (UN, 2010). However, the second generation programmes differ in the sense that 

they do no longer focus merely on the combatants within the military structures, but they instead shift 

                                                           
7 Sadly, Sprenkels passed away very unexpectedly on the 14th of September 2019.  
8 Sprenkels used insurgents where I use combatants. 
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away to larger communities affected by violence. Also, they include other activities that fall outside the 

operational categories of DDR when it turns out that the preconditions for the traditional DDR are not 

the right ones for supporting the peace process and the building of trust. In addition, the second 

generation DDR is said to use an evidence-based approach. Through the transition from traditional DDR 

to second generation DDR, the UN tries to emphasize how the DDR practices have evolved during the 

past decades (UN, 2010: 3).  

According to Muggah and O’Donnell (2015), DDR further adapted the past decade and we can observe 

a ‘new generation DDR’ since “the United Nations Security Council and DDR specialists are actively 

rethinking the approach to tackling what appears to be proliferating non-state armed groups across 

multiple setting” (p.4). They mention different examples of missions in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo, Somalia and Libya. According to them: “This new wave of DDR represents a move away from 

narrowly conceived stand-alone interventions toward activities that are purposefully connected to 

national development plans. The aim is to avoid unintentionally stigmatizing combatants and 

dependents.” (Muggah and O’Donnell, 2015: 6). The ‘new’ DDR is sometimes connected to a wider 

geo-political agenda. In Colombia this is the case through the counterterrorism and counter-narcotics 

initiatives. In other programmes, DDR functions as “social, economic and political engineering” (ibid.). 

In some settings DDR programs move beyond its initial goals of disarmament, demobilization and 

reintegration, and start to be involved in other social, economic and political processes as well.  

While the disarmament and demobilization of combatants are relatively easy to achieve in practice, the 

reintegration of ex-combatants comes along with many challenges and DDR programs are not always 

successful. Muggah (2005) argues that DDR is not a “magic bullet” while he offers a critical perspective 

on this dominant international peacebuilding policy (p. 239). He refers to the ‘Brahimi Report’, the UN 

resolution that contains recommendations and decisions on peacekeeping operations, and he argues that: 

“Major weaknesses relate to the criteria invoked for measuring ‘success’ or ‘failure’ and the 

disproportionate focus on disarmament and demobilization, at the expense of longer-term activities such 

as reintegration” (p. 246). Theidon (2009) has also critically reviewed DDR programs and she says 

that: “Traditional approaches 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 clarification, justice, reparations, and reconciliation” (p. 2).  

Also gender has been a point of discussion in DDR policy. Theidon (2009) continues by stating that it 

is important to ‘add gender’ to DDR processes. She is only one of the many scholars that have advocated 

for more gender consciousness and a gender perspective inside DDR policy and programs, it is therefore 

a much broader concern. According to Theidon (2009), the ‘Gender and DDR’ publications of the World 

Bank reveal a “gender deficit” in DDR programs (p.3). As she explains: “…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 context” (Theidon, 2009: 3). She is a strong 

advocate of more attention to gender inclusive DDR policy. 

Sprenkels’ alternative: Post-Insurgency  

Ralph Sprenkels was, just as the previous mentioned scholars, rather critical about DDR programs and 

therefore proposes post-insurgency as an alternative perspective. He argued that actually little is known 

about how successful DDR programs really are for the reintegration of ex-combatants, whether they are 

better off with the program or without. He also questioned whether these programs are actually about 

achieving the reintegration of insurgents. Sprenkels (2014) claimed the following: “I argue that these 

programs and their popularity in the international community might be better understood in relation to 

the practical and discursive functions they perform in facilitating the international actor’s engagement 

in (post-) conflict settings” (p. 31). He therefore considered DDR, as a discourse, a powerful policy 

instrument for political bargaining and international corporation but it only serves limited relevance 

when it comes to understanding reintegration as a social process (Sprenkels, 2014: 33). He also spoke 

about how DDR aims for ex-combatants to leave their identity behind and to take the new ‘citizen 

identity’. As he argued: “In taking an individual by the hand and leading him or her from combat to 

citizenship, reintegration stands as a parable for the country’s imagined post-war transition to 

democracy by the international community” (Sprenkels, 2014: 34). All in all, he was convinced that 
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DDR is limited as it does not provide a lot of understanding about the nature of the insurgencies and it 

therefore does not make sense of the accommodation processes among these insurgents.  

By using post-insurgency as an alternative perspective to mainstream reintegration theories in academic 

literature, Sprenkels’ purpose was to consider what happens to insurgents after war ends as a relational 

process which is embedded in a particular political and historical process (Sprenkels, 2014: 35). When 

he referred to ‘relations’, he used the perspective of Zelizer (2007) who claims that “Relations, in my 

conception, are not thin, flat relations of network analysis but the rich relations of ethnography” (p. 

1063). We need the alternative of post-insurgency: “A thoughtful consideration of the process of 

insurgency and of how insurgency was organized. A historically grounded study of post-insurgency calls 

for a clear and concise consideration of the social history of the insurgent movement” (Sprenkels, 2014: 

37). Sprenkels (2014) was interested in understanding the “close interpersonal networks” that insurgents 

have been building before and during war which continue to be of importance to the “personal and 

collective destinies” of the former insurgents after war (p.22). By stressing that post-insurgency is a 

relational phenomenon, he also followed up on Bourdieu (1985) who claims that the social can be 

understood as a “space of relationships” (p.725). According to Sprenkels, reintegration is not about to 

what extent insurgents have ‘reintegrated’ but rather about all of the adjustments and accommodations 

that they have started to make during their ‘reintegration’. He called for more attention to the social 

processes that imply many transformations and accommodations, individual as well as collective, which 

have been taking place among the insurgents in the post-war period. These insurgents have adjusted and 

rearranged themselves within the insurgency and society as a whole (Sprenkels, 2014: 35-37).  

Furthermore, Sprenkels (2014) mentioned that: “A focus on post-insurgent relations implicates 

significant sensitivity for the internal power differentials within the movement, and suggests the rise of 

variety of responses from different individuals and subgroups in the insurgent movement to post-war 

transition, giving way to a series of contingent and possibly contentious accommodations in internal 

relationships” (p. 56). I interpret this as the following: because of the differences between insurgents in 

the insurgency, also in terms of power, insurgents may have a variety of accommodations in post-

insurgency and can therefore not considered to be a homogeneous group. In the FARC there were a lot 

of power differentials, combatants had different backgrounds and have lived different experiences. 

Therefore, it is likely that there are differences in terms of accommodations and adjustments of the ex-

combatants in post-accord Colombia (of which one is the recent motherhood). In addition, Sprenkels 

(2014) considers the post-war period a very dynamic social field which is constituted by historical 

relations (p.37). Also, in order to get a relational understanding of how an insurgency has served as 

polity, it is important to move beyond insurgency as a solely military movement. In fact, Sprenkels 

argued that the shift from an insurgent movement to a political party has become more common in post-

war transition processes. In Colombia this is the case as the guerrilla FARC has established the FARC 

political party, which I will come back to later in this thesis.  

I argue that Sprenkels’ (2014) conceptualization and the importance he gave to the “historically 

constructed space of relationships between multiple social agents” (p. 72), is very relevant for studying 

post-conflict situations. These insurgents were previously connected through their participation in the 

insurgency. Therefore, post-insurgency must include a social history perspective which contributes to 

the understanding of the interpersonal relationships between former insurgents during their active time 

in the insurgency. It helps to put the many “stories, losses and gains inherited from their struggle” in 

perspective (Sprenkels, 2014: 72).  

Since I am looking into the recent motherhood in post-accord Colombia during female ex-combatants’ 

reincorporation, I argue that applying Sprenkels’ conceptualization is particularly useful. By using 

Sprenkels’ lens I will be able to look at motherhood as an accommodation that many female ex-

combatants are making in post-insurgency. This accommodation is one of the many accommodations 

they started to make in post-accord Colombia, and it comes along with particular experiences and 

challenges. By looking at FARC’s female ex-combatants’ motherhood during reincorporation as a social 

process, I have moved beyond dominant DDR theory which serves as a policy instrument. I focus on 

the everyday experiences of motherhood, which are influenced by the current reincorporation 

conditions. Hereby it is important that even though motherhood can considered to be a ‘collective 

phenomenon’, the way it is given shape to and experienced is very personal. The different backgrounds 
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and experiences in the guerrilla therefore play an important role. Post-insurgency allows me to look at 

FARC mothers’ everyday experiences from a social and relational perspective rather than by studying 

it from the perspective of the international DDR policy, which is likely to oversee social processes.  

Militarized Femininity 
The second theory of this thesis is Militarized Femininity. My interpretation of this theory is not based 

on one scholar in particular but it is based on various scholars’ understandings. Cynthia Enloe is one of 

the most prominent academics who has approached the concept of militarized femininity in the United 

States army. She is a well-known American feminist writer and professor who is mostly known for her 

work about gender and militarism. Other important scholars are Laura Sjoberg and Andrea Méndez, 

who further discuss the militarized femininity through their studies in the United States and Colombia.  

I am convinced that this theory is of crucial importance to make sense of how femininity was given 

shape to in the FARC and how this has brought along consequences in post-accord Colombia. I aim to 

apply this theory in order to get insights into the sexual and reproductive health and rights of female 

combatants during the conflict as well as in post-accord Colombia. Furthermore, I am convinced that he 

theory facilitates insights into how gender roles were performed during conflict as well as in post-accord 

Colombia. Before I turn to the theory of militarized femininity, I will briefly emphasize on the 

differences between militarism and militarization. I will also discuss women soldiers and what their 

entry in militaries implies for the masculinity of the military. 

Militarism versus Militarization 

According to Cynthia Enloe there are clear differences between militarism and militarization. Enloe 

(2016) argues that it is not simple to define militarism. It is a concept, ideology, a complex package of 

ideas which “foster military values in both military and civilian affairs” and justifies the military 

priorities and influences in political, economic and cultural affairs (p.11). In the ‘militarism package’ 

she includes, among others: “The belief that men are natural protectors and that women should be 

grateful for manly protection”, “the belief that soldiers deserve special praise for their contributions to 

their countries”, and “the belief that hierarchies of command are a natural part of society” (ibid.: 11). 

When she refers to militarization she is referring to a process that is social, political as well as 

psychological, where individuals as well as groups or societies are absorbing the practices of militarism. 

Hereby she argues that “women and men each can become militarized, though usually they are 

militarized in rather different ways because militaristic ideas are so deeply imbued with gendered 

assumptions and values” (ibid.: 11).  

 

Enloe (1993) argues that: “Militarization relies on distinct notions about masculinity, notions that have 

staying power only if they are legitimized by women as well as men. And the ending to a particular war 

cannot undo decades of deeper militarization” (p. 3). This last statement implies that even though a war 

or conflict may be over, this does not necessarily lead to a complete end of militarization but rather to a 

disruption of it, something which also turned out to be the case for the FARC in post-accord Colombia, 

which I will come back to later in this thesis. The process of legitimization is shaped according to how 

the patriarchal society is organized (Méndez, 2012: 29). Here it becomes clear that militarization is, 

according to Enloe, a particular masculine practice since militaries were and still are mostly dominated 

by male soldiers and their masculine behaviour. In fact, Enloe (2000) argues that: “Masculinity has been 

intimately tied to militarism, yet the two sets are not inseparable” (p. 235). There is therefore space to 

think about femininity because, “…for the military to obtain and keep the number and kind of men in 

the ranks that officials think they need, military policy makers have to control not only men but women”. 

This argument demonstrates that for the benefit of the military it is also important to consider notions 

of femininity. However, this mostly refers to femininity in the sense of female companions (wives, 

girlfriends, mothers) and not of active female soldiers.  

    

Enloe (1993) talks about a ‘three-part feminist analysis’ when she speaks about how we can understand 

militarism from a feminist point of view. “First, social constructions of masculinity, not just elite 

interests or state bureaucracies and their cosmologies, entrench and extend the grip of militarism. 

Second, militarism’s reliance on particular forms of masculinity is apparent in societies with otherwise 

dissimilar cultures and uneven levels of industrialization” (p.73). How militarism and masculinity are 
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given shape to depends per culture (Méndez, 2012: 30). “Third, militarizing masculinity cannot succeed 

without making women also play specifically feminine parts in the militarizing process; these feminine 

parts, although vital, must be kept ideologically marginal” (Enloe, 1993:73). Here Enloe’s focus is on 

the women who accompany male soldiers, such as girlfriends, mothers or sex workers (Méndez, 2012: 

31). In Enloe’s analysis it becomes evident that militarism is a socially constructed concept and depends 

on the masculinity of the society. She also argues that in the analysis of militarism we cannot overlook 

the role of women when we militarize masculinity. However, I argue that in this analysis Enloe still 

focuses on women as companions instead of women as active agents of violence.  

 

Theidon (2009) uses militarized masculinity when she looks at masculinity in the DDR processes and 

why and how gender should be added to DDR. She identifies militarized masculinity as the “…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” (p. 5). Through this militarized 

masculinity a particular image of the male soldier is developed: a soldier who has certain characteristics 

and who has to behave himself according to the rules and ideology of the military. Méndez (2012) agrees 

with Theidon by saying that: “Militarized masculinities create an ‘ideal soldier’ who is strong, 

threatening, aggressive, loyal, rational and heterosexual. This ideal soldier represses emotions, 

vulnerabilities, and compassions, all of which are perceived to be feminine qualities” (p. 29). According 

to her, a male soldier performs the ultimate masculinity and is everything which femininity is not. She 

says that: “the concept of militarized masculinities, which refers to a soldiering process in which 

masculine identities become hyper-masculine, is key in attempting to develop a conceptual lens through 

which to study the experiences of women combatants who have joined illegal armed groups” (ibid.). In 

her understanding, militarized masculinities refer to a process where maleness is taken to an extreme: 

male soldiers are performing the ultimate maleness. If we understand how masculinity is organized in a 

military it is easier to study how female soldiers have to adapt to this masculinity and what it implies 

for their own femininity. In the case of the FARC, insights into the masculinity of the guerrilla would 

serve to clarify how femininity was being shaped during active combat. 

Méndez (2012) continues with “…femininity, not just masculinity, can also be directly militarized in 

complex ways in illegal armed groups. Women who join illegal armed groups as combatants do not 

simply become like men; they go through different and contradictory processes which affect their 

feminine identities in a context of militarization” (p.32). I argue that the last part of this statement is 

particularly relevant for studying FARC’s female ex-combatants. If we would assume that women 

soldiers simply become male because they join a military, then the entire process of militarizing 

femininity is overlooked. I argue that this militarization of femininity is a crucial concept in order to 

understand the particular experiences, in relation to their femininity, of female ex-combatants in the 

guerrilla. I will further go into militarized femininity below, but I will firstly stress what has been written 

about what happens to a military and its masculinity when female soldiers start entering.   

Women Soldiers 

Enloe (2007) argues that there are various debates in military affairs of what occurs to a military when 

women enter. When women start joining militaries, they become, just like their male counterparts, 

militarized as well. The first option is that by increasing the amount of women in militaries, the military 

will become less patriarchal and a military can become less militarized. A second, less optimistic, option 

is that the women who serve in the military also become more militarized. Enloe argues for a third 

possibility where patriarchy is challenged by women entering the military. Hereby she adds that it is 

rather difficult for a military to become less masculine because it would imply less effectiveness and it 

would be less appealing for men to join the military (p.92-93). I find her view on the role of women in 

militaries particularly interesting and relevant to apply to the case of the FARC. Questions that come up 

are: Were female combatants challenging the patriarchy inside the ranks? Or did the entry of women in 

the FARC mean that they were strongly militarized as well?  

Méndez (2012) refers in her dissertation to various scholars who question whether the entry of women 

in militaries or non-state militarized organisations, such as guerrillas, have actually challenged 

patriarchy and led to more gender equality. She presents cases of Karen Kampwirth (2001) where 

women in Latin American guerrillas, such as in Nicaragua, El Salvador and Mexico, entered these 

groups in order to escape traditional gender roles at home. She continues with the example of Melisa 
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Mulinary (1998), who argues that in the revolutions in Latin America, equality was said to be ‘women 

fighting as men’. While in other movements women were not actively combating but merely functioned 

as companions of the male soldiers (Méndez, 2012: 27-28).  

While it is not completely obvious that women achieved of gender equality by joining (non-state) 

militarized groups, Méndez (2012) stresses that: “Many of the gains made by women in terms of 

participating in non-traditional activities during war are reversed once the fighting is over” (p.28). She 

emphasizes that even though, in some cases, female combatants transgressed traditional gender roles by 

entering militaries or non-state armed groups, this did often not lead to the transformation of the gender 

roles. Once the women soldiers came back to ‘normal society’, outside the military, they were again 

subjected to the roles traditionally ascribed to them. She adds that, in contrast to the loss of gains, the 

different roles that women have performed in conflict has enabled the creation of new opportunities in 

terms of social relationships and identities, particularly in terms of their gender (Méndez, 2012: 28).  

In addition, Cockburn (1991) and Cockburn and Zarkov (2002) argue in Sjoberg (2007: 93) the 

following: “That women have the same jobs as men in the American military does not mean that the 

organization is somehow gender-equal or gender neutral”. In their opinion, the fact that women started 

entering the military and they were able to perform the same jobs does not mean that gender equality is 

achieved. Instead, Sjoberg (2007) argues, “…these women are allowed to participate in a military force 

still dominated by masculinities. Discourses of gender subordination constitute the self-perpetuating 

exclusion of women’s agency from the political arena. The masculinities that win discursive contests 

perpetuate the symbolic order by discursive validation” (p. 93). Even though women became part of a 

military, where their femininity was strongly militarized, they became part of a world that is dominated 

by masculinity. In regards to that, a female soldier can make it as a man because she adopts masculine 

values without the masculinity to have changed. When she can adopt traditional masculinity through 

maintaining her femininity simultaneously, she is allowed to participate in the military (Sjoberg, 2007: 

93). Furthermore, when it comes to committing crimes, Sjoberg (2007) refers to Keitner (2002) who 

argues that a violent woman has committed a double violation: firstly a crime and secondly being a 

woman and committing that crime (p. 96). Also this point is very relevant for the female FARC fighters, 

who are subject to a double stigmatization for firstly being a fighter and secondly being a woman.  

Jordan and Denov (2007) studied the female emancipation in Sri Lanka’s Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LLTE), where women soldiers entered and started to adopt new roles by participating in the 

armed struggle. They explain that in the majority of militarized groups it is likely that patriarchal 

structures that lead to female subordination and victimization, ultimately lead to increased gender 

inequality. However, some settings allow women to participate as active agents in war and therefore 

take up non-traditional roles of women and girls. These can empower them and create ideological and 

practical space (Jodan and Denov, 2007: 43). They may therefore be enabled to enjoy greater 

emancipation by the access to non-gender stereotyped roles and the responsibilities they gain in the 

movement (ibid.: 58). In contrast to that, in post-war the experience of equality that female combatants 

enjoyed does not mean they will be treated equally upon their return to community life (ibid.: 59). 

Jordan and Denov (2007) furthermore argue that “…while females may benefit from more egalitarian 

relations within the LTTE than within traditional Tamil society, women’s empowerment is made possible 

through the adoption of masculine behaviours as opposed to consciously attempting to ‘feminize’ the 

military subculture. This reinforces the assertion that female actors are permitted in armed conflict as 

long as their inclusion does not disrupt the masculine image of warfare. Moreover, it suggests that 

women may maintain a status subordinate to men even in radical movements” (p.57-58). I argue that 

this statement is, again, particularly relevant for the FARC case that I am studying: did the entry of 

female combatants allow them to enjoy more equal relationships with their male counterparts? Or did 

their entry imply having to adopt masculine behaviour and hereby giving up on their femininity? This 

is where the theory of militarized femininity starts to play an important role.  

The above views on what happens to gender and femininity during and after conflict are interesting to 

apply to the FARC because of the large amount of female combatants in the guerrilla. In terms of their 

motherhood it would be interesting to observe whether having left the guerrilla has particular 

implications on their performance of gender roles. The idea of challenging gender roles and a possible 
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transformation of the gendered relationships between men and women, male soldiers and female 

soldiers, is particularly relevant to apply to this thesis. By entering a militarized guerrilla movement, 

female FARC combatants challenged the masculinized identity. It would be interesting to observe the 

changes this may have brought along in post-accord Colombia, particularly for those who are now 

performing motherhood, a role which is traditionally ascribed to women.  

Militarized Femininity 

Enloe (2000) emphasizes the need for attention to ideas about femininity in the militaries, instead of 

only the need for women as flesh and blood creatures. She particularly refers to femininity in terms of 

women companions, not in terms of women soldiers. She speaks about how the militarizing of 

femininity became important through the example of military wives: “A woman’s wifely femininity, as 

a result, is valued by military officials only insofar as it enhances militarized masculinity. Femininity 

and wifeliness must not be permitted to interfere with or dilute the male bonding that remains the 

preferred glue holding together military units.” Here it becomes clear that femininity is desired as long 

as it serves as an advantage to men, and the military in general. Wifeliness is undesired if it weakens the 

military structure. 

 

Enloe (1993), also talks about women as soldiers as she argues that, after women soldiers started to enter 

combat zones during the Gulf War in 1991, female soldiers in the United States army received a large 

amount of media attention, which is disproportionate to the rather small amount of women in the United 

States army (p. 202). She argues that the increase of women’s participation in militaries came hand in 

hand with extraordinary political salience of the idea of femininity. In her opinion this is not solely 

particular to the United States, but it has been observed in many other societies as well: “When the 

state’s military – or an insurgent military aspiring to replace the state – comes to rely on women inside 

its uniformed ranks, that military provokes wide public concern about the meaning and uses of 

femininity. This provocation, in turn, makes the content and function of masculinity more problematic” 

(Enloe, 1993: 203). Something similar occurred in the FARC: the entry of women soldiers came along 

with having to deal with their femininity. According to Enloe, women who started to enter militaries 

generated a lot of (disproportional) attention to the role of women soldiers and the use of femininity. 

The entry of ‘femininity’ into military structures can, according to her, be considered ‘problematic’ to 

the dominant masculine character of militaries. This is where militarized femininity becomes important.  

 

In her book Globalization and Militarism: Feminists Make the Link, Enloe (2016) mentions that there 

is not one femininity that is being militarized. When she refers to the US militarization of Japan she says 

that “…the militarizing transformations of the ideas, hopes, aspirations, fears, and work of diverse 

women” (p. 157). Hereby she stresses the diversity of women and the diversity of femininities which 

are being militarized: “If we are not curious about the complex workings of femininity in particular 

women’s lives, we will not be able to reliably explain why and how the subtle process of militarization 

occurs – or is reversed” (ibid.: 157). If we are ignorant to the differences between women’s femininity 

that is being militarized, we will be unable to understand how the militarization takes place. We therefore 

have to take the daily experiences of women seriously as it “comes in more than one form” (Enloe, 

2006: 155). We should be receptive to “diverse femininities being militarized separately but often 

simultaneously” (ibid.: 155). The women that enter militaries have different types of femininities 

because of their different lives and different backgrounds. It is important to be aware of those while 

studying militarized femininity. This is also applicable to the FARC, where we can observe female 

combatants who have different backgrounds, education and likely also have different perceptions of 

femininity.  

 

Enloe (2000) furthermore stressed that most government policy makers use women soldiers only in the 

way that is beneficial for them. Women as soldiers are only ‘desired’ when they “simultaneously would 

serve the military’s own operational goals and sustain the culture of militarized masculinity” (ibid.: 

263). Hereby women are being used in particular ways where they have a “perpetuated and respectable 

brand of femininity” but to “be mannish” is considered to be bad, to be a “defiler of femininity” where 

you offend not only femininity but masculinity as well (ibid.: 263). It becomes clear that, in Enloe’s 

eyes, being a woman soldier means having to adopt a certain femininity which is beneficial for the 
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military and which respects both femininity and masculinity. This is a crucial argument for the theory 

of militarized femininity.  

 

To continue, Sjoberg’s research has particularly focused on militarized femininity through the stories 

about women soldiers and their femininity which started to be diffused after their entry in militaries. 

Sjoberg (2007) stresses that women were traditionally seen as subject to militaries instead of 

participating in them. For that reason, the relationship that Enloe makes in 2000, between women and 

the US military, that of women soldiers, is a rather new story (p. 84). According to Sjoberg (2007) this 

is where the ‘political salience’ that Enloe describes took the shape of ‘militarized femininities’ which 

are “stories about women’s roles as soldiers told on the basis of their gender” (p. 82). She adds to this 

that “Women soldiers were not ‘soldiers’ but ‘women soldiers’; their gender marked their identity on 

the battlefield” (ibid.: 83). The increase of the amount of women in the military came along with a 

significant increase in the coverage of these women soldiers as well, just as Enloe (1993) argued above.  

Sjoberg (2007) distinguishes three developments in militarized femininity in the United States: 

“Increasing sophistication of the ideal image of the woman soldiers, stories of militarized femininity 

constructed in opposition to the gendered enemy and evident tension between popular ideas of femininity 

and women’s agency in violence” (p. 83). These developments show how the attention shifted from 

illustrating women’s entry in the military to understanding what the entry of women and their femininity 

signifies to the military. Sjoberg (2007) also mentions that: “The new militarized femininity expects a 

woman soldier to be as capable as a male soldier, but as vulnerable as a civilian woman” (p.93). Here 

she supposes that a female soldier is expected to perform the same tasks as her male counterpart, but 

that her vulnerability, part of her femininity, is desired. She therefore has to adopt a particular military 

identity that has desirable masculine as well as feminine characteristics.  

In relation to that, Méndez (2012) mentions that “…militarized femininity in the US army relies on the 

idea that women soldiers should be masculine, but not above femininity” (p.33). Militarized femininity 

implies that women behave according to male values but that they do not completely leave behind their 

femininity. Méndez (2012) further understood Enloe’s (1993) interpretation of militarized femininity as 

follows: “Militarized femininity relies on the manipulation of women and ideas of femininity in 

generating dominant ideas of militarism. The presence of militarized femininity implies that some 

aspects of femininity are acceptable and desirable within militarized organizations” (p.32-33). In that 

sense, militarized femininity is a kind of militarism that implements a control over femininity (Sjoberg, 

2007: 84). Méndez (2012) adds the following: “Just as Enloe argues that some values (strength, 

aggression, rationality) are necessary for militarized masculinities, so are specific feminine values 

associated with militarized femininity” (p.33). Women soldiers are, through militarized femininity, 

guided into particular behaviour that benefits the military, and its masculinity, as a whole. There is 

certain behaviour that is desirable in the military, while other behaviour is not. In my understanding 

taking up the militarized femininity is a kind of obligation: as a woman soldier or female combatant you 

simply have to adopt this femininity in order to be able to join the military or the non-state armed group.  

Enloe (1993) also talks about demilitarization of masculinity (and femininity) when war is over. She 

argues that it is always a problematic process and we need “feminist monitoring as close as that required 

for militarization” (p.125). Hereby she stresses that if we take women’s experiences seriously, one 

would gain a much better understanding of the consequences of demilitarization (ibid.: 103). In addition, 

masculinity cannot be demilitarized equally because not all male soldiers have gone through a similar 

process of militarization and not all forms of militarized masculinity are identical (Enloe, 1993: 132). 

She uses the example of the cold war and argues that: “The post-cold war world is being fashioned in 

part out of new – or freshly painted – ideas about what is natural and right for men and what is natural 

and good for women” (ibid.: 252). However, she emphasizes that it may be possible that men and women 

will adopt the identities which they are expected to adopt, while others may not. She argues that there is 

hardly any information about the choices that ex-combatants or ex-soldiers make during demilitarization 

(ibid.: 257-259), which makes this thesis of even more relevance. I find this point, and her understanding 

of demilitarization, particularly relevant to apply to the FARC case since FARC combatants are 

demilitarized and find themselves in reincorporation. It will allow me to gain a good understanding of 

masculinity and femininity (by studying the gender roles) in the post-accord setting.  
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Interestingly, Enloe (1993) begins her book The Morning After: Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold 

War with an anecdote about a Salvadoran ex-combatant who had her coil removed after the war was 

over. In fact, it was one of the first post-war acts as “…she was being urged by men in the political 

leadership to imagine her post-war life as one devoted to being a good mother” (p. I). Enloe continues 

with other decisions that women made now that the war was over. The fact that Enloe already stressed 

in 1993 that motherhood was something she saw occurring among ex-combatants, makes it even more 

relevant to study the ‘baby boom’ phenomenon of the FARC through the lens of militarized femininity. 

It will allow me to understand the phenomenon as something which is not specific to post-accord 

Colombia, but which is likely to occur in other post-war and post-conflict settings as well.  

Even though Enloe’s conceptualization of militarized femininity is based on her experiences of the 

United States army, I argue that this theory is applicable to non-state armed groups, such as guerrillas, 

and to the FARC in particular. The other scholars who have further explored this theory also demonstrate 

how this theory is relevant for studying the femininity of female soldiers once they enter the masculine 

dominated structures of militaries and non-state armed groups. In my opinion, the theory of militarized 

femininity is of crucial importance to understand how femininity was given shape to, experienced, and 

most importantly, controlled in the guerrilla. In terms of motherhood it is particularly relevant to look 

through the lens of militarized femininity as it allows me to observe how the sexual and reproductive 

health and rights of FARC combatants were controlled. While Enloe (1993) stresses that the most 

controversial aspect of mobilizing women is motherhood, she does not further go into depth in this topic 

(p.12). She does not talk about the difficulties of becoming a mother as a woman soldier, something that 

was particularly the case in the FARC and which I will extensively elaborate upon in this thesis. I 

therefore argue that the approach I take, using militarized femininity to understand how reproductivity 

and motherhood (as crucial parts of femininity were controlled), is therefore very relevant. An important 

side note is that many women soldiers who experience militarization do not consider it necessarily as 

something negative but instead consider it a liberating opportunity, something which before seemed 

impossible (Enloe, 2000: 129). In that sense, it could be said that there is an interesting tension between 

the feeling of control and the feeling of liberalisation. Lastly, militarized femininity will also help to 

examine to what extent FARC’s female combatants were able to challenge patriarchy and masculinity 

and whether they could enjoy more equal gender roles than they were used to in Colombia. This is where 

the theory of militarized femininity and gender performativity are clearly combined.  

Gender Performativity 
The third theory of this thesis is Gender Performativity, which is based on the ideas of Judith Butler, an 

American philosopher, gender theorist and feminist. This gender theory serves as a valuable contribution 

to militarized femininity as it studies the performance of gender roles in post-accord Colombia by 

making sense of how these roles were performed in the past. It supposes that genders can take up 

different roles at different moments in time, that these roles can have different implications and that they 

can be culturally restricted and transformed. I argue that the performance of those roles in the past, as 

well as in the present, have been influenced by how masculinity and femininity were militarized during 

the guerrilla. In that sense, the two gender theories are interestingly combined. 

Gender performativity can be categorized within the notion of the Social Construction of Gender. This 

notion derives from the theory of knowledge of Social Constructionism which, in general terms, 

“contends that knowledge is sustained by social processes and that knowledge and social action go 

together” (Young & Collin, 2004: 376). Butler’s work has been very influential in challenging 

assumptions which underpin the politics of identity (Lloyd, 1999: 195). She is also argued to be one of 

the most influential and innovative scholars in the world who deals with questions of difference and 

identity (Olson & Worsham, 2000: 727). 

Butler builds on the ideas of Simone Beauvoir and her ideology about women being the second sex. 

Beauvoir claims that the idea of a woman is a historical and not a natural fact. She therefore makes a 

distinction between sex, which is biologically determined and gender, that is the “cultural interpretation 

or signification of that facticity” (Butler, 1998: 522). Butler argues that, in that sense, gender cannot be 

understood as a stable identity but should be understood as an identity that is being formed over time in 

which the repetition of it is crucial (Butler, 1998: 519). A gender identity is “a stylized repetition of 

acts” where the repetition of bodily gestures and movements constitute the particular gender identity 
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(Butler, 1990: 191). In that regard, Butler agrees with Beauvoir by stating that the body can be 

understood as a historical situation, which is “a manner of doing, dramatizing and reproducing a 

historical situation” and is therefore not a naturally given or stable identity (Butler, 1998: 521; Avoine 

& Tillman, 2015: 220). Thus, it is through repetition and reproductions that specific gender roles and 

identities can be formed and maintained.  

Furthermore, Butler argues that gender identities are performative, which means that there is no pre-

existing identity. Performativity of gender is both linguistic and theatrical and it is therefore inscribed 

on the surface of the body through particular corporeal signs and discursive means rather than an internal 

part of the body (Butler, 1990: 185; Méndez, 2012: 36). Gender can be performed through particular 

acts of gender which are not true or false, real or distorted. There is therefore not one gender reality and 

“gender identity is always open and incomplete” (Lloyd, 1999: 200; Butler, 1990: 192). Even though 

Butler mainly talks about gender identity, which generally refers more to how we perceive our gender 

internally instead of how we express this to the outside world, I find her ideas about gender identity 

particularly relevant to position this thesis theoretically. I argue that it is relevant to use her view on 

gender identities to look at gender roles in a similar way. With this I refer to the idea that women, as 

well as men, can take up different gender roles at different times. Gender roles are therefore not static. 

They are instead imposed through social values in society. With that in mind, a gender would not 

necessarily be linked to particular roles but gender roles can be taken up by the different sexes or 

genders. In that regard, Butler’s explanation of gender performativity would link to the different gender 

roles of ex-combatants during and after combat: the role of a guerrillera versus the conventional mother 

role. Or by taking up different roles at the same time: in combat there were also guerrilleras who were 

‘mothers on a distance’ and therefore performed their mother role different from the conventional 

mother role.  

Related to the different gender acts, Butler argues that gender performativity is not a fully individual 

matter, neither is it completely imposed or insisted on the individual. However, the gendered body does 

act in a space which is culturally restricted and which includes existing directives and conventions where 

“performing your gender wrong” implies cultural punishment or marginalization (Butler, 1988: 526). In 

addition, Butler argues that individuals work within the cultural norms that constitute us and that a 

particular performance of gender is compelled by these norms that no one choses. With that in mind, 

our agency is conditioned by those norms but also limits our individual agency (Olson & Worhsam, 

2000: 729). This is what according to Butler distinguishes performance from performativity: a 

performance9 is a bounded act which turns into a performativity when it is subject to cultural norms that 

may limit the actor (Butler in Méndez, 2012: 38). I interpret this particular idea of Butler as follows: a 

gender identity is not solely constituted by individuals, but it is the result of a collective process which 

occurs in a space that is bounded by powerful existing cultural and social norms and ideas. With this in 

mind, individuals may feel pressure that they should perform their gender according to those social 

norms and ideas since they may alternatively be confronted with social punishment. I find this idea 

relevant for the gender roles that ex-combatants perform during and after conflict. During the guerrilla 

these roles were likely influenced by the militarized structure (and its militarized femininity) that was 

dominant. Outside the guerrilla these roles may be performed according to the cultural and social norms 

of the larger community. It is therefore particularly interesting to depart from this viewpoint when 

studying the motherhood and the recent conventional mother role of female ex-combatants during 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia.   

Since, according to Butler (1988: 520), gender identity is not a “seamless identity”, gender identities 

can also transform. This gender transformation refers to the repeating of different acts as the 

consequence of a sort of failure or deformity of the repetition of the substantial grounded identity (Butler, 

1990: 192). I would like to take this idea of the possibility of transforming gender, the transgression of 

the traditional gender roles10, as an important starting point because FARC’s female combatants broke 

with the traditional gender roles by joining the Marxist guerrilla. In addition, the recent motherhood of 

                                                           
9 An important example of performance which she constantly uses is the performance of drag. 
10 When I refer to traditional gender roles in this thesis I refer to the roles that, by larger society, are traditionally considered 

to be characterising men and women. Men are traditionally considered to be the breadwinners, while women are traditionally 

seen as the ones at home taking care of the household and the children.   
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these ex-combatants, the identified phenomenon which is currently occurring and which is central in 

this thesis, illustrates that many women give shape to their gender by performing the conventional 

mother role. This role differs significantly from their guerrillera role during combat. Here it is important 

to keep in mind that there were also women who already performed motherhood during conflict but did 

so ‘on a distance’, therefore the mother role they perform currently is significantly different from the 

mother role during conflict. I make sense of these different roles by drawing on both militarized 

femininity and on gender performativity. 

Gender performativity enables me to understand whether taking up the conventional mother role has led 

to the performance of more traditional gender roles in reincorporation circumstances. I argue that 

Butler’s theory on gender performativity is of crucial importance to help answering the research 

questions. The connection with militarized femininity offers an interesting and alternative perspective. 

Militarized femininity serves to make sense of the current gender roles which FARC mothers are 

performing in post-accord Colombia. More importantly, militarized femininity functions to understand 

the particular gender performances during conflict. In that sense, gender performativity and militarized 

femininity interestingly complement each other.  

The construction of the above mentioned theories allow for an interesting approach to a new 

phenomenon: the recent ‘baby boom’ and motherhood of FARC ex-combatants after decades of armed 

combat. This construction departs from post-insurgency, which focuses on the importance of studying 

relations in the past (the insurgency) to make sense of the accommodations and transformations in the 

present (reincorporation). By using the combination of the two gender theories (militarized femininity 

and gender performativity), this thesis offers an interesting gendered approach on post-insurgency. This 

approach is certainly crucial for making sense of such a gendered phenomenon during reincorporation: 

the recent motherhood. I therefore consider the theoretical construction a very interesting tool for 

studying motherhood in post-accord Colombia.  

Research Questions 
The aim of this thesis is to gain insights into how female FARC ex-combatants are shaping and 

experiencing their motherhood during their reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. I will be able to 

offer a perspective on reincorporation from a social and relational point of view, by shedding light on 

this recent motherhood. Through the use of the theories of post-insurgency, militarized femininity and 

gender performativity and the collected qualitative data in Colombia, I aim to answer the following 

research questions that I have formulated for this thesis.  

Main research question 

How do FARC ex-combatants experience and give shape to their motherhood during the reincorporation 

process and how does this reconfigure their gender roles in post-accord Colombia? 

Sub-research questions 

1. What were the reasons for FARC ex-combatants to become mothers in post-accord Colombia? 

2. How do FARC women experience and give shape to their motherhood during reincorporation? 

3. How does the motherhood of FARC ex-combatants reconfigure their gender roles in post-accord 

Colombia? 
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3. Methodology  
 

This chapter includes a clear description of how the research was conducted and how the fieldwork was 

used to write this thesis. This chapter starts with a description of the research period and the research 

locations. Then I talk about the research methods and the research participants. This is followed by a 

description of the data analysis. This chapter also touches upon some personal reflections and the 

limitations of the research. In the last part I describe the differences between the two research locations 

(Bogota and Icononzo). 

Research Period and Research Locations 
The research was conducted through qualitative fieldwork in Colombia, where I stayed from the 3rd of 

January 2019 until the 23rd of March 2019. During that period I conducted ten weeks of fieldwork. This 

period was an interesting time to realize the research because FARC ex-combatants were finding 

themselves in the middle of reincorporation. At the same time the provisions of the government were 

coming to an end (August 2019), which strongly impacts the experiences of the ex-combatants. Only 

later it turned out that these provisions were extended until December 2019.  

Prior to my departure to Colombia I had already established a lot of contacts with the FARC community, 

mainly through Julian Cortes Urquijo, PhD candidate at the Sociology of Development and Change 

group of Wageningen University and Research. I also contacted governmental institutions and relevant 

NGO’s by email. For that reason I did not lose a lot of time orientating during the first weeks because I 

already had some important contacts and points to depart from.  

The capital of Colombia, Bogota, served as the starting point for the research and as I expected, I spent 

most of my time there. Most governmental institutions and NGO’s are situated in Bogota. Also, the 

collective FARC organization ECOMÚN is based in Bogota. During the first week in Bogota I mainly 

oriented, which was particularly useful in order to establish contacts, arrange meetings and to get 

familiar with the city and the research field. In the second and third week I had a lot of useful 

conversations and interviews with governmental institutions, the FARC community and NGO’s. These 

allowed me to establish a solid base of contacts, such as some of the FARC mothers which I would 

speak with during the following weeks.  

In the fourth week I managed to get an important permission to conduct my research and to start 

interviewing FARC mothers from a higher rank FARC ex-combatant who is particularly in charge of 

gender inside the FARC, Olga Lucía Marín. She confirmed that, in order to continue my research, it 

would be necessary to travel as soon as possible to one of the Territorial Training and Reincorporation 

Spaces (ETCR’s) where the FARC ex-combatants are currently reincorporating. Because of security 

and logistical reasons I decided, in consultation with some of my informants, that it would be easiest to 

travel to the ETCR which is outside the town of Icononzo, in the province of Tolima. I will come back 

to the security issue in the section ‘Limitations’. 

By the end of the fifth week I travelled for one day, a trip of a total of nine hours by car, to Icononzo11 

with a woman working for the FARC political party. This day served as an orientation of how to organize 

the trip to Icononzo by myself the next week. It did not go as expected because we were unable to 

organize any meetings. But, I was able to get some first impressions which would make it easier for me 

to prepare myself correctly. A few days later, approximately one month after the start of my research, I 

travelled with a car of the FARC delegation to Icononzo. Upon my arrival someone from ECOMÚN 

introduced me to the leaders of the ETCR, who arranged my stay and some further contacts. I spent a 

total of eight nights in the ETCR (12th of February – 20th of February). During that period I did not leave 

the ETCR, except from one occasion where I visited a civil woman who works closely with the ex-

combatants. I stayed in a ‘normal house’ between the ex-combatants, I had meals at the community 

restaurant and I spent my free time with some of the teachers who were also coming from Bogota. 

                                                           
11 The ETCR is called Antonio Nariño but by most people (particularly outside the ETCR) referred to as Icononzo. Therefore, 

throughout this thesis I will use ‘Icononzo’ to refer to the ETCR Antonio Nariño. 
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After my trip to Icononzo, it was still unsure if I would go back or if I would stay in Bogota to continue 

the research. I finally decided that going back was slightly complicated in terms of logistics. But more 

important, I was convinced that staying just a few days more in Icononzo would not necessarily result 

in more data collection and I therefore decided to stay in Bogota. During the last three weeks I had more 

interviews with FARC mothers in Bogota, higher rank FARC ex-combatants and NGO’s. These allowed 

me to reflect upon the data collection that I had done during the previous weeks. 

Methods & Research Participants 
For this thesis the use of ethnography has been of crucial importance. Madden (2017) argues that: 

“ethnographers are social scientists who undertake research and writing about groups of people by 

systematically observing and participating (to a greater or lesser degree) in the lives of the people they 

study” (p. 1). He furthermore points out that being in the “same social space” as the participants of the 

research is central (ibid.).  

 

Figure 2: The combination of methods used during the research 

In order to conduct the ethnographic research I used a combination of various methods (figure 2): semi-

structured interviews, informal interviews and participant observation. The research participants were 

mainly collected through the snowball effect and through contact over WhatsApp, which turned out to 

be much easier for establishing contact and arranging meetings than using email or phone calls. The 

most important method for the research was the semi-structured interviews. These interviews were based 

on an interview guide I designed during the research. The conversations took between thirty minutes 

and two hours. The informal interviews mainly served as a guidance tool at the beginning of my research, 

as well as during my time in Icononzo. The participant observation method was particularly applied 

during my stay in Icononzo because I was finding myself inside the FARC community. This experience 

allowed me to gain a lot of informal insights and to learn a lot about the reincorporation of FARC ex-

combatants by observing how daily life looks like for them. In Bogota this method was more difficult 

to apply because research participants are diffused throughout this metropolitan city.  

FARC Mothers 

During the ten weeks of fieldwork I conducted 12 semi-structured interviews with FARC mothers12, my 

main research target. These FARC mothers had a lot of differences in terms of time in the guerrilla, 

partners and daily activities: some work, for example in the political party, one of the productive projects 

or have a job outside the FARC, others are still studying to finish primary school, high school or are 

                                                           
12 Throughout this thesis I refer to the FARC mothers by using their first names. Sometimes I also explicitly say she is a FARC 

mother. I talk about ‘other ex-combatant(s)’ or ‘higher rank ex-combatant(s)’ when I speak about the ex-combatants who are 

not recent mothers. When I refer to an expert, the institution is mentioned behind the name or it is described in the following 

phrase.  

Informal 
Interviews

Participant 
Observation

Semi-
Structured 
Interviews
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pursuing a university degree. What all of them have in common is that their children are all between 

half a year and two years old, which means that the majority of them got pregnant towards the end of 

the peace process and up to one year after the peace agreement was signed.  

I conducted six interviews in Bogota, of which five were recorded. In some occasions I visited the 

mothers at home where they were together with their babies. This allowed me to gain extra insights into 

how their life in post-accord Colombia looks like. Even though the presence of the babies was sometimes 

distracting, because they were on their mothers’ lap or being breastfed, I did consider their presence as 

a very added value. The way they were interacting with their babies indirectly gave me a lot of insights 

into how they are shaping and experiencing motherhood. In other occasions I met the FARC mothers in 

public spaces in different parts of Bogota. One of the FARC mothers I interviewed in Bogota is currently 

residing in Cuba, but she was staying in Bogota for half a year at the moment I interviewed her. Another 

interview with a FARC mother was conducted over Skype as I was unable to visit her at her house.   

The other six interviews with FARC mothers were conducted in Icononzo, were they are going through 

their reincorporation process. The large majority of the semi-structured interviews with the FARC 

mothers in Icononzo took place inside their houses in the ETCR. One FARC mother was of crucial 

importance as she introduced me to various other FARC mothers. With her I spent a few hours during 

my first days to get to know other FARC mothers. Later I would later be visiting them and asking if they 

would have time to talk with me. This approach turned out to work very well since I was lacking further 

guidance from the direction of the ETCR, something I will come back to below. During those interviews 

the babies of the FARC mothers were present and the mothers were often distracted by them. The 

interviews were not recorded because I strongly felt that asking to record the conversations would limit 

the conversation and its spontaneity.  

When I spoke with the FARC mothers about their experiences with motherhood in post-accord 

Colombia, they reacted very positive in general. They seemed very pleased and generally surprised to 

answer questions that are related to their personal feelings, experiences and dreams which come along 

with motherhood and reincorporation. This gave me the impression that this might be something they 

usually do not reflect upon and do not talk about with other mothers, friends, their partners or with 

outsiders in particular. During my time in Icononzo, I was often witnessing meetings between mothers, 

but the conversations were mostly about how the babies are doing, how old they are, if they already 

walk, if they eat well and so on. When the FARC mothers spoke about themselves it was mostly about 

if they are studying or working for one of the productive projects for example. This, combined with their 

slightly surprised reaction to my particular questions, gave the impression that they maybe do not talk 

much about their personal feelings and experiences related to motherhood. However, here I must keep 

in mind my role as an outsider and my relatively short amount of time in Icononzo.  

In addition, at the beginning of the fieldwork I was a bit hesitant to start talking with FARC mothers 

about motherhood in conflict. I was thinking it would maybe be too confronting, too sensitive or they 

were maybe tired of answering these kind of questions. Typically the FARC mothers themselves started 

talking about what it implied to be a woman in the FARC in terms of sexual and reproductive rights. I 

was surprised and happy that they were sharing these experiences with me while motherhood in conflict 

became more visual, clear and real. Some women shared very personal stories about why having 

children was not an option, about abortions and about contraception.  

Other Research Participants & Methods  

Apart from the FARC mothers I also spoke with five (higher rank) ex-combatants in Bogota. With two 

of them I spoke twice, which was very beneficial for my research as it allowed me to reflect upon the 

findings that I had been able to collect until then. Approximately half of the conversations with those 

ex-combatants was informal and not recorded, while the other half was semi-structured and recorded. 

Especially the two conversations I had with Olga Lucía Marín, who was a commander in the guerrilla 

and who continues to be key in FARC’s gender discourse, turned out to be very important for my 

research. As I mentioned above, she had to approve my research, which seemed more difficult at the 

beginning than it was in practice: she was very helpful and willing to collaborate. In fact, she provided 

some important contacts which allowed me to continue my research. She also provided me with very 

useful insights into the role of gender during the guerrilla, as well as in post-accord Colombia.  
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Besides the interviews with the FARC mothers and other FARC ex-combatants, I conducted 12 semi-

structured interviews with government institutions and NGO’s in Bogota. These were very important in 

order to orientate myself during the first weeks of my research. They were also particularly important 

in the last weeks because I was able to reflect upon my findings through those conversations. They 

offered me a different perspective as an alternative to FARC’s discourse. Some of the institutions and 

NGO’s I spoke with were: the Office of the High Commissioner for Peace (OACP), The Ministry of 

Health and Social Protection, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the National Council of 

Reincorporation (CNR) (FARC component), the NGO Geneva Call (focused on the protection of 

civilians in armed conflict) and the NGO ASODEMUC (Association of Women for Peace and the 

Defense of the Rights of Colombian Women). The majority of these conversations was recorded.  

I have aimed to incorporate the many ideas and opinions about motherhood in conflict and about the 

reasons of female FARC ex-combatants to become mothers in post-accord Colombia. It became very 

clear that while some experts do not always have a direct connection with the topic, everyone has 

opinions and thoughts about it. I encountered many similarities, tensions and differences between the 

FARC mothers, higher rank FARC ex-combatants and outside experts. The FARC mothers are the ones 

living their motherhood personally, while others have only witnessed it and have opinions based on an 

outside point of view. Especially in terms of how motherhood was shaped and experienced during 

conflict, it is interesting to incorporate different viewpoints. This is a sensitive topic because of the 

stories about forced contraception and forced abortion in the FARC. Some of the practices are 

considered to be illegal in Colombia, for which they are yet to be prosecuted by the Special Jurisdiction 

for Peace (JEP). This fact may have influenced the answers of FARC ex-combatants with regards to the 

more sensitive aspects of motherhood during conflict.  

Informal interviews have also been of crucial importance to the research. At the beginning of my 

research, the informal conversations allowed me to become familiar with the research topic and the 

research locations. Those conversations also provided me with a lot of other useful contacts through the 

snowball effect. During my time in Icononzo I had many informal interviews with ex-combatants as 

well as with FARC mothers. The many ex-combatants I spoke with always offered me tinto (black 

coffee) or a juice while I was visiting them in their houses. The informal conversations turned out to be 

of great importance in Icononzo because they managed to keep the spontaneity between me and the ex-

combatants while they still provided me with a lot of information.  

The last method I have used during the research is participant observation. I was mainly applying this 

method in Icononzo as I was freely moving myself around the zone, visiting different houses, places and 

participating in the daily life of the ex-combatants. One evening I helped baking bread in the community 

restaurant, I visited the different projects in the zones a few times and I had various meals in the house 

of the FARC mother who helped me to provide the contacts of other FARC mothers. One day was 

particularly special as she brought me to a birthday party of a child in the ETCR. I was able to enjoy a 

delicious lunch surrounded by FARC mothers and their babies.  

During my time in Bogota I was not able to do a lot of participant observation for the reason that there 

was not one place in particular where I conducted the research. The FARC mothers, governmental 

institutions and NGO’s are spread throughout Bogota. However, as I mentioned above, when I visited 

the FARC mothers inside the houses I was able to gain a lot of insights into how their daily life looks 

like. I could also observe how the contact with their babies is like. During the conversations with FARC 

mothers in public spaces, I asked them if they could show me a picture of the baby and if they could tell 

me what I could see on the picture. The way they were speaking about their baby provided me with a 

lot of insights into the emotions they experience.  

Besides the semi-structured interviews and informal interviews in Bogota, I also attended two film 

screenings of the documentary Nunca Invisibles, Mujeres Farianas, Adiós a la Guerra13, which was 

produced by female ex-combatants. Both screenings were followed by interesting discussions in which 

ex-combatants were also participating. I also visited various museums where I learned a lot about the 

Colombian conflict and its victims.  

                                                           
13 Nunca Invisibles, Mujeres Farianas, Adiós a la Guerra: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gzmMzDwYe4Y 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gzmMzDwYe4Y
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Data Analysis 
During the semi-structured interviews I wrote fieldnotes down in my notebook. During some informal 

interviews I also wrote down some important notes, or I would write them down afterwards in order not 

to interrupt the spontaneity of the conversation. Furthermore, I also took note of my observations on a 

daily basis, especially in Icononzo. Every two weeks I reflected on the interviews and observations I 

had done so far and I tried to formulate some preliminary conclusions. From those conclusions I could 

see what information was still missing or which topics I would like to discover further. I collected all of 

the written fieldnotes in a document and during the fieldwork I already added some codes to those notes. 

I furthermore wrote my important observations, my activities as well as my very personal feelings and 

emotions in a diary on a daily basis. 

The majority of the conversations has been audio recorded and transcribed accordingly. Obviously, this 

has only been done when I had asked the participant for consent. In some occasions I felt that using my 

recording tool would serve as an obstacle during the conversation and I therefore decided to not interrupt 

the conversation. In those occasions I immediately wrote down my fieldnotes after the interview so I 

would not forget the most important parts of the conversation. There were only very few interviews 

where the participant told me that he or she did not want me to record the conversation. When I use 

“…..” throughout this thesis I refer to a direct quote from one of the transcribed conversations. When I 

use ‘…..’, it means that the conversation was not recorded nor transcribed. I have therefore formulated 

these ‘quotes’ according to my own fieldnotes.  

When I finalized the transcribing after my return from Colombia, I could start the coding. I first did the 

coding manually on the printed files of the fieldnotes and transcribed interviews. Then I put those codes 

in the digital documents and based on that I could make a coding scheme where the mostly used codes 

came up. Here I organized the codes per interviewed category: FARC mothers (Bogota versus 

Icononzo), other FARC ex-combatants and experts. I organized the codes into different categories, 

which resulted in the different chapters of this thesis. Hereby I used a mix of previously determined 

categories (based on my sub-questions) and categories based on the interviews.  

In order to protect the FARC ex-combatants I have spoken with, all of their names have been changed 

in this thesis. Only the name of Olga Lucía Marín was not changed because she plays an important role 

in the gender discourse of the FARC, and I therefore thought it was crucial to recognize her in this thesis, 

with her permission to do so. I have also changed two of the names of the experts I have spoken with 

because they explicitly told me not to use their own name. The FARC mothers and other ex-combatants 

told me that they do not mind if I would use their names because they are still using their nom de guerre 

in post-accord Colombia. I thought this was an interesting fact which demonstrates that the FARC 

continues to play a crucial role in their life during reincorporation. They do not identify themselves with 

their official name that is registered on their identification card. Also, the fact that we mainly had 

‘positive conversations’ about motherhood, where we hardly spoke about very controversial or sensitive 

topics, seems to have played a role in the fact that the ex-combatants did not mind if I would use their 

names. Hence I am convinced that confidentiality, privacy and security are of greater importance and 

therefore I still decided to change all of the names of the FARC mothers in this thesis.  

Personal Reflections 
The fact that I speak fluent Spanish has been very beneficial for the research as I was able to 

communicate in the native language of my research participants. Of course, some participants speak 

clearer than others, but in general there was no language barrier. In some cases I may not have 

understood what they meant exactly, but I was able to easily ask for clarification. My Spanish skills also 

made it easier to make a connection with my research participants and to gain their trust. In addition, it 

allowed me to improvise and to have informal moments during the semi-structured interviews.  

During the entire research I have been very aware of my position as a young, Western, female researcher 

travelling to Colombia doing research about this topic in the context of reincorporation. It soon turned 

out that there was a lot of frustration with the current reincorporation process, which from time to time 

made me feel uncomfortable with my position as a researcher. I was ‘just’ there to conduct research and 

I could not offer possibilities to the problems they were, and still are, facing on a daily basis. It was 
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therefore sometimes a struggle to legitimize the research: why I was doing this, why I went all the way 

to Colombia and why I was interested in talking with the FARC.  

On the other hand, I think that my position as a non-Colombian was also very beneficial because I was 

in that sense ‘neutral’ and open to all kinds of stories: from the government, NGO’s and the FARC. I 

am aware that complete neutrality is impossible in research but I think it has helped that I am an outsider 

in Colombia and I am not marked by its history. Because I did not speak with victims of the armed 

conflict, it was easier to be intrigued by the stories of the FARC ex-combatants. However, I tried to 

reflect on those and to keep my neutrality as much as possible.  

Another struggle I had when I was doing the research was something I had already expected to be 

confronted with: how to find research participants who would be willing to talk with me. I noticed that 

the FARC has been studied a lot since it has demobilized. Especially the role of gender and women 

inside the FARC turned out to be a very interesting research topic. I sometimes felt uncomfortable as I 

realized I was clearly not the first one wanting to talk with this research group. This was particularly the 

case with the FARC mothers, I did not really encounter this struggle with governmental institutions or 

NGO’s. I was sometimes overwhelmed with this uncomfortable feeling as I tried to put myself in their 

position. I dealt with this by clearly keeping in mind the additional value of my research and the positive 

approach that I was taking. I also ensured to keep contact with my research participants and to inform 

them about the progress of my research.   

In addition, it was a conscious decision to study motherhood, which is a topic generally related to 

positive feelings. Therefore I mostly avoided to talk about controversial themes. I focused instead on 

the very personal experiences of motherhood during reincorporation. Only in rare occasions I was 

confronted with strong emotions of FARC mothers. I think I managed to deal with this correctly and let 

them explain their emotions. Furthermore, it turned out that this positive approach was beneficial in 

terms of FARC mothers who were willing to talk with me. In fact, one FARC mother told me that she 

had never spoken with journalists or researchers because she did not want to, but when I told her that 

we would be talking about how it is like to be a mother, she was happy to share her experiences.  

Limitations  
I have identified a few limitations which I was unable to overcome during the research. Most of these 

limitations were caused by outside factors and were therefore largely outside my control.  

Firstly, since the armed conflict in Colombia is still present in some areas, I have been unable to travel 

to these regions. However, the large majority of the ETCR’s and FARC ex-combatants find themselves 

there. I had to respect the Dutch travel advise for Colombia, which meant that my research was somehow 

limited. I was only allowed to visit the ETCR of Icononzo and one other ETCR in the same province 

(Tolima), while there are 26 ETCR’s in the entire country. I have therefore received a rather one-sided 

understanding of how life looks like inside an ETCR. Icononzo has received a lot of interventions and 

help from the government, international organizations and NGO’s because it is the closest ETCR to 

Bogota. The reality in Icononzo is for that reason different than the reality in many other ETCR’s.  

The second limitation is related to the previous point: Icononzo has received a lot of attention and help 

as well as journalists and researchers. This means that Icononzo is slightly over studied, which has 

resulted in resistance of participating in researches. While there was a lot of willingness from the FARC 

community in Bogota to participate in my research and to help me out with the questions I had, the 

willingness was strongly lacking in Icononzo. The leaders of the zone were very busy and basically had 

no time to speak with me. I was motivated to organize a focus group or a workshop but it turned out that 

there was no space or no interest in this. Sometimes I waited a few days for certain meetings which 

never happened. I realized that my research was not one of their priorities. At some point I decided to 

move on and to go back to Bogota, particularly because of this reason.  

This limitation links to the third limitation: the rather short research period. If I would have had more 

time to conduct the research I maybe would have been able to stay for a longer period of time in 

Icononzo. This would have been beneficial for the trust of my research participants. I could potentially 

have organized the focus group or workshop in consultation with the leaders of the zone. However, I 

slightly doubt if this would have served as a solution to the fact that Icononzo is over studied. But, 
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having stayed in Colombia for a longer period of time would have enabled me to also visit the second 

ETCR in Tolima which I was allowed to go to. This would have facilitated different and additional 

insights into the reincorporation inside an ETCR. Furthermore, more time would have allowed me to 

speak to more FARC mothers and to potentially also include more stories of FARC fathers, which would 

have provided me with a different view.  

Bogota versus Icononzo 

Reincorporation was, at the beginning of the process, particularly taking place in the ETCR’s, but it 

gradually started to take place in spaces outside ETCR’s: rural areas, towns and cities. More and more 

ex-combatants have left the ETCR’s. They have continued their reincorporation in their preferred areas. 

I therefore decided that I wanted to conduct the research in an ETCR and in a space outside, to have a 

more complete impression of the reincorporation process and the differences between the experiences 

in different places.  

For the purpose of this thesis, it is crucial to stress upon some of the most important differences between 

both research locations: Bogota and Icononzo (ETCR). Some ex-combatants live outside ETCR’s 

because they are unsatisfied with their reincorporation process there, they wish to be reunited with 

family members or they have job opportunities outside the ETCR. Some have also moved to other urban 

or rural areas because of their partners’ jobs or because of work in the political party (particularly the 

case in Bogota). Whether the FARC has a particular policy of deciding which ex-combatants should live 

in which location is still unclear to me.   

The differences between the two research locations are relevant to mention because these differences 

also implied that I handled my research differently in each location. Especially since the settings of these 

two places are significantly different in terms of size, mobility, collectiveness, living circumstances and 

opportunities, the experiences of FARC mothers with regards to their recent motherhood are different 

in both locations. This should therefore be clearly kept in mind during the analysis of their experiences 

of motherhood and reincorporation throughout the entire thesis.  

Bogota 

Bogota, with a total of more than eight million inhabitants, is mostly unknown to FARC ex-combatants 

because most of them were born and raised in the more rural areas of Colombia. The FARC ex-

combatants live individually, mostly with their partners or family, in all kind of places throughout 

Bogota. The ex-combatants who are connected to the political party FARC meet each other in La Sede 

(the headquarters of the FARC political party) in an anonymous building close to the centre of Bogota. 

I also visited these headquarters during various occasions.  

Bogota is also in terms of mobility a very different setting. When I was meeting FARC mothers or other 

ex-combatants in Bogota for interviews, I usually moved around by public transport or taxi to meet them 

in coffeeshops or at home. It generally took me between thirty minutes and one hour to get to an 

interview, while in Icononzo everything is at walking distance. In addition, in Bogota the FARC identity 

is mostly hidden for security reasons. Therefore, meeting with ex-combatants in public spaces was 

sometimes challenging for me because I did not want to put them in a dangerous or uncomfortable 

position. For that reason I always let it up to the ex-combatant to decide where we should be meeting. 

Icononzo (ETCR) 

Icononzo is a completely different scenery than Bogota. It is one of the safest ETCR’s and the closest 

to Bogota, which means it receives a lot of attention and interventions from outside parties. In 

approximately 3,5 hours by car you get from Bogota to the town of Icononzo. Then it takes another 40-

45 minutes by motor or car to get to the ETCR outside town. There are a few four wheel drives of the 

FARC available in the ETCR. There is usually one driver and one security guard (also FARC ex-

combatants) who drive these cars and who drive the leaders of the ETCR around the area or to other 

places in Colombia. Some ex-combatants have a motor in order to easily get to Icononzo for example, 

other ex-combatants are dependent on the bus which only drives a few times per day back and forth 

between a place close to the ETCR and the town.  

 

The ETCR is located in a mountainous area where it can be quite warm during the day when its sunny, 

but it get colds during a rainy day or at night. To get from one place to another in Icononzo you have to 
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walk up and down the hills. Icononzo is separated into four different comunas (zones), with each zone 

having its communal building that previously was used as a community kitchen. Besides approximately 

200 ex-combatants, Icononzo, like many other ETCR’s, has also received civiles (people who are not 

ex-combatants: ‘civilians’) in its zone: partners, parents, or children of ex-combatants have moved into 

the area. While every person or family has its own house with basic facilities, life in Icononzo is still 

very collective since bathrooms and washing facilities are shared and most people know and greet each 

other. Besides that, ex-combatants in Icononzo get along with the civilians outside the ETCR quite well. 

They even work together on some agricultural projects, in contrast to other ETCR’s where ex-

combatants are threatened by civilians or paramilitaries.  

 

In Icononzo there are agricultural projects, a tailoring project and a small artisanal beer brewery of La 

Roja. Besides these projects there is a community restaurant where ex-combatants as well as visitors 

such as the ARN, UN and other outsiders can have breakfast, lunch and takeaway dinner for a reasonable 

price. This restaurant is run by a few women who are ex-combatants and a woman who is civilian. The 

restaurant is also a meeting point for (international) organizations or individuals as it is rather close to 

the entrance. During the time I spent in Icononzo there were regularly meetings between the ARN, the 

UN and the military. In fact, the military gets along with the ex-combatants in Icononzo very well and 

they like to buy their lunch at the restaurant, something no one could have imagined a few years ago 

when these parties were fighting each other. Because I did not have cooking facilities in my room and I 

was uanble to easily move outside the ETCR to go grocery shopping in the town of Icononzo, I was 

having my breakfast and lunch in this restaurant. 

 

However, there is La Tienda (the shop) where basic household and cooking items, drinks and snacks are 

sold. La Tienda is also the place where some ex-combatants gather during the afternoon to have some 

Poker (Colombian beer) while chatting, playing rana, tejo (typical Colombian games), or billiard at one 

of the pool tables, while enjoying loud Colombian or guerrilleros music. There is also a small cafeteria 

where the women who work in the restaurant during the day are selling hamburgers, empanadas or 

sausages at night. I spent some time there having some snacks or drinking a beer while chatting with the 

ex-combatants. Another cooperative of ex-combatants in Icononzo is a small hostel where visitors pay 

25.000 Colombian pesos (almost seven euros) per night to stay in a shared room. I did not stay in the 

hostel since I would be the only one sleeping there and it gets quite lonely during the night.  

 

I felt very safe during my entire time in Icononzo and I walked around alone in the dark, something I 

tried to avoid in Bogota. I stayed in a ‘normal house’ in a ‘row’ with other ex-combatants. These are 

very simple houses, made of plasterboard, where it gets cold during the night. In the ETCR there is one 

house available where ex-combatants have access to a WIFI network. Here they often come together to 

make homework or to watch online videos. During my time in Icononzo there were classes provided for 

those who had, prior to entering the FARC, not yet finished primary school or bachillerato (high school). 

Friends I made in Icononzo shared pictures with me over Whatsapp of the graduation that took place at 

the beginning of April. Besides these facilities, there is a colourful house available that used to serve, 

and could be serving, as a kindergarten, there are sports courts, community gardens and a small building 

for the doctor who visits the ETCR various times a month. This ‘clinic’ was accorded upon in the peace 

agreement and is present in other ETCR’s as well.  

  



30 

 

 
Figure 3: part of the ETCR 

 

    
     Figure 4: part of the ETCR          Figure 5:FARC’s ideology paintings  

 

    
     Figure 6: female FARC combatant painting        Figure 7: collective memory painting 
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Figure 8: tailoring project       Figure 9: La Roja in the small         Figure 10: aloe vera garden 

          artisanal brewery              run by female ex-combatants 

 

                       
Figure 11: sports court          Figure 12: ‘my’ house                     Figure 13: the room 

 

         
Figure 14: breakfast at the      Figure 15: lunch at the house         Figure 16: evening snack at the  

community restaurant       of an ex-combatant            cafeteria in La Tienda 

  

The above pictures illustrate some of my impressions during my stay in Icononzo in February 2019. 

figure 3 and figure 4 show parts of the ETCR in the mountainous area with beautiful views. Figure 5, 

figure 6 and figure 7 demonstrate a couple of the paintings on houses in the ETCR, there were many of 

these throughout the entire ETCR: FARC’s ideology is clearly present. Figure 8, figure 9 and figure 10 

show some of the productive projects in Icononzo: the tailoring project, the small artisanal beer brewery 

and an aloe vera community garden run by female ex-combatants. Figure 11 shows one of the sports 

court on a Saturday afternoon when both female and male ex-combatants sometimes play volleyball. 

Figure 12 and figure 13 illustrate the house and the room where I was staying. I spent eight nights with 

lots of blankets during the night. Figure 14, figure 15 and figure 16 show some of the meals I had during 

my stay. Figure 14 is the typical Colombian breakfast: eggs, arepa and caldo (soup). Figure 15 shows a 

simple lunch which an ex-combatant made for me: sopa con pasta (soup with pasta). Figure 16 is an 

evening snack that I bought at the cafeteria in La Tienda: a sausage and a potato.  
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4. FARC Women in Conflict, the Peace Process, Peace 

Agreement and Post-Accord Colombia 

 

This chapter provides a contextualization of the FARC mothers. It does so by elaborating on the armed 

conflict and the FARC, the role of women during the armed conflict, the peace process, as well as their 

presence in the peace agreement and in post-accord Colombia. I aim to provide insights into why women 

started to join the guerrilla and what tasks they performed. This is followed by information about the 

peace process and the peace agreement, where the role of FARC women and gender is highlighted. This 

chapter lastly provides insights into post-accord Colombia, where I touch upon the reincorporation 

process, the current situation and challenges.  

The Armed Conflict & The FARC 
 

“What began forty-two years ago as a war waged by Marxist revolutionaries against an exclusive 

political system has devolved into a bloody struggle over resources; military, paramilitary, guerrillas, 

domestic elites, and multinational actors vie for control of this resource rich country. 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.” 

Theidon (2009: 6) 

The above quote of Theidon (2009) summarizes the core of the Colombian civil war from her 

perspective. Colombia’s civil war is the longest armed conflict in the western hemisphere. It has led to 

the involvement of many different parties such as the Colombian state, guerrillas, paramilitaries, 

domestic elites and multinational actors. According to the Unique Victim Registry (RUV), in 2017 there 

were 8.376.463 victims of the armed conflict. Of this amount almost one million persons have been 

killed, almost 35 thousands have been kidnapped and over 7 million are internally displaced persons. 

Victims have been tortured, disappeared and illegally recruited by armed groups (Portafolio, 2017). This 

long-lasting conflict has experienced very grave human rights violations (Theidon, 2009: 6). In order to 

understand the Colombian armed conflict and how the FARC was established, it is crucial to understand 

Colombia’s violent past.  

Colombia has a long history of violence which goes back to before La Violencia, a ten years long violent 

conflict between the liberal party and the conservative party of Colombia, which started in 1948 and 

ended by 1958. It gave rise to paramilitaries, guerrilla groups and armed self-defence groups which were 

fighting against each other. One peasant guerrilla that arose from the liberal upraising was Manuel 

Marulanda Velez (Tirofijo), who later became the main commander of the FARC. When La Violencia 

was brought to an official end, the land disputes, which were a cause of the conflict, were not yet 

resolved and therefore violence continued in Colombia’s countryside. During the decade long conflict 

approximately 300.000 people have been killed (Molano, 2007).  

The FARC  
The FARC was established in 1964 after the ‘Independent Republic of Marquetalia’, a communist 

commune that was established during La Violencia, was attacked by the Colombian government. The 

survivors of this attack regrouped and five months later declared themselves the Revolutionary Armed 

Forces of Colombia (FARC) at their first conference under the lead of Tirofijo (Bargent, 2014). The 

oldest and most powerful Marxist-Leninist guerrilla movement of Latin America, with its roots in rural 

self-defence groups, was officially established and would remain intact for 53 years (1964 – 2017) 

(Saskiewicz, 2005: 2). While it was a relatively small guerrilla at the start, it grew significantly in 

numbers as well as in influence (Theidon, 2009: 7). Between 1970 and 1982 the FARC grew from a 

small movement of approximately 500 persons to a small army of 3.000 combatants (Molano, 2007). 

The increase continued during the years and has eventually resulted in the disarmament of a total of 

approximately 10.015 FARC combatants after the signing of the peace agreement in November 2016 

(Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2017). 
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In the late 1970’s and 1980’s the FARC started to be involved in drug trafficking. The drug trafficking, 

as well as drug trade protection, extortion and kidnapping, served the FARC to finance itself. This made 

an enormous grow possible during those decades (Theidon, 2009: 7). It soon turned out that drugs (coca) 

was the most profitable commodity. The FARC therefore started to demand a “higher financial 

contribution” from the fronts which were rich in coca (for the production of cocaine) (Labrousse, 2005: 

177). It is estimated that during the first years of 2000, the annual “drug-related revenue” was around 

300 million dollars a year, which represented 40 to 60% of FARC’s total funding (Labrousse, 2005: 

179).  

An important shift in the FARC was the Seventh National Conference in 1982 where the FARC 

presented its Strategic Plan (1982-1990). This plan included an enormous increase of the organization 

through the initial goal of the expansion to 48 fronts. Eventually, the FARC grew from seven fronts to 

42 between 1978 and 1986 (Labrousse, 2005: 177). While the FARC was initially dominantly 

entrenching itself in rural and isolated areas of Colombia, the splitting of fronts occured. This split took 

place in order to recruit combatants and to protect themselves from enemies. Also, in this way the FARC 

could establish itself in middle-sized cities and areas rich in coca, coals and oil (ibid.).  

The expansion of fronts did, besides an increase in funding, result in an increase of manpower as well. 

The FARC expanded to its peak of over 20.000 combatants by 2002. These combatants were divided 

into 70 fronts which were organized in seven regional blocks. The majority of the recruited FARC 

combatants comes from a predominantly rural and peasant background which included women, 

‘younger recruits’, peasants and combatants with a relatively low education level (Saab & Taylor, 2009: 

459-460). Saab and Taylor (2009) argue that even though the FARC initiated an “urban bombing 

campaign”, the FARC has been unsuccessful in the attempt of establishing a strong urban ground and 

therefore remained predominantly rural (p. 459).  

The FARC also had a significant amount of members who were not active in the armed combat: Las 

Milicias (The Militias). These were finding themselves in small towns and cities. They were part of a 

political and military mechanism of the FARC which have a partisan and political life, they did their 

work, they lived with their families and they have not realized a commitment to membership. They were 

not the same as guerrilleros (members participating in armed combat) because they did not fulfil FARC’s 

military career. They lived a sedentary life while the guerrillero is characterized by migration. 

“The FARC used the drug trade to become institutionally wealthy; this institutional wealth was used to 

further its political objectives. The FARC was able to leverage the support of the local population into 

territorial control, which led to economic growth, and then military strength”. 

Cook (2011: 24) 

Apart from the military force of the FARC in the communities where it moved into, the FARC also 

provided state-like functions and public services to the local populations. These served to gain support 

of the local population, as Cook (2011) mentions above. The FARC was in charge of the collection of 

taxes, solving of disputes, the provision of health and educational services and the improvement of the 

infrastructure such as roads. In that sense, the FARC took over the role of the state as it further started 

to control issues which were related to carrying arms, violence, drug abuse, prostitution but also fishing, 

hinting and working hours (Cook, 2011: 23-24). This construction was particularly beneficial for the 

FARC as it enabled the guerrilla to expand its territory and control while the local population could 

benefit from the provided services.   

Other Guerrillas & Paramilitaries  
Besides the FARC, many other guerrillas and paramilitary groups arose during the armed conflict. The 

second largest guerrilla movement of Colombia, with between 1.000 and 2.000 combatants, is the ELN 

(The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2019). In contrast to the rural roots of the FARC, the ELN originated 

in university campuses from a mixture of Cuban revolutionary theory and extreme liberation theology. 

They eventually turned to the engagement with illegal activities (Theidon, 2009: 7). The ELN has also 

been active since 1964 but, in contrast to the FARC, remains in force. There have been various ‘peace 

intentions’ since July 2004, but these have so far been unsuccessful. In fact, according to the Colombian 

state, the ELN is responsible for the auto bomb that exploded at the police academy in Bogota in January 
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2019, which killed more than twenty and injured over seventy (El País, 2019). Another important 

guerrilla movement in the Colombian conflict has been M-19. This guerrilla was active since 1970 and 

became a political party (M-19 Democratic Alliance) after its demobilization in 1990. Also the EPL, 

which has been active since 1967, played an important role during Colombia’s armed conflict.  

Paramilitary groups, also called ‘self-defence organizations’ which started to evolve during the 1960’s, 

have been a third actor in the Colombian conflict. These were aimed to defeat the leftist guerrillas of 

Colombia. According to Theidon (2009), paramilitaries assumed an important responsibility in the state-

organized elimination of the guerrillas (p. 7). Spencer (2001) argues that the paramilitaries have enjoyed 

more popular support from society than the guerrillas have. In addition, he argues that they have been 

able to seriously challenge Colombia’s guerrillas. Also, they have been successful where the state has 

not, which has caused people to see them as a possible solution to the conflict (p.1).  

Colombia’s paramilitaries have been generally involved in the illegal drug trafficking (mainly cocaine), 

which caused a new phenomenon to occur: paramilitarismo, which is “the transformation of 

paramilitary groups into an economic, social, and political force, that has infiltrated Colombian society” 

(Theidon, 2009: 8). This was mainly a consequence of the enormous grow in the drug trade, initially 

starting with marijuana and later moving to cocaine during the 1970’s and 1980’s. One of the most well-

known and most notorious paramilitaries of Colombia is the AUC, which was active between 1997 and 

2006. The demobilization of over 30.000 combatants started after the peace agreement between the 

Colombian government and the AUC which was signed in July 2003 (Pardo et al., 2005: 31).  

Las Guerrilleras 
During the armed conflict, las guerrilleras have played an important role in the FARC. In 1974, ten 

years after the establishment of the FARC, women were officially recognized as combatants with rights 

and duties equal to those of their male counterpart (LIMPAL Colombia & FARC, 2018: 27). During the 

80’s a lot of women started to join the guerrilla because it gained increased attention through the (failed) 

peace negotiations with the Colombian government that were occurring at that time. As a result, the 

FARC has one of the highest percentages of female combatants in illegally armed groups in Colombia, 

namely between 20 – 40 % depending on the ranks (Herrera & Porch, 2008: 612). According to a 

Socioeconomic Census of the National University of Colombia in 2017, 23% of the 10.015 demobilized 

ex-combatants were women. These female ex-combatants are particularly from rural, indigenous and 

afro-Colombian backgrounds (Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2017).  

“I did not want to study, I saw these women in the guerrilla and I said I want to be one of them. I want 

to be able to endure hunger, I want to be in combat, I want to live that experience […]. Deep inside I 

wanted to be a ‘guerrillera’ here, which one forms in pure sacrifice.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

The quote above of Elena [Bogota, 4th of February], one of the FARC mothers I spoke with for this 

thesis, shows the reason she decided to enter the guerrilla. She was only twelve years old when she 

became a guerrillera. She was inspired by the female combatants and she did not want to go to high 

school like the other girls of her age. Many female combatants joined the Marxist guerrilla as girls or 

adolescents because of domestic violence, general insecurity, poverty or like Elena mentioned because 

they looked up to the female guerrillas who visited their villages (Wüstner, 2017: 15; Herrera & Porch, 

2008: 616). The FARC mothers told me that they entered because family members were connected to 

the FARC, because of abuse, poverty, the killing of family members, domestic violence and because of 

being inspired by the cause. Ten of the twelve FARC mothers I formally interviewed were between 13 

and 16 years old when they joined the guerrilla. Some female ex-combatants also said that they had 

joined the FARC after they pursued a degree. Those women have a different background, one which 

later turned out to be beneficial during their reincorporation in post-accord Colombia.  

The significant presence of women is also a consequence of their search for social equality and justice. 

By joining the FARC, women challenge the traditional gender roles and ideas about femininity and 

masculinity established by society (LIMPAL Colombia & FARC, 2018: 27). The FARC therefore not 

only served as an escape, but it also offered an alternative to traditional gender roles of Colombian 



35 

 

society where, as in most parts of the world, women are seen as peaceful, caring and givers of life, while 

men are considered as being more aggressive and conflictive. The participation of Colombian women 

in the armed conflict demonstrates that they cannot solely be considered passive victims of the conflict 

but that they have actively participated in the use of violence and thereby transgressed traditional gender 

norms (Avoine & Tillman, 2015: 217-219; Arostegui, 2013: 535).  

However, while the female combatants eventually managed to receive a similar status as their male 

counterpart, they were initially protected and they were not involved in the armed fight (Méndez, 2012: 

128). It was a women’s struggle inside the guerrilla to obtain the same status, on paper and in practice, 

as the male combatants. They were initially performing supporting jobs related to nursing and the 

caretaking of the camps and fellow combatants (ibid.). Later on the female ex-combatants started to 

demand that they would be brought to the armed fight instead of staying in the FARC camps. They 

eventually achieved to fully participate in the armed fight and were armed just as much as the male 

combatants (ibid.:129). Women were equally participating in tasks of intelligence, explosives and the 

battle line, something they were unfamiliar with [Olga Lucía Marín, FARC’s National Commission of 

Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January].  

In contrast to the equality in terms of the above mentioned tasks, female FARC combatants who left the 

guerrilla earlier during earlier years mentioned that they have been exposed to gender discrimination 

and gender inequality in the guerrilla. Most female combatants have been exposed to forced 

contraception and (forced) abortion during active combat (Theidon, 2009: 29; Herrera & Porch, 2008: 

626). Since the priority of the FARC was with the armed conflict instead of with the formation of 

families, FARC women were restricted to become mothers and their reproductivity was controlled. In 

the following chapters of this thesis I will extensively go into this control and what has been its 

implications for the current motherhood of FARC mothers. 

Peace Process & Peace agreement  

 

A Successful Peace Process  
The historical peace process between the FARC and the Colombian government under president Juan 

Manuel Santos (2010-2018) started with negotiations mainly taking place in Havana between 2012 and 

2016. This peace process was however not the first attempt of an agreement between the largest guerrilla 

group of Colombia and the government. The first attempt occurred during the presidency of Belisario 

Betancur (1982-1986), who named a peace commission which marked the start of peace talks between 

the FARC and the government. The solution the government offered to the conflict was the formation 

of a political party where FARC’s military forces would be converted into political forces and would 

therefore be legalized. A ceasefire followed in 1984, which led to the formation of the Patriotic Union 

(UP), a party that was affiliated with the FARC while it was supported by the communist party and other 

Colombian leftist groups (Molano, 2007). The peace negotiations that had started were abruptly ended 

after the assassination of the UP presidential candidate (BBC, 2016). 

A second attempt for peace started in May 1991. Again, these peace negotiations soon came to an abrupt 

end after the assassinations of former liberal minister Argenlino Durán Quitnero and FARC’s diplomatic 

representative Daniel García. A third round of negotiations between the FARC (Tirofijo) and president 

Pastrana of the Colombian government started in May 1999. This attempt was terminated by president 

Pastrana in February 2002 after the FARC hijacked a domestic flight which carried 24 passengers (BBC, 

2016). The peace process that took place between 2012 and 2016 was therefore the fourth and last 

attempt for peace between the FARC and the Colombian government.  

Simultaneously there have been various peace agreements with other non-state armed groups (guerrillas 

as well as paramilitaries) and the Colombian government. The demobilization of the guerrilla group M-

19 occurred in 1990, the EPL demobilized in 1991, the AUC in 2006, while the ELN remains active. 

The collective demobilization of thousands of combatants was a result of these peace agreements as well 

as a result of individual demobilization. Among those combatants were members of the AUC 

(paramilitary), the ELN (guerrilla) and the FARC (who demobilized individually or during earlier 

negotiations) (ARN, 2018a). 
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The fourth and last peace process between the FARC and the Colombian government is outstanding for 

the reason that Colombia is the first Latin American country that has explicitly included gender justice 

in its peace process (Meertens, 2016: 89). It therefore acknowledges the important role that female 

combatants have played during the active combat of the FARC. Traditionally, the voice of female ex-

combatants was displaced from the field of negotiations, forgetting their needs and discarding the 

knowledge they have to contribute to the construction of peace and the maintenance of it (Díaz et al., 

2017: 47). Just like many other scholars, Theidon (2007) argues that successful reintegration processes 

should have a gender approach which touches upon the existing links between weapons, violence and 

masculinities (p. 71). The peace process in Havana also started without the presence of women and 

gender. However, under international pressure14 and the pressure of women’s movements, two years 

after the start of the process (September 2014) it was decided that a gender sub-commission would be 

installed. This sub-commission revised the gender focus in the agreement and spoke with female ex-

combatants from all over the world (Meertens, 2016: 96).  

The strong gender discourse and focus on the role of women that was developed during the peace 

process, remains of crucial importance to FARC’s ideology in post-accord Colombia. FARC’s vision 

on gender equality is also reflected in its current political party. Victoria Sandino Palmera15 (2016), 

senator of the political party FARC, uses the term insurgent feminism to explain that feminism is not 

just a women’s issue, but it is an anti-patriarchal struggle which must be assumed by the whole 

revolutionary movement, with the combined struggle of both men and women. This type of feminism is 

not only against the oppression of women, but against all kinds of oppression (Sandino Palmera, 2016; 

Phelan, 2017). Politically active FARC ex-combatants seem to use insurgent feminism to keep their 

gender discourse in tact while ex-combatants are reincorporating in post-accord Colombia.  

The Peace Agreement  
The conflict between the FARC and the Colombian government officially came to an end with the 

signing of the peace agreement on the 24th of November 2016 in Cartagena, Colombia. The organized 

Colombian peace plebiscite, which allowed Colombian citizens to vote in favour or against the 

agreement, delayed the signing. It was held on the 2nd of October 2016 and it turned out negative as ‘no’ 

won with just a small majority of 50,22%. One of the most important opponents and campaigners against 

the agreement was former right-wing president Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010), who has been critical of the 

peace negotiations initiated by Santos since the beginning (El Tiempo, 2016). As a result, the peace 

agreement had to be revised and after adjustments it was eventually signed in November 2016.  

The peace agreement consists of five chapters: 1. Comprehensive rural reform; 2. Political participation; 

3. End of the conflict; 4. Solution to the problem of illicit drugs; 5. Agreement regarding the victims of 

the conflict (Presidencia de la República, 2016: 3). As mentioned above, the gender sub-commission 

revised the entire agreement and ensured that ‘gender’ was included throughout every chapter. This has 

resulted in the inclusion of gender throughout the entire agreement. In addition, on page 6116 of the 

agreement it states: “The reincorporation process will have in all its components a differential approach 

and gender perspective, with emphasis on women's rights.”17 (Acuerdo Final, 2016). The 

implementation of the peace agreement is being verified by CSIVI (the Commission for Follow-up, 

Impulse and Verification) which was created as a result of the peace agreement.  

Only a limited amount of pages of the peace agreement is dedicated to the economic, social and political 

reincorporation of the FARC in civil life. The section 3.2 about reincorporation starts on page 61 and 

ends on page 68, while the entire agreement consists of a total of 297 pages (Acuerdo Final, 2016). A 

lack of practical actions formulated in the peace agreement in order to enhance the reincorporation of 

ex-combatant in civil life, especially in terms of gender, has led to the creation of CONPES 3931: the 

National Politics for the Social and Economic Reincorporation of Ex-combatants of the FARC. This 

                                                           
14 The international pressure is motivated by the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 adopted on the 31st of 

October 2000. This resolution acknowledges the disproportionate impact of armed conflict on girls and women. It therefore 

calls for the inclusion of a gender perspective in peace processes (OSAGI, n.d.). 
15 Victoria Sandino Palmera is an ex-commander of the FARC and she has played an important role in the negotiation processes 

of the peace agreement. Currently she is a senator for the political party of the FARC in the Colombian government.  
16 Page number of the original peace agreement document in Spanish.  
17 Translated from Spanish to English from the original peace agreement.  
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strategy was created by the National Council of Political, Economic and Social Affairs (CONPES) and 

includes concrete and practical actions. It took a relatively long time for this document to arrive as it 

was only released on the 22nd of June 2018, 1,5 years after the signing of the peace agreement while ex-

combatants were already in the process of reincorporation. It was particularly supported by the National 

Council of Reincorporation (CNR18), who stressed the need for these actions on behalf of the FARC ex-

combatants (CONPES 3931, 2018: 3). The CNR achieved to include seventeen gender actions and nine 

affirmative actions in the CONPES 3931. Those are orientated towards the promotion of sexual and 

reproductive rights and the strengthening of active citizenship, among others.  

Post-Accord Colombia  
The international policy of Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) was enforced after 

the signing of the peace agreement. This mission was supervised by the UN and included the 

disarmament and demobilization of thousands of FARC combatants. The ex-combatants started to move 

into the 20 Transitional Local Zones and Points (ZVTN) and seven Transient Normalization Points 

(PTN) which were established as part of the DDR program (UN Mission in Colombia, 2017). The 26th 

of June 2017 marked an important day for Colombia’s peace because the United Nations Mission in 

Colombia announced that the disarmament of FARC combatants had concluded. The Mission received 

and stored a totality of 7.132 arms in the ZVTN’s (ibid.). In August 2017, approximately 7.000 ex-

combatants were already demobilized and going through the DDR program in the different ZTVN’s 

(BBC, 2017). These ZTVN’s and PTN’s were converted into the 26 Territorial Training and 

Reincorporation Spaces (ETCR) after finalising the disarmament. These ETCR’s19 are crucial for the 

reincorporation of ex-combatants as they serve to reincorporate FARC ex-combatants through technical 

training and the preparation of collective and individual productive projects, as formulated in the peace 

agreement.  

Reincorporation  
Besides UN’s important supervising role, the ARN (Agency for Normalization and Reincorporation) 

has been crucial in the reincorporation of FARC ex-combatants in Colombian society. ARN’s existence 

dates back to 2003 and has been through various name changes as well as function changes ever since. 

The Program of Reincorporation in Civil Life (PRVC) was created in 2003 and it was part of the 

Ministry of Internal Affairs and Justice. It was created with the objective to attend the persons who, 

individually or collectively, abandoned illegal armed groups. In 2006 PRVC’s name was changed to 

High Counseling for Reintegration (ACR). The most important change was that it now included 

‘reintegration’. It was created in order to respond to the demands of the demobilization process in 

Colombia, related to the increase of persons who entered with the massive demobilization of the AUC. 

Also, the change was a consequence of the need to understand reintegration as a sustainable program. 

In 2011 it became necessary to create an institutional framework with technical, administrative and 

financial autonomy to tackle the challenges of reintegration in the face of the increase in individual 

demobilization. This institution was now called the Colombian Agency for Reintegration (ACR). In 

2017 the ACR changed to the current ARN in order to address the challenges of the process of collective 

and individual reintegration of former FARC members and their families (ARN, 2018b: 8-9).  

The ARN makes a clear distinction between two kind of programs: the ‘reintegration program’ and the 

‘reincorporation program’. The reintegration program is aimed at those ex-combatants from paramilitary 

groups, other guerrilla groups and individually demobilized FARC members. The reincorporation 

program is for those FARC ex-combatants who collectively demobilized after the peace agreement. The 

term ‘reincorporation’ was decided upon by the FARC in the peace agreement. The reason for this clear 

separation between reintegration and reincorporation is the fact that the FARC ex-combatants, who 

demobilize through the reincorporation program, go through a different process. They do not follow the 

same path as those ex-combatants who complete a six years long reintegration trajectory based on eight 

dimensions: citizenship, security, personal, productivity, education, health, habitat, family (ARN, 

2018b: 9). Instead, FARC ex-combatants are provided a reincorporation program where they were 

                                                           
18 The CNR is, besides the CSIVI, also one of the organizations that was established as a result of the peace agreement. The 

CNR consists of a government component and a FARC component.  
19 See Appendix I for a map of the different ETCR’s throughout Colombia. 
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guaranteed rights, education, health and the support of economic projects. Proyectos productivos 

(productive projects or cooperatives) are economic initiatives where ex-combatants have the opportunity 

to work. In addition, the social reincorporation and the societal acceptance of FARC ex-combatants are 

central in their reincorporation in post-accord Colombia.  

The activities and initiatives that would enhance the reincorporation of ex-combatants were particularly 

planned for the ETCR’s. In these ETCR’s the government would provide basic housing, energy, gas and 

the alimentation (food such as rice, beans, vegetables, meat) for ex-combatants during two years: from 

the official end of the disarmament in August 2017 until the 15th of August 2019. After this date ex-

combatants were expected to be self-sufficient and the help of the government would no longer be 

needed. It was also decided in the peace agreement that FARC ex-combatants would receive a monthly 

basic income of 740.000 Colombian Pesos (approximately 200 euros) for two years after the official end 

of the disarmament (Acuerdo Final, 2016: 67). However, an important point is that while I was writing 

this thesis (after August 2019), it turned out that the two years period has been prolonged initially until 

December 2019. I assume that this has to do with the fact that ex-combatants are not yet able to 

completely maintain themselves. This means that up until the end of 2019 the ex-combatants are able to 

continue living in the ETCR’s, where they also receive the alimentation. All of the ex-combatants still 

receive the monthly basic income.   

The ARN has 32 offices throughout the country from which they keep track of the reincorporation of 

the FARC ex-combatants. The employees of the ARN are active in the ETCR’s and they work closely 

with the FARC community. FARC ex-combatants are not obliged to stay in the ETCR’s and when they 

leave those zones it does not mean they will not be attended by ARN staff anymore. They will still have 

the right to the basic income, but all the other facilities (housing, energy etc.) are no longer provided.  

As part of FARC’s reincorporation in Colombian society, and in order to stimulate their economic 

activity, it was agreed in the peace agreement that the FARC would legally set up a joint social and 

economic solidary organisation. The organization called Economías Sociales del Común (ECOMÚN) 

would cover the entire country and would have territorial-based sections. FARC ex-combatants can join 

ECOMÚN voluntarily (Acuerdo Final, 2016: 64). Two years (November 2018) after the signing of the 

peace agreement approximately 51 cooperatives with 3.070 ex-combatants had been created (Consejo 

de Seguridad, 2018a: 7). It has not been easy to establish cooperatives and many of the projects do not 

yet guarantee a stable income for the ex-combatants involved (LIMPAL Colombia & FARC, 2018: 37). 

In fact, this was one of the most important points where the FARC ex-combatants I spoke with were 

very disappointed about: there have been very few (approved) economic projects neither in the ETCR’s 

nor outside ETCR’s, which results in a continuous dependence on the states’ provision of housing, 

alimentation and basic income. Many of the projects which are functioning are a result of their own 

efforts or financed by international institutions or individuals. The fact that the FARC community 

continues to depend on the state was particularly worrying because the end of the provision of services 

was coming close as August 2019 was approaching during my fieldwork.   

Despite the disarmament, demobilization and current reintegration, the FARC has not lost its Marxist-

Leninist goals as it expects to gain political power and thereby change the nature of the state in a legal 

way (Ospina et al., 2016: 41). In fact, as part of the peace agreement the FARC established its political 

party: The Common Alternative Revolutionary Force (FARC) in August 2017. Their reincorporation 

process in post-accord Colombia can therefore be considered as two-fold: an individual transition from 

fighter to civilian and a collective transition from a military organization to a political party (Wüstner, 

2017: 5). The peace agreement guaranteed ten seats in Congress20 even if the FARC would receive less 

votes. During the presidential elections in May and June 2018, when current president Iván Duque 

Marquez21 was elected, the political party FARC received over 85.000 votes. This amount is less than 

                                                           
20 Five in the house and five in the senate  
21 Duque is from the same party as Álvaro Uribe, the Colombian president (2002-2010) before Santos (2010-2018), who was 

an important advocate against the peace agreement.  
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1% of the total votes, which demonstrates that Colombia is still resisting to accept the FARC in politics 

(El Tiempo, 2018). 

Challenges of Reincorporation 
Today marks over two years since the official start of the reincorporation of FARC ex-combatants in 

post-accord Colombia. And, as I mentioned above, this reincorporation period has been prolonged. 

There have been significant achievements, such as the demobilization and disarmament of thousands of 

combatants, the establishment of the ZVTN’s which turned into the ETCR’s, the FARC political party 

and their say in politics and the creation of some cooperatives. In addition to that, according to data from 

July 2019, 11.226 reincorporating ex-combatants receive the basic income, which represents 86% of the 

total amount of ex-combatants, 12.768 ex-combatants (98%) are affiliated with the Colombian ‘Health 

Promoting Entity’ (EPS) and 1.773 ex-combatants are enrolled in academic education (ARN, 2019: 6). 

The FARC and the Colombian government are, almost 3 years after the signing of the peace agreement, 

still together on the road to peace after the decades long conflict.  

But while the large majority of the FARC ex-combatants is still going through the reincorporation 

process, it has not always been easy for them to do so. Many argue that the state should work harder to 

keep its promises. They argue that there seems to be a lack of interest from the government since the 

current right-wing president, Duque, does not agree with many of the points of the peace agreement and 

the implementation process is going relatively slow.  

An example of Duque’s resistance against the peace agreement and the current reincorporation of FARC 

ex-combatants are his objections against the JEP. The JEP is a transitional justice system which was 

established as a consequence of the peace agreement. This special justice system investigates, judges 

and sentences those ex-combatants who are considered responsible for crimes during the active combat 

of the FARC. On the 10th of March 2019, Duque presented objections to 6 of the 159 articles of the 

Statutory Law of the JEP (Peoples Dispatch, 2019). His objections are by some interpreted as the lack 

of political will to establish peace between the Colombian government and the FARC. These have 

provoked negative reactions from the political party FARC as well as from many Colombian citizens, 

which resulted in peaceful demonstrations in Bogota. His resistance to the peace agreement is considered 

to be an obstacle to the current reincorporation process of FARC ex-combatants. However, Duque 

argues that the objections are necessary in order to look for “truth, justice, reparation and no repetition” 

(CNN Español, 2019a). The current legislation is, according to him, unsuccessful in establishing the 

primary obligation of the perpetrators [FARC] to repair the victims. Nor does the law determine the 

scope of it. Therefore, in his eyes, his objections seek to ultimately advance the construction of a peace 

“which unites us” (ibid.).  

Dissatisfaction 

Besides some political objections and the difficulties to establish cooperatives, there are deficiencies in 

terms of health, education and security inside and outside the different ETCR’s (Consejo de Seguridad, 

2018b: 3; LIMPAL Colombia & FARC, 2018: 37-39). According to Arnault (2017), the Special 

Representative of the Secretary-General for Colombia and Head of the UN Mission in Colombia, it is 

the lack of perspective of long-term productive reincorporation that affects the confidence of ex-

combatants with regards to their reincorporation. For those reasons many ex-combatants have left the 

ETCR’s and moved to rural zones where the FARC was present before the peace agreement (Consejo 

de Seguridad, 2018a: 4). In fact, in November 2017, 55% of the total population of ex-combatants in the 

ETCR’s had already left the ETCR’s (Arnault, 2017). Based on information of the ARN (2019), in 

February 2019 the total amount of ex-combatants living in ETCR’s had decreased to 3.602, compared 

to 8.146 living outside ETCR’s and 1.291 who were unable to localize. It is expected that by now22 the 

amount of ex-combatants living in ETCR’s has further decreased. Ex-combatants have not only left the 

ETCR’s because of dissatisfaction, but also because they wished to reunite themselves with their 

families, to participate in politics, or to look for individual reincorporation (Arnault, 2017).  

Another concern is the increase of FARC dissidents: FARC ex-combatants who decided to take up arms 

again (Consejo de Seguridad, 2018a: 3). These dissidents include FARC ex-combatants who have not 

                                                           
22 November 2019 
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been demobilized as well as FARC ex-combatants returning to arms after demobilization. This return to 

arms is attributed to the dissatisfaction with the peace agreement in general, with the reincorporation 

process in specific, or because of continuous threats of paramilitary groups (Casey & Rios Escobar, 

2018). The news agency Reuters (2019) says that there were 2300 FARC dissidents operating from 31 

dissident groups in areas which are rich in coca and illegal gold mining in June 2019. They underline 

the enormous increase from only 300 FARC dissidents at the time of the signing of the peace agreement 

to the current figure (Reuters, 2019). However, experts question this amount, since they argue that those 

dissidents are not solely FARC combatants but also newly recruited members (Di Salvo, 2019). 

Actually, at the end of August 2019 a YouTube video appeared where two former commanders, Iván 

Márquez and Jesús Santrich, announced that they will turn back to war. They expressed their 

dissatisfaction with the Colombian government, which is according to them, not respecting the peace 

agreement. They therefore aim to form a ‘new guerrilla’ with other dissatisfied FARC ex-combatants. 

However, FARC’s political leader, Rodrigo Londoño, responded to this by saying that the FARC will 

keep honouring the peace agreement (Parkin Daniels, 2019).     

Stigmatization & Killings  

The stigmatization ex-combatants are exposed to for the role they have played in the conflict and the 

violence they have used, is yet another challenge (Camargo, 2019). This stigmatization can have very 

serious and problematic consequences. Since the signing of the peace agreement, at least 130 FARC ex-

combatants have been assassinated23 (Ramos, 2019). The political party FARC announced that lately 

the amount of threats against ex-combatants has increased (Ramos, 2019). They argue that the killings 

are a clear violation of the peace agreement (CNN Español, 2019b). The large majority of these killings 

remain unsolved and it is therefore unclear who is responsible for the assassinations. It seems that either 

paramilitaries, still active guerrillas or criminal organizations are behind these killings. There is one case 

where it is said that the Colombian army assassinated a FARC ex-combatant (González, 2019). 

Not only FARC ex-combatants have been killed during the past years, also social leaders, who are not 

necessarily related to the FARC, are killed in very large amounts. FARCs political party often refers to 

these killings when they speak about the killed FARC ex-combatants (RCN Radio, 2019). Between the 

1st of January 2016 and 28th of February 2019, a total of 462 social leaders has been killed (Angarita, 

2019). As a response, president Duque announced on the 27th of June 2019 that the state will make 

security efforts: “We will face the criminals behind the assassinations of social leaders, ex-combatants 

and any Colombian, because this government has a commitment to legality”, he mentioned on Twitter 

(González, 2019). The new measures include the creation of an elite police group to investigate threats 

and the creation of an information center (ibid.). These state initiatives could result in the prosecution 

of those responsible for the killings and they could assure increased protection of ex-combatants and 

social leaders.  

Conclusion 
This chapter served to provide an introduction to the armed conflict, the FARC and the FARC women, 

the peace process and peace agreement, and post-accord Colombia. I argue that it is crucial to understand 

the past in order to understand the current reincorporation of ex-combatants. Throughout this 

introduction the gender focus and the role of women were central.  

In ‘The Armed Conflict & The FARC’ I provided a brief introduction to the decades long conflict which 

has dominated Colombia. The conflict has left an enormous amount of victims. I also explained how the 

FARC was established and how it developed into an armed force. It became clear that there were many 

parties involved in the conflict: the FARC, other guerrillas and paramilitaries among others. In this part 

I furthermore touched upon las guerrilleras of the FARC and how they earned their role as ‘real’ 

combatants completely involved in the armed conflict. Guerrilleras were present in very large amounts 

in the guerrilla and in which they have played an important role.  

In ‘Peace Process & Peace Agreement’ I illustrated how the fourth intention for peace between the 

FARC and the Colombian government resulted in the signing of the peace agreement after four years of 

negotiations. I highlighted the importance of the gender sub-commission and the entire gender discourse 

                                                           
23 Number of estimated assassinated combatants is from June 2019. 
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during the negotiations. This has resulted into the inclusion of ‘gender’ throughout the entire peace 

agreement, something which is unique. However, specific actions with regards to reincorporation as 

well as gender were argued to be rather limited in the agreement. This resulted in the formation of the 

CONPES 3931 strategy. FARC’s gender discourse remains of importance in its political party through 

the insurgent feminism which it identified.  

In ‘Post-Accord Colombia’ I explained how the demobilization, disarmament and reincorporation of 

FARC ex-combatants took place. The reincorporation period was prolonged until December 2019, 

which means the ex-combatants continue to be living in similar circumstances and under the same 

conditions as they were during my fieldwork. I also stressed the important role of the ARN in the 

reincorporation of ex-combatants in post-accord Colombia. This reincorporation has resulted in some 

challenges for ex-combatants. The lack of economic initiatives implies that FARC ex-combatants are 

still predominantly depending on the state while the end of the state’s provision of services is reaching 

(August 2019). Another important challenge in post-accord Colombia is the fact that FARC ex-

combatants are exposed to stigmatization, which in some occasions has resulted in the killing of them. 

The amount of assassinated ex-combatants, as well as social leaders, is enormous. I will extensively go 

into other challenges which FARC mothers are exposed to during reincorporation in the second 

empirical chapter of this thesis. 
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5. Becoming Mothers: the Reasons for FARC Ex-

combatants to become Mothers 
 

“What is certain is that the war context is not the right context to create and form a family. These 

guerrilla groups moved in very difficult areas. Also, the constant rotation of the population and 

constantly living hiding themselves from the different attempts of the army, the armed, the force, to fight 

them. This is an environment which was not appropriate for motherhood in any of the aspects.” 

Milena Peralta [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] 

“It was not because.. well if you wanted to have children it was not possible because the circumstances 

were not right. A pregnancy in ‘el monte’ (the mountains). To have a child and then to have to take it 

out, to leave the child with family or somewhere there […]. That is why in the guerrilla no. We had to 

take advantage of it when the peace process was there. To take advantage and have a baby before we 

would be too old.” 

Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] 

“No it was not because I wanted to have a baby or that I was planning to have one. It was not because 

of that. But it does not matter. Now that I was pregnant there was nothing more I could do. And it was 

about time, it was time to have a baby.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

Introduction 
The quotes above illustrate how motherhood was interpreted during the armed conflict in Colombia, as 

well as some of the reasons FARC women started to become mothers right after the signing of the peace 

agreement in November 2016. Milena Peralta, who works for the Colombian Office of the High 

Commissioner for Peace (OACP) [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] explains that war is not the right 

context to create and form a family. Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] says that while having children was 

impossible in the guerrilla, now that the peace process was there, women had to take advantage of being 

able to have a baby before they would be too old. Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] emphasizes the fact 

that she did not plan to have a baby but that it was about time to have a baby.  

The post-accord ‘baby boom’ was an unexpected phenomenon for both the government and the FARC 

community. In the case of the FARC, it seems that this boom was so unexpected because they do not 

necessarily envision conventional motherhood for ‘their’ women’s future. I therefore consider it crucial 

to find out why so many female ex-combatants, together with their (ex-)partners, started to have babies 

and form families as soon as they were finding themselves in post-accord Colombia. It is relevant to 

gain this understanding in order to comprehend the experiences of FARC mothers’ motherhood during 

reincorporation, which will be discussed in the next chapter. During the fieldwork I found out that the 

past plays an important role in the reasons female ex-combatants are currently performing motherhood. 

With the past I refer to what female ex-combatants have gone through in the guerrilla as well as how 

motherhood was shaped during their active time in combat. This chapter therefore looks into the reasons 

for the recent motherhood of FARC women caused by the large amounts of planned, as well as 

unplanned pregnancies, during the peace process and after the peace agreement. Altogether, I aim to 

give an answer to the first sub-question of this thesis: “What were the reasons for FARC ex-combatants 

to become mothers in post-accord Colombia?” 

The theory of militarized femininity is central this chapter. It is relevant to understand how the femininity 

of FARC female ex-combatants was controlled by the guerrilla. The FARC gave shape to femininity in 

a specific way where some features of femininity were accepted while others were not: performing 

conventional motherhood for example. By looking through this specific lens I will gain insights into 

why and how motherhood was controlled in the guerrilla. The control over motherhood has repressed 
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the performance of it for decades and therefore plays an important role in the decisions of FARC women 

to actually perform this mother role during reincorporation in post-accord Colombia.  

Furthermore, by applying gender performativity, I look at how FARC female ex-combatants perform 

their gender in the context of the armed, which is different from how it was performed before as well as 

after armed conflict. Since conventional motherhood was not possible in the FARC because it was being 

controlled through militarized femininity, FARC female ex-combatants could not perform their gender 

as being a mother. This example illustrates how the theory of militarized femininity and gender 

performativity complement each other in this chapter and in this thesis in general.   

Lastly, post-insurgency is applicable to this chapter because I consider motherhood one of the many 

accommodations which FARC women started to make in post-accord Colombia. This accommodation 

comes along with particular (beautiful) experiences, challenges and future dreams, where I will touch 

upon in the next chapter. I aim to find out why women, together with their (ex-)partners, have ‘chosen’ 

this accommodation through which I will gain an understanding of the reasons for this recent 

motherhood. It is important to mention that the choice for this accommodation was in the majority of 

the cases a common decision from the FARC women and their partners, the decision to form a family 

together. However, in this thesis I have solely looked at the stories of FARC mothers with regards to the 

choice for motherhood. This implies that I particularly speak about the reasons for motherhood from an 

‘individual’ point of view, instead of as if it was a common decision. However, this does not mean that 

the (ex-)partners were not involved in the decision, nor do I aim to give the impression that the (ex-

)partners are not involved in parenthood. Hence, I have not been focusing on their (male) perspective of 

parenthood and the reasons for it in this chapter, nor in this thesis in general.  

In this chapter I will firstly explain how FARC combatants’ motherhood was shaped in conflict, since 

this turned out to be crucial for the analysis of the reasons for motherhood. This part is separated into 

‘Impossible Motherhood’ and ‘Possible Motherhood’. Secondly, this chapter will touch upon the 

different reasons for FARC ex-combatants to become mothers. This part is separated into ‘Planned 

Motherhood’ and ‘Unplanned Motherhood’. Also, I dedicate a section to ‘No Motherhood in Post-

Accord Colombia’ where I talk about female ex-combatants who have (not yet) become mothers. All of 

this is followed by a conclusion where I aim to answer the first sub-research question of this thesis.  

Motherhood during Conflict 
 

“The leadership took the decision that planning became obligatory […]. Like an obligation, because 

before women were planning but it was not obligatory. But then in the 80’s because of the amount of 

women who started to enter and the amount of pregnancies, this had to be obligatory. And they [the 

leadership] put it in the norms for entering the FARC. They told the women that they have to have clearly 

in mind that if they want to join the guerrilla they cannot be mothers. You enter knowing that you cannot 

be a mother and that you will have to plan, because you cannot have children in the guerrilla.” 

Olga Lucía Marín           

[FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] 

“I was a long time in the guerrilla and there you could not have children because you know it is very 

risky to be in an armed conflict with a baby. Because how will you be fighting with one hand and 

attending your baby with your other hand, so no. And for example with a baby in the camp, carrying the 

baby, taking care of the baby, to take on the motherhood role, no. Well in the war that was impossible 

because of an assault, the enemy arrives to assault, so no […]. But I would have liked to have a baby 

when I was twenty years old.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

“…anyway the women in the insurgency always had children but there was a broader concept of family 

that the FARC guaranteed. There were other families who took care of the children so that the women 

could continue to exercise their right to rebellion while there was contact with their children. Only when 

the conflict intensified there was a rupture in this communication.” 
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Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January]  

This part of the chapter serves to give an insight into how motherhood was given shape during the armed 

conflict, particularly based on personal stories. It important to mention that despite the emphasis on the 

impossibility of motherhood during the conflict, there were many pregnancies and there were also 

women who exercised motherhood in a way which was distinct from the conventional motherhood that 

is familiar to us. The above quotes illustrate some of the views on motherhood in conflict from different 

sides: an ex-commander, a FARC mother and a woman currently working for the FARC but who was 

never been part of the guerrilla. Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender 

and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] explains how birth control became part of FARC’s internal rules 

and policy. Elena [Bogota, 4th of February], a FARC mother, emphasizes that becoming a mother was 

not possible because of the danger in the armed conflict. However, despite the fact that it was impossible, 

she had the wish to become a mother on a younger age. Even though the guerrilla repressed this wish, 

in her case it did not disappear. Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January] explains that children were born 

in the guerrilla and that motherhood was possible under different circumstances.  

I will firstly talk about ‘Impossible Motherhood’ where I explain how motherhood started to be 

controlled by the guerrilla, which measures were made and how current FARC mothers perceived and 

experienced these measures. It is important to underline that various FARC mothers gave me the 

impression that they decided on their motherhood themselves and in that regard kept their own agency, 

while others presume that the measures were imposed upon them by FARC’s leadership. I will secondly 

talk about ‘Possible Motherhood’ where I look into how motherhood was possible in non-conventional 

ways. Besides that, I explain the stories of a few FARC mothers who had children during conflict.  

Impossible Motherhood 
 

“In the conflict it was prohibited. In the conflict all kinds of birth control that women needed were 

provided. The organization was in charge of the contraception, condoms and pills to address the needs 

in terms of the sexual health of the women.” 

Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January] 

‘When I entered the guerrilla [with 13 years of age] I immediately had to start planning because it is 

very hard to have a child in the guerrilla […]. Because I had a cyst I had to stop using other birth 

control methods and I was using the pill. Since I got my baby I am using the coil because I do not think 

about having more children, at least not for the moment.’ 

Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March] 

“The war was too much, too much… It generated very difficult conditions to develop motherhood 

because the development of motherhood is not just nine months of pregnancy. It is a process of 

formation, a continuous accompaniment in all of the processes which starts when the child gets born, 

starts growing, starts developing. So to be there in the key moments, that is how I see motherhood. It is 

not like I leave the child with someone and I am a mother.” 

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February]  

The above quotes give an impression of how outsiders and the FARC mothers talk about the situation 

for FARC women in the guerrilla. Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January] explains how the FARC was 

providing all kinds of birth control in order to avoid pregnancies. What Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March] 

underlines is that she was forced to start birth control when she entered and has used different methods 

ever since. Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] explains that the war generated particular circumstances 

where the development of motherhood is problematic. This part looks into how the different methods of 

birth control came about in the guerrilla by departing from the theory of militarized femininity.  

‘Prohibited’ Motherhood 

 

“…that is why there was a big increase in the amount of women, so more pregnancies. The leadership 

takes the decision that planning becomes obligatory.” 
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Olga Lucía Marín  

[FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] 

During my fieldwork I had two conversations with Olga Lucía Marín and I highly value and appreciate 

her input about gender and the FARC mothers in particular. She was in the guerrilla for various decades, 

served as a commander an she was, and continues to be, key in FARC’s gender discourse. For those 

reasons I got a really good insight into FARC’s perspective on how life for female combatants was like 

in the guerrilla, especially in terms of their motherhood. Hence, by listening to her stories, it is crucial 

to keep in mind in this thesis that she, as a former commander, may have played a role in FARC’s control 

over the sexual and reproductive health and rights of its female combatants. As Olga Lucía Marín 

[FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] explains in 

the above quote: there was a large increase in the amount of women in the guerrilla. According to her, 

by the 1980’s the FARC adopted in its norms the rule that female combatants could not get pregnant 

and that ‘planning’ (birth control) became obligatory for those female combatants entering the guerrilla.  

Since many female combatants entered as adolescents, already in their reproductive age, the planning 

started immediately because: “When there are sexual relations there is always the possibility of 

pregnancy”, as Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, 

Bogota, 28th of January] told me. She argues that girls and women were aware that being a guerrillera 

meant not becoming a mother. Here I personally wonder to what extent the adolescents and young 

women were actually aware that entering the guerrilla meant being exposed to all kinds of birth control. 

This is something which remains unclear to me. All of the FARC mothers I spoke with this about assured 

that indeed all kinds of contraceptives were used: mostly the contraceptive implant in the upper arm and 

injections, which are very safe methods that serve for a longer period of time and which could be 

controlled by the FARC. Other methods which the FARC mothers mentioned were the coil and the pill. 

One ex-combatant told me that it was not allowed to use condoms as a birth control method because it 

was not reliable enough and the correct use of it could not be controlled by FARC’s leadership. This 

illustrates how the FARC aimed to keep the control over its female ex-combatants through its strict 

militarized femininity, where they also decided how this strict control would be enforced.  

Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of 

January] continued to explain that: “Every rule has its exceptions and there were pregnancies so there 

were abortions. This was a decision of the organization and the decision of the women. Some had their 

children while others did not. Some had to do it because it was the norm.” The case of (forced) abortions 

within the guerrilla is a very sensitive topic and yet to be prosecuted by the JEP. While higher rank 

FARC ex-combatants did not deny the practice of abortion during the armed conflict, it did not become 

clear to me whether these were forced or not. Many outside experts confirmed cases of abortion and 

they have particular ideas about them. According to Juanita Millán [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January], 

who works for the OACP, “…having children was completely prohibited […]. Many of them [female 

ex-combatants] say that everything that has happened to them and the abortions and so occurred with 

the full knowledge because ‘I knew that when I would be entering the FARC that I could not do this [be 

a mother]’, that is what they say.”  

Even though I did not start talking about abortion with any of the FARC ex-combatants and FARC 

mothers, the topic was raised in various occasions by the women themselves. Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of 

March], a FARC mother, told me the following: “For no one it is a secret, Anna, that if someone wanted 

to have an abortion that it could be done. This was part of the rights of the combatants.” In fact, two 

FARC mothers said that they had an abortion in the guerrilla and the baby they had now was their second 

pregnancy. I do not exclude the possibility that some of the other FARC mothers also had an abortion. 

Hence, it was a conscious decision to not ask any questions about this topic due to its sensitivity. 

FARC’s control over the sexual and reproductive health and rights of its female ex-combatants is a very 

clear example of militarized femininity. While female ex-combatants were more than welcome to join 

the guerrilla, they could only do so according to particular rules and policies which benefited the 

insurgency as a whole. Pregnant women and babies in the guerrilla did not suit FARC’s policy. In the 

case of motherhood this meant suppressing the wish of becoming a mother as long as you were a 

guerrillera. It meant being exposed to forced birth control and (forced) abortions in case of pregnancies. 
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Women who wanted to be a guerrillera had to shape their femininity according to the ‘militarized rules’ 

imposed on them, which implied not being a mother. In that sense, female combatants could not keep 

their agency and they could not take decisions over their own bodies. However, Enloe (2000, 129) also 

argued that female combatants may not always have experienced their strongly militarized femininity 

as something negative, but instead considered it as liberating. In that case I would suggest that there was 

likely an interesting tension between the feeling of control and the feeling of liberalisation.  

FARC mothers’ Perceptions and Experiences of Impossible Motherhood 

 

“So I always said: I do not want children in the war. I do not want children for the war. I do not want 

to have a child and to have to leave the child with others or with my family. I want a child so I am able 

to share time with him, with her. To raise the child, to give my love.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

Most FARC mothers I spoke with about motherhood during the guerrilla told me very convinced that 

the guerrilla was simply not the right setting to have children. Many of them actually said that it was 

also a personal decision not to have children because they were very aware of the consequences of a 

pregnancy in the guerrilla. Some FARC mothers actively aimed to prevent a pregnancy and in that regard 

also shaped their femininity according to FARC’s militarized femininity. In the above quote, Rosa 

[Bogota, 31st of January] explains one of the most prominent reasons FARC mothers themselves argue 

that motherhood was not desirable during conflict. The reason is very personal: according to many 

FARC mothers, motherhood is defined as spending time with your child, to see the child growing up, 

something that was impossible to combine with being a guerrillera. Having a baby in conflict meant 

having to leave24 the FARC, having to abort or having to leave your child with relatives. Some of the 

FARC mothers explicitly said that in case they would have gotten pregnant in the guerrilla, that they 

would have left the guerrilla because they would not want to leave their babies with others. This 

illustrates that they had a particular idea about how they wanted to fulfil the mother role, in case they 

would become a mother. While becoming a mother in the guerrilla was not completely impossible, 

exercising motherhood in the conventional way, where mothers would be together with their babies and 

children was incompatible with life in the guerrilla.  

Furthermore, having children is an important responsibility which can be dangerous for the ex-

combatants, the child or the entire unit. Silvia [Icononzo, 14th of February] said to me that: “One can 

endure hunger but with a child in your arms it is more difficult.” She also explained that sometimes 

alimentation did not reach the camps, imagine milk and diapers for a baby. Another ex-combatant also 

said that it was very dangerous to have a baby in the camp because if the baby would cry, they would 

have to move to another place to remain safe. For that reason, fellow combatants usually did not like 

babies in the camp because they undermined the safety of the entire unit. In addition, according to Rosa 

[Bogota, 31st of January], some children of fellow FARC combatants were used against the FARC. She 

explained a case where the daughter of a female combatant was visiting her in one of the FARC camps. 

When the daughter was confronted with the army on the way there, they had put a microchip in her bag. 

The night the daughter arrived to the camp, the camp was bombed because the army had followed her. 

Both were killed in the bombardment.  

What Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] also stated in one of the quotes at the beginning of the chapter: to 

be fighting with one hand while holding your baby with the other hand was simply not an option. As 

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] also explained:  

“To have a child in the middle of the confrontation, a pregnancy in the middle of the confrontation, 

parenting in the middle of the confrontation, well this was not possible. In the confrontation with a lot 

of inequality and bombs […]. The majority of mothers who had their children had to leave them with 

                                                           
24 I use the word ‘leave’ because it remains unclear to me whether pregnant FARC women in the guerrilla were allowed to 

leave the FARC or whether they had to flee the FARC because it was not an option to leave voluntarily. In literature it is mostly 

formulated as ‘flee’ while the FARC mothers and higher rank ex-combatants I interviewed did not formulate it as such. Because 

I do not want to suggest it was impossible to leave the FARC voluntarily I use ‘leave’ instead of ‘flee’ throughout this thesis.   
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someone else because in the forest, in the conditions of war, parenting was impossible. Not because it 

was prohibited by the FARC, but because the war itself generated this situation.”  

While Martina explains that pregnancy, a baby and parenting are not compatible with combat, she also 

mentions that it was not something which could be blamed on the FARC but which should be blamed 

on the setting of war in general. In fact, this is what many of the FARC mothers told me: a conflict 

setting is simply not a setting where you can enjoy motherhood: the war did not allow them to have 

children. They did not mention the fact that it was not allowed to have babies through FARC’s 

militarized femininity. In contrast to that, nobody denied the use of forced birth control. Here I observed 

frictions between the different parties that I spoke with during my fieldwork. I consider it interesting to 

observe these frictions as they demonstrate the sensitivity of some of the topics. 

Possible Motherhood 

 
“Well it was prohibited, it was not possible to have children in the war. However, there were many 

women who had children during the war. For different reasons they had their children. So they 

handed them over to family, to neighbours or to people they knew.” 

Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January]  

“Well I feel that in the FARC there was a concept of motherhood developed that was very much ‘above 

logical’. Do you understand me? The people had their pets which they, better said, took care of better 

than of a child. Feelings were developed and this was very beautiful, right?” 

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] 

‘I did not have time to raise my child, I only shared eight months with my baby. I spent my pregnancy 

in the camp and then I received the permission to have my baby. It took eight months until I had to give 

my baby to my mother.’ 

Carmen [Icononzo, 13th of February]  

As I clearly stated before, motherhood was not completely impossible during the guerrilla. There were 

female ex-combatants who got pregnant and who gave birth while they were in active combat, staying 

in the camps. This part of the chapter looks at how motherhood was possible during FARC’s militarized 

femininity. Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January], explains that 

many women got children in the war, but they had to hand them over to relatives. Martina [Bogota, 6th 

of February], a FARC mother, emphasizes that there was a different, ‘illogical’, concept of motherhood 

in the guerrilla. Carmen [Icononzo, 13th of February], a FARC mother who had a baby during and after 

the guerrilla, says that she only had a short time together with her baby before she had to hand her over 

to her mother. This part of the chapter discovers the unconventional motherhood of the FARC described 

by outsiders as well as by FARC mothers who observed or lived this unconventional motherhood.  

Unconventional and ‘Illogical’ Motherhood  

 

“But there were different ways to have children in the insurgency which is very important to keep in 

mind. What happened is that it is from a different view of caretaking, not the traditional nuclear family, 

but more a kind of concept of the extensive family, community family, that everyone took care of the 

children, right?” 

Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January]  

According to Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, 28th 

of January], there were female combatants who left the guerrilla because they had the wish to raise the 

child themselves, something which was incompatible with being a guerrillera. The female ex-

combatants who stayed in the FARC and kept the baby were forced to leave the baby with family 

members or others they knew. These women were therefore unable to live their motherhood in a 

conventional way since the caretaking was handed over to others. They could only have sporadic contact 

and encounters when the conflict was less intense. Some mothers completely lost contact. This illustrates 
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how FARC’s militarized femininity made it (mostly) impossible for FARC women to enjoy their 

motherhood during the guerrilla.  

This type of motherhood, where combatants left their babies and children with others, is mostly viewed 

critically by outsiders. An example is the Colombian state who considers ‘abandonment’ illegal and who 

has in some cases taken away the custody of the mothers, as well as fathers, over these ‘abandoned 

children’, explained a woman working for the political party FARC. In that sense the Colombian state 

did not give room for family constructions which are different from the traditional nuclear family, at 

least not in the case of the FARC mothers and FARC fathers. However, in the context of war, where 

combatants want to continue the struggle, handing over your child to others was mostly the only option. 

Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January] explained above that in fact it is a motherhood from a different 

caretaking point of view, where the FARC adopted a type of motherhood which moved beyond the 

traditional nuclear family. In her quote at the beginning of this part of the chapter she says that: “There 

were other families that took care of the children so that the women could continue to exercise their 

right to rebellion while there was contact with their children.” From this point of view it could be said 

that having to leave your children with family members could be ‘liberating’ and ‘empowering’ for 

some women because in this way they could continue their struggle in the FARC while performing the 

‘motherhood on a distance’ role. Here gender performativity is very relevant as it demonstrates that 

these FARC mothers, who had children during conflict and who continued as guerrilleras, performed 

different roles at the same time: the ‘motherhood on a distance’ role and the guerrillera role.  

Another important point which various people mentioned is that FARC combatants took up other 

caretaking roles. Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] explains in the quote above that even though 

motherhood was impossible in terms of caretaking of the children, a similar role was adopted by 

caretaking in different kind of ways: such as that of animals or of the sick combatants. Combatants had 

pets and animals which they took care of in a very loving way. She considers this an illogical 

motherhood. Her story suggests that in the guerrilla in some occasions the feeling of missing out on the 

caretaking of children was compensated by other forms of caretaking. I found this particular view on 

‘illogical’ motherhood interesting as it shows that the impossibility of conventional motherhood did not 

necessarily take away the wish to perform motherhood, or parenthood in general, hence it was translated 

into other forms of caretaking. However, it is relevant to add that I do not mean to say that every 

combatant in the guerrilla had the wish to become a parent. Instead, those combatants who did miss out 

on this feeling of parenthood in some occasions compensated this feeling in different, ‘illogical’ ways.  

Lastly, I got the impression that it was sometimes allowed to have a baby during the guerrilla if 

permission was requested. It seems that this mainly had to do with the rank or age of the combatant: 

exemptions to FARC’s militarized femininity were made for those eligible to it. It looks like there was 

room for negotiation. For example, Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, 

Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] told me: “I entered when I was twenty years old and I 

was going to have my daughter when I was 35. I never had a pregnancy besides this one. And I asked 

for permission to have her [which she received] even though there was already the norm of prohibition. 

But anyhow, because of health reasons, this happened with some others as well.” While she explains 

how she was able to have her daughter during the conflict, it remained unclear to me on what scale this 

occurred in the guerrilla. Since motherhood during conflict is not the initial focus of my thesis, I decided 

to not go further into this. But, the stories of most respondents suggested that women who got pregnant 

either had to abort, leave the guerrilla or leave the baby with family or other people instead of that they 

received the permission to have their baby.  

Personal Experiences of Motherhood in Conflict  

 

“With my first child I had to go through the process. Many of us had to hand our children over to a 

family member when they were very small. So my first child was raised by my mother. My second child 

had the possibility to be closer to me. This is the reason my second child is more affected with me.” 

Lorena [Female Ex-combatant, Bogota, 7th of March]  
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Since it became clear that there were female ex-combatants who got babies during the conflict, I was 

content that I got to speak with some of these women about their experiences. Two of the FARC mothers 

which I spoke with had a child during the conflict. Therefore, the current baby is the second child. I also 

got to speak with Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March], another ex-combatant who got her children during the 

conflict. This enabled me to get insights into how motherhood actually looked like from the eyes of 

women who have experienced this themselves.  

Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March] explains in the quote above that she had to hand her first child over to her 

mother when the baby was still very small, so the child was basically raised by her mother. She got her 

second child under different circumstances so she was able to spend more time with the child, This is 

also the reason her second child is closer to her than to her first child. One of the FARC mothers 

explained that she could not be calm during her pregnancy. It was very stressful to have a child in the 

conflict. A few months after the birth of her first child she was caught and put into prison, which meant 

her mother raised her child. Various years passed by without seeing her child and when she was reunited 

with the child, her child had obviously grown a lot, something she had missed out on completely. 

Another FARC mother told me that the pregnancy of her first child in the guerrilla was unplanned despite 

the fact that she was using different kinds of birth control. She had to leave her baby with relatives of 

her partner when the baby was only a few months old and she did not see her baby for various years. It 

was very difficult to be reunited with her child after so many years as they had completely lost contact. 

Now that she has her second baby she is very happy to see them together and she enjoys spending time 

with both of them, something which was impossible during her time as a guerrillera. 

The stories of these three female ex-combatants illustrate cases where mothers had to hand over their 

children to family members and what this implied: motherhood on a distance, little to no contact, 

problems in being reunited after the peace agreement and maybe most importantly: completely missing 

out on the childhood of their children. These struggles illustrate how FARC’s militarized femininity has 

resulted in various challenges for FARC mothers who got a baby during conflict. I assume that there are 

many female ex-combatants with a different story: those who had to abort, those who left the FARC or 

those who are still not reunited with their children. However, I have not further researched these stories.  

Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia 
 

‘I never thought of having children because the circumstances in the guerrilla were not to have children. 

We could not have children. I never thought of becoming a mother because I never expected that the 

peace process would be there. But now there were the right circumstances. Now that we were not in war 

anymore there was the possibility.’ 

Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February]  

“Yes but this was not in my agenda, to have a baby, to be honest no, I did not think about it. I would 

have liked to have my daughter or son when I was twenty years old. But then this was impossible so I 

had already discarded to have children, to have a family because well… to start studying and to work 

takes a lot of time and to have to leave the child alone, well no.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

“I had my baby by caesarean section, so as soon as I had my baby I told them to operate me, they 

operated me and they did the surgery. So no more children, no. Well the dream is to just have one child 

and to have the child fine, to give the child everything that is needed. When you see three or four 

children, that is passing the need.” 

 

Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February]  

 

The above quotes illustrate some of the reasons for pregnancy during reincorporation in post-accord 

Colombia according to some FARC mothers. Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February] explains that she never 

thought of becoming a mother because she never expected that the peace process would occur. 

Reincorporation offered the ‘right circumstances’ to be a mother and that is why she decided to have a 
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baby. In contrast to that, Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] was not planning to have her baby. In fact, she 

was thinking about studying and starting to work instead of spending time taking care of a baby. 

However, in her quote at the beginning of the chapter she explains that it was about time to have a baby, 

so she decided to embrace her motherhood. Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] told me that she was planning 

to have her baby. After her first child she decided to be sterilized because she prefers to have just one 

child and to be able to take care of her baby correctly instead of having more children. 

This part of the chapter will look into the reasons the FARC mothers, together with their (ex-) partners, 

started having babies and forming families relatively rapidly and in such large amounts. Because the 

‘baby boom’ was unexpected by the government as well as by the FARC, there were no adequate 

responses. Emergency responses occurred in order to deal with the large amount of pregnant women 

and new-born babies in the ZVTN’s. It is important to keep in mind that the amount of babies being 

born in the ZVTN’s also depend per zone and on the policy of the camp leaders. In addition, it is crucial 

to underline that the ex-combatant population is a relatively young population, which means there is a 

large amount of young women who (still) find themselves in their healthy reproductive age. 

Also, I was surprised to find out that approximately half of the amount of FARC mothers I spoke with 

did not necessarily plan or expect to have a baby so soon after the reincorporation process had started. 

Even though the amount of FARC mothers I interviewed is too small to make any generalizations, 

various outsiders also confirmed that many pregnancies were unplanned. For that reason, it is not only 

relevant to look at the reasons FARC ex-combatants decided to have children in post-accord Colombia 

by listening to the stories of the FARC mothers, but also to look at the reasons so many unplanned 

pregnancies occurred. The combination of both will allow a significant understanding of the reasons 

behind the ‘baby boom’ in post-accord Colombia. Throughout this analysis it is important to keep in 

mind that I consider pregnancy and motherhood one of the many accommodations that FARC women 

started to make as part of their reincorporation process in post-accord Colombia.  

While these women particularly spoke in terms of ‘I’ and ‘me’, I think it is likely that many decided for 

motherhood together with their partners. Actually, the large majority of the FARC mothers I have 

spoken with is together with the father of the baby. However, I cannot be completely sure about this as 

I have not spoken with their partners nor asked a lot of questions about the common decision. 

In this part I will firstly talk about the reasons for ‘Planned Motherhood’. It is followed by ‘Unplanned 

Motherhood’ where I talk about the reasons that have played a role in the unexpected pregnancies. Then 

I will briefly stress a few reasons some female ex-combatants have not been able to, or decided not to, 

perform motherhood (yet).  

Planned Motherhood 
 

“So what happens is that ‘now we signed the peace agreement, I think that now there are the conditions 

to be a mother and that in this country we have a future’. And this replicated by 320 mothers. All of 

them saw the opportunity. Some women were already in their late thirties, forties, so ‘this is our last 

opportunity which we have to benefit from’, other women said that there are the conditions so ‘I will 

have the baby’ and other pregnancies were unexpected, which also happened a lot. Well this is the story 

of the babies, and a lot started to be born.” 

Juanita Millán [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] 

‘Before it was too late I wanted to have another child. To have another one so that they are not alone. 

Now that I was with my partner I wanted to have another baby.’ 

Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of February]  

“The motivations to be a mother? I do not know, maybe it is something that you suddenly feel, I do not 

know how to explain it […]. It is something that you feel and that occurs, which you accept with 

happiness, with affection and with responsibility. I feel that a child in perspective is a very important 

pillar in our existence, like a motor.”  

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February]  
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This part of ‘Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia’ aims to give an insight into the many reasons 

women, often together with their (ex-)partners, consciously decided to form a family and to perform 

motherhood during their reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. In the above quote, Juanita Millán 

[OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] provides various explanations for the ‘baby boom’. Melisa [Icononzo, 

16th of February], one of the FARC mothers in her forties, confirmed that the most important reason for 

her to have her second child was because she wanted to have the child before she would be too old. 

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] explains that it is hard to define why she wanted to be a mother, but 

she thinks it is a natural feeling that just occurs, like something biological.  

As can be seen, there are many different ideas and assumptions about the recent motherhood. While I 

particularly spoke with ‘outside experts’ at the beginning of the research, the conversations with the 

FARC mothers also confirmed the diversity in reasons for the recent motherhood. Hereby I noticed there 

were often differences in ideas between those outsiders and the FARC mothers themselves, which I 

considered interesting to observe. Everyone I spoke with had a certain opinion about the phenomenon, 

which was not always in line with the personal experiences of the FARC mothers. I will firstly go into 

the reason of ‘Different Circumstances’ that post-accord Colombia offered ex-combatants. Followed by 

‘Before it is too late’ where I speak about the ‘older’ FARC mothers. Lastly I talk about ‘Natural 

Motherhood’ where motherhood is considered an ‘obvious’ and ‘logical’ step of the reincorporation 

process in post-accord Colombia, particularly according to some outsiders I have spoken with.  

Different Circumstances 

 

“And in the moment that his happens, obviously the peace process, this ‘baby boom’ occurs, the ‘baby 

boom’ of the pregnancies, which is, we could say, a sociohistorical reflection that the FARC generated. 

Because of the war conditions, we as women had to restrict this right and of course… Now that we were 

in a peace process there was no more worry that we would die, that they would kill us.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

One of the most prominent reasons for the recent motherhood was the fact that these FARC ex-

combatants were not living in ‘the dangerous war circumstances’ anymore but instead found themselves 

in ‘the safe reincorporation circumstances’ in post-accord Colombia. As Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

describes: many, including herself, did not feel the fear of dying anymore. I found it very interesting to 

observe how the feeling of fear and the feeling of the possibility of passing away in conflict, suddenly 

got replaced by a feeling of hope and of life. In the case of many FARC mothers, this got translated into 

motherhood and thinking about a future for themselves and their families. These different circumstances 

therefore allowed for different accommodations, of which motherhood is just one.  

When I asked Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] to explain her expectations of motherhood, she said that it 

enabled her to suddenly start thinking about a future, for her, her partner and her baby. The woman who 

works for the FARC political party told me that in that way the motherhood of ex-combatants also served 

as a ‘protection mechanism’, which ensures that these FARC mothers do not think about going back to 

war and taking up arms again because they are now focused on a future with their children.  

Actually, a few FARC mothers stressed that they never expected a peace process would occur and that 

peace would ever arrive. Therefore, some of these women had ruled out the possibility of ever getting 

children. For those women it was an even more exciting idea that becoming a mother was not prohibited 

and impossible anymore. The two women of the NGO ASODEMUC [Bogota, 26th of February] 

interpreted this reason as the following: ‘Now that I am free, I can exercise maternity because now it is 

possible.’ This gave me the impression that even though there were FARC mothers who suppressed 

their wish of performing motherhood during combat, this wish had, in some cases, not disappeared and 

as soon as the opportunity was there, these female ex-combatants could benefit from it.  

The, for some, sudden disappearance of the ‘war fear’, awakened the desire to live the motherhood in 

the different circumstances that post-accord Colombia started to offer these female ex-combatants. Here 

it is important not to generalize and to highlight that not every woman, so not every female ex-

combatant, has the wish to become a mother, neither in conflict nor in post-accord Colombia. Some 

women do not (yet) have this wish, it is therefore clearly an option and not an obligation. As Olga Lucía 
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Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] also 

explained to me: “So when the peace process arrived, you could notice that couples, not only women, 

but that couples were believing in the positive of the peace agreement and in the possibilities that were 

coming up. The reunification of families, to be in the spaces [ZVTN’s], to have a place to live, to have 

a productive process and to be able to have a family so they start to have children.” She adds that this 

did not occur in every ZVTN in similar amounts, in some ZVTN’s more babies were born than in others 

due to the different camp leaders. Some have been more active in preventing pregnancies to occur so 

rapidly while others have not: “If you go to Miravalle, in Caqueta, there were only one or two 

pregnancies while there are many women. So, there the leader reunited all of the women and said: ‘do 

not get children, wait until the process is consolidated so you can respond for your children’. There 

were not many children there. It was not an obligation but more a kind of suggestion” [ibid.]. This 

illustrates how the militarized femininity in terms of sexual and reproductive health continues to play a 

role in post-accord Colombia even though it takes a different shape: instead of being forced, it is being 

recommended. It illustrates how structures and authority relations are remaining of importance in post-

accord Colombia, something which Sprenkels also identified of importance in El Salvador. 

Even though the circumstances for ex-combatants during reincorporation are far from ideal, post-accord 

Colombia offers possibilities for FARC ex-combatants which were impossible to imagine during the 

armed conflict. With regards to this, Yolvi Padilla Sepúlveda [Geneva Call, Bogota, 22nd of February] 

told me: “I think that at the moment of the baby boom, there were better prospects for the ex-combatants 

who were leaving the FARC, both men and women. I think that this is why they started to have children 

and to get pregnant. Because there were good prospects about how this process of negotiation and 

reinsertion was going to be, the reintegration in civil life.” The reality turned out to be more complicated 

for most ex-combatants due to, many persons I have spoken with, the un-accomplishment of the peace 

agreement. As Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, 

Bogota, 28th of January] said to me as well: “There was lot of illusion […], now we have signed the 

peace and we have to move forward. But then there is the situation with a lot of frustration of many, but 

many continue in the fight, they continue to believe in this process.” I will further touch upon this when 

I talk about the experiences of FARC mothers in the next chapter.  

An important factor, which is also pointed out by Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] in the quote above is 

the fact that becoming pregnant was no longer prohibited by FARC’s leadership while the signing of 

the peace agreement was approaching. With regards to this, Silvia [Icononzo, 14th of February] told me: 

‘They [ FARC’s leadership] always told us that if one day the peace would arrive that we would be able 

to have children’. And indeed, while peace was around the corner, the militarized femininity of the 

female combatants was disrupted and it was no longer militarized similarly. This implies that female ex-

combatants were now ‘allowed’ to get pregnant. However, this does not mean that the militarized 

femininity disappeared completely through the signing of the peace agreement. This is very much in 

line with Enloe (1993) who argues that: “[…] the ending to a particular war cannot undo decades of 

deeper militarization”(p.3). It therefore makes sense that militarized femininity continues to play a role 

in post-accord Colombia, something which I will come back to later. Female ex-combatants were able 

to gain their own agency over their bodies and to give shape to their femininity the way they wanted to 

in post-accord Colombia. During reincorporation they were not just able to perform their identity as a 

female ex-combatant, but as a mother as well. However, again, that this would be occurring on such a 

large scale was not something the FARC, nor the government, had expected. In fact, the reason that so 

many women got pregnant without planning to, is particularly a consequence of the fact that the FARC 

did no longer control the sexual and reproductive health and rights of these female ex-combatants in a 

similar way. 

Furthermore, the different circumstances were mentioned by the experts I have spoken with in Bogota 

and by the FARC mothers who deliberately decided for the formation of a family in post-accord 

Colombia. Also the FARC mothers who got pregnant unexpectedly mentioned this: they decided to 

embrace this pregnancy, precisely because of these different circumstances. It becomes clear that it is 

key to understand how motherhood looked like during conflict in order to understand the reasons for 

motherhood in post-accord Colombia. The drastic shift between participating in an armed conflict to life 

in a post-accord setting generated particular circumstances which enabled ex-combatants to think about 
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parenthood. The peace process brought along the prospect of hope, peace, a different life, a life where 

being a mother, being a parent and being able to perform parenthood became possible.  

Before it is too late  

 

‘Yes I wanted to have a child, to have a child before I would be older. Now there is the opportunity to 

have the child.’ 

Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February] 

Despite the fact that the reincorporating FARC ex-combatants population is a relatively ‘young 

guerrilla’, there were various FARC mothers who explained the same as Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of 

February]: to have a baby before it would be too late. Many FARC mothers spent the majority, if not 

all, of their reproductive years in the guerrilla where their sexuality and femininity were being 

militarized by FARC’s leadership. Since most female ex-combatants entered the guerrilla as adolescents, 

they had not yet developed motherhood prior to entering the FARC. The years where they could have 

developed this they spent as armed combatants. The fact that many women had already passed their 

healthy reproductive age when the reincorporation process started is also one of the reasons a significant 

amount of them will not be able to live conventional motherhood. 

A few FARC mothers I spoke with were already in their late thirties and forties but they had a baby of 

not even one year old. Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of February], who is already in her forties and who has 

one older child and a small baby, said that: ‘Before it was too late I wanted to have another child. To 

have another one so that they are not alone.’ She explained that her doctor warned her that her pregnancy 

was risky since she was reaching the end of her healthy reproductive age. In fact, there were more FARC 

mothers who had risky pregnancies for the same reason. For these women it was now or never: they had 

to take the opportunity to have a baby and a family before it would be too late. In my eyes this reason 

plays an important role in the fact that so many FARC ex-combatants got pregnant during the peace 

process or so quickly after the peace agreement.  

‘Natural Motherhood’ 

 

“But in any case, it was almost obvious for women that they had to become mothers. Yes, like it was the 

norm. No one sat down and started thinking about planning. It was obvious that they would be mothers, 

and that this was part of the natural circle of life. And for them their circle of life was initially dedicated 

to the guerrilla.” 

Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] 

A last reason for the recent motherhood is based on what some of the persons I have spoken with stressed 

to me: motherhood is traditionally considered one of the most evident performances of femininity. In 

that regard, becoming a mother and forming a family is often seen as something natural to being a 

woman. Therefore, in the eyes of many, the performance of conventional motherhood after the 

performance of a guerrillera seemed a logical accommodation during the reincorporation in post-accord 

Colombia. Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] argues in the 

above quote: it seemed like an obvious next step that female ex-combatants would become mothers. She 

got the impression that for them motherhood is part of the natural circle of life while they spent this time 

of their circle of life committed to the FARC.  

During the guerrilla FARC women were restricted to the performance of a guerrillera. In various 

occasions the wish of performing their gender differently (through motherhood) either persisted during 

the many years of armed conflict, emerged during the guerrilla or was developed after the peace process 

and the peace agreement. Since the war was over, there was the possibility for ‘natural motherhood’ to 

be performed. However, this was clearly not an obligation for female ex-combatants, but an option of 

which many took advantage.  

Some experts, as well as higher rank ex-combatants, said that the reason that parenthood is ‘something 

natural’ can often be blamed on traditional society. This society pressures women in a certain way: in 

order to be a ‘real woman’ you should perform your gender as being a mother. They argue that when 
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female ex-combatants started to reincorporate in post-accord Colombia, they were confronted with this 

traditional idea of the gender performance of a woman which is dominant in patriarchal Colombian 

society. This argument is similar to Enloe (1993, 257-259) who emphasizes that it is possible that during 

demilitarization, men and women adopt the identities that they are expected to adopt. As Olga Lucía 

Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] 

emphasized: “We as women to realize ourselves, we have to be mothers.” She adds that many female 

ex-combatants do not seem to understand that being a woman does not necessarily imply being a mother.  

However, while I found it relevant to point this reason out, I strongly question to what extent FARC ex-

combatants are really confronted with this dominant gender performance in society. I do so because 

these FARC mothers were, and still are, especially before and during their pregnancies, mostly finding 

themselves inside the ‘FARC spheres’ in either ZVTN’S, ETCR’s or in outside spaces where they are 

mainly moving inside the FARC spheres. I therefore question to what extent this ‘natural motherhood’, 

particularly pointed out by outside experts and higher rank ex-combatants, can considered to be a 

legitimate reason for the pregnancies of many female FARC ex-combatants.  

Additionally, Adriana [Bogota, 18th of January], a FARC ex-combatant without children, argues that 

many female ex-combatants got pregnant in order to be accepted by Colombian society. They were 

adjusting themselves in post-accord Colombia through the traditional performance of femininity by 

becoming mothers. According to her this has to do with the double stigmatization female ex-combatants 

are usually confronted with. They are firstly stigmatized because they have been a combatant and 

secondly because they are a woman and fighting is not something considered natural to women. 

Therefore, the accommodation of becoming a mother could serve to increase the acceptance of the larger 

society or it could help to accelerate the process of reincorporation in Colombian society.  

From a theoretical point of view, especially from that of Butler (1988), who says that “performing your 

gender wrong” (p.526) may lead to cultural punishment or marginalization, this argument could be 

interpreted as the following: female ex-combatants are becoming mothers and they are forming families 

together with their partners because then they would be ‘performing their gender right’. From this point 

of view it could make sense that FARC mothers unconsciously felt that society expects them to fulfil 

this particular role. However, this is an assumption as I have been unable to gain direct insights from 

the FARC mothers’ point of view. None of the FARC mothers explained the reason for their motherhood 

as such, it is therefore rather an outside view. However, during the interviews I got the impression, 

through the way they were talking about motherhood and the decision for it, that it was for some indeed 

a kind of natural next step during reincorporation. I base this idea on the fact that in some cases FARC 

mothers did not really have a clear answer to my question why they were performing motherhood. As 

if they did not really think about motherhood, but that it was just a logical next step.  

Unplanned Motherhood 
 

‘My pregnancy was unplanned. I already had the contraceptive implant for seven years so I went to a 

nurse but I had to take it out and be three months without birth control. Women could not use any type 

of birth control in those three months, only condoms. So after two weeks I got pregnant. This happened 

to various women here, they got pregnant this way because there were a few months that they could not 

take any hormones.’ 

Ramona [Icononzo, 15th of February] 

“Well only one [FARC mother] I know at this moment, she got pregnant because she wanted the baby 

now. The others got pregnant ‘de papaya’ (because of neglect).” 

Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of March]  

‘I never had the wish to have children and when I entered the guerrilla I had to start planning right 

away […]. When I was in Bogota I was very ill and I was vomiting. But I did not think I could be 

pregnant so I was a bit shocked. Then we had the baby, we decided to have the baby, we did not know 

how and how to continue but we decided to have the baby.’ 

Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March] 
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I initially started my research with the assumption that all of the recent ‘FARC pregnancies’ were 

planned, but the opposite is the case: at least half of the amount of FARC mothers I spoke with explained 

that their pregnancy was unplanned. The quotes above present some stories of FARC mothers in 

Icononzo, as well as in Bogota, who said that they were not planning on having a baby. Their reasons 

for motherhood are therefore very different than the ones in the previous part. What Elisa [Bogota, 21st 

of March] mentions is that even though she got pregnant unexpectedly, she, together with her partner, 

decided to have the baby, it was therefore a common decision. They were, and still are, finding 

themselves in the process of reincorporation in post-accord Colombia where the previous mentioned 

‘Different Circumstances’ allows them to form a family and to enjoy their motherhood. In ‘Lack of Birth 

Control’ I will explain how such a significant amount of FARC mothers had unplanned pregnancies. In 

‘Embracing unplanned Motherhood’, I will briefly talk about how the different circumstances of post-

accord Colombia have played a role in how these FARC mothers embraced their unexpected 

motherhood and their newly formed families.   

Lack of Birth Control 

 

“It turns out that I was planning with the contraceptive implant which you put in the arm […]. I was 

using it for seven years but you have to change it every seven years, so mine was expired and I bought 

a new one so they could put me that one […] So they told me that I had to wait two months so my 

hormones would be regulated and it turns out that in those two months I could not use pills, nothing, 

and in those two months I got pregnant.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

The foremost reason for the unplanned pregnancies is the lack of access to and availability of birth 

control methods. This is mostly a consequence of the fact that, while the peace agreement was 

approaching, the FARC was no longer militarizing the femininity in a similar way as it was during 

combat. The FARC was no longer responsible for the birth control of these mostly young female ex-

combatants. This illustrates how militarized femininity (and the disruption of it) continues to play a role 

in post-accord Colombia as well. Hence it remains unclear to me if the FARC stopped to provide and 

insist contraceptives on its female ex-combatants through its militarized femininity because they were 

not finding themselves in conflict anymore, or because they were no longer allowed to provide these.  

Anyway, the female ex-combatants became responsible for their own sexual and reproductive health 

while they were entering the regular Colombian ‘Health Promoting Entity’ (EPS). They gained their 

own agency over the use of birth control, something that they were not used to in the guerrilla. In many 

cases ex-combatants lack sufficient knowledge of how to use birth control by themselves. The quote 

above of Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] also gives that impression. She, as well as another FARC 

mother I spoke with, told me that she had to take out her contraceptive implant for two months and that 

is when she got pregnant. Both FARC mothers, as well as many others, were used to this particular 

contraceptive method. The only method that could have avoided the pregnancy in those months is the 

use of condoms but it seems that they did not use those (correctly), which could be for various reasons. 

Besides the lack of knowledge it is also an issue that ex-combatants often lack the access to 

contraceptives, particularly in the (sometimes isolated) ETCR’s. According to Catherina [Specialist on 

Peace and Reincorporation, Bogota, 14th of March], there was a lot of frustration and disinformation 

about birth control after the peace agreement, but recently the information about contraceptives has 

increased while the access to it is still lacking.  

According to Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, 

Bogota, 7th of March], it is important to understand that the FARC did no longer have available funds 

to provide the birth control since they were not allowed to earn money the way they did during the armed 

conflict. She adds that currently the government has the responsibility to provide birth control but that 

they cannot guarantee the methods. She argues that female ex-combatants have gotten pregnant because 

the FARC is not controlling the contraceptives anymore and women do not always have easy access to 

birth control. In fact, Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January] also told me: “So, there are some barriers 

in the access to sexual and reproductive health due to the conditions of the processes of reincorporation 

[…]. That in this moment many [female ex-combatants] have children. Not because they chose to but 
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more because of the lack of pills and other contraceptive methods.” This example illustrates how the 

current disrupted militarized femininity, in terms of the forced contraceptives, has resulted in sometimes 

negative consequences for ex-combatants.  

In the next chapter I will emphasize on the healthcare situation for (female) ex-combatants where it 

becomes clear that ex-combatants are exposed to various challenges in terms of the access to and 

availability of healthcare during reincorporation. For example, during my time in Icononzo I did not get 

the impression that there were any contraceptives available in the area. The nearest pharmacy is, 

according to my knowledge, in the town of Icononzo, which is a forty minute drive away. Various people 

mentioned that the lack of access to and availability of birth control in post-accord Colombia is the 

responsibility of the state. Camilo Sánchez Meertens [Ministry of Health and Social Protection, Bogota, 

28th of January] said that there are indeed difficulties in the availability of birth control, but it is also 

one’s own responsibility to ensure his or her birth control. I did not further reflect upon this with the 

FARC mothers but my impression is that the relatively high amount of un-expected pregnancies 

demonstrates that FARC ex-combatants faced challenges in having to deal with this new responsibility.  

While I mentioned earlier that (forced) abortions occurred because motherhood was prohibited in the 

guerrilla, it is no longer possible for these practices to occur during reincorporation. Since the FARC 

ex-combatants were entering the Colombian health system, the ‘FARC medics’ who took care of the 

injured and ill during combat, were no longer allowed to perform these tasks in post-accord Colombia. 

This also means that practices such as (illegal) abortions in the guerrilla were impossible to be practiced 

from then on. The FARC mothers who had an unplanned and sometimes also undesired pregnancy did 

in most cases not have any other option in post-accord Colombia than keeping the baby. This is another 

example of how the current disrupted militarized femininity sometimes implies challenging 

consequences for ex-combatants.  

In addition, one FARC mother told me that she got pregnant when the peace agreement was not signed 

yet. She explained that she was extremely stressed about her pregnancy because the majority of 

Colombians had voted against the peace agreement. She was afraid that the peace agreement would not 

be firmed and that they would go back to war. For her it was simply not an option to have a baby if they 

would go back to war so she was seriously thinking about abortion while she was already a few months 

pregnant. Her example demonstrates that she does not wish to live her motherhood under the conditions 

of militarized femininity during conflict. Luckily for her, her partner and her baby, the final peace 

agreement was signed not even two months later. They decided to have the baby since peace, and 

different life circumstances were around the corner.  

Embracing Unplanned Motherhood 

 

“I was not sure what it was like being a mother. I was not sure if he [ex-partner] would help me out, 

without a job. Now that we are in this… And I was like yes I will have the baby. And one thing: I think 

it was a very irresponsible decision, but I do not regret it. I love my baby, I love her with all my soul. 

But I was not sure how it was like to be a mother, nor how to raise the baby, how I would be able to take 

care of the baby. I simply said I will have the baby.”  

Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of March] 

In the above quote Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of March] explains that it was a rather irresponsible decision 

to have her baby. She did not know what would happen and how she would be able to take care of the 

baby because of the insecure circumstances at the start of the reincorporation. She explicitly told me it 

was her decision to keep the baby because her ex-partner told her to abort. Another FARC mother, Elisa 

[Bogota, 21st of March], got pregnant by accident as she was not taking her birth control correctly. She 

was in the same insecure situation since it was still unsure whether the peace agreement would be signed. 

She told me that she and her partner did not plan to become parents because they first wanted to study 

before having a child. Therefore it was quite a shock that she was pregnant and, just like many other 

FARC mothers who did not plan to have a baby (yet), she was very overwhelmed with her pregnancy. 

Despite of the insecurity they felt at that moment, they decided to have the baby.  
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I got the impression that especially these FARC mothers experienced a strong mix between worries and 

happiness with regards to their motherhood in post-accord Colombia. And in fact, even though the 

‘different circumstances’ came along with hope, being able to think of a future, a family and parenthood, 

especially at the beginning of the reincorporation process there was a lot of insecurity of what would 

happen. Despite this insecurity, various FARC mothers said that even though the baby was unplanned, 

they wanted to keep the baby because of the current different circumstances in post-accord Colombia. 

These new conditions allow FARC ex-combatants to enjoy parenthood and to spend time together with 

their babies. They can see them growing up and they can take care of them the way they have in mind, 

instead of having to hand over the children to relatives. Their lives are no longer militarized in terms of 

sexual and reproductive health like they had been in the past. Now that the war was over, they could 

establish a different life where it is possible to think about a future together with their own families.  

No Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia 
 

“You will also find a lot of women from the FARC who are not mothers. They have passed the age or 

they still did not want to become mothers.” 

Olga Lucía Marín  

[FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] 

“Yes it [motherhood in conflict] was very painful, very painful right, it implied a lot of sacrifices. In 

fact, many of them decided because of that to voluntarily postpone, to postpone their maternity […]. 

Luckily I had my children before. There are other women who arrived at the process and they remained 

childless. But they would have liked them because maternity is definitely an option for women, but it is 

not an obligation.” 

Lorena [Female Ex-combatant, Bogota, 7th of March]  

“Many women spent almost their entire life in the guerrilla and they could not have children […]. I 

would say that some could not develop their maternity because the war itself did not allow them to do 

so. But they are developing it with their cousins, with their nephews.” 

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] 

In the last part of ‘No Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia’ I would like to touch upon the female ex-

combatants who are not able to perform motherhood, who do not wish to do so or who have decided it 

is not the right moment yet as the quote above of Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of 

Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] illustrates. It is relevant to do so because despite 

of the ‘baby boom’, there is a significant amount of women who are not performing motherhood in post-

accord Colombia for different reasons. Hereby it is crucial to mention that not every woman has the 

desire to become a mother in life and some women are therefore satisfied to remain childless.  

As Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March] explains in the above quote: many female ex-combatants preferred to 

postpone motherhood and some women therefore do not have children. Most female ex-combatants 

entered as adolescents and had not yet developed motherhood prior to joining the guerrilla. Those who 

stayed many years, sometimes decades, in the guerrilla have passed their reproductive age while they 

were giving shape to their lives as guerrilleras and subject to FARC’s militarized femininity. Martina 

[Bogota, 6th of February] explains that even though these women are not able to enjoy motherhood in 

post-accord Colombia, some try to shape motherhood differently and they develop similar feelings with 

their cousins or nephews.  

Two other female ex-combatants I spoke with explained that for them it is not the right moment to 

become mothers. One woman told me that she is not thinking about children yet because she does not 

have the resources to take care of a baby at the moment, but in the future she would like to have children. 

Another female ex-combatant explained that she was thinking of having children one day but now that 

she separated from her partner she is not thinking of that anymore. Also, having children implies a lot 

of costs and responsibilities and she feels that she already has a lot of responsibilities. She also thought 
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she would have died young in the guerrilla and therefore would not have been able to ever have children. 

It shows how some may have never envisioned a future, so thinking about children was not something 

they had on their mind. These examples illustrate that some female ex-combatants are consciously 

deciding not the perform motherhood (yet) because of (economic) insecurity, not having a partner or 

because of other responsibilities they have in post-accord Colombia. 

Conclusion 
The aim of this chapter was to explore the reasons for the very unexpected and recent motherhood of 

FARC women which was caused by the large amount of planned as well as unplanned pregnancies 

during the peace process and right after peace agreement. I emphasized that it is likely that in many 

cases the pregnancies were a common decision of the FARC mothers and their (ex-)partners. However, 

as I have not further looked into the role of men and their ideas about parenthood, this chapter is focused 

on the reasons for the recent motherhood from a more individual point of view. I did so by firstly looking 

into how motherhood was shaped in the guerrilla and the experiences of it. By doing so I hoped to be 

able to give an answer to the first sub-question of this thesis: “What were the reasons for FARC ex-

combatants to become mothers in post-accord Colombia?”  

The three theories central in this thesis, and the connections between them, were very relevant for this 

chapter. They helped to obtain a well-developed understanding of the reasons for the recent motherhood. 

Militarized femininity was central in order to understand how the sexual and reproductive health and 

rights of FARC women were controlled during the guerrilla. The suppressed motherhood through 

FARC’s militarized identity has played a significant role in the decisions to perform motherhood during 

reincorporation. In addition, FARC’s militarized femininity is disrupted and it does no longer exercise 

the control in a similar way through forced contraceptives and abortions. However, this does not imply 

that the militarized femininity has completely disappeared after the peace agreement, something which 

Enloe (1993: 3) also stressed upon. I will further elaborate on this in the last chapter of this thesis.  

In that sense, militarized femininity does not only clarify how the femininity of female ex-combatants 

was controlled in the guerrilla, but also how this control and the following disruption of it during 

reincorporation have contributed to the high amount of (unplanned) pregnancies in post-accord 

Colombia. First of all, the disrupted militarized femininity resulted in a radical change in the lives of ex-

combatants. It opened possibilities to think about babies and the formation of families. Second of all, 

this disrupted militarized femininity has resulted in many unplanned pregnancies because of the lack of 

accessibility of and knowledge about contraceptives. This chapter therefore illustrates how this theory 

is, in the case of the FARC, not only relevant for studying this control in the past, but also what this 

disrupted control implies for the present.  

In addition, post-insurgency was also guiding this chapter since I consider motherhood as one of the 

many accommodations that FARC women started to make during their reincorporation in post-accord 

Colombia. The purpose of this chapter was to find out why FARC mothers, often together with their 

(ex-)partners, have chosen this particular accommodation. Lastly, using the theory of gender 

performativity allowed me to look at how motherhood could not be performed in a conventional way 

during conflict because of FARC’s militarized femininity. After the disruption with militarized 

femininity, through the signing of the peace agreement, this performance started to become possible. 

This illustrates how different performances are possible in different settings, at different moments in 

time.  

The chapter started with ‘Motherhood during Conflict’ where I spoke about how motherhood was 

experienced during conflict, according to ‘insiders’ as well as outsiders. I touched upon ‘Impossible 

Motherhood’ and ‘Possible Motherhood’. I used the contextualization of the past since the past (and the 

controlled femininity) plays a crucial role in the reasons female ex-combatants are currently performing 

their motherhood. Then I turned to the most important part of this chapter: ‘Motherhood in Post-Accord 

Colombia’ where ‘Planned Motherhood’ looked into the reasons for motherhood of the recent FARC 

mothers who planned the pregnancy. ‘Unplanned Motherhood’ considered the reasons for the many 

unplanned pregnancies. I lastly touched upon the women who do not perform motherhood in post-accord 

Colombia (yet) and their reasons for it in ‘No Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia’. 
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The first part, ‘Motherhood during Conflict’, aimed to contextualize how motherhood was given shape 

during the armed conflict as it turned out to be crucial for the understanding of the reasons for it. I firstly 

discovered ‘Impossible Motherhood’ where I aimed to gain insights into how and why motherhood was 

prohibited by the FARC through its militarized femininity which exposed FARC’s female combatants 

to different kinds of birth control and abortions. This strict control has resulted in the impossibility of 

experiencing motherhood, or experiencing motherhood in a conventional way. Then I looked at the 

perceptions and experiences of the FARC mothers with regards to this ‘impossible motherhood’. It 

became evident that being a mother in conflict was not something most FARC mothers were wishing 

for. They argue that the war is just not a setting for babies and children. From that point of view it could 

be said that this strict militarized femininity was in a way also liberating for FARC’s female ex-

combatants. There was in that sense an interesting tension between the feeling of control and the feeling 

of liberalisation. It illustrates how their perception is very much in line with the arguments for FARC’s 

militarized femininity. Whether this perception is a consequence of the years, or even decades, long 

exposure to this controlled femininity or because of their own personal experiences, is something I have 

not been able to find out. 

I secondly spoke about ‘Possible Motherhood’. Even though femininity was controlled in the FARC, 

there were pregnancies and babies were born. This implied an unconventional and ‘illogical’ 

motherhood for those female ex-combatants who decided to stay in the guerrilla. The performance of 

‘motherhood on a distance’, since the conventional caretaking of the children was forced to be handed 

over to others, was combined with the performance of a guerrillera. Women who experienced this type 

of motherhood during the guerrilla had little to no contact with their children, had problems finding their 

children after the peace agreement and most importantly: they completely missed out on the first years 

of childhood of their children. The militarized femininity they were exposed to has resulted in many 

challenges of motherhood during conflict.  

The second part of this chapter discovered the many different reasons for the FARC women and their 

(ex-)partners to become parents so rapidly in such large amounts in post-accord Colombia. It became 

clear that at least half of the pregnancies of the FARC mothers I spoke with was unplanned. In ‘Planned 

Motherhood’ I discussed the most important reasons for the planned pregnancies of FARC mothers. I 

firstly considered the ‘Different Circumstances’ where I could observe that the radical switch between 

life in the guerrilla and life in post-accord Colombia opened up the possibility to think about a future, a 

family and about parenthood in general. The switch meant that the femininity of the female combatants 

was no longer militarized in terms of sexual and reproductive health. Therefore, female ex-combatants 

started to have agency over their own bodies and they could take their own decisions about motherhood.  

I secondly spoke about ‘Before it is too late’, where I illustrated the FARC mothers who mentioned that 

the reason for their (rapid) pregnancy was that they were reaching the limit of their healthy reproductive 

age. They therefore wanted to take advantage of the opportunity of motherhood as soon as they could. I 

thirdly spoke about ‘Natural Motherhood’, where the rapid and recent motherhood of FARC mothers 

was by some people explained as something natural to being a woman and therefore seemed a logical 

next step in the reincorporation process. Here it is crucial to mention that this reason was stressed by the 

outsiders instead of by the FARC mothers themselves. However, my own observations also suggested 

that it could be that, indeed, motherhood was a rather logical step after years of being a guerrillera. 

Furthermore, I question the legitimacy of this reason because I doubt the amount of exposure to the 

dominant traditional gender performances for the reason that FARC ex-combatants particularly find 

themselves inside the ‘FARC spheres’. 

In ‘Unplanned Motherhood’ I provided explanations for the large amount of unplanned pregnancies in 

post-accord Colombia. I suggest that the unplanned pregnancies are particularly a result of the fact that 

the FARC has stopped its militarized control over the femininity of its female combatants in terms of 

the provision and obligation of contraceptives. Also, the abortions which occurred in the guerrilla were 

no longer possible in post-accord Colombia. Female ex-combatants started to enter the regular health 

care system during reincorporation in which they lack access to and knowledge about contraceptives. 

The lack of access and availability of birth control can considered to consequence of the switch from 

the responsibility of the FARC’s leadership to the responsibility of the government and of the ex-
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combatants themselves. The lack of knowledge is mostly a result of the fact that female ex-combatants 

were not regulating their sexual and reproductive health themselves while they were in the guerrilla.  

Even though many of the pregnancies of the FARC mothers were unplanned, they were not necessarily 

undesired: FARC mothers, together with their (ex-)partners, embraced their pregnancy very happily 

despite the insecure times and the sometimes difficult circumstances they are living in. These women 

are no longer restricted in the performance of motherhood and they are able to give shape to it the way 

they wish to. In the last section of ‘No Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia’ I spoke about the female 

ex-combatants who are not performing motherhood because they do not wish to, they do not think it is 

the right timing (yet), they are not able to or because they currently have other priorities and 

responsibilities. 

All in all, I am confident that this chapter has achieved to answer the first sub-research question by 

firstly analysing how motherhood was shaped and experienced during the guerrilla before I illustrated 

the most important reasons for the recent motherhood of the FARC mothers. Hereby I sometimes 

observed frictions in terms of ideas and opinions between the different parties I spoke with during my 

fieldwork, which made the analysis of the reasons particularly interesting. Despite the relatively small 

amount of FARC mothers and outsiders I have spoken to, I am confident that the reasons that I have 

pointed out in this chapter serve as a realistic representation for the motherhood of other FARC mothers 

as well.  
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6. Being Mothers: the Experiences of FARC Mothers 

during Reincorporation  
 

“My daughter is the one who is taking me out of a world in which I found myself to a certain degree 

immersed.. in the sense that.. No, the war, you are only thinking about that, the dead, the fallen 

companions. Or of oneself, what will happen to me? When is it my turn to die, when will it happen? In 

this world of uncertainty.. And then after all of that, my daughter was born and it took away a lot of 

thoughts. Because now it was me dedicated to her, the milk, the diapers, the food.. if I have to stay up 

during the night, which were other things, another world, another reality. Especially the desire to fight, 

the future of my daughter is the future that one projects, a future that one will make.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

‘The most beautiful thing is to have them together.. the most beautiful is to see how he grows since he 

was small, how he turns around.. From her [her first child during combat] I did not see anything. It is 

really beautiful to see all of the steps, how he caress you. He is a company, I do not feel alone anymore. 

I feel accompanied.’ 

Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of February] 

“‘Todo cambia mamita’ (everything changes ‘mommy’) […]. For me it has been a beautiful experience 

and it continues to be very ‘chévere’ (cool) to be a mother. For me it has been an experience that leaves 

me something, that stays with me. It is a lesson as well, because I did not know how to be a mother, nor 

how to carry a baby, nor how to breastfeed, nor how to change her. No, so it has been a lesson day after 

day.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

Introduction 
The above quotes illustrate some of the experiences of FARC mothers with regards to their recent 

motherhood during reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. Most of these are positive and happy 

feelings. However, FARC mothers also come across significant challenges. The current moment is very 

insecure since FARC women were, during my fieldwork, finding themselves in the reincorporation 

process that would initially end in August 2019. This insecurity has a significant influence on how these 

women live and experience their motherhood. For that reason, this chapter serves to explore the different 

personal experiences, emotions, beautiful moments, challenges, dreams and future plans of these recent 

FARC mothers. These do not solely give insights into motherhood, but also into the general 

reincorporation process FARC ex-combatants are going through. By doing so I aim to give an answer 

to the second sub-question of this thesis: “How do FARC women experience and give shape to their 

motherhood during reincorporation?” 

I consider FARC women’s motherhood a social process during reincorporation. It is therefore 

particularly relevant to look at this phenomenon through the lens of post-insurgency, which allows a 

closer look at their experiences as mothers. These experiences are a result of the transformations and 

accommodations they have been making during their reincorporation process. With this lens in mind, I 

study the experiences and the particular shape that they give to motherhood from a social and relational 

perspective instead of from the dominant DDR perspective. Here I look at the ‘different types of 

adjustments’, personal as well as collective, that the FARC mothers are making. Like this I will be able, 

just as Ralph Sprenkels, to explore FARC mothers’ motherhood after conflict by considering it a social 

process in a particular political and historical context.  

Actually, many women referred to their experiences before and during the guerrilla in order to clarify 

how they feel about motherhood currently. Therefore, I aim to contribute to the knowledge about how 

adjustments in post-accord Colombia are being made according to their “accumulated social history” 

(Sprenkels, 2004: 444). The ‘baby boom’ and recent motherhood of these FARC mothers can considered 

to be a collective phenomenon since so many women became mothers at a very particular moment. 
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However, the everyday experiences, emotions and feelings of FARC mothers are very personal, diverse 

and based on individual choices and decisions. It is therefore impossible to make any strong 

generalizations. Every mother performs her mother role according to how she thinks it should be 

performed. Some prefer to combine the mother role with other roles, while others do not feel this need. 

The performance of this role could be based on how they have been raised, how they have seen others 

raising children or how they think it is best. This is in line with Sprenkels (2014), who argues that there 

are both individual as well as collective accommodations that ex-combatants make during 

reincorporation (p.35-37). 

In addition to post-insurgency, gender performativity and militarized femininity (the gendered 

perspective on the lived experience of post-insurgency) are also of importance for studying the 

experiences of the recent motherhood. Gender roles are not static and genders can take up different roles 

at different moments in time. In this chapter I study the performance of the mother role in post-accord 

Colombia. The conventional mother role is a new role for the recent FARC mothers because FARC’s 

militarized femininity made this role impossible to be performed during conflict. During years, 

sometimes decades, the guerrillera role was the dominant role. This role was in some occasions 

combined with the ‘motherhood on a distance’ role, which differs significantly from the mother role 

they are currently performing. How they give shape to their new mother role and how they experience 

it are influenced by the setting (post-insurgency) and by their experiences during the insurgency (under 

militarized femininity).  

In ‘Beautiful Motherhood’ I will talk about what FARC mothers enjoy most about their recent 

motherhood and their babies. ‘Challenging Motherhood’ looks into the challenges FARC mothers 

currently experience. These serve as a reflection on the overall reincorporation process. I lastly look into 

‘How FARC mothers imagine their future and that of their babies’ where I discuss FARC mothers’ 

dreams, future plans and the guerrilla values which they would like to tell their children about. I will 

close this chapter with a conclusion where I aim to answer the second sub-question of this thesis.  

Beautiful Motherhood 
 

“Ah I do not know.. from her.. like every small thing she does. I do not know how love is that you feel 

for them. Like the love that all the mothers in the world feel. To see the progress, every small thing she 

does. Today was the first time she could get up the bed herself. Now that she can get up we will write 

that down in a notebook. ‘Las cosas más noñas’ (the most ‘nerdy’ things) you can imagine […]. To see 

a happy baby. It may be very egocentric but it is like I am doing this, I am collaborating to the fact that 

she is happy.” 

Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of March] 

‘It is really beautiful to have children because you are not alone anymore. There is something to fight 

for, to move forward because of her. Now I am thinking of two.’  

Gabriela [Icononzo, 14th of February] 

‘I am satisfied, I am happy, at least you can stop to worry. There is no more war. There is only the job 

and the children. Everything is different now. Maybe you do not have money but you are without worries. 

Now you are free of those things. There is a lot of danger in the mountains and even more with a baby’. 

Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of February] 

The above quotes represent some of the positive emotions that come along with the motherhood of the 

recent FARC mothers. Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of February] explains the progress her baby is making 

every day. In Gabriela’s words [Icononzo, 14th of February] ‘company’ is central. While Melisa 

[Icononzo, 16th of February] emphasized that there are no more worries when you are in reincorporation. 

This is in contrast with the worries she experienced in the mountains as a guerrillera. Most FARC 

mothers I spoke with in both Bogota and Icononzo mentioned similar positive feelings where 

‘company’, ‘growing’, ‘transformations’ and ‘bonito’ (beautiful) were frequently mentioned.  
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One of my observations during my fieldwork was that women are very encima de los hijos (‘on top of 

their children’). During the majority of the interviews their babies were with them. When I was 

interviewing the FARC mothers they were constantly aware of their babies: Is she hungry or thirsty? Is 

he not hurting himself? Is she bored or tired? One FARC mother in Bogota mentioned that she does not 

leave her baby in a kindergarten because she is afraid that something happens to her. In general the 

FARC mothers I interviewed are very careful and cautious with giving the care taking of their babies to 

others. I got the feeling that this cautiousness could be a result of the insecure lives these women have 

lived during years where danger was always around the corner. My impression is that they make all the 

possible efforts to prevent that something would happen to their babies. While I did not further talk 

about this with the FARC mothers, it makes sense, from Sprenkels’ point of view, that the past 

experiences in the guerrilla play an important role during post-insurgency. 

Growing and Transforming 
 

‘What I like most about her is that she is growing, that she gets more ‘grandecita’ (bigger), that she gets 

fatter.’ 

Silvia [Icononzo, 14th of February]  

The positive feeling of seeing the baby grow, making steps forward and transform, was very prominent 

in the answers of the FARC mothers when I asked them what they like most about being a mother or 

about their babies. One FARC mother mentioned what she likes most is to see her baby grow little by 

little. ‘It is the best experience to be a mother, I had never expected it to be like that’ [Elisa, Bogota, 21st 

of March], she adds. These FARC mothers enjoy the most simple things about their babies, which they 

pointed out very clearly. Because of FARC’s militarized femininity, this positive feeling was impossible 

to experience with motherhood in the guerrilla. They were unable to experience the small steps of their 

children. Now, while being in the reincorporation process living under completely different 

circumstances, the FARC mothers are able to enjoy this positive feeling.   

Two FARC mothers who already had a child during conflict were unable to share the early childhood 

with their children because they were in the guerrilla or in prison. One mother said that she had her first 

child during the guerrilla and had to leave the child with relatives of her partner. She is reunited with 

her first child but she did not see her for many years. She now has both children together and she enjoys 

this very much. She especially likes to see her youngest one grow, something she could never experience 

with her first child. The other FARC mother emphasized that she could not be calm during her pregnancy 

in the guerrilla because she was so stressed. In reincorporation it is different: ‘Now that I was free, I 

could enjoy my pregnancy and I could be with my baby’ [Carmen, Icononzo, 13th of February]. She was 

unable to see her first child for many years and was only reunited with her child after the start of 

reincorporation. One of the main reasons that these two FARC mothers really wished for a second child 

was to actually be able to live the motherhood together with their babies instead of from a distance. In 

fact, seeing the baby grow and being able to share every small step gives a lot of happiness to many of 

the FARC mothers I spoke with.  

Company 

 
‘He is very small but I do not feel alone anymore. My husband is leaving during the week but I do not 

feel alone because he is there. Raising a child is very beautiful.’ 

Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February]  

What Luiza explains above is another important positive feeling that came across during the 

conversations with the FARC women. With a baby ‘you feel accompanied’ [Melisa, Icononzo, 16th of 

February], you do not feel alone anymore. Some FARC mothers’ partners are away from home a lot 

because of work. The fact that these FARC mothers emphasize the importance of company suggests that 

they sometimes may have felt very lonely during their time in the guerrilla while they were far away 

from their own families. Most ex-combatants I talked with did not speak or see family members during 

many years or even decades. However, for many the FARC community felt like home and family. I also 
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got the impression that the babies and recent families avoid the feeling of a certain loneliness during 

reincorporation where the ‘FARC family’ is no longer so evident as it used to be during conflict. 

Some FARC mothers would have liked this company during their time in the guerrilla but they were 

unable to have babies during conflict. In addition to that, one of the FARC mothers mentioned above, 

said that she indeed really enjoys the company of her second child. She never experienced this company 

with her first child when she was in the guerrilla because her first child was raised by relatives. Since 

the FARC mothers are currently living their motherhood in the different circumstances of 

reincorporation, they are having the company some may have started wishing for years ago.  

Different Worries and Priorities 
 

“Personally the pregnancy gave me a lot of joy because it avoided thinking about a lot of things such 

as the reincorporation. Such as handing in so many years of your life that you spend in the mountains. 

Because ‘la selva’ (the forest) turned into my home, my companions, the collectiveness. To leave this 

space, this world, to move to a city where you do not know anyone, where you have to make friends.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

Numerous FARC mothers explained that they receive positive feelings about having different worries 

and priorities during reincorporation. It is a ‘change’: a change of worries, feelings and horizon. As Rosa 

[Bogota, 31st of January] explains above: the fact that she was pregnant and could focus on that served 

as a distraction because she was facing a lot of changes and challenges from life in the mountains to life 

in Bogota. This is a clear example of how motherhood is an accommodation during the reincorporation 

process which brings an important change in the lives of these ex-combatants. Motherhood is a kind of 

occupation of time which comes along with certain (positive) experiences and feelings. Thus, this recent 

motherhood is a social process where FARC mothers are able to avoid thoughts about for instance death 

in the guerrilla and challenges in reincorporation. In that sense, motherhood gives a certain direction to 

their new lives.  

Like Melisa [16th of February] explains in the quote at the beginning of this part: now that the war is 

over, she feels happy because she can stop worrying and all that she thinks about now are her children 

and her job. Furthermore, she explained that babies change life completely, which is very joyful. Two 

other FARC mothers also explicitly mentioned that their lives and priorities have changed drastically 

with the pregnancy of their babies. They explained that they stopped studying as it is impossible at the 

moment because ‘everything changes once you are a mother’.  

Also, these recent mothers do not solely think about themselves but they think in terms of two: making 

sure that when they leave the house with their babies that they bring enough food, water, diapers and 

clothes for the baby. The mother role clearly comes with worries which are very different than the ones 

which come with the guerrillera role. You have to be aware constantly: if the baby is crying, if you have 

to breastfeed the baby and you are in the middle of the street. All the attention goes to the baby, as Elena 

[Bogota, 4th of February] explained to me. According to another FARC mother, motherhood does not 

only change her lifestyle and priorities but it has also changed her personally: “It is incredible how I 

changed being a mother” [Araceli, Bogota, 22nd of March], she mentions. All in all, reincorporation, 

and especially performing the new, conventional mother role during this process, comes along with a 

lot of change for these recent FARC mothers in terms of horizon, worries, lifestyle and personal feelings. 

The above mentioned positive feelings are particularly a result of the radical change in the lives of ex-

combatants, caused by the peace process and the signing of the peace agreement. This change gave the 

FARC mothers the possibility to move from their guerrillera role to the conventional mother role. The 

above illustrate how the different shape these FARC women give to their gender role, by becoming 

mothers and performing the conventional mother role, gave rise to many positive feelings. FARC’s 

militarized femininity during the guerrilla made it impossible to experience these positive emotions. For 

that reason, the feelings they explained are new to them because they had been unable to experience 

these before in a similar way.  
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Challenging Motherhood  
 

“I was having my baby when I was alone, I was not with my family. Nobody told me what it is like to be 

a mother. To bathe your child for the first time is like this... So, a kind of instinct is woken up about this 

new role of motherhood and without even noticing nature itself tells you how to take care of your child. 

How to put their clothes on, the process of breastfeeding, The baby depends completely on the caretaking 

and stimulation of the mother.” 

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] 

“Something that I consider very difficult, difficult in terms of the reincorporation is living in a city. 

Everything is expensive, everything is money. You have to live with a minimum salary of 700.000 pesos 

[approximately 200 euros]. You have to buy food, you have to buy everything that the baby needs. You 

have to pay the rent of this money. It is something that I consider so difficult that it stresses me out.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

‘What is most difficult about being a mother that there is no one to take care of them. There is work 

available but I cannot go because the baby is there.’ 

Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February] 

The quotes above represent some of the challenges the recent mothers are exposed to during the current 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. What Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] describes is that she 

had no previous knowledge about how to be a mother and how to take care of a baby. Elena [Bogota, 

4th of February] explains how life in the city is very expensive for ex-combatants. Luiza [Icononzo, 16th 

of February] emphasizes that the lack of a kindergarten is an important challenge for FARC mothers in 

Icononzo. These challenges shed light on the reincorporation process that FARC mothers, and the larger 

FARC community, are currently going through. I therefore provide insights into how FARC’s 

reincorporation process may cause problematic circumstances, particularly for this specific group.  

It is crucial to keep in mind that the experiences of these mothers cannot be generalized because each 

FARC mother has her own struggles and faces context-specific challenges. However, since the majority 

lives in similar conditions in the city or in the ETCR’s, there are many similarities in terms of the 

challenges they experience. 

It resulted that the FARC mothers experience the reincorporation process significantly different in 

different places (living inside or outside an ETCR), which result in different challenges. The diversity 

of challenges illustrates how diverse reincorporation can be experienced by a very alike group of ex-

combatants. I will firstly mention the challenges of reincorporation in post-accord Colombia in general 

(Bogota and Icononzo). I secondly talk about the challenges FARC mothers in Bogota are facing, which 

are relevant for FARC mothers in other cities or outside ETCR’s in general. I lastly illustrate the 

challenges FARC mothers face in Icononzo, which I assume to be applicable to other ETCR’s as well. 

FARC Mothers’ Reincorporation Challenges 

 

The Lack of Knowledge about Motherhood 

 

“They said that they have no idea about how to be a mother. Teach us how to be a mother […]. You 

have to realize that most entered when they were, let’s say 18 years old, let’s say that the majority 

entered when they were minors and they have never touched the ‘baby theme’. Now they have a baby 

but the women around them also have no clue how to be mothers.” 

Milena Peralta [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] 

One of the most frequently mentioned challenges for FARC women is the fact that they had hardly any 

knowledge, or no knowledge at all, about how to be a mother and how to take care of a baby. This 

challenge was not something I really thought about when I started the research as I was thinking more 
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about challenges related to their reincorporation process in particular. I was therefore slightly surprised, 

but I soon realized that this must have been one of the first challenges FARC mothers faced. 

As Milena Peralta [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] describes in the quote above: as soon as the pregnant 

FARC mothers started moving into the ETCR’s, authorities received the demand to teach both female 

and male ex-combatants about how to actually take care of a baby. So it has been difficult for them to 

be a mother […]. How to change a diaper, how to prepare the bottle, which signals you should be aware 

of, when you have to bring the baby to the doctor. And other mothers who were reunited with their 

children which are now bigger were wondering how to deal with a teenager”, Milena continued. The 

things that others may consider ‘easy’ about motherhood, such as changing a diaper or breastfeeding, 

were difficult matters for these FARC mothers. They had no knowledge about them because they had 

not previously performed the mother role during conflict neither prior to entering the guerrilla.  

Indeed, when I attended a class in the afternoon in Icononzo where seven FARC mothers were present 

with their babies, I asked them about their motherhood experiences. One of the first things they said 

was: ‘it is very difficult to be a mother because we lack orientation’ [P.O., Icononzo, 14th of February]. 

Even though a few FARC mothers mentioned that they had some knowledge about how to treat babies 

because they took care of younger brothers and sisters before they joined the guerrilla, most did not. The 

fact that most ex-combatants joined the guerrilla as adolescents25 plays a significant role in the lack of 

knowledge of motherhood. At this age most ex-combatants were not (yet) thinking about becoming 

mothers or retrieving ‘motherhood skills’, instead they were about to join the guerrilla.  

In addition, I find this challenge particularly interesting and relevant because it confirms the fact that 

motherhood was not something ex-combatants gained knowledge about during their time in the guerrilla. 

Instead, ex-combatants, both male and female, gained a lot of knowledge about everything related to the 

guerrilla. As Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, 

Bogota, 28th of January] explained to me: “Women were in intelligence, explosives, the battle line, 

communication and nursing. There were male doctors and female doctors who were male nurses and 

female nurses but with major knowledge which they learned during the combat.” In fact, guerrilleras 

have a lot of knowledge about a wide range of subjects, but cannot really put these in practice when it 

comes to the very ‘basic motherhood tasks’. Also, the FARC mothers who already had babies during 

conflict had to give their babies to relatives. This means that they were unable to develop their 

knowledge on motherhood as they did not share the early childhood with their babies.  

The accommodations26 FARC mothers make in post-accord Colombia in order to deal with this lack of 

knowledge on motherhood differ per FARC mother. This illustrates how FARC mothers give shape to 

their mother role in diverse ways and how they have managed to overcome this by the different 

accommodations. Some FARC mothers requested authorities to teach them the basic knowledge about 

motherhood, as Milena Peralta [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] explained above. Other FARC mothers 

asked for help from other (usually older) guerrilleras. Others mentioned that even though they did not 

have any knowledge, they could manage motherhood because it was something natural. Like Elena 

[Bogota, 4th of February] told me: “No, no one taught me how to be a mother, but it is like this maternity 

unleashes how to take care of a baby. That I have to breastfeed her, that I have to make sure she releases 

the gases. That you should talk to them, not sharply but with love, you have to talk gently to them.” 

Lastly, the fact that many FARC mothers, FARC higher rank ex-combatants and outside experts 

mentioned this challenge confirms that the ‘baby boom’ phenomenon and rapid motherhood were 

unexpected. Therefore, there were no adequate interventions formulated which would have offered a 

solution to this lack of knowledge. In that sense, an insufficiently designed reincorporation process fails 

to meet the necessities of these FARC mothers. This complicates the reincorporation process for those 

women who are not solely getting used to ‘being a civilian’ but also to ‘being a mother’.  

                                                           
25 Ten of the twelve FARC mothers I formally interviewed were between 13 and 16 years old when they joined the guerrilla. 
26 With accommodations I refer to the moves and actions of FARC mothers in order to overcome this particular challenge. 
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Healthcare 

 

‘Something that is difficult is the health system that we have to confront like ex-combatants… It is like 

the system for all of the Colombians.’ 

Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March] 

A second important challenge for ex-combatants is the healthcare in post-accord Colombia, which can 

be particularly challenging for the FARC mothers and their babies. When I spoke with ex-combatants 

and experts about this topic, what concerns them most is the access to healthcare and the availability of 

it. The second depends on where the ex-combatants are located: inside or outside the ETCR’s.  

Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 7th of 

March] explained that the guerrilla had its own healthcare system. There were many FARC combatants 

working as doctors and nurses who provided medical care to their own combatants as well as to the 

civilian population close to the FARC territories. This healthcare system functioned very well because 

when a combatant was injured or ill, the combatant was attended rapidly. As soon as the peace agreement 

was signed and the ex-combatants started moving into the ZVTN’s, these doctors and nurses could not 

put their skills and knowledge into practice anymore as it became illegal. When I asked one FARC 

mother about this she told me: “No, no they could not because we were not a military anymore. There 

was no more need. Now that we are not in war anymore […]” [Araceli, Bogota, 22nd of March].  

Ex-combatants had to enter the Colombian ‘Health Promoting Entity’ (EPS) once their reincorporation 

process started. People get affiliated to this system so they can be attended by clinics and hospitals. The 

Ministry of Health and Social Protection of Colombia was in charge of the affiliation of the ex-

combatants. Many ex-combatants are not satisfied with this affiliation and the Colombian health system 

because they argue it does not function as well as their guerrilla health system. Now they are facing the 

same struggles (such as long waiting lines) as the rest of Colombia’s citizens. 

When I was walking around the ETCR (Icononzo) with another ex-combatant I ran into an ex-combatant 

in the late stage of her pregnancy. She said she was in pain but she could only have an appointment with 

a doctor in the town of Icononzo for next week. Having to wait various days for an appointment can be 

particularly dangerous for (late stage) pregnant women. Luckily there are ex-combatants with medical 

skills who can give assistance in case of emergencies. When I spoke with Sara [Bogota, 28th of January] 

about the health system and how it is like in Icononzo she told me the following: ‘The health system 

there is very bad like in the entire country’. Catherina [Specialist on Peace and Reincorporation, Bogota, 

14th of March] mentioned that there is a healthcare facility in Icononzo but that, indeed, the reality is the 

same for all the Colombians. As can be observed in Figure 17, the medical assistance in February 2019 

was on Tuesday the 12th, Wednesday the 13th and Thursday the 28th. Next to that there is a white paper 

which says that every Tuesday and Thursday from 9 AM until 2 PM the ARN will be available in the 

healthcare facility to receive requests for appointments, medical exams and uncertainties that ex-

combatants may have with regards to their health.  

 

Figure 17: sign of the medical assistance in February 2019 
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The fact that the healthcare facility only functions a few days a week means that the other days of the 

week ex-combatants will have to go to the closest medical assistance facility, which is in the town of 

Icononzo. However, according to Carmen [Icononzo, 13th of February], medical services are limited in 

Icononzo and when you wish to visit a paediatrician you have to go to the next town (Melgar). Melgar 

can be reached in approximately one hour by public transport from the town of Icononzo. She therefore 

argues that the main challenge she faces is that the healthcare for children is very difficult in Icononzo 

(ETCR). Keeping in mind that Icononzo is one of the most easiest to reach ETCR’s in Colombia, one 

can imagine how the healthcare situation for ex-combatants in other ETCR’s looks like.  

Ex-combatants in Bogota and other cities are usually closer to hospitals and clinics, but they still have 

to deal with long waiting lines. Therefore, reincorporation goes hand in hand with the struggle of being 

exposed and having to adapt to a healthcare system that these ex-combatants consider to have worked 

better in the guerrilla. It demonstrates how the FARC had a way of life that functioned very well for 

them, but how this life is drastically changed as a consequence of reincorporation. This is particularly 

challenging for FARC mothers, their babies and pregnant ex-combatants. 

Stigmatization and Fear  

 

“Wherever they know, you feel the insecurity. There are places where people know that you have been 

an ex-combatant, so you keep suspicious because of course, the insecurity, someone can shoot you any 

moment. But at the moment, here [her apartment] nobody knows, we do not tell anything about it. We 

live like any person who has not been an ex-combatant. And whenever they talk ugly about the FARC, 

about the guerrilla, that they are bad, well we do not know them [the guerrilla].” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

Another challenge that was highlighted was the stigmatization FARC mothers are confronted with in 

post-accord Colombia. Female FARC ex-combatants are generally stigmatized twice for the reason that 

they, firstly, took up arms and secondly, a woman who fights is not something society is used to [Laura 

Cardoza, Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January]. Female combatants broke with 

traditional gender roles, by performing the guerrillera role. 

For that reason, ex-combatants often fear to tell civilians that they are ex-combatants and therefore 

decide to hide their identity, as Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] explains above. Adriana [Bogota, 18th of 

February], an ex-combatant without children, argues that society is not ready to receive the ex-

combatants and that it is therefore indeed better to hide your ex-combatant identity. As Araceli [Bogota, 

22nd of March], a FARC mother, explained: “But obviously I do not tell it to anyone, nobody knows […]. 

In none of our papers the process appears […]. But people ask me why we are ‘special population’, 

because we are victims [she tells them]. I do not tell anybody, nor in the kindergarten and at my job 

even less.” She continued by explaining that she feels afraid that people may find out, that something 

may happen to her. And when something happens to her, who will take care of her baby, she asks herself 

emotionally. Another female ex-combatant, who has older children, explained that she was very moved 

when she noticed that people were treating her daughter differently because her mother is an ex-

combatant. In fact, the stigmatization that she faces in Colombian society is one of the hardest things 

for her about reincorporating into society. This challenge is in that regard especially an issue for the 

FARC mothers who also have the responsibility over their babies. 

Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of March], who now lives with her family in Bogota, said that the beginning of 

reincorporation was very hard. When she got back to her family her mother told her that the worst thing 

that could have happened is that she would have come back to her. She continued by saying that: “My 

brothers told me that we do not deserve to reproduce ourselves, but now they love the baby a lot. But it 

was a tense process to reincorporate in the family, it is hard [...]”. If even her family does not want her, 

how will the rest of the society accept her, she wonders. In contrast to that, Adriana [Bogota, 18th of 

February], an ex-combatant without children, suspects that FARC mothers may actually be accepted 

easier because they are now performing the mother role instead of the guerrillera role. Therefore, being 

a mother may eventually enhance their reincorporation because civilians (particularly women) can 

potentially identify themselves easier with these FARC mothers. However, I have not further 

investigated this assumption as it is not the focus of this thesis.  
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Even though the stigmatization, fear and the hiding of the identity of an ex-combatant is a serious worry 

for many ex-combatants, the amount of stigmatization depends largely on the environment where the 

ex-combatant finds him- or herself or on the rank that the ex-combatant had. In fact, many ex-combatants 

living in ETCR’s have not yet had a lot of encounters with civilians and they are therefore only partly 

exposed to the reality of post-accord Colombia. It is likely that the hardest part for them is yet to come. 

Therefore, this challenge seems to particularly be an issue for ex-combatants living outside ETCR’s, 

where they are surrounded by civilians or paramilitaries that could be a potential danger to them.  

Lastly, I believe that reincorporation is a mutual process: ex-combatants are expected to reincorporate, 

but civilians and other non-state armed groups are also expected to accept the reincorporation of the 

former combatants. The fact that FARC mothers mention this challenge, suggests that society is still 

hesitant to accept the reincorporation process of FARC ex-combatants. I think this is rather unsurprising 

because the majority of Colombians voted against the peace agreement.  

Guerrilla Knowledge 

 

“I was a dentist during my time in the guerrilla. But here, to work, you need a certification to be able 

to work […]. I learned it in the guerrilla, I spent 14 years with dental care in the guerrilla. I worked a 

lot and I was studying in Venezuela but the problem is that we had other names. Everyone had another 

name which was obviously not the real one. So I have the certifications but they do not serve here 

because they are with another name.” 

Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] 

The last general challenge is what Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] mentions above: the fact that many 

FARC mothers do not have certified diplomas from their time in the guerrilla. Also, many did not finish 

primary school or high school before entering the guerrilla since they were still adolescents. Ex-

combatants who finished their (university) degree before entering therefore have an advantage. The first 

matter is particularly relevant for the FARC mothers I spoke with in Bogota since they are confronted 

with having to enter the ‘civilian labour force’. The second matter I particularly observed in Icononzo 

where the majority of the FARC mothers I interviewed were following high school classes in the ETCR. 

One FARC mother was finishing primary school on Saturdays. This illustrates how FARC mothers are 

combining their mother role with other roles, something I will touch upon in the next chapter.  

Even though these women are still trying to obtain these diplomas, this does not mean they are not 

educated or that they do not have specific knowledge. While talking with the FARC mothers and other 

ex-combatants I realized how much knowledge they have about some topics: medicine, dental care and 

communication among others. Most have been able to develop themselves a lot during their time in the 

guerrilla. For some ex-combatants this was one of the reasons they were interested in joining the guerrilla 

in the first place.  

While entering post-accord Colombian society, FARC mothers have been confronted with the fact that 

this knowledge is not acknowledged formally. As Elena [Bogota, 4th of February], who was a nurse and 

in charge of communication as a guerrillera, explains: “Well I do not have anything like these 

certificates so this is something that binds us to the cooperatives that are starting to function right now. 

These are purely ex-combatants and they do not ask for papers. Or there are ex-combatants who do not 

have a high school diploma for example. You know that nowadays even for sweeping they require a high 

school diploma. And the majority of us does not have that.” Even for the ‘easiest’ or ‘most basic’ jobs 

you need at least a high school diploma.  

Because of the unrecognized FARC knowledge in combination with the (sometimes) lack of school 

diplomas, the reincorporation in post-accord Colombia is hindered. The process goes on a slower pace 

since FARC ex-combatants have challenges finding jobs and they are therefore often restricted to the 

few productive projects that have initiated since the peace agreement. This was confirmed by one FARC 

mother who explained that she had not started her ‘real’ incorporation in post-accord Colombia yet 

because she has not yet tried to enter the labour force as she is still at home taking care of her baby. Her 

comment made me realize that being able to enter the labour force is an important pillar of 

reincorporation for these women. This is strongly impeded by the fact that their knowledge is not 
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recognized. This challenge is especially worrying for FARC mothers since they do not only have to take 

care of themselves, but of their babies and families as well. As long as they are receiving the basic 

income they seem to be able to manage, but as soon as that will stop it will become an even bigger issue.  

Reincorporation Challenges in Bogota  
 

This part will look into some of the most important challenges which were stressed by the FARC mothers 

living in Bogota. They live in Bogota because of job and study opportunities or because they are very 

politically active. Others moved to Bogota because of the job of the partner or reunification with family 

members. These challenges give an idea about the struggles FARC mothers, as well as other (female) 

ex-combatants living outside ETCR’s, are confronted with.  

Costs and Mobility 

  

“I prefer Icononzo because of the costs. Here there are a lot of costs. In Icononzo you do not have to 

pay rent or services and you have your own house. Here you live for the rent.” 

Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] 

One of the challenges is what Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] explains above: she prefers to live in 

Icononzo because living in Bogota implies a lot of costs. In Bogota she has to pay the rent and the 

services for the house while ex-combatants who live in ETCR’s do not. In addition, ex-combatants living 

in ETCR’s also receive alimentation. Elena [Bogota, 4th of February], who lives in Bogota, explained 

that: “everything is money”. She and her partner both receive the basic income27, but the simple and 

small apartment she lives in, in a rather marginalized neighbourhood, already costs them 600.000 

Colombian pesos a month. 

Two FARC mothers in Icononzo also said that they are worried about the living costs since one of them 

is together with a civilian, who does not receive the basic income. The other one has to take care of two 

children by herself. The basic income which ex-combatants receive does not increase when ex-

combatants have a child, neither does it increase when ex-combatants have more than one child. As long 

as ex-combatants still receive the basic income they seem to be able to manage their financial situation, 

but once this will stop daily life will be more challenging, especially for many FARC mothers. 

Elena [4th of February, Bogota] continued explaining: “But you know that basically the basic income we 

receive goes to the rent. But later you need food, you need the transport, you need the diapers. Thanks 

to the fact that my baby has not been sick yet, that I do not have to buy milk, breastfeeding is enough. 

Because if not...” Again, this is the same reality many Colombians face: a rather cheap rent is often the 

same as the minimum salary. Because many ex-combatants try to save money on the rent, they have to 

travel far to get to Bogota’s centre. A few FARC mothers explained that this is another main challenge: 

the mobility. It takes a lot of time to get from one place to another, something that they are not used to.  

The challenge of ‘Costs and Mobility’ demonstrates the radical change of lifestyle that ex-combatants 

are exposed to during reincorporation. Keeping in mind the mostly rural background of FARC ex-

combatants, it is likely that they have never been exposed to these circumstances prior to entering the 

guerrilla. It is a complicated challenge, particularly for FARC mothers, because it is linked to other 

reincorporation challenges. Because ex-combatants’ guerrilla knowledge is not acknowledged, they lack 

a primary or high school diploma and they face difficulties in finding a job outside the FARC 

cooperatives because of stigmatization, the challenge of living costs during reincorporation is becoming 

more problematic. This example illustrates how many reincorporation challenges are interlinked and a 

simple solution to the latter therefore seems rather complicated.  

FARC’s Collectiveness 

 

“This [living away from fellow ex-combatants] has hit me very hard because there is the custom that 

you wake up at four in the morning and you say: ‘que hubo?’ (what’s up?), how did you sleep? ‘Que 

                                                           
27 The basic income Elena and her partner receive is two times 740.000 Colombian pesos: a total of approximately 400 euros. 
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hubo socio’ (partner)? How are you? If I was busy he would bring me coffee or I would bring the coffee 

to the neighbour. You kind of form this fraternity and help each other out. When you go to the city you 

do not know anyone. For example here in this house there are like three or four apartments and everyone 

passes each other and no one greets each other. They do not even look at each other. So here you live 

alone. I miss this a lot because you do not know who lives next to you, nor who lives on the second floor. 

Everyone in their own worlds there in their house or apartment. So yes, that has been really hard.” 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February], as well as the majority of the FARC mothers I spoke with in Bogota, 

explains that one of the hardest parts about living in Bogota is the fact that she does not live together 

with her fellow FARC ex-combatants anymore. During combat the combatants lived together in 

different bloques (blocks) throughout Colombia where they developed a very strong feeling of 

collectiveness and fraternity, which is very specific to the FARC according to Ana María Velez 

[UNFPA, Bogota, 29th of January]. Elena explained that fellow combatants turn into your family away 

from home. She also said that whenever someone would be moved to another bloque, she would feel 

very sad and it would take her various weeks to get over it. 

FARC’s collective character has taken up a very different form in post-accord Colombia. In Bogota it 

is particularly sustained through its political party. La Sede (the headquarters of the FARC political 

party) in the centre of Bogota serves as an important meeting point for ex-combatants to spend time 

together, to touch upon topics related to the social, economic and political reincorporation and to achieve 

their political goals. Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March], a female ex-combatant with older children, 

emphasizes the importance of the political party for FARC’s collective identity: “For example in the 

city there are many ex-combatants like me, in their houses. If we would not have the party that coincides 

us, we would all be living our experience [reincorporation process] individually.” She also said that 

they are working on the establishment of a national FARC women’s organization, which would also 

encourage the maintenance of FARC’s identity and collectiveness.  

FARC mothers in Bogota particularly miss this collectiveness with regards to their motherhood. When 

FARC mothers, as well as fathers, are in the same place they help each other out when necessary. In 

Bogota this is way more difficult to achieve than in the ETCR’s. In fact, in an ETCR a child can be 

raised in a more collective way. Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of 

January] gives the example of a family in Icononzo where everyone keeps an eye on the girl. It seems 

that this girl is raised in a collective manner, which is completely opposite to the small nuclear urban 

families in Bogota. During my time in Icononzo I indeed observed that FARC mothers help each other 

out a lot. I started to understand why FARC mothers in Bogota are missing this kind of collectiveness. 

A FARC mother confidently leaves her baby in the stroller in the community restaurant as she knows 

other ex-combatants will look after the baby while she is busy cooking. When I was invited to a birthday 

party with a sancocho28,it seemed like one family: FARC mothers and FARC fathers were carrying each 

other’s babies, feeding them or correcting them if needed. Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] said the 

following about this: “There [ETCR] everyone knows each other and they are familiar with the baby 

[…]. You can leave your baby with the neighbours because you have been sharing so much time with 

each other that you are like family. But here in the city, ‘mamita’ (‘mommy’), everything is different.”  

This collectiveness illustrates how the historically constructed relationships between ex-combatants, 

something Sprenkels (2014) stressed upon in his study in El Salvador, continue to be of importance for 

FARC mothers during reincorporation. It illustrates that the FARC identity continues to remain intact 

to a certain extent. It also demonstrates how an insurgency (FARC) is a way of life and how this way of 

life is transformed in post-insurgency (during reincorporation). Actually, the FARC tries to avoid the 

disappearance of its collective character and therefore likes that people are concentrated in ETCR’s. I 

consider the wish to keep the collectiveness an important accommodation during the process of 

reincorporation. Thus, the established interpersonal relations between ex-combatants remain crucial for 

keeping the FARC’s identity in post-accord Colombia.  

                                                           
28 Sancocho: a kind of soup with meat and vegetables which is traditionally cooked for many hours on open fire. 
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An important side note is that not every ex-combatant is interested in maintaining the connection to the 

FARC. Some prefer to go through a more individual reincorporation process with accommodations that 

suit this individual reincorporation. In fact, Araceli29 [Bogota, 22nd of March] said that even though she 

really misses the other ex-combatants, the trips, the lifestyle, she does not want to stay connected to the 

political party FARC because she does not feel identified with its political goals. This is in line with wat 

Sprenkels (2014, 56) observed in El Salvador: a variety in responses from individuals in the insurgent 

movements. In that sense, each ex-combatant accommodates him- or herself differently in the 

reincorporation process and choses an own path. Hence, there seem to be tensions between the ones that 

prefer collective reincorporation, generally higher rank FARC ex-combatants and politically active ex-

combatants, and ex-combatants who prefer individual reincorporation.   

Reincorporation Challenges in Icononzo 
 

This part of the chapter will look at the reincorporation challenges that FARC mothers in Icononzo 

identified. Even though the ETCR Icononzo can considered to be an ‘example ETCR’ since it receives 

so much (international) attention and interventions and therefore is said to be more developed than other 

ETCR’s, I think most of these challenges are also relevant for other ETCR’s in post-accord Colombia. 

The two main challenges I encountered are the ‘living conditions’ and ‘insecurity’.  

Living Conditions 

For the challenge of ‘living conditions’, I identified various ‘sub-challenges’ (pillars): ‘decent life’, ‘a 

lack of opportunities’ and ‘no kindergarten’. 

Decent Life 

‘There are many inconvenient things going on: at the moment there is no water, there are issues with 

the electricity. The houses drop a kind of dust that can cause cancer, imagine with the children. A decent 

life… but look at the houses. It has been almost two years which have basically finished.’ 

Carmen [Icononzo, 13th of February] 

In the quote above, Carmen [Icononzo, 13th of February] explains the practical living circumstances. 

Something that she finds very difficult is that her baby has to live in these hard circumstances. When I 

was interviewing Carmen in her house in Icononzo, there was no water in the shared bathroom since 

various days. The houses, which are made of a kind of plasterboard, are very basic and as it gets cold in 

the night, it also gets cold inside the house. Even though various FARC mothers explained that they 

would like to stay in Icononzo, they consider it problematic for their babies’ health that it gets so cold 

inside the houses and that the houses are not made of a more decent quality.  

 

Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February], who is now living in Bogota, said the following about how it was like 

to have her baby in Icononzo: “Well it was difficult but since we were used to live in the mountains... 

But these were not the right circumstances. Well I do not know, you get used to the area where you are. 

But now the ETCR is better, now the houses are arranged. But when we arrived no, because when we 

arrived it was like a camp, like the camps we had in the mountains.” Because these houses came without 

bathrooms and kitchens, ex-combatants had to invest in their own kitchen if they preferred that over the 

community kitchens. Also, some ex-combatants have bought locks for the nearest toilet and shower so 

it kind of becomes a private facility or it is shared just between a few neighbours. It is important to keep 

in mind that the idea from the peace agreement was that these houses would be a temporary solution 

during the two years planned reincorporation process in post-accord Colombia. I assume that is the 

reason there has not been invested in houses of a better, longer lasting quality. 

 

                                                           
29 Araceli was the only one who told this to me. Here it is important to mention that I collected all of my research participants 

through the snowball effect. While there are probably many more ex-combatants with a similar opinion, I have not been in 

touch with them as I suppose that my FARC informants, who are still strongly connected to the FARC, particularly provided 

the contacts of other FARC ex-combatants still related to the FARC.  
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One FARC mother emphasized that of course, these living conditions are better than what they were 

used to during their time in the guerrilla, but her baby is not used to those. She asked me the question if 

the life they have in Icononzo can considered to be a ‘decent life’. In that regard, Carmen [Icononzo, 

13th of February] told me the following: ‘The change I would like to see is that we would have a decent 

home, because here the people can get sick […]. But the government is not meeting its commitments, a 

decent life but no.. they are not meeting their commitments’. According to Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s 

National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 7th of March], the ex-combatants are 

not demanding a lot, but the state cannot guarantee the decent lives these ex-combatants demand. 

 

Lack of Job and Study Opportunities 

The second pillar I identified is the lack of job and study opportunities in Icononzo and ETCR’s in 

general. There are very few functioning productive projects. In Icononzo there are community gardens, 

a tailoring project, a community restaurant and an artisanal beer brewery. All of these have been own 

initiatives or were financed by international parties. Actually, very few projects throughout the country 

got approved and were financed by the government. The ones that are functioning in Icononzo have 

very low productivity and could be functioning much better if funds would be available. When I was 

visiting these projects I realized that people are very eager to work but that the lack of sufficient funds 

limits their work and makes it impossible to upscale the production. The tailoring workshop was most 

of the time empty, since they have to sell products before they can produce more. The beer brewery 

cannot keep up with the demand for its beer (La Roja) and therefore only a few ex-combatants are 

working there. According to some higher rank ex-combatants, one of the reasons that people actually 

started to leave ETCR’s massively is because they are disappointed with the living conditions and the 

few opportunities they have in the ETCR’s. 

 

The majority of the FARC mothers I spoke with did not directly mention the lack of job opportunities 

as a huge challenge since most of them were, during my stay in Icononzo, still busy following classes 

and making homework in order to receive their primary school and high school diploma. They were 

therefore not that much connected to the productive projects yet, but in my opinion they will be once 

they have finished studying. The fact that there are few job opportunities in the ETCR itself is 

particularly a challenge for FARC mothers as they are often limited in finding jobs outside the ETCR’s 

because of their babies and children.  

 

Besides limited job opportunities in Icononzo and other ETCR’s, FARC mothers said that study 

opportunities in Icononzo are very limited. There is no superior education available, which means they 

would have to follow education on a distance. That would imply having to pay a significant amount of 

money in order to have a WIFI connection in their houses, as Silvia [Icononzo, 14th of February] 

explained. FARC mothers who have the wish to continue studying will have to make this effort or they 

will have to move to a town or a city. However, Gabriela [Icononzo, 14th of February] told me that the 

National Training Service (SENA)30 offered courses in Icononzo last year. Unfortunately, only a few 

ex-combatants attended those courses which resulted in less courses this year. Not solely is education 

limited for FARC mothers, the educational offer for children is also an issue for them. Older FARC 

children in Icononzo go to a school outside and have to walk up to one hour to get there if there is no 

transport available. Gabriela [Icononzo, 14th of February] told me that: ‘There is no transport available 

and this is difficult. And to let a girl walk to the school all by herself, there are many challenges.’  

Kindergarten 

The last pillar, which is a challenge in Icononzo and in ETCR’s in general, is the fact that there are no 

caretaking facilities available. In contrast to that, all of the FARC mothers I spoke with in Bogota have 

access to kindergartens and the majority of them leaves the baby there while they work or study. The 

absence of a kindergarten is partly due to not considering the provision of caretaking facilities in the 

peace agreement, as no one had expected such a large amount of babies right after the peace agreement.  

In Icononzo there is a very colourful house which is called la guardería (the kindergarten). FARC ex-

combatants constructed this space in order to turn it into a kindergarten where FARC parents can leave 

                                                           
30 SENA is a public Colombian institution that provides vocational technical and technological education. 
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their children while they are occupied. The ex-combatants told me that the kindergarten had been 

functioning earlier. While I was in Icononzo it was not functioning because it did not have the permission 

of the Colombian Institute of Wellbeing (ICBF). A kindergarten has to be constructed according to 

particular guidelines in order to serve as a safe environment for children. The caretakers of the babies 

and children in this kindergarten also have to be certified by the ICBF. This means that either FARC ex-

combatants need to be educated in order to receive the required certification, or professionals from 

outside will need to be sent to the ETCR. The FARC prefers the first as they are rather hesitant with 

interventions from outside parties, especially from the ICBF. In this way the FARC can control the 

caretaking and education of the future generation. Also, they can contract FARC ex-combatants so they 

would have an income. Actually, there was one FARC mother very interested in working in the 

kindergarten as she has the right education and experience. However, she was now sitting at home as 

she could not work in the kindergarten because it was not yet approved by the ICBF.  

The lack of caretaking facilities limits many FARC mothers’ agency enormously as they have to take 

their babies everywhere they go. Under these circumstances FARC mothers are more likely to fall into 

the traditional caretaking role of a woman, something I will extensively touch upon in the following 

chapter. These FARC mothers are active mothers who combine their mother role with many different 

other roles such as being a student. In fact, during the high school classes in the afternoon (2 PM until 4 

PM) in two spaces in Icononzo there were about seven women in each class, all of them with babies. I 

was very happy to see that even though they really miss a kindergarten, they still attend the classes.  

In addition to that, the lack of a kindergarten is a very important limiting factor for the reincorporation 

of FARC mothers. As Ramona [Icononzo, 15th of February] told me: ‘I was working in the tailoring 

project but since there is no kindergarten at this moment, I cannot go.’ Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of 

February] told me a similar story and mentioned that the lack of a kindergarten is the most difficult thing 

about being a mother at this moment: ‘I work in the tailoring project but I have to find someone to take 

care of the baby because I cannot take the baby there. The baby would be a very distracting factor and 

it is also very dangerous with all the machines and everything. We therefore need a kindergarten.’ Luiza 

is one of the FARC mothers who invested in her own sewing machine which she has inside her house. 

This demonstrates that while FARC mothers face challenges, some of them make accommodations to 

adapt themselves to the particular reincorporation circumstances. 

When I was already back in The Netherlands I received a message from a FARC mother who told me 

that the kindergarten recently started functioning. I do not know the current situation but it would be 

very important for these women if they can now leave their babies in the kindergarten while they occupy 

themselves with other tasks and roles. However, Icononzo is one of the many ETCR’s with a significant 

amount of FARC mothers and babies and I assume that there are still ETCR’s without such a facility. 

I think that the above mentioned living conditions challenges are mostly a result of the fact that the 

ETCR’s were meant to be a temporary reincorporation strategy where ex-combatants would demobilize, 

disarm and start reincorporation. However, the challenges FARC mothers point out give the impression 

that they wish for a long-term stay in the ETCR’s. Hence, this was, and still is, not the initial goal of the 

government and their interpretation of the peace agreement. This would explain some of the limited 

investments in the living conditions. However, even though the ETCR’s were not meant to be long term, 

this does not mean the temporary living circumstances should not be ‘decent’.  

Insecurity 

 

‘It is really difficult to think about a future because everything is insecure here at the moment. The 

government is not helping us. How can I make plans if the land is not ours, that is something very 

difficult.’ 

Carmen [Icononzo, 13th of February] 

The second main challenge of reincorporation in Icononzo, and ETCR’s in general, is the current period: 

at the time of my fieldwork ex-combatants were approaching the end of the two years of reincorporation 

identified in the peace agreement. This period later turned out to be prolonged until December 2019. 

This means that soon there will come an end to the ETCR’s, the provided facilities (alimentation, water, 
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gas, electricity) and an end to the basic income that ex-combatants are receiving monthly. FARC 

mothers in Bogota are exposed to this insecurity to a lesser extent since they already have to deal with 

paying their own rent, services and alimentation. They have therefore already started to make 

accommodations in order to deal with this sometimes hard reality.  

When I asked Carmen [Icononzo, 13th of February] if she would like to stay in Icononzo, she told me 

what I have illustrated in the quote above: that it is really difficult to think about a future because 

everything is so insecure at the moment. This is one of the reasons the FARC mothers I have spoken 

with seem to focus more on the short term future instead of making big plans for the long run. According 

to various experts there were, at the moment of my fieldwork, negotiations going on between the FARC 

and the government about the possibility that the government would buy some of the land. In that case, 

there would be a chance that some of the ETCR’s could continue to exist once the land is FARC’s 

property. In addition to that, it could also be an option that the FARC pays some of the land if it has 

available funds, something that appears to be more complicated. However, at the time this thesis was 

written31 I was not up to date with the negotiations and the current developments. 

The other worry that comes with the end of the provided facilities by the state, is that FARC ex-

combatants have to be completely economically independent in order to maintain themselves and their 

families. This is particularly a worry for the FARC mothers who have the extra responsibility over their 

babies. While the FARC had expected that the productive projects would be functioning towards the 

end of the two years reincorporation period, this process goes fairly slower than expected. This economic 

insecurity also has a disproportional effect on the FARC mothers because they are more dependent on 

the realization of the productive projects as they face double stigmatization when they try to find a job 

in the ‘regular’ Colombian labour force. 

How FARC Mothers imagine their Future and that of their Babies 

“I would like to travel. I would like, even if it sounds stupid, to find a good job, where I can be calm and 

where I can be with my daughter. Like to work part time. So far this has not been possible but I would 

like it. I would like to have a job where I can be fine, where I can be calm. A job that is social.” 

Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of March] 

“I obviously want my daughter to live in a calm country, in peace. In a country where you can at least 

have education, quality education, a kind of education that allows them to project themselves. And not 

like many of my generation who could not study because there was no money, because their parents did 

not have the means to give them an education. Many parents were not able to study either. […] I do not 

want my child to live what I had to go through. All the time I think about getting my daughter ‘forward’, 

which in other times would have been impossible.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

‘Yes I will tell her everything because I do not think it is something good or bad. I want to tell her how 

the things are: like the politics, the very real things, the ideology, everything. Talk about the reality. It 

happens a lot that parents hide things for their children but you have to teach them. Not like that the 

women are like this and men are like this. Everyone is the same.’ 

Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February] 

The quotes above are related to how FARC mothers envision their future and that of their babies. Araceli 

[Bogota, 22nd of March] says that she would like to have a good job in the future where she can be calm 

and eventually even work part time. Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] stresses the fact that she would like 

her daughter to have a different future than the past she had before joining the guerrilla. Luiza [Icononzo, 

                                                           
31 May – November 2019 
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16th of February] explains what she has learned in the guerrilla and what she would like to tell her baby 

about in the future. By talking about the future plans, dreams and lessons for their children, I got a good 

idea of how FARC mothers imagine themselves and their babies in the future.  

As I mentioned earlier, many FARC mothers reacted surprised when I asked them about their very 

personal feelings and experiences with regards to their motherhood. When I was asking about their 

dreams and hopes for the future they reacted similarly. Some gave me the impression that they had not 

thought that clearly about the future for themselves and their babies due to the current insecure 

circumstances. As it is still unsure what will happen to Icononzo and all of the ETCR’s, it is likely that 

dreams and future plans may work out differently.  

In this part I will first talk about the more personal dreams and future plans of these FARC mothers. 

Followed by the dreams they have for their children’s future. Lastly, I will talk about the important 

values of the guerrilla, which the FARC mothers would like to tell their children about.  

 

Personal Dreams and Future Plans 
 

“My dreams.. hmm.. my personal dreams? Well if it is personally then it would be to move on, to finish 

my degree. I am thinking about doing a double degree, I can do the double degree in my university. […] 

The dreams are there, there are many. But the principle ones for me are education, to get my daughter 

‘forward’ and to continue with the political work. To continue the political work precisely so it [the 

peace agreement] gets accomplished.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

When I was asking about the dreams for the future I noticed that even though they are now mothers, 

most of their dreams are related to their own personal goals. They have very clear personal dreams and 

goals in mind. None of them told me that they would like to stay at home taking care of their babies for 

example. This illustrates the ambition of these FARC mothers to perform more than ‘just’ the mother 

role, but to be involved in other roles as well. I suppose that this is particularly the case because these 

women were used to work hard, learn a lot, and to have their independency in the guerrilla. They 

therefore wish to continue a similar lifestyle in post-accord Colombia. Another important point is that 

none of the FARC mothers I spoke with mentioned that they would like to take up arms again, as some 

ex-combatants have done. They are very much looking to move forward, to construct another future. I 

think this is linked to the fact that they are now mothers and they are able to live the motherhood they 

have never lived in a similar way. This would again become impossible when they would take up arms.   

As the quote of Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] demonstrates, she has the dream to finish her university 

degree which she started after the beginning of the reincorporation process. Since the majority of the 

FARC mothers I spoke with in Icononzo were, at the time of my visit, still finishing school, their dreams 

were mostly related to getting their high school diploma and to continue studying after that. Also women 

who are not studying at the moment told me that they would like to pursue a degree so they can further 

develop themselves. Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February] said: ‘I would like to finish ‘bachillerato’ (high 

school) and to study accounting after that. But so far I have not really investigated that since I have not 

finished my high school yet.’ Even though these FARC mothers have clear study goals, the living 

conditions in Icononzo complicate achieving those dreams as there is no superior education inside 

Icononzo or close to the ETCR. 

Another FARC mother, who is currently working in communication in Bogota, explained that she would 

like to study nursing since she dedicated many years in the guerrilla to this job: “Well I was dreaming 

about being a nurse, a doctor or a surgeon, something like this. I really loved it, I was doing this for 

nine years in the guerrilla and I had to attend the wounded combatants, so I liked it. But you do not have 

the theory, just the practice. So it is a little bit hard at this moment to study medicine because it is only 

theory” [Elena, 4th of February]. Her example demonstrates that since the guerrilla knowledge is not 

acknowledged formally, she decides not to pursue her dream of getting a similar job as she finds it too 

hard to study after having learned the skills through practice in the guerrilla. Various other FARC 
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mothers also mentioned that they would like to find a job related to their guerrilla knowledge. A FARC 

mother who worked for many years as a dentist dreams to have her own dentist clinic in the future. Other 

FARC mothers would like to work for the cooperatives such as the communication cooperative in 

Bogota, the tailoring project and the kindergarten in Icononzo.  

Most of the FARC mothers in Bogota already finished their high school before joining the guerrilla and 

some studied a degree prior to entering. This implies that once they started the reincorporation process, 

they found themselves in a different situation than many other FARC ex-combatants. One example is 

Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] who studied before joining the FARC and told me the following: “My 

dreams for the future? To feel good with myself, to continue to feel good with myself. […] To generate 

the conditions so that other people, especially those in the process of reincorporation… It is a challenge 

to generate conditions after so many years of fighting, that the people have the possibility to have a 

decent life, that they can have children, a living, because these are conditions that were not thought 

about.” Martina is one of the FARC mothers I spoke with who is very politically active. These women 

do not only have their personal dreams but they also have collective goals for the future in mind. As 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] explained: “So well now that I am having my own personal project, well 

to continue in the political life. We dedicated our entire life to transformation, to the change of 

Colombian society towards the government. Now we are dedicated to political life and this is where we 

are […]. But at least to keep on working […].” She wishes to continue FARC’s political work 

collectively in order for the peace agreement to be accomplished. Particularly those ex-combatants who 

have a higher rank in the FARC work hard to improve the current situation for ex-combatants. They are 

active in the political party and they pressure the government to meet its commitments. Furthermore, 

they also aim to maintain the collective identity of the FARC through the political party.  

Dreams for the FARC Babies  
 

“Well there are a lot of dreams. That she can receive the necessary education, that she can have her 

house. To have a future for her, and yes of course, a dream.. the necessary education for her.” 

Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February]  

Even though all of the FARC mothers I spoke with pointed out clear personal dreams and goals, most 

of them also told me about the dreams they have for their babies. The majority of those dreams were 

related to what Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] describes above: that her baby will be able to receive the 

necessary education in the future, that her child will get a house and will have a future. One FARC 

mother mentioned that she wishes to be able to give her daughter the right tools so that she can be a 

good human in the future. Ramona [Icononzo, 15th of February] said that: ‘I dream of having economic 

stability. That I do not have to worry about the house, that I do not have to worry about anything. Now 

with my baby it is different, there are more responsibilities. That the baby will receive whatever he 

needs.’ The reason so many FARC mothers wish for education, good living conditions and a future for 

their babies, is something most mothers in the world probably dream of for their children’s future. 

However, I suggest that these dreams, emotions and feelings of the FARC mothers may be even stronger 

due to the fact that they have lived a different past. Some FARC mothers had never expected there would 

be a peace agreement or they did not expect that they would survive the guerrilla. Also, as became clear, 

many FARC mothers joined the guerrilla because of poverty, (domestic) violence and a lack of 

opportunities. Most of them therefore wish that there is a different future for their babies.  

This is likely one of the reasons they are encima de los hijos (‘on top of their children’) as I mentioned 

at the beginning of this chapter. This became very clear when their babies were present and through the 

way they were talking about them. The FARC mothers aim to perform their mother role as good as 

possible, where they try to ensure that their babies receive everything they need, everything which some 

of them never had access to. They are therefore making the necessary moves, adjustments and 

accommodations in post-accord Colombia which make their lives and their babies’ lives as comfortable 

as possible. They, unsurprisingly, want the best for their babies, at the moment and for their future. I 

think that all of the above is clearly not only characterizing FARC mothers, but can be said to 

characterize mothers, and fathers, in general. However, especially in the case of the FARC mothers, the 

way they shape motherhood, talk about it and experience it, illustrate that their motherhood is an 
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important drive of continuing this reincorporation and to be thinking of a future for themselves, their 

families and their babies.  

The Values of the Insurgency 
 

‘Yes I want to tell everything. I want to teach him the human values. That the things should be distributed 

equally. That you help each other. To fight for… To always fight for the fair things.’ 

Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March]  

The last sub-category touches upon the most important values of the insurgency which they would like 

to pass along to their children. When I was in Icononzo talking with a FARC mother and some civilians, 

someone asked the FARC mother if she is thinking to tell her baby about her experiences in the guerrilla 

when the baby is older. This question inspired me and I decided to include it in the rest of the interviews 

with the FARC mothers. This means that I did not speak about this with all of the FARC mothers. Hence, 

raising this question provided a very real impression about the lessons that these FARC mothers learned 

in the guerrilla and especially about the guerrilla values which they consider important for the future.  

When I asked the FARC mothers if they plan to tell their children about their past in the guerrilla, all of 

them told me very convinced that they would definitely tell about it. Araceli [Bogota, 22nd of March] 

said the following: “‘Todo, todo todo todo’ (todo: everything). There is a book of Che [Guevara] 

between her readings, there is the diary of the mountains. No, everything, and that she can take her 

decisions. Well at this moment I am not sure if I can manage to raise her within the Marxist-Leninist 

principles. But the humanity and sensibility in front of the others. And that she can take the decision 

wherever she wants to go when she is older.” Araceli would like to raise her baby according to FARC’s 

ideology and she hopes that her child will appreciate that. But, of course, she gives her child the freedom 

to choose her own path. The fact that all of the FARC mothers were so convinced about telling their 

children about their experiences and lessons from the FARC suggests that they find their time in the 

FARC very important and a crucial part of their identity as an ex-combatant. The guerrilla allowed them 

to develop themselves and to learn a lot about a large range of topics. It has formed them the way they 

are today and they consider it important for their babies to understand this when they are older.   

Afterwards I asked what the lessons learned and most important values are which they would like to tell 

their babies about in the future. The words the FARC mothers used to describe these ranged from 

‘solidarity’, ‘equality’, ‘empathy’, ‘sharing’, ‘liberty’, ‘collectiveness’ to ‘being respectful’ and ‘to fight 

together’ for the goals that they aspire. Silvia [Icononzo, 14th of February] wants to teach her baby that 

it is very important to study and to get a good education, something she never had the chance to. It 

demonstrates how these FARC mothers still have this ideology very present during their reincorporation 

in post-accord Colombia. They may be reincorporating in society but they do not forget the values of 

the guerrilla. Their accommodations are therefore made with the ‘insurgency values’ in mind.  

The mothers find it important to speak about the reality of the guerrilla. As Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of 

February], who was in the guerrilla for 25 years, told me: ‘I think about telling everything, the reality. 

There is so much love for the ex-combatants, it is like your own family, but in reality these were the own 

combatants […]. ‘La vida guerrillera’ (the guerrilla life) is an experience, with more good things than 

bad things. But we lived together through the good and the bad things. It is very beautiful what we have 

lived there.’ She emphasizes that even though there were hard moments in the guerrilla, the overall 

experience was very positive and valuable. Ramona [Icononzo, 15th of February] said the following 

about this: ‘The guerrilla is very hard, you suffer, but no one is discriminated. There are missions and 

women also get used to that. Women did the same as men.’ Silvia [Icononzo, 14th of February] would 

also tell everything about the guerrilla, but she would especially like to tell that women were very brave, 

more brave than some of the men, especially when it came to their menstruation. For Gabriela [Icononzo, 

14th of February] similar messages are important: she spoke about respect, independency, to not talk bad 

about others and to not depend on men, to not depend on anyone in particular. The experienced equality 

in the guerrilla is an important value that these FARC mothers would like to teach their children. 

One thing that I was wondering after having spoken about the values and the lessons learned was whether 

these FARC babies would eventually be ‘different kind of people’ than ‘the civilians’. If they will live 
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according to the FARC ideology since many may have been raised with these. Because many FARC 

mothers take their babies and children to community meetings and political encounters, FARC babies 

and FARC children get raised in a particular political environment with certain values, Lorena [Bogota, 

7th of March], an ex-combatant with older children, argues. This makes it likely that they take specific 

values with them and that this also forms them in a particular way, it is kind of a natural process.  

I asked Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 

7th of March] how she thinks the FARC mothers will educate their children. She explained that she 

would like that the FARC babies generation gets a different kind of education. In fact: “This is part of 

that we would like that these new generations get an education outside of the patriarchy […]. That is 

why we say: hopefully those who are going to take care of our children in the kindergartens and in the 

schools have another education which is not traditional” [ibid.]. She would ideally like to achieve this 

in the future, but it depends on the willingness of the government: if they would like to finance particular 

‘FARC education’. The fact that she, and potentially others as well, wish for this, could be interpreted 

as FARC’s wish to continue having a certain control over its ex-combatants and the new generation.  

Because the ‘baby boom’ FARC babies are still very small, it is difficult to tell at this moment whether 

the FARC babies will ultimately be raised according to the FARC ideology and will therefore have 

different values than the civilians, Luiza [Icononzo, 16th of February] argues. ‘But’, she adds, ‘this 

education that we had in the guerrilla, the civilians did not receive’ [Luiza, Icononzo, 16th of February]. 

It is therefore possible that the FARC babies and FARC children will be raised with different values. In 

this regard I agree with Luiza: I am unsure whether the aim to educate the FARC babies according to 

particular FARC values will continue to be of importance in the future. I also wondered whether they 

will be able to maintain these different values when they have completely reincorporated in post-accord 

Colombia. It could be interesting to conduct a longitudinal research in order to examine this, a method 

which Sprenkels also applied to study the accommodations of insurgent relations. 

Conclusion 
The aim of this chapter was to explore the different personal experiences, emotions, beautiful moments, 

challenges, dreams and future plans of the recent FARC mothers. These do not solely provide insights 

into the recent motherhood, but they serve as an important reflection on the current reincorporation 

process. By doing so, I hoped to be able to give an answer to the second sub-question of this thesis: 

“How do FARC women experience and give shape to their motherhood during reincorporation?” 

The theory of post-insurgency of Ralph Sprenkels is particularly applicable to this chapter as I have 

studied the accommodations, transformations and rearrangements that FARC mothers have made during 

their reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. Hereby I have taken a look at their everyday experiences 

from a social and relational perspective rather than from the perspective of the international DDR policy. 

This has resulted in a very real and human approach towards the topic of motherhood of FARC ex-

combatants followed by very honest and personal experiences and feelings.  

Gender performativity was also very relevant in this chapter because it allowed us to understand how 

FARC mothers take up different roles at different moments in time. They previously performed the 

guerrillera role and the sometimes ‘motherhood on a distance’ role, while they are currently performing 

the more conventional mother role. This mother role is performed during reincorporation, which results 

in particular experiences, emotions and challenges. This chapter allowed to learn from these by 

approaching it from their gender performance as recent mothers. How they perform, shape and 

experience motherhood is particularly a result of the current reincorporation. With ‘how they shape’ I 

refer to the accommodations and adjustments that FARC mothers make as a result of finding themselves 

in reincorporation. Even though these are made under the reincorporation circumstances, the established 

relations and experiences of the guerrilla (under FARC’s control of militarized femininity) also play a 

significant role in the shape they give to motherhood. This illustrates how the three different theories 

are strongly interconnected in this chapter.  

Since the experiences of the FARC mothers are very personal and context specific it is hard, if not 

impossible, to make generalizations. FARC mothers have different backgrounds and histories, different 

education and they live in different settings. They have diverse activities which implies that hey give 
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shape to their motherhood in various, personal ways: some FARC mothers work, study, have partners 

and take care of their babies. In general, these FARC mothers also shape their motherhood by fulfilling 

more than one role, something I will reflect upon in the next chapter. Their different accommodations, 

transformations and rearrangements can therefore result in similar as well as different experiences. 

However, since these women were part of the same insurgency, it is actually likely that many have 

similar experiences when it comes to motherhood. 

‘Beautiful Motherhood’ looked into the beautiful experiences, emotions and feelings of the recent FARC 

mothers. The radical change from the guerrillera role to the more conventional mother role as a result 

of the peace agreement gave rise to a range of positive feelings. Most women enjoy similar things about 

their babies: to see how they grow and transform, to have a company and to have a change in worries, 

priorities, lifestyle and feelings. The FARC mothers can now enjoy all of these feelings which were 

impossible during conflict. In addition, the change motherhood brings along also serves as a distraction 

from the often challenging reincorporation process in post-accord Colombia.  

Some FARC mothers had never expected that there would come an end to the conflict or that they would 

survive the guerrilla. This, combined with the fact that motherhood was restricted in conflict and women 

were unable to enjoy their motherhood alongside their babies if they decided to stay in the guerrilla as 

a result of FARC’s militarized femininity, intensifies happy and positive feelings of motherhood in post-

accord Colombia. The strong control of FARC’s militarized femininity took away the possibility for 

female combatants to enjoy the happy feelings which they described. This chapter therefore illustrates 

some of the consequences of militarized femininity and the disruption of it in post-accord Colombia. 

This part was followed by the challenges of reincorporation in post-accord Colombia, which served as 

a ‘window’ of the current reincorporation process because many of these challenges are also applicable 

to the larger FARC ex-combatant community. The location of FARC mothers (inside or outside 

ETCR’s) hugely determines which reincorporation challenges they are exposed to. These challenges 

demonstrate that while motherhood is generally a positive experience, it brings along struggles, 

especially in the context of reincorporation. The challenges that FARC mothers are exposed to are the 

lack of knowledge about motherhood, healthcare in post-accord Colombia, stigmatization and fear and 

the formally unacknowledged guerrilla knowledge. The challenges of reincorporation in Bogota are the 

high living costs and difficult mobility and the feeling of missing FARC’s collectiveness. 

Reincorporation challenges in Icononzo are particularly a result of the living conditions (a decent life, 

lack of job and study opportunities and no kindergarten) and the current insecurity. I think these diverse 

challenges provide a good representation of the challenges FARC mothers, and ex-combatants in 

general, face in post-accord Colombia. Despite the challenges in post-accord Colombia, FARC mothers 

keep on being positive and they seem to manage to make individual as well as collective 

accommodations to make their lives as comfortable as possible. 

The mostly interlinked challenges illustrate how reincorporation is a complex process which can be 

‘easily’ written about on paper, but which is harder to successfully enforce in practice. It also 

demonstrates how the rather short part on ‘reincorporation’ in the peace agreement should potentially 

have been elaborated upon in more details, in order to have avoided some of the challenges FARC 

mothers, and the larger FARC community, are exposed to. It confirms the important role reincorporation 

(or reintegration) plays in a peace process, which is rather short in this case. Unsuccessful and frustrating 

reincorporation could potentially lead to a failing peace agreement if the challenges are not taken 

seriously and not tackled correctly. The above mentioned challenges may therefore serve as ‘a warning’ 

for the Colombian government and for other peace processes in the future, which could potentially avoid 

similar challenges to occur. Some of the challenges are also a result of the different expectations: while 

many FARC mothers, and the FARC leadership in general, would like to stay in the ETCR’s, this has 

not been the vision of the government. Obviously, these are challenges from FARC’s point of view 

which may be reflected upon differently by the government, but that has not been the focus of this thesis. 

The last part of this chapter looked into the different dreams and future plans FARC mothers have for 

themselves as well as for their babies. I also spoke about the most important lessons they learned during 

the guerrilla and the values which they find crucial to tell their children about. FARC mothers come 

across as ambitious women who have a lot of dreams and goals for the future, which illustrate they aim 
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to perform more than ‘just’ the mother role. They want the best possible future for their babies and they 

wish to make this happen by making the necessary accommodations in post-accord Colombia. Their 

recent motherhood is in that sense an important drive to not go back to conflict and to continue their 

reincorporation process in post-accord Colombia. All of the FARC mothers responded very convinced 

that they will tell everything about their time in the guerrilla. Not only will they talk about the beautiful 

and positive things, but also about the ‘real guerrilla’ and the hard reality for a guerrillera. They argue 

this to be an important part of their identity which is crucial to teach their children about. It illustrates 

how the ‘past insurgency’, and the established relations continue during that period, continue to be of 

great importance in the present. Despite FARC’s militarized femininity and its consequences for FARC 

mothers, it seems that they have embraced and internalized most of the guerrilla values. The FARC 

ideology remains intact while it is transmitted to the next generation. How this will eventually evolve 

during the next years would be interesting to study in the future.  

All in all, I am convinced that this chapter achieved to answer the second sub-research question by 

analysing the different positive as well as negative experiences of FARC mothers during their 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. Hereby the theory of post-insurgency was central to look at 

these every day experiences, in particular in terms of the accommodations, transformations and 

rearrangements these FARC mothers make, but also in terms of the important role that the established 

interpersonal relations in the guerrilla continue to play in post-accord Colombia. Even though the FARC 

mothers are in the process of reincorporating in post-accord Colombian society, this does not directly 

mean they will completely leave behind their ‘combatant identity’ and take up their new ‘citizen 

identity’. Instead, the FARC identity and ideology remain of crucial importance in most of the lives of 

FARC mothers in post-accord Colombia. 
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7. The Reconfiguration of FARC Mothers’ Gender 

Roles in Post-Accord Colombia 
 

“And when the women enter the insurgency they increase their capacities. They acquire a lot of 

knowledge about political organization, health and chemical sciences, for example about the whole 

issue of making explosives. There is training, they teach them to read. In short, there is a series of 

capacity building in many subjects: communication, everything that implies the life of a cultural 

insurgent. There is a change of role in the women and they establish more equal relationships between 

men and women. I think that the women have told you about these relationships. These are part of the 

internal politics of the FARC.” 

Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January]  

“Men outside are generally very ‘machista’ (macho) […]. The woman is ‘la casa’ (the house), she is 

the one who cooks, she is the one who has to clean. In the guerrilla it was not like this.” 

Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February]  

 

“No, he helps me a lot, of course. He helps me a lot when he is not working. So well, when I get up I 

breastfeed the baby and I go to the kitchen. I make the breakfast and lunch in the kitchen. He gets up 

and changes the baby, puts her in her pushcart, he organizes the apartment, he makes the bed, he sweeps 

and mops the floor. If he wants to wash with the washing machine, he puts the clothes and he washes. 

And if we need to handwash, I handwash the clothes of the baby. So he helps me quite a lot. And if the 

baby is crying or she is hungry, I feed her and he is in the kitchen. Yes he does help me a lot.” 

 

Elena [Bogota, 4th of February] 

Introduction 
In the introductory chapter it became clear that one of the many reasons young women started to join 

the FARC was because they were inspired by the guerrilleras. The FARC offered an alternative to 

patriarchal Colombian society: a guerrilla where women would be fighting alongside men, where they 

would be able to perform the same tasks as men. The above quotes illustrate how gender roles were 

perceived in the guerrilla and how that was understood as a certain ‘gender equality’. The above also 

illustrate that, according to the FARC mothers, this particular gender roles division continues to play a 

role in post-accord Colombia. Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January], who works for the FARC 

component of the National Council of Reincorporation (CNR), describes what happened when women 

started to participate in the guerrilla and how they gained knowledge in all kinds of fields. This 

eventually led to more equal relationships with their male counterparts. Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February], 

a FARC mother, explains that ‘civil men’ are usually very macho, in contrast to the guerrilleros. Elena 

[Bogota, 4th of February] tells that her ‘socio’ (partner) is very collaborative and helpful. 

During the guerrilla it was impossible for FARC ex-combatants to perform conventional motherhood. 

Hence, the performance of this new role became possible once the female ex-combatants started to 

reincorporate in post-accord Colombia. I argue that it is interesting to study whether the recent 

motherhood implies a return32 to the performance of more traditional gender roles for women. Hereby 

it is crucial to mention that I do not consider the mother role as such a traditional role, but rather the way 

this mother role is performed that can be traditional. This chapter serves to study how FARC mothers’ 

motherhood in post-accord Colombia reconfigures their gender roles in the context of reincorporation. 

With gender roles I refer to the roles that both male and female ex-combatants performed during the 

guerrilla as well as currently in post-accord Colombia. These roles are largely influenced by, and based 

                                                           
32 With ‘return’ to traditional gender roles I assume that the large majority of ex-combatants comes from a rural, traditional 

background where they were largely exposed to traditional gender roles: where men are traditionally considered the bread 

winners and the women the ones at home, taking care of the household and the children. When they would be adopting these 

traditional gender roles in post-accord Colombia they would in that sense ‘return’ to the we roles they were previously used to.  
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on, social and behavioural norms which are dominant in society. And, in the case of the guerrilla, I 

assume that the particular roles are a result of the dominant masculinities and femininities of FARC’s 

militarized femininity. 

In order to study how gender roles are reconfigured in post-accord Colombia, it is crucial to understand 

how gender roles were performed, understood and shaped during the guerrilla. The first part of the 

chapter will therefore look into that. It is important to mention that the goal of this chapter is not to find 

out whether the FARC was gender equal or not. It instead aims to illustrate the tensions around this 

topic, which makes it very interesting to study. Hence I suggest that (more) equal gender roles could be 

illustrating more gender equality. In that sense, gender roles and gender equality are clearly linked to 

each other. More importantly, this chapter studies the reconfiguration of gender roles in post-accord 

Colombia through the motherhood of FARC ex-combatants. All in all, this chapter aims to answer the 

third, and last, sub-research question of this thesis: How does the motherhood of FARC ex-combatants 

reconfigure their gender roles in post-accord Colombia? 

Gender performativity is particularly applicable to this chapter. It allows for an analysis of the different 

roles that genders can take up in different contexts and at different moments. Hereby I particularly refer 

to the shift from the combatant role to the civilian role, where the conventional mother role can be 

performed. Gender performativity is also useful to observe if particular roles in post-accord Colombia 

are being performed because of cultural and social pressure. In addition, Butler’s ideas about gender 

transformation are very relevant. In the case of the FARC ex-combatants it is useful to study whether 

there has been a transformation of the more traditional gender roles. It is interesting to see if female ex-

combatants’ equal participation in the guerrilla has contributed to increased equality in the performance 

of gender roles in post-accord Colombia. 

Sprenkels’ post-insurgency is relevant for this chapter because I consider motherhood one of the many 

accommodations that female ex-combatants started to make in post-accord Colombia. This 

accommodation has certain implications for how gender roles are given shape, given the fact that 

becoming a mother traditionally implies that women assume the caretaking role. Hence there are many 

occasions where fathers or other relatives largely take up caretaking roles. Possibly, this accommodation 

can lead to the performance of it in a more traditional way, as well as to the performance of other more 

traditional gender roles. This would be in contrast to the roles combatants performed during conflict.  

Militarized femininity is applied to analyse the reconfiguration of gender roles in post-accord Colombia. 

It allows to understand the gender roles performances in the guerrilla, as well as in post-accord Colombia 

by assuming that the militarized structure (and its controlled femininity) influences the latter. Also, how 

motherhood was experienced during conflict (under the control of militarized femininity) is likely to 

have an impact on how it is experienced and given shape in post-accord Colombia. This theory also 

contributes to challenging the gender equality discourse of the FARC. Women were allowed to 

participate in the guerrilla, but only under conditions where their femininity was controlled. However, 

some female ex-combatants may argue that this controlled femininity was liberating as they were 

empowered to fight alongside men. In that sense, it is likely that there was a tension between a feeling 

of control and a feeling of liberalisation, something I already stressed before.  

It has been complicated to get a clear idea of the performance of gender roles, and their reconfiguration, 

in the relatively short amount of time that I have spent in Colombia. Sociocultural transformations in 

society, such as differences in the performance of gender roles and, ultimately, the transformation of 

those, take a very long time to occur. However, everyone, particularly outside experts and higher rank 

FARC ex-combatants, had very clear ideas and opinions about how ‘gender’ gained importance in the 

guerrilla and how gender roles were given shape. Especially the FARC very explicitly communicated 

their gender discourse to me. However, during my first conversations with outside experts, it became 

clear that the gender discourse was only developed during the peace negotiations in Havana. 

During my fieldwork I was mostly confronted with FARC mothers who are taking up the mother role 

while their partners are working. However, some of the FARC mothers, especially those in Bogota, told 

me they also have jobs and they leave their children in a kindergarten. On the other hand I saw the FARC 

mothers in Icononzo walking to the classes in the afternoon while carrying their babies: they studied and 

simultaneously took care of their babies. An observation which especially impressed me: baby girls 
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completely dressed in pink, with pink headbands and earrings, while baby boys were carried around in 

blue blankets and were put in blue push carts. This example shows how gender stereotypes are 

maintained, something I did not expect prior to the research because I expected a certain ‘gender 

consciousness’ for ex-combatants’ participation in the guerrilla.  

This chapter firstly looks into ‘Gender Roles in the Guerrilla’. It does so by looking at different factors: 

task division, female combatants in higher ranks and sexual and reproductive health and rights. The 

second part of this chapter, ‘FARC Mothers’ Gender Roles in Post-Accord Colombia’, studies how 

gender roles are reconfigured in post-accord Colombia. It does so by firstly contextualizing patriarchal 

Colombian society, particularly from FARC’s viewpoint, followed by the gender roles that FARC 

mothers perform in post-accord Colombia and the worry of returning to the more traditional gender 

roles. This chapter also discovers the role of partners and fathers. The last part studies whether gender 

roles are transformed in post-accord Colombia. All of this is followed by a conclusion where I aim to 

answer the third, and last, sub-research question of this thesis. 

Gender Roles in the Guerrilla  
 

“That is what the guerrilla brought, that is why I tell you the process. So when the women acquire their 

status as combatants… The norms, the regulations… there it says that the rules are of mandatory 

compliance for men and women. The duties and rights are for men and women. So there was the food, 

the care taking, cleaning of the camp, cleaning the clothes… These were not women’s jobs, every 

combatant fulfilled these. And the kitchen… this was performed per list […]. Everyone was washing, 

these were twelve persons. Men and women washing the clothes and bathing themselves, everyone with 

their own tasks. The one in charge of the line: men and women. To take the food: men and women. To 

go to combat: initially only the men went because there is this culture that war is a question of men, so 

you have to protect the women. So women were nurses, they did not go to the frontline of combat. But 

that was changing when women were demanding to join the combat. The training was for men and 

women. So the women said: if we are with them in the training and we can do everything they do, we 

can go to combat. In some places it started earlier than in others. At the beginning there were not so 

many arms. They were more in the hands of men than of the women. But later the women, everyone, was 

armed ‘until the teeth’. Rifles, pistols, grenades, knives, machetes. You saw everything: the women with 

the cartridge belts, carrying these… And there were women in intelligence, explosives, in combat, in 

communication, in nursing. There were male and female doctors, which were male and female nurses 

but with major knowledge which they gained during combat, taught by our doctors there. Or dentistry: 

men and women. Bacteriology: men and women. But this was not called gender, these things were 

always like that. One part that had not yet been worked on, which we started working on later, was the 

need to train women with a gender approach. And now we have been proposing this not only to women. 

But that both men and women have the gender approach in mind.” 

Olga Lucía Marín  

[FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] 

 

 ‘The FARC was and still is much more gender equal than Colombian society. Gender equality had to 

do with economic independence. Everyone received the same from the organization: uniform, soap, 

deodorant and so on. No-one was depending on someone else. There was also equality in terms of task 

division: same weight, same fights, washing your own clothes. When someone would see that a woman 

would be washing the clothes of a man then they would critique him why he was not doing that himself.’ 

Adriana [Female ex-combatant, Bogota, 18th of January] 

“Well let’s see… The equity or the equality of gender roles in the war was almost an obligation. 

Necessarily men or women had to take the responsibility over their clothes and over their food because 

if not… You were in the war, you had no other option. You would be without clothes and food, that’s it. 

Or you would leave others without food. They put a common responsibility.” 

Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] 
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The first conversation I had with Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender 

and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] turned out to be crucial in order to understand how the 

guerrilleras started to receive equal access to the armed combat and to all the tasks necessary for the 

correct functioning of the guerrilla. The other quotes illustrate how a female ex-combatant without 

children, Adriana, and an outside expert describe the performance and distribution of gender roles during 

FARC’s active time in combat. Adriana [Bogota, 18th of January] explains that men and women received 

the same: no one was depending on someone else, and tasks were equally distributed. Laura Cardoza 

[Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] says how the equality in terms of gender 

roles was almost an obligation. This had to do with the war circumstances during combat.  

The equal participation and opportunities in the guerrilla were vital in the conversations with the FARC 

mothers. There was no doubt that in their eyes, they saw themselves as equal to their male counterparts 

and this was crucial for me to know. Juanita Millán [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January], who works for 

the OACP, said that ex-combatants’ view on equality inside the FARC is that it was absolutely 100%. 

Actually, some FARC mothers said that it was one of the most important values of the guerrilla. They 

mentioned that there were no roles only performed by men nor only performed by women, in that sense 

gender roles were performed equally. Some referred to the internal rules of the FARC, which included 

equal rights for both male and female combatants. However, these rules were formulated by the same 

leadership that implemented forced contraceptives for its female combatants. I thought it was interesting 

how firmly they spoke about this ‘equality’ as if they wanted to convince me; as if they wanted to affirm 

that I knew ‘their women’ were treated well in the guerrilla. 

 

In my understanding the idea ‘gender equality’ and the equal performance of gender roles was, by the 

FARC and the ex-combatants, particularly defined as the equal participation in war and the equal gender 

division of labour. The FARC mothers described how women and men were performing the same tasks, 

having to carry the same amount of weight and being able to equally participate in combat. The equal 

distribution of the latter is not what these women were used to in their traditional, rural background. In 

some cases women were able to fulfil higher positions within the guerrilla, argued Maria [CNR, Bogota, 

24th of January], who works for the FARC component of the CNR. She furthermore argues that the 

different roles that women were able to perform could allow the transformation of gender roles to occur.  

Others argued that the equal division of labour had to do with the war setting, where there was simply a 

need for the participation of both men and women. That this implied women would also be fighting 

equally alongside their male counterpart seemed a side issue. Indeed, Adriana [Bogota, 1st of March], a 

higher rank ex-combatant, told me that the war imposes certain conditions where everyone is the same. 

There was no theory or ideology behind this but it was simply like that, it was like a practical need. She 

mentions that, however, there were many female combatants who were more conscious about gender 

and therefore decided to join the guerrilla.  

In addition, in the guerrilla the idea of fighting a war together was very central. As Maria [CNR, Bogota, 

24th of January] explained to me: “It was also in the insurgency where men and women assume care 

taking tasks. It is not something marked by sex, but it is the collective context. There is a collective 

relationship with all the daily tasks of war, as well of politics, of the organization, of the survival and 

taking care of the other.” If the war setting and collectiveness have determined the enjoyment of equal 

participation and equal opportunities, I doubt whether the equal performance of gender roles has been 

internalized by FARC combatants. If it has been internalized because of a particular gender ideology in 

the FARC, it would be more likely that the equal distribution of gender roles remains to be important in 

post-accord Colombia. Hence, examples of other post-war and post-conflict settings in the theoretical 

framework have illustrated the ‘gender achievements’ were lost because of the different setting where 

ex-combatants found themselves in. This illustrates that a certain gender consciousness (about the equal 

distribution of gender roles) was not internalized. 

Tasks versus rights  
 

‘Equality in terms of tasks versus equality in terms of rights. This equality was not there in the guerrilla. 

There were hardly any female commanders. There was not a focus on equal rights. But yes, in the 

guerrilla there was a more advanced role for women compared to the Colombian women in society.’ 
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Catherina [Specialist on Peace and Reincorporation, Bogota, 14th of March] 

It is also relevant to take a closer look at other aspects when looking at the ‘equal’ gender roles 

performances in the guerrilla, such as FARC’s tasks and rights. The above quote of Catherina [Specialist 

on Peace and Reincorporation, Bogota, 14th of March] challenges the dominant gender equality 

discourse of the FARC. She makes a distinction between equality in terms of tasks and equality in terms 

of rights, a distinction which I find very relevant. The FARC particularly referred to equality in terms 

of tasks and equal access to all of the aspects of the guerrilla. While many also refer to the equality in 

terms of rights in the norms of the FARC, in practice these equal rights can be questioned. The two 

women of the NGO ASODEMUC [Bogota, 26th of February] I spoke with in Bogota argue that: ‘There 

is ‘igualdad’ (equality) but there is no ‘equidad’ (equity)’. They said that we [women] have not received 

the same body as men so they question how there will ever be equity.  

I observe clear tensions between different views about the gender roles division and equality in the 

FARC. Many of the outside experts are rather critical about FARC’s gender discourse in practice. In 

contrast to that, all of the FARC mothers and the other ex-combatants I spoke with, appreciate the FARC 

for the equal opportunities and equal gender division of labour. The fact that there are many different 

ideas about the equal performance of gender roles shows that it is clearly interesting to study. In addition, 

I suggest that it is important to put it in perspective and to understand the background of the majority of 

the ex-combatants: rural, traditional Colombia. Female ex-combatants seem to realize that if they would 

not have joined the guerrilla that they likely would have ended up with fewer opportunities: taking care 

of the household and children. Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March], a female ex-combatant with older children, 

argues that these women were aware that in the guerrilla they would not have to repeat these kind of 

traditional gender roles. The guerrilla was in that sense much more advanced than Colombian society.  

Female Combatants in Higher Ranks 

One of the aspects that certainly challenges the equal gender roles performance in the guerrilla is the 

amount of women on higher positions. While Maria [CNR, Bogota, 24th of January] mentioned above 

that female combatants also had the chance to be commanders, my impression is that in practice this did 

not occur a lot. Juanita Millán [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January] told me that there were female 

commanders but that these were very few. Examples are Victoria Sandino, who is currently in congress 

for the FARC political party, and Olga Lucía Marín. The FARC was, during combat, particularly 

dominated by male leadership which continued to govern the FARC until the peace negotiations in 

Havana. Adriana [Bogota, 18th of January], an ex-combatant, argued that in the command there were 

mostly men. There were a lot of women in the negotiations in Havana, but only one woman was send 

from the central high command.  

It remained unclear to me what the reasons were for the little amount of women on higher positions 

despite the fact that 20-40% of the FARC’s combatants was female. The small amount of female 

commanders suggests that FARC’s equal performance of gender roles is disputable. So far it still seems 

a largely male dominated guerrilla where, despite the fact that female combatants had the same practical 

opportunities in terms of task division, mostly men were the ones deciding over the organization. I again 

get the impression that the entry of female combatants in the FARC was particularly a result of having 

to increase the total amount of combatants instead of the importance of including female combatants for 

the purpose of gender equality and gender consciousness.  

Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 

Another relevant aspect in terms of equality and gender performances was the fact that the sexuality and 

reproductivity of the female ex-combatants was controlled by FARC’s leadership. Earlier I extensively 

spoke about how FARC’s militarized femininity made it impossible for female combatants to perform 

the conventional mother role during conflict. Women could only join the guerrilla if they would adopt 

a form of femininity that was beneficial for the guerrilla as a whole. Femininity was desired because 

there was the need for combatants, but only as long as it would not interrupt the masculine character of 

warfare: where you have to be tough and where pregnancy and babies were undesired. Female 

combatants who joined the guerrilla were forced to deal with the shape that the FARC leadership had 

given to its militarized femininity: being a guerrillera meant not being a mother unless, and only in 

occasions, you would be performing the ‘motherhood on a distance’ role with your children being raised 
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by others. However, here it is important to mention that in the eyes of some female combatants this 

control may have been liberating. It, although forced, allowed them to fulfil other roles than the 

conventional mother and housewife role, something many female combatants deliberately escaped from 

by joining the guerrilla.  

All in all, the FARC leadership seemed to decide exactly what gender roles their combatants were able 

to perform and which they were not. In that sense they took over the agency over the bodies of the 

women, with all its consequences: the exposure to forced contraceptives, abortion and the inability to 

perform motherhood that these female combatants might have been wishing for. Also, the small amount 

of women inside the higher ranks of the FARC gives the impression that the equal distribution of gender 

roles was only enforced on the lower level of the organization. However, it is again important to mention 

that in comparison to traditional and patriarchal Colombia, the gender roles that female combatants 

could enjoy in the guerrilla were for some already an enormous achievement.   

FARC Mothers’ Gender Roles in Post-Accord Colombia  
 

‘At home everything is equal, he helps a lot. The fathers who are ex-combatants help the women a lot. 

They are not like the men in Colombian society who say ‘you are the mother, I am the one who is in 

charge’. I would not accept that. We equally divide the work. The first three months the baby cried a lot 

because the baby was born with caesarean section. He helped me a lot in this period.’  

Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March] 

“Some yes, but the majority I have seen with their babies in the assemblies, militating in the party, they 

are going to the marches, they are accompanied, they take the little ones with them. For example in the 

camp: every time that a baby ‘arrived’ it was like everyone was the father, the mother, the uncle, the 

aunt. The guerrilleros are very affectionate with the babies […].” 

 

Lorena [Female Ex-combatant, Bogota, 7th of March] 

“In some parts no because the rules of the party are no longer there. These relationships between 

partners did not achieve maturity in this case. The men have wanted women to return to their traditional 

roles and the women do it. They do it but not because they like it. Because if you ask what their dreams 

are, none of them wants to be a housewife. All of them want to be someone in life, this is a guerrillero 

expression, which many have adopted in the guerrilla: to be someone in life. To be someone in life is 

not to be a model, but to have training, to be able to participate in the construction of peace, to learn 

and to have an education […]. It is very rare that the women tell you ‘I want to be a housewife’, and 

when you will be in the interviews… they say that in the guerrilla they did not do those kind of things, 

and that they do not want to return to those roles.” 

Olga Lucía Marín  

[FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] 

 

The above quotes illustrate the ideas about the division of tasks and roles of ex-combatants during 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia according to a FARC mother, a FARC ex-combatant who had 

children during conflict and Olga Lucía Marín, an ex-commander. Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March] 

emphasizes that her partner is very helpful with the baby. She compares guerrilleros with civilian men 

who, according to her, are not that helpful. Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March], a female ex-combatant with 

older children, mentions that many FARC mothers try to combine motherhood with other activities such 

as assemblies, political encounters and workshops. What Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National 

Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] suggests is that because 

FARC’s rules are not in force anymore, some women have returned to the more traditional gender roles. 

My impression was that the political party FARC continues to actively advocate for FARC’s ideology 

and values (for example through their insurgent feminism in post-accord Colombia) and that, to some 

extent, they wish to keep control over how their female ex-combatants give shape to their gender roles. 
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For them it is of importance to avoid that ‘their women’ return to the traditional roles ascribed to them: 

the ‘partner role’, ‘housewife role’ and ‘mother role’. I will further elaborate on this observation below.  

 

Because of FARC’s militarized femininity the performance of conventional motherhood was impossible 

in the guerrilla. It is interesting to study how this conventional motherhood currently performed in post-

accord reconfigures gender roles. Hereby I depart from Butler’s theory by arguing that genders can 

perform different gender roles in different moments in time and by assuming that these roles are 

influenced by social and cultural norms. Questions that come up are: is motherhood the only role that 

these women perform? If they have a partner, is he collaborative? Are gender roles transformed because 

of the equal division of tasks and roles in the guerrilla?  

This part of the chapter aims to provide answers to the latter. It is important to mention that no 

generalizations can be made for the reason that each ex-combatant makes his or her own 

accommodations in post-accord Colombia. It starts with a brief analysis of ‘Patriarchal Colombian 

Society’ because this is, mostly according to the FARC community, the society ex-combatants have 

returned to since the start of the reincorporation. In ‘Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia’ I touch 

upon the roles that FARC mothers perform in post-accord Colombia in relation to their motherhood and 

the generated worries for returning to traditional gender roles. Then I speak about ‘Partners and 

Fatherhood’. The last section on ‘Transformed Gender Roles’ analyses the possible transformation of 

gender roles because of participation in the guerrilla.  

Patriarchal Colombian Society 
 

“I think we are a deeply macho society, deeply patriarchal and aggressive towards the women in many 

aspects. Let’s say that the relation with motherhood continues to be very strong. But also the relation of 

possession of the women […]. Colombia is a society that continues to be, or that continues to have the 

idea that women are male property. But very strong, in a very strong manner.” 

Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] 

“This is a very patriarchal society, and rural society even much more […]. Many of the ‘muchachas’ 

(girls) who are there [Icononzo] had a rural life. In the rural life girls become women very soon because 

of the hard environment […]. They do not study, there are no opportunities for them because their role 

is to be with the family, the caretaking, to be wives very early. And if they are in a ‘finca’ (farm) they 

have to take care of the children but they also have to cook for the workers of the ‘finca’. That is the 

destiny of our women since a very young age.”  

Lorena [Female Ex-combatant, Bogota, 7th of March] 

“Historically, the patriarchal society has generated roles for women as well as for men. And which are 

the roles for men? That the man is the one who brings the money home, the man is strong, the man 

works. And we as women in the patriarchal societies, we have dedicated ourselves to being housewives, 

to be submissive, that we cannot talk, that we do not a have voice nor vote. Men in general are the ones 

who rule the public policy of the countries. They are the ones who take the decisions, including taking 

decisions which do not correspond to them but only to women.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] 

The above quotes of the Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, a female ex-combatant with older children 

and a FARC mother, illustrate their perception of Colombian society: a traditional, patriarchal society, 

which exposes women, as well as men, to the traditionally assigned gender roles. Laura Cardoza 

[Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] explains how she observes the 

domination of patriarchy, inequality and machismo in Colombian society. Lorena [Female Ex-

combatant, Bogota, 7th of March] says that rural society is even more patriarchal. Rosa [Bogota, 31st of 

January] explains her perception of the traditional gender roles in Colombian society. In addition to the 

above quotes, Elisa [Bogota, 21st of March] said that since children are small, they get infiltrated how a 

woman should be. The traditional idea is that the woman is the one at home and the man is the one who 

works. 
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During my fieldwork it became clear that according to the FARC, its ex-combatants and some of the 

outside experts, Colombian society is a society with traditional gender roles and where the gender 

division of labour is strongly unequal. Especially FARC ex-combatants have this very clearly in mind: 

they have been, and still are, against the patriarchy and gender inequality in Colombian society. They 

strongly argue that life for women in Colombian society is very opposite from life for female combatants 

in the guerrilla. The guerrilla allowed roles for women that these women find difficult, if not impossible, 

to imagine in traditional, especially rural, Colombian society. Some argue that, in comparison with 

Colombian society, the situation for women inside the guerrilla was much better. As Lorena [Bogota, 

7th of March], a female ex-combatant with older children, argued: “There are things that incredible 

enough were more advanced for the women in the FARC than in our own society.” 

I got the impression that it may be especially confronting and difficult for these ex-combatants to 

reincorporate into a society which is, in their eyes, (almost) as patriarchal and traditional as it was before 

they entered the FARC. Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and 

Diversity Bogota, 28th of January] answered the following when I asked her if she has observed changes 

in Colombian society after the many years she spent in the guerrilla: “Yes, I think a lot has changed. 

Women have come a long way but patriarchy continues to exist. And I think that there has been some 

changes above all for women of the middle and upper class but that in the popular sectors the work for 

women is terrible. And that the conditions for women has not changed a lot, not in terms of economics, 

nor politics nor social.” She emphasizes that the situation for women, especially for rural women and 

women from popular areas, has not really become more equal during the past years.  

Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia  
 

‘We are not turning in our weapons to go back to the kitchen!’ 

Adriana [Female Ex-combatant, Bogota, 18th of January] 

What Adriana [Bogota, 18th of January], an ex-combatant without children, describes above is what 

many FARC mothers inexplicitly told me as well: the fact that they are no longer in armed combat and 

that they are currently reincorporating in a strongly patriarchal and traditional society, does not imply 

that they have the ambition to become full time mothers and housewives. This contrast makes it 

especially interesting to look at the different gender performances.  

FARC mothers, as well as the FARC political party and higher rank FARC ex-combatants, have very 

clear in mind that returning to traditional gender roles is not what should occur after so many years of 

fighting together with their male counterparts. Since the peace negotiations and the peace agreement 

female ex-combatants have been able to adopt the conventional mother role after the guerrillera role. 

However, these women did not reconfigure their gender roles in post-accord Colombia by only being a 

mother and being limited to being a housewife, they instead reconfigure their role as a combatant in the 

guerrilla to various roles in post-accord Colombia.  

The large majority of the FARC mothers I spoke with in Icononzo was studying when I was talking with 

them. I saw them going to classes five days a week in the afternoon from 2 till 4 pm. Most of them were 

studying for their high school diploma, others were taking classes to finish primary school. These FARC 

mothers were bringing their babies to the classes where they were able, although not always very 

productively, to combine studying with motherhood. Also, the majority of the FARC mothers I spoke 

with in Bogota was either studying, politically active, working in one of FARC’s collectives (‘productive 

projects’) or working in an organization outside the FARC. Even though the collective accommodation 

of becoming a mother, as soon as the opportunity was there, occurred on a very large scale, there are 

many accommodations that these FARC mothers individually make in post-accord Colombia. 

Of course there are exceptions: one FARC mother I spoke with in Bogota was mainly taking care of her 

baby and of the household since she had not started to look for a job yet. But, she had been bringing her 

one year old baby to a kindergarten since that week, which implied she had more time for herself. Also, 

one FARC mother in Icononzo was mainly taking care of her baby since she is a single mother and had, 

up till then, been unable to work inside the ETCR. For me this worked out positively as I was able to 

spend a lot of time with her and she provided me with a lot of other contacts. The fact that I got to know 
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FARC mothers through her may have influenced the type of mothers I have met, something I will come 

back to at the end of this thesis.  

I strongly got the impression that in terms of gender roles and the gender division of labour FARC 

mothers are the ones in charge of the baby and the household, despite the many different roles which 

FARC mothers perform in post-accord Colombia. One of the reasons is that the FARC mothers mostly 

have young babies who still need to be breastfed. Many FARC mothers’ partners have jobs, often outside 

the ETCR’s or as guards of higher rank FARC ex-combatants, which implies a lot of travelling. In that 

sense, these FARC mothers therefore do not seem to enjoy the same equal gender roles performance 

and the equal gender division of labour as they did during the guerrilla. In addition, a few FARC mothers 

I spoke with are single mothers, which often implies that they are automatically the ones in charge of 

the children as well as of the household. These mothers have little to no contact with the fathers of their 

babies and told me that their ex-partners are hardly involved with the caretaking of their children. 

Traditional Gender Roles  

Most most outside experts and higher rank FARC ex-combatants told me that they had been observing 

a return to traditional gender roles very rapidly after the peace agreement. Laura Cardoza [Advisor of 

Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] said that: “I think that there are many women and 

men who still have these ideas maybe about the break with traditional gender roles which today they 

fight for and they are implementing in their lives. But there are many [female ex-combatants] that 

returned very rapidly to the traditional gender roles, which are all of them of the baby boom and so.” 

She clearly makes a direct link between FARC mothers’ motherhood and traditional gender roles. In 

relation to this, Yolvi Padilla Sepúlveda [Geneva Call, Bogota, 22nd of February] said something similar: 

“Because of course, this idea of motherhood is very interesting but this ties women a lot. It does not do 

the same with men. Men can be very good fathers but he would always be outside more.” In that sense, 

the outsiders suggest that FARC mothers who started to perform motherhood so rapidly after the peace 

agreement, easier return to traditional gender roles, especially in comparison to other female ex-

combatants. 

However, the majority of the FARC mothers themselves did not mention the performance of more 

traditional roles, they instead mostly emphasize how collaborative their partners are. Also from Enloe’s 

(1993, 257-259) viewpoint it makes sense as she argues that there is hardly any information about the 

choices that ex-combatants make during demilitarization. It seemed that they either do not experience 

more traditional gender roles or that they do not consider it as something problematic. In their eyes their 

performance of many roles, as they are studying, working and politically active, is, compared to 

traditional women in Colombian society, already an advancement. Also, I think that this sociocultural 

behaviour is harder to reflect upon ‘from inside’ and it is easier to observe from an outside perspective.  

Laura Cardoza [Advisor of Senator Victoria Sandino, Bogota, 17th of January] continued by stating that: 

“I think it is impossible to generalize and to say that every ex-combatant returned to traditional gender 

roles. But we can neither say that everyone kept the practices of equity the same as in the war.” Lorena 

[Bogota, 7th of March], a female ex-combatant with older children, argues that she observes fellow 

female ex-combatants who are just taking care of the children, who wait for the basic rent to arrive, who 

do not work in other projects. Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January], a FARC mother who is very political 

active, also says that there are women ‘who are mothers’. When she told me this it became clear that 

she meant other FARC mothers who are ‘only’ mothers: those who only take care of the children, cook 

and clean the house. These FARC mothers have reconfigured their active combatant role to a rather 

traditional, passive mother and housewife role. According to Juanita Millán [OACP, Bogota, 14th of 

January], the return to traditional gender roles has been very challenging: 

“This part has been very complicated because they [ex-combatants] value the equality in the interior of 

the organization [the FARC] a lot. As soon as the implementation of the theme of the ceasefire, the 

construction of the zones, the houses, the training… They have been rapidly adapting to the traditional 

roles for women and men. And this has been a job we have been doing for a year now: to try to reverse 

this so that they do not fall back to the traditional roles unless they want to. And there is an issue because 

they say: ‘I am a mother, I want to be a mother and be at home’… the whole traditional theme. But 

many others say: ‘I have been fighting in the guerrilla for 15 or 20 years why do they put me in a kitchen 
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to cook and to change diapers? I did not join the organization because of that, nor does the peace accord 

say so.’ But the coexistence in the areas let that quickly happen. So it is impressive how they quickly 

return to traditional roles even though they do not want to.” 

Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] told me that it is not necessarily pity or disappointment that they 

[politically active ex-combatants] feel for the female ex-combatants who return to traditional gender 

roles, but that it generates worries. These worries were not only pointed out by FARC (higher rank) ex-

combatants: also Yolvi Padilla Sepúlveda [Geneva Call, Bogota, 22nd of February] stressed that the 

return to traditional gender roles as such would not be a problem if this is what the women themselves 

wish for. But there is a problem when it means that there is no other opportunity than fulfilling the 

traditional role of being at home.  

To avoid that from happening, Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender 

and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] told me the following: “So we in the gender commission help to 

train these women and men that this does not happen, so that women participate in everything. So for 

example, we still lack the achievement of creating kindergartens in the territorial spaces so the children 

can be there. And then the women can link themselves with the productive process which they are 

developing in the ETCR.” In addition, FARC mother Sara [Bogota, 28th of January] said that conditions 

should be created so what is learned in the war is not lost. Also Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March], a female 

ex-combatant with older children, argues that women who fall back into traditional roles do not have 

clear projects in mind, nor do they have the politics and the fight of the FARC present. They do not have 

the right vision and training. To avoid that ‘women get lost’ and that they return to traditional gender 

roles she, together with others, has the wish to create an association of female ex-combatants. Lorena 

[Bogota, 7th of March] adds the following: 

“So the woman inside the house, doing everything for the household because she has a son and a 

daughter. We want that these women… and for the women it will be more difficult because it is difficult 

to combine motherhood and politics, but it is not impossible. We do not want that our women forget, 

that they give up what has been their compromise, their fight, for putting themselves inside the house to 

be a housewife and the caretaker. And it is not easy, it is not easy because this also… it comes with the 

return to a society that is very patriarchal […]. Here we have to do a lot of political work to keep what 

we had, because if not… it would be losing what we advanced during combat.”  

I think that it is very interesting what the above (higher rank) ex-combatants explained: they argue that 

FARC mothers, and female ex-combatants in particular, have been returning to traditional gender roles. 

They have undoubtedly in mind that a return is not something the women want or should be wanting 

because of the gains they made during the guerrilla (in terms of equal gender roles). This could also be 

concluded from what Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March] mentions above: “We do not want that our women 

forget…”. This is something that should be avoided through their political effort. By pointing out this 

worry they seem to legitimize their political effort and the above mentioned (‘gender’) interventions 

based on FARC’s idea of insurgent feminism. 

In that regard, it seems that there is a certain expectation of how the gender performativity in post-accord 

Colombia should be after the disruption of militarized femininity. There is a kind of space in which 

female ex-combatants shape their gender roles, which was previously conditionalized by militarized 

femininity, but which is currently not conditionalized in a similar way. It is therefore less clear which 

exact roles female ex-combatants, and FARC mothers in specific, should be performing. Hence, the 

politically active ex-combatants seem to continue to control and conditionalize the femininity of the 

female ex-combatants and the shape they give to their gender roles. It demonstrates how FARC’s 

militarized femininity continues to be of importance even though the FARC is finding itself in 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. Again, from Enloe’s (1993) viewpoint it makes sense that 

militarized femininity continues to play a role in post-accord Colombia, as she says: “[…] the ending to 

a particular war cannot undo decades of deeper militarization” (p.3). In that regard, it could be that 

through FARC’s insurgent feminism, femininity in a way continuous to be controlled after the disruption 

of FARC’s militarized femininity. 

On the one hand it can be considered positive that the FARC is worried about its female ex-combatants, 

on the other hand it seems that it wishes to control the lives of the women and their gender 
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performativity. It gives the impression that female ex-combatants are not free to perform their gender 

the way they wish to: it seems like a controlled gender performativity. I do not consider this necessarily 

positive because it is fair to argue that every female ex-combatant, currently finding herself in 

reincorporation, can have her agency over her life and the gender roles that come along with it. If she 

wishes to be a full time mother and be a housewife, this should be respected. Instead, if she does not 

wish to do so but instead she feels she should do so because of societal pressure or because of the lack 

of opportunities, FARC’s worry and help would be legitimized.  

Based on the conversations with outside experts and FARC higher rank ex-combatants two main reasons 

for the observed return to traditional gender roles were identified. Firstly, the societal pressure of 

traditional and patriarchal Colombia where women are still dominantly expected to be a housewife and 

to be inferior to their partners. Secondly, the un-accomplishment of the peace agreement which comes 

hand in hand with limited opportunities for (female) ex-combatants. This facilitates an easier and more 

rapid return to traditional gender roles, especially for those who are recent mothers.  

Patriarchal Colombian Society  

With regards to the first point, Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender 

and Diversity, Bogota, 7th of March] said that it is not an easy situation: even though combatants learned 

the differences between the roles, when they left the guerrilla they were exposed to the traditional roles. 

This has caused some to return to those roles even though they do not want to. According to her, FARC 

mothers, and female ex-combatants in general, adopt these traditional gender roles because of tradition, 

custom or because their partners ask them to do so. This argument is in line with Enloe (1993, 257-259) 

who emphasizes that after war it may be possible that men and women adopt the identities that they are 

expected to adopt.  

Sara [Bogota, 28th of January], a FARC mother, mentioned that even though every process is different, 

the patriarchal system (Colombian society) is stronger, which therefore pushes female ex-combatants in 

a certain direction. When I asked Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender 

and Diversity, Bogota, 7th of March] who pushes them in these traditional roles, she told me that these 

are the partners and society in particular. With the return to ‘normality’, to society, every person takes 

up his or her own role, the role that is in society. Even though they do not want to, they do it, she argues. 

Olga Lucía Marín also says that patriarchy is a difficult cultural concept which is hard to examine and 

also hard to change. Even in the guerrilla there were a lot of men and women who think that these 

traditional roles are natural. Yolvi Padilla Sepúlveda [Geneva Call, Bogota, 22nd of February] also 

stressed that despite the fact that these FARC mothers have the revolutionary principles from life in the 

guerrilla present, ‘we’ are still in a patriarchal system that defines the roles.  

For this point (similar to the point of ‘natural motherhood’), it is again particularly relevant to apply 

Butler (1988), who argues that “performing your gender wrong” implies cultural punishment or 

marginalization (p.526). According to her we [individuals] work within the cultural norms and the 

performance of our gender is compelled by those norms which are not chosen by anyone. The 

performance of gender is therefore not depending solely on your individual preference of performing it 

a particular way, but it is largely influenced by society which may put an external pressure on these 

women to perform certain roles. Now that these women are mothers after many years of being 

combatants, they may feel the pressure to perform this role as traditional as possible in order to enhance 

their reincorporation. According to my understanding this is how the higher rank ex-combatants and 

experts think that society illustrates ‘performing your gender right’ in patriarchal post-accord Colombian 

society. Hence, it did not become clear to me if this is also how the FARC mothers themselves consider 

‘performing your gender right’ because I did not directly talk with them about this. Since it is a rather 

new role for them I suggest that they are still moving within this space where they are finding their own 

ways (through their own personal accommodations) of how to perform this mother role. It is therefore 

not static and it is a process that is still subject to change.  

However, in relation to this there is an important point which makes me question to what extent this 

external pressure really plays a role. Previously I also stressed that the ex-combatants have been living 

relatively isolated from Colombian society in the ETCR’s. In the spaces outside ETCR’s they are usually 

still strongly connected to the FARC. They therefore continue to be largely exposed to the collective 
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FARC ideology with its particular ideas on how to perform your gender. I therefore question to what 

degree this outside pressure really serves as an explanation for the observed return to traditional gender 

roles. It seems that there may be other factors which are of greater importance to clarify this observed 

rapid return to traditional gender roles.  

Un-accomplishment of the Peace Agreement 

With regards to the second reason, FARC mother Martina [Bogota, 6th of February] told me: “Well the 

reality of reincorporation is complicated […]. There are no productive projects, there is no educational 

offer, there are no kindergartens in the territorial spaces. So eh, women have had to assume the role of 

the kitchen, to take care of the children, to be at home. So I feel that this has been a step backwards in 

this context.” She also argues that because there are no caretaking facilities they cannot study, they 

cannot work, they are unable to participate in all of the activities that they learned and developed in the 

guerrilla. Adriana [Bogota, 18th of January], a female ex-combatant without children, told me that there 

are female ex-combatants who combine motherhood with a career but she argues that motherhood has 

not had a positive effect on the opportunities for women and that it is especially hard for women in a 

lower level of society. Also, Lorena [Bogota, 7th of March], a female ex-combatant with older children, 

told me in this regard that this return is a consequence of the new reality of reincorporation where ex-

combatants find themselves in. She argues that the current moment is not easy: there is a lack of 

alternatives which should avoid the traditional role of women as housewives. Olga Lucía Marín 

[FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of January] said that the 

first part of reincorporation has been especially very difficult for FARC mothers: “Because after all, the 

children are the woman’s responsibility”.  

With regards to the reincorporation and the un-accomplishment of the peace agreement, Maria [CNR, 

Bogota, 24th of January], told me that was the reason the CONPES 3931 (which comes with seventeen 

‘gender actions’) was developed: to avoid that the transition from the FARC to civil life would generate 

disadvantages in the lives of women or the loss of gains from the guerrilla. She followed by saying: 

“But nevertheless, there has been a process of implementation and un-accomplishment with the actions 

that have to do with reincorporation and up until now there has for example not been developed any 

action by the state for women in particular.” She argues that because of the un-accomplishment, no 

conditions have been created which would allow women to keep the equality they lived in the guerrilla. 

This means that they are, again, exposed, to the same conditions which rural women in Colombia are 

exposed to. An example she gives, just as many others, is the lack of kindergartens.  

Bogota versus Icononzo 

While the above paragraphs clearly demonstrate how a return to traditional gender roles has been 

observed by the persons I have spoken with, I suggest that the degree of it would also certainly depend 

on the location where FARC mothers are finding themselves (inside or outside ETCR’s). The FARC 

mothers in Bogota are generally more political active, have higher education and have access to a 

kindergarten. This last point is of crucial importance when it comes to returning to traditional gender 

roles because FARC mothers who lack this access are usually in charge of the caretaking. This was one 

of my main observations in Icononzo: because of the lack of a functioning kindergarten, FARC mothers 

were forced to take their babies everywhere. One FARC mother told me that she was not working 

currently because there is no kindergarten. This confirms how outside circumstances are putting FARC 

mothers in a more vulnerable position, where they are exposed to the risk of returning to the traditional 

role of motherhood without their wish to do so.   

In addition to the lack of kindergartens in ETCR’s, there are generally very few job opportunities in 

these zones. Therefore, the lack of alternatives could be a cause for women to easily return to the more 

traditional roles. The lack of opportunities also implies that their partners, if they have one, are mostly 

working outside the ETCR’s or as security guards. They therefore have very little time to spend with 

their babies. This was clearly something the FARC mothers in Icononzo mentioned to me, even though 

they did not link it to having returned to traditional roles. In fact, again, in the majority of the cases they 

emphasized how collaborative their partners are. 

I also question the level of exposure to traditional gender roles since FARC mothers are particularly 

finding themselves in ‘FARC spheres’ where FARC’s understanding of gender performances continues 
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to be dominant. So far it seems that while the traditional roles in society could play a role, the limited 

opportunities that FARC mothers have, particularly in ETCR’s, seem to be of greater importance when 

it comes to traditional gender roles. In that case it is not the wish to perform traditional gender roles but 

rather the lack of alternatives. This assumption is similar to my observations for the reason that most 

FARC mothers I spoke with have clear ambitions and dreams for the future, which exclude becoming 

housewives or full time mothers.  

Partners & Fatherhood 
 

‘He helps a lot, that is the good thing about a partner who is an ex-combatant. They work equally. A 

civil partner does not share. The ex-combatants wash and cook. I get up and he is washing the clothes. 

I make the breakfast and mop the floor. What you see in society is that it is very ‘machista’. But the ex-

combatants are not like that, which is because of the education that they have received in the guerrilla. 

It is harder to find a civil partner who is like that and especially when you were in the guerrilla for so 

many years. In the guerrilla everything was distributed equally and you could not discriminate.’ 

Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of February] 

One of the questions I asked the FARC mothers about motherhood was if their partner (if they have one) 

is collaborating with the caretaking of the baby and the household in general. The large majority of the 

FARC mothers told me very convinced what Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of February] mentions above: her 

partner helps a lot and tasks are equally divided between them. They immediately made clear that they 

do so because they are guerrilleros and not civil men. By pointing this out they clearly distinguish the 

differences in gender roles performances between guerrillero fathers and civil fathers. However, while 

Gabriela [Icononzo, 14th of February] also confirmed that her partner is very collaborative, she argues 

that not all the FARC fathers are helping the FARC mothers. This is, according to her, because the main 

responsibility of caretaking still lies with women. I observed that the FARC mothers are the ones mostly 

in charge of the babies, carrying them around everywhere they go. But, when the FARC fathers are 

available, they are very collaborative and they really enjoy spending time with their babies. Again, no 

generalizations can be made because not every FARC father assumes his father role equally.  

Guerrillero Fathers 

While I was speaking with the FARC mothers it became evident that I had to understand the differences 

between ‘Guerrillero Fathers’ and ‘Civil Fathers’, something I did not expect to be so important. The 

large majority of the FARC mothers explained with a lot of enthusiasm how collaborative their partners 

are. Gabriela [Icononzo, 14th of February] told the following: ‘My partner is very dedicated to the baby. 

He helps with the clothes, with everything, he is not ‘machista’. He is very dedicated to the household, 

when I was pregnant as well.’ Sofia [Bogota, 1st of February] said that her partner is very responsible 

and always tells her ‘what is best for the baby’ is what they should give her. The other FARC mothers 

told me very similar stories: they are very collaborative, they do not mind to take care of the baby, to 

stay up late or to clean the house. Rosa [Bogota, 31st of January] also said something alike: 

 

“Yes of course, he is very committed to his children. He is a person who is not lazy to cook, to change 

the diaper. Yes he accomplishes the role of a father. For him it is not a duty, the duty of a father. It is to 

take on paternity. He is a very extra-ordinary men in that sense. We help each other out a lot […]. He 

is extra-ordinary in the sense that well let’s say he is not like the typical fathers that we know in society. 

The ones that are discharged from raising the children, that it is specifically for the women, because 

that is the role that is made. The father is for taking the money home. But contrary, he is a person who 

contributes and who is also very aware of his daughter. He does not wait until he gets told to change 

the diaper. The contrary, he feels that the baby is his. Let’s say, he is unique.. not even one in ten 

thousand men dedicates himself to this. Men consider the raising of children only as a matter of the 

mother. They do not assume it as such, like it is also their responsibility.” 

When I asked Melisa [Icononzo, 16th of February] why FARC fathers are so collaborative she said, just 

as the large majority of FARC mothers, that they are used to the equally divided tasks and roles in the 

guerrilla. Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 

7th of March] says that male ex-combatants have lived another reality, that they have seen that we 
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[women] are capable of many things. Those men are less ‘machista’ than the men ‘outside’. She again 

refers to the equal task division between male and female combatants: “Because they [male ex-

combatants] were cooking there [the guerrilla], they know how to cook. And when they know how to 

cook they know how tiring it is. They were also washing, they know how to wash clothes. So they have 

a different consideration, they look at it differently. The men outside are used that everything is done 

for them.” Guerrilleros know how to take care of themselves and of the household because they have 

lived a different reality in the FARC. 

Milena Peralta [OACP, Bogota, 14th of January], who works for the OACP, says that FARC fathers are 

very committed to their babies: “What we can see in the FARC is that the fathers were always very 

involved in the process of the child”, which is very beautiful to see. What she mentioned coincides with 

my observations in Icononzo: even though I did not see the FARC fathers around a lot, when they were 

there they were also very happily taking care of their babies. There was one FARC father who especially 

made an impression on me: he seemed mainly responsible for the caretaking of their daughter since he 

was not working at the moment. He took his daughter even to the meetings that he wanted to attend. 

Furthermore, when I was inside the houses of the families I also saw the fathers actively taking up 

caretaking tasks and arranging the household. At the birthday party I attended there were also some 

FARC fathers who did not only look after their own children, but also after the other children. In general, 

my impression was that the FARC fathers take up caretaking tasks when they are around and that they 

do so with a lot of joy. 

Something which became clear from the conversations, as well as from my observations, is that most 

FARC fathers are not around a lot. Silvia [Icononzo, 14th of February] said that her partner is a very 

good partner, he is very attentive: “When he is there he is not ‘machista’, he sweeps the floor, he 

organizes, he does everything. If he would be in one of the cooperatives [inside the ETCR] and he would 

be here [Icononzo] he would be more at home.” Her partner is working as one of the drivers of the 

higher rank ex-combatants and is away from home a lot. This was the case with many FARC fathers: 

they often have jobs outside the ETCR’s which implies they are not often at home. This does however 

not mean that they are not willing to be more collaborative. Instead, the circumstances they live in make 

it difficult for them to do so.  

It seems that the amount of collaboration of FARC fathers in terms of caretaking is most likely a result 

of the equal gender roles performance in the guerrilla. I doubt whether the, in their eyes, equal division 

of tasks they are referring to are a result of an internalized understanding of the equal performance of 

gender roles. In addition, the signing of the peace agreement is a relatively short time ago and FARC’s 

ideology and values are still very present, particularly in the ETCR’s. I therefore think that it would be 

interesting to study whether the equal division these women experience in terms of the caretaking over 

the babies and the household, continues to exist in the future. This question is based on the assumption 

that, while the years pass by, ex-combatants will likely be more reincorporated in (traditional) 

Colombian society and may therefore be easier tempted to (unconsciously) return to the more traditional 

gender roles. This again may also be caused by the societal pressure, which eventually may turn out to 

be stronger than the FARC values they have taken from their time in the guerrilla.  

Civil Fathers  

Since the FARC mothers are so convinced that their partners are collaborating because they have been 

guerrilleros, I found it very interesting to further explore the differences they stressed between ex-

combatants and ‘civilians’. I spoke with two FARC mothers who are not together with an ex-combatant. 

One mother I just had an informal talk with told me that her partner was a ‘militia’ in the FARC, which 

means that he was not fighting in ‘the mountains’ like the guerrilleros. That is why he is not used to the 

equal task division between men and women like the male ex-combatants. According to her he is very 

macho and does not help a lot with the baby, neither with the household. Another FARC mother told 

me the following: ‘My partner is ‘civil’. And while in the guerrilla we were used that we were all doing 

the same, with a ‘civil’ it is not the same. He wants me to do everything. He drops his clothes, he baths 

himself but I have to go after his clothes. They [civil men] do not wash, do not cook, they have never 

done so. They do not make the lunch. With a guerrillero it is not the same, they cook, they wash, that is 

what they learned in the guerrilla’ [Ramona, Icononzo, 15th of February]. 
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Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, Bogota, 28th of 

January] also argues that because some women cannot easily find someone who is like the majority of 

the guerrilleros, they prefer to live alone. The average civilian, especially the one with a rural 

background, is used to the traditional gender roles and the unequal division of labour between men and 

women. He has not lived the equal division the FARC mothers have lived. Sofia [Bogota, 1st of 

February], a FARC mother who is together with a guerrillero, did not have a partner in the guerrilla and 

she actually expected she would stay alone: “Because with a man like those outside the guerrilla, no… 

Those are very ‘machista’.” For that reason she cannot imagine herself with a man ‘from outside’. I 

found it interesting to see how firmly the FARC mothers spoke about what it would imply if they would 

be together with a ‘civilian’ instead of with a guerrillero. I got the impression that all of them formed a 

strong idea and discourse about ‘those men’ while they were in the guerrilla.   

 

Transformed Gender Roles 
The idea of Butler (1988) that gender is not a “seamless identity” (p. 520) is particularly relevant for 

studying the gender roles of male and female ex-combatants. When she refers to gender transformation, 

she talks about the repetition of acts which are different from the dominant acts that identify that 

particular gender. I think that the conventional performance of motherhood is a good example for 

studying whether gender transformation has occurred. It allows me to understand how the mother role 

is performed and if it comes hand in hand with traditional gender roles ascribed to women in patriarchal 

Colombian society. If gender roles would be transformed through participation in the guerrilla, we would 

expect that there would be hardly to no performance of traditional gender roles and that there would not 

be an unequal division of labour and tasks related to the babies and the household in post-accord 

Colombia.  

During the guerrilla female ex-combatants transgressed traditional gender roles because they were 

allowed equal participation in the FARC and they were exposed to an equal gender division of labour. 

They certainly broke with the traditional idea of a woman: a mother and a housewife who certainly 

cannot be a fighter. The roles they were performing were significantly different from the roles they were 

used to perform in rural, traditional Colombia. And even though most FARC mothers are convinced that 

they continue to enjoy this equality to a certain extent (that their partners are very collaborative), 

outsiders suggest that FARC mothers are (unconsciously) adopting the traditional gender roles, precisely 

because of their motherhood. I could tell that they are very active being mothers while studying and 

working, but when it comes to the gender roles between them and their partners, they are mostly the 

ones responsible for the babies and the household. In that sense, it gives the impression that gender roles 

are no longer transgressed and transformed during FARC mothers’ reincorporation. Here it is crucial to 

say that there are of course many exceptions and no strong generalizations should be made. 

Earlier I aimed to provide explanations for the relatively rapid return to traditional roles which many 

persons I have spoken with suggested to be occurring. I identified two reasons based on the many 

conversations: ‘patriarchal Colombian society’ and ‘un-accomplishment of the peace agreement’. 

Another argument that I find important to mention, which is strongly linked to the transformation of 

gender roles in the guerrilla, is the fact that the equal division of tasks and the equal performance of 

gender roles were maybe never (completely) internalized by the combatants in the guerrilla. With this I 

refer to the fact that it is likely that the war circumstances have caused the equal participation and the 

equal gender division of labour. Therefore, as soon as these war circumstances disappeared during 

reincorporation, there was in that sense no more need for such an equal division of labour as there was 

in the guerrilla. Olga Lucía Marín [FARC’s National Commission of Women, Gender and Diversity, 

Bogota, 28th of January] told me in this regard that this happened in other guerrillas (such as in El 

Salvador) as well: during active combat men were used to women who did the same as them, but when 

they arrive at the construction of peace, the traditional roles start again. If this would be the case, gender 

roles would have only been transformed to a certain extent and do not continue to be transformed in 

post-accord Colombia. This would then serve as one of the explanations why especially FARC mothers 

seem to have reconfigured their gender roles into more traditional gender roles, despite the fact that they 

are very active mothers and they are not only limited to the caretaking tasks.  
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However, this argument cannot be completely justified for the reason that FARC mothers, as well as 

outside experts, argue that FARC fathers are very collaborative because of what they have learned in 

the guerrilla. It seems that ex-combatants continue to have some of the important values of the guerrilla 

present. However, to what extent these can be labelled as ‘gender consciousness’ and internalized should 

become clear during the coming years of further reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. So far, I have 

gotten the impression that those norms and values have not led to a real gender transformation of the 

FARC generation, but instead have only led to changes in terms of gender equality on a more superficial 

level.  

Conclusion 
The aim of this chapter was to explore how FARC mothers’ motherhood in post-accord Colombia 

reconfigures their gender roles in the context of reincorporation. With the reconfiguration of gender 

roles I referred to the roles which ex-combatants perform in post-accord Colombia in comparison to the 

roles they performed during combat. I therefore firstly looked at how gender was performed, understood 

and shaped during the guerrilla. The second part of this chapter looked into the gender roles in post-

accord Colombia. By doing so I hoped to be able to give an answer to the third, and last, sub-question 

of this thesis: How does the motherhood of FARC ex-combatants reconfigure their gender roles in post-

accord Colombia? 

Gender performativity has been particularly relevant for this chapter since it supposes that genders can 

take up different gender roles in different settings and on different moments in time. Gender roles are 

therefore not static. This was certainly the case for the female ex-combatants who were used to perform 

other, mostly less traditional, gender roles during their time in the guerrilla. I also used Butler’s ideas to 

see whether the observed adoption of more traditional gender roles is being caused by societal pressure. 

And lastly, her concept of gender transformation was especially relevant to see whether traditional 

gender roles have been transgressed and transformed because of ex-combatants’ participation in the 

guerrilla. There they enjoyed equal participation and the equal division of roles and labour to a certain 

extent.  

In addition, post-insurgency has served to look at motherhood as one of the many accommodations 

which FARC mothers are making in post-accord Colombia. This accommodation has resulted in the 

performance of, particularly, more traditional gender roles for FARC mothers during their 

reincorporation, contrasting the roles they performed during conflict. Militarized femininity was also of 

great importance as it allowed to understand the performance of the different gender roles and the 

distribution of those during the guerrilla, as well as in post-accord Colombia. It also served to challenge 

the gender equality discourse of the FARC by analysing the task division, female combatants in higher 

ranks and the sexual and reproductive health and rights. This theory helped clarifying how the FARC 

aims to keep control over the gender roles of its ex-combatants, in a way through its insurgent feminism. 

In that sense, militarized femininity served as a complementation to gender performativity.   

The chapter started with ‘Gender Roles in the Guerrilla’ where I spoke about how gender roles, 

according to the persons I have spoken to, were equally divided during combat. However, this was not 

due to an ideological commitment to gender equality. It became clear that during the FARC, female ex-

combatants did not have to repeat traditional gender roles which they were used to. I observe a clear 

tension with regards to the equality in the guerrilla. On the one hand, the FARC is said to have distributed 

tasks equally among male and female combatants. On the other hand, the lack of female combatants in 

higher ranks and the strong control over the femininity and reproductivity of female combatants 

challenge this equality discourse. I therefore suggest that the equal gender roles performance and equal 

rights in the guerrilla may have been rather superficial, which could serve as an explanation why it has 

not been completely internalized by its combatants as turned out later in this chapter. However, 

compared to how life looked like for female combatants in, according to the FARC, highly traditional 

and patriarchal Colombia, FARC’s ‘equality’ could said to be a considerable achievement. 

The second part of this chapter, ‘FARC mothers’ Gender Roles in Post-Accord Colombia’, looked into 

the gender roles which FARC mothers perform during reincorporation and how their recent motherhood 

has reconfigured those. I did so by firstly illustrating, mostly from FARC’s viewpoint, the patriarchal 

and traditional Colombian society which they are currently reincorporating into. This society is what 
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they have been fighting against for decades through the class and patriarchal struggle. I then turned to 

‘Motherhood in Post-Accord Colombia’, where it became clear that the conventional mother role is a 

new role for these women since this role was impossible during conflict. Because it is a recent role I 

suggest that they are still finding their own, personal, ways of how to perform this role. It is also crucial 

to point out that the mother role is not the only role these women are performing in post-accord 

Colombia. These FARC mothers are mostly active women who study, work or are engaged in politics. 

They therefore reconfigure their gender through performing divers and multiple gender roles.  

However, what is particularly interesting are the frictions between how the FARC mothers themselves 

consider their gender roles and how FARC higher rank ex-combatants and outside experts interpret 

those. While FARC mothers themselves admitted that their partners are away a lot, they did not stress 

the fact that they are mostly in charge of the caretaking and the household as a return to traditional 

gender roles. I have observed that while FARC fathers are very collaborative and helpful when they are 

there, I think that FARC higher rank combatants and outside experts make a valid point by stating that 

they observe a rather rapid return to traditional gender roles. In that regard I observe a kind of tension 

where, once these female ex-combatants were liberated from the control of FARC’s militarized 

femininity, there was a certain trap of the traditional gender roles of Colombian society.  

In addition, I tried to provide explanations why this suggested rapid return to traditional gender roles 

would have occurred. According to the majority of persons I spoke with, it particularly has to do with 

patriarchal Colombian society where ex-combatants are largely exposed to these traditional gender roles. 

Here Butler’s explanation of cultural and societal norms and pressure turned out to be relevant to make 

sense of this argument: because of possible ‘punishment’ for performing your gender incorrectly, it 

would be rather logical that women, as well as men, adopt the more dominant, traditional, gender roles 

in society. This is also in line with Enloe’s argument who says that men and women are likely to adopt 

the identities that they are expected to adopt. However, the argument of the exposure to traditional 

gender roles in Colombian society can be challenged for the reason that FARC mothers, inside as well 

as outside ETCR’s, still largely find themselves in the ‘FARC spheres’.   

A second provided explanation is the un-accomplishment of the peace agreement, which has caused a 

lack of opportunities for women and a lack of alternatives to the traditional mother role and housewife 

role. An important factor is the lack of caretaking facilities in ETCR’s, which has a disproportionate 

effect on FARC mothers because it limits their agency. In my opinion this reason confirms the 

impression that FARC mothers do not necessarily have the ambition to return to traditional gender roles 

but rather seem forced to because of the lack of opportunities and alternatives.  

The FARC actively aims to avoid the return to traditional gender roles through all kinds of measures 

based on their ideology of insurgent feminism during reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. It wants 

to avoid that the gains from combat get lost and the FARC therefore aims to control how FARC mothers, 

and ex-combatants in general, shape their gender roles. In a way, I could be that their insurgent feminism 

serves as a political tool through which they can make up for the loss of control as a consequence of the 

disruption with militarized femininity. Their militarized femininity in this sense remains in force, which 

can be beneficial if FARC mothers indeed do not want to return to traditional roles, but if they do want 

to I think this could be considered as an undesired control. It demonstrates how FARC’s ideology, values 

and insurgent relations continue to dominate life in post-accord Colombia. This makes sense as, based 

on Enloe’s argumentation, the end of the Colombian conflict does not immediately undo decades of 

militarization.  

The last part of this chapter served to study whether participation in the FARC has led to the 

transformation of gender roles. In the guerrilla female combatants were able to transgress gender roles 

through their participation as women in armed conflict, something which is not considered to be a 

traditional role assigned to women. According to the many persons I have spoken with as well as 

according to my own observations, FARC mothers’ motherhood is likely contributing to the return to 

traditional gender roles for female and male ex-combatants. This therefore suggests that gender has not 

been completely transformed by participation in the guerrilla. I got the impression that the war 

circumstances have contributed to consciousness about the equal gender division of labour, but that 

equal gender performativity has likely not been internalized completely. This could then be serving as 
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a third reason for the observed return to traditional roles. It is furthermore likely that there are other 

factors that play important roles as well. Lastly, I also suggest that the place where ex-combatants are 

reincorporating hugely determines which reasons would play a more evident role in this suggested rapid 

return.  

It is crucial to mention that this chapter did not aim to find out how gender equal the guerrilla was, 

neither did it aim to argue for a rapid return to traditional gender roles, nor to find out the reasons for 

that observed rapid return. Instead, it aimed to study the reconfiguration of gender roles in post-accord 

Colombia, by listening to the different stories of FARC mothers, FARC higher rank ex-combatants and 

outside experts. By comparing the past to the present and by using the interesting and unique 

construction of the three theories central in this thesis, I think this chapter has been able to successfully 

answer the third sub-research question.  
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8. Conclusion 
 

Ultimately this thesis aimed to answer the main research question of this thesis: How do FARC ex-

combatants experience and give shape to their motherhood during the reincorporation process and how 

does this reconfigure their gender roles in post-accord Colombia? 

The introductory chapter of this thesis provided a contextualization of the FARC mothers. It did so by 

elaborating on the FARC and on the role of women during the armed conflict, the peace process and the 

peace agreement. It furthermore explained the current situation of the reincorporation process33 in post-

accord Colombia, including some of its challenges. This introductory chapter was of crucial importance 

for understanding the experiences of FARC mothers’ motherhood and the reconfiguration of their 

gender roles in post-accord Colombia, which the empirical chapters of this thesis touched upon.  

The main research question was answered through three research sub-questions that were formulated 

for this thesis. The first empirical chapter of this thesis answered the first sub-research question: What 

were the reasons for FARC ex-combatants to become mothers in post-accord Colombia? Since the baby 

boom was such an unexpected phenomenon, it is very relevant to understand the reasons for it. Here I 

emphasized first of all that, for the large majority of the FARC mothers I have spoken with, the 

pregnancies were a common decision of the FARC mothers and their (ex-)partners. Hence the focus of 

this thesis was on motherhood from a more individual point of view: that of the FARC mothers.  

This question was tackled by studying how motherhood was shaped in the guerrilla and how it was 

experienced. I found out why and how motherhood was prohibited by FARC’s leadership. FARC’s 

militarized femininity resulted in the strict control of the sexual and reproductive health of female 

combatants through the exposure to all kinds of forced contraceptives and abortions. This controlled 

femininity made it impossible for women to perform motherhood in a conventional way. Despite this 

strongly militarized femininity during conflict, motherhood was sometimes possible in an 

unconventional and ‘illogical’ way, where motherhood was forcefully performed ‘on a distance’. It is 

important to mention that FARC’s militarized femininity likely served for some women as a kind of 

liberation: it allowed them to stay in the armed struggle instead of having to perform certain (more 

traditional) gender roles they did not wish to perform.  

FARC’s control over the reproductivity of its combatants played an important role in the reasons for the 

many (unplanned) pregnancies which started to occur during the peace process and after the peace 

agreement. It became clear that the radical switch between life in the guerrilla to life in post-accord 

Colombia opened up the possibility to move from the guerrillera role, and the sometimes ‘motherhood 

on a distance’ role, to the conventional mother role. This is in line with gender performativity, which 

argues that genders can perform different roles at different moments in time. This switch implied that 

the femininity of the female combatants was no longer militarized in terms of their sexual and 

reproductive health. It meant that female ex-combatants, and their (ex-)partners, could take their own 

personal decisions about parenthood under the different conditions of reincorporation. Another reason 

that turned out to be of crucial importance was the fact that many female ex-combatants were reaching 

the end of their healthy reproductive age and they therefore wanted to benefit from the possibility of 

becoming a mother before it would be too late. This illustrates how, for a significant amount of women, 

the wish of becoming a mother in life either persisted during combat, was developed during the guerrilla 

or only awakened until after the peace agreement. Many outsiders also spoke about motherhood as if it 

is a logical next step after decades of conflict (something ‘natural’) based on societal pressure. However, 

I question the legitimacy of this argument because FARC ex-combatants predominately find themselves 

inside ‘FARC spheres’.  

In addition, the unplanned pregnancies are mostly a consequence of the fact that the FARC can no longer 

militarize the femininity of its ex-combatants in a similar way as it did during combat. The many years 

of control have impacted the lives of the ex-combatants and the disruption of this control results in new 

responsibilities over their own sexual and reproductive health. FARC’s disrupted militarized femininity 

                                                           
33 During the writing of this thesis it turned out that the reincorporation period was extended until December 2019.  
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has therefore not solely resulted in the opening of possibilities to think about babies and the formation 

of families, but also in the many unplanned pregnancies because of the lack of accessibility of and 

knowledge about contraceptives. This chapter therefore demonstrates how militarized femininity is not 

only relevant for studying the control in the past, but also what the different shape of this control implies 

for the present. In that sense militarized femininity serves as an important tool to understand the reasons 

for FARC ex-combatants to become mothers in post-accord Colombia.  

The second empirical chapter of this thesis answered the second sub-research question: How do FARC 

women experience and give shape to their motherhood during reincorporation? I followed Sprenkels’ 

theory of post-insurgency as I studied the recent motherhood from a social and relational perspective 

rather than from the perspective of the international DDR policy. Hereby I used the gendered perspective 

(militarized femininity combined with gender performativity) on these lived experienced: gender roles 

are not static and genders can take up different roles at different moments in time. I consider the 

conventional mother role a new role, which was impossible to be performed similarly as a result of 

FARC’s militarized femininity. This role is very different from the guerrillera role and the sometimes 

‘motherhood on a distance’ role during conflict. It has resulted into many accommodations, 

transformations and rearrangements in post-accord Colombia. How FARC mothers perform, shape and 

experience this new role is particularly influenced by their current reincorporation. However, the 

established relations and experiences of the guerrilla (under FARC’s control of militarized femininity) 

influence the shape they give to their current mother role. This chapter explored the different personal 

experiences, emotions, beautiful moments, challenges, dreams and future plans of the recent FARC 

mothers. These do not only provide insights into the lives and experiences of FARC mothers, but they 

serve as a reflection of the broader current reincorporation process. 

The chapter started with the positive emotions and experiences related to this recent motherhood. These 

illustrated that despite the fact that every mother fulfils her role in her own personal way, there are many 

similarities in terms of positive experiences. Generally, FARC mothers perform multiple roles in post-

accord Colombia. The radical change from the guerrillera role to the conventional mother role as a 

result of the peace agreement, gave rise to a range of positive feelings: seeing the babies grow and 

transform, having their company and having different worries and priorities. These were impossible to 

experience in a similar way during conflict as a consequence of FARC’s militarized femininity. They 

are therefore particularly a result of the different circumstances and conditions during reincorporation. 

Actually, these positive feelings of motherhood often form a certain distraction of the sometimes 

challenging reincorporation process. Additionally, some mothers had never expected they would 

experience motherhood as they did not think that they would survive the guerrilla or that the conflict 

would come to an end.  

This chapter also stressed the different dreams and future plans FARC mothers have in mind for 

themselves as well as for their babies. They certainly do not have the ambition to go back to war, 

precisely because of their recent motherhood. This illustrates how their motherhood is an important 

drive to continue their reincorporation process. Most have many dreams and ambitions, which illustrates 

their wish of performing more than ‘just’ the mother role. It also turned out that they are very convinced 

of telling their children about the guerrilla. This shows us how the ‘past insurgency’, and the established 

relations during that period, continue to be of great importance in the present. The fact that they are 

reincorporating in post-accord Colombian society therefore does not imply that they are completely 

leaving behind their ‘combatant identity’ by taking up the new ‘citizen identity’. It therefore seems that 

the FARC mothers have internalized many of the guerrilla values.  

Another important part of this chapter was dedicated to the challenges that FARC mothers face during 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. These serve as a ‘window’ of the current reincorporation 

process which the entire FARC ex-combatant community is going through. The location where FARC 

mothers are reincorporating (inside versus outside ETCR’s) hugely determines which challenges they 

are exposed to. The very diverse challenges range from the lack of knowledge about motherhood, 

healthcare in post-accord Colombia, stigmatization and fear and the formally unacknowledged guerrilla 

knowledge to practical issues of high costs, difficult mobility and the feeling of missing FARC’s 

collectiveness in Bogota. The reincorporation challenges in Icononzo are particularly linked to the living 

conditions and the current insecurity. However, since ETCR’s were meant to be temporary 
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reincorporation spaces, the mentioned challenges seem to be quite logical. Furthermore, the mostly 

interlinked challenges show us how a reincorporation can be a complex and challenging experience for 

ex-combatants in general. While it is rather easy to write about reincorporation on paper, the reality is, 

particularly in this case of the FARC mothers, often more complicated.  

The third, and last, empirical chapter of this thesis answered the third sub-research question: How does 

the motherhood of FARC ex-combatants reconfigure their gender roles in post-accord Colombia? I 

departed from the idea that different genders can take up different gender roles on different moments in 

time. The first part of this chapter focused on the gender roles during conflict: how those were 

understood, performed and shaped. By doing so, I was able to observe how gender roles are being 

reconfigured in post-accord Colombia. It became clear that in the FARC female ex-combatants did not 

have to repeat the more traditional gender roles which they were used to in rural Colombia. However, I 

observed clear frictions between different ideas about FARC’s gender equality discourse. While on the 

one hand the FARC seemed to distribute the tasks equally among its combatants, there were very few 

female combatants in higher ranks position and the control of militarized femininity over the women’s 

bodies and their reproductivity was very strong. In that sense I suggest that FARC’s equal performance 

of gender roles and their ‘gender equality’ may have been rather superficial, which would serve as an 

explanation why it is not completely internalized.  

In this chapter I particularly aimed to illustrate how the recent motherhood reconfigures gender roles in 

post-accord Colombia. I did so by looking into the roles FARC mothers perform during reincorporation. 

Because the conventional mother role is a rather new role for these women, they are still finding out 

their own personal ways of how to perform it during reincorporation. It is also certainly not the only role 

which they perform: they are active mothers who study, work and try to re-organize their lives as 

civilians. This illustrates how they reconfigure their gender by performing multiple roles during 

reincorporation. Furthermore, in this part I illustrated clear frictions between FARC mothers’ point of 

view and that of FARC higher rank ex-combatants and outside experts. The outsiders argue that FARC 

women seem to be rapidly returning to the traditional roles assigned to women. The FARC mothers 

themselves do not reflect upon this in a similar way, they instead stress the collaboration of their partners. 

While I also observed this collaboration, I think that the outsiders make a valid point. I observe a kind 

of tension where, after being liberated from the control of FARC’s militarized femininity, female ex-

combatants are exposed to a kind of trap of the more traditional roles of Colombian society. Two 

potential causes for this observed rapid return were identified. Firstly, patriarchal Colombian society, 

with its pressure to adopt the dominant (more traditional) gender roles. Secondly, the lack of alternatives 

to the performance of the traditional mother role and housewife role as a consequence of the ‘un-

accomplishment’ of the peace agreement. I question the first explanation for the reason that FARC ex-

combatants are still largely finding themselves inside the ‘FARC spheres’. 

In addition, it was interesting to observe how the current politically active FARC ex-combatants aim to 

prevent a return to traditional gender roles. They wish to avoid that the gains from combat get lost. In 

that sense they aim to control how FARC mothers, and the larger ex-combatant community, shape their 

gender roles. This illustrates how the disrupted militarized femininity continues to remain in force during 

reincorporation. Their insurgent feminism seems to function as a political tool through which the FARC 

can possibly make up for their loss of control through the disruption with their militarized femininity. 

Also, this demonstrates how FARC’s ideology, values and insurgent relations continue to dominate ex-

combatants’ lives in post-accord Colombia. This seems rather logical based on Enloe’s argumentation 

that an end to a conflict does not immediately undo decades of deep militarization.  

In this chapter I furthermore aimed to study whether participation in the FARC has led to the 

transformation of gender roles. In the guerrilla, women transgressed the traditional gender roles by 

equally participating in the armed fight. The outsiders, as well as my own observations, suggest that 

FARC mothers’ motherhood likely contributes to a return to more traditional gender roles. Here it is 

crucial to mention that the performance of the mother role as such is not necessarily a traditional role, 

but rather the way in which it is performed that can be traditional. This observed return suggests that 

gender has not been completely transformed by participation in the guerrilla. It seems that the war 

circumstances have contributed to an equal performance of gender roles, but that this ‘equality’ has not 
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been internalized completely. This could consequently serve as a third reason for the observed return to 

traditional gender roles.  

In this thesis I used a theoretical construction of three theories: post-insurgency, militarized femininity 

and gender performativity. This thesis departed from post-insurgency, which allowed for an analysis of 

the recent motherhood from a social and relational point of view. Militarized femininity and gender 

performativity together formed the gendered perspective on the lived experiences that post-insurgency 

studies. This gendered approach was crucial because the recent motherhood is a highly gendered 

phenomenon. Militarized femininity helped to understand FARC mothers’ femininity during the 

insurgency. How motherhood was shaped during conflict has a significant impact on how it is 

experienced and given shape during reincorporation. Gender performativity assumes that different 

genders can take up different roles in different settings. It studied the performance of the gender roles 

during reincorporation by understanding those roles in the insurgency. Both gender theories also 

complement each other: I assume that FARC’s control in the insurgency allows to make sense of how 

gender roles were performed in the past as well as in the present. In each of the empirical chapters 

another theory was dominant: the first empirical chapter mainly used militarized femininity to 

understand the reasons for motherhood, the second empirical chapter reflected upon the experiences and 

shape given to motherhood from the viewpoint of post-insurgency, while the third empirical chapter 

studied the reconfiguration of gender roles by departing from gender performativity.  

By studying motherhood I illustrated how the past insurgency continues to be of importance in the lives 

of ex-combatants in post-accord Colombia. Firstly, it allows to understand the reasons for the large 

amount of babies during the peace negotiations and right after the peace agreement. Secondly, it 

illustrates how the guerrilla plays a vital role in the daily lives of the FARC mothers because of their 

specific (positive as well as negative) experiences of motherhood. Also, FARC mothers’ continuous 

commitment to the FARC, missing FARC’s collectiveness and the importance of the FARC values for 

their futures and that of their babies, illustrates how taking up the ‘civilian identity’ does not result in 

totally giving up on elements of the ‘guerrilla identity’. The established relations between combatants 

and the common past of the insurgency therefore continue to dominate life in post-insurgency. Thirdly, 

how gender roles were experienced and performed during the guerrilla (under FARC’s militarized 

femininity) has impacted how they are being shaped, experienced and reconfigured during 

reincorporation. However, this does not necessarily mean that the way these gender roles were 

performed during decades of militarization has been internalized by the FARC mothers.  

All in all, to come back to the main question of this thesis, it is not an easy task to provide a simple 

answer. First of all, FARC mothers are not a homogeneous group: every mother has a different 

background, different education, different experiences, different dreams and different future plans. 

Therefore, no strong generalizations can be made when aiming to answer this question. Secondly, the 

current moment is very insecure and therefore hugely determines the experiences and the shape given 

to motherhood during reincorporation in post-accord Colombia. During the fieldwork, ex-combatants 

were reaching the end of the scheduled two years of reincorporation. They will likely have to go through 

a lot of changes in terms of where they will be living, what daily activities they will have and to what 

extent they will be exposed to ‘real’ civilian life. However, despite this insecurity, FARC mothers are 

actively shaping their lives through accommodations, adjustments and re-arrangements that they 

envision of importance during reincorporation. Particularly because of their recent motherhood, they 

aim to make the best out of this process, their new civilian life and they keep a clear eye on the future. 

In that sense, their babies are an important drive for reaching the peace the FARC and the Colombian 

government agreed upon almost three years ago. The recent motherhood of FARC mothers shows us 

how such a social process becomes an important and crucial accommodation, as well as a distraction, 

during a sometimes challenging reincorporation process. In that sense, I think that these FARC mothers 

could be called ‘mothers of peace’: female ex-combatants who have given birth to babies who will be 

growing up in another time: that of peace.   



104 

 

9. Discussion 
 

This thesis has been taking a look at how and in which way, after more than fifty years of conflict, the 

transition from the guerrillera role to the civilian role opened up the possibility for conventional 

motherhood to occur, something which was impossible during the armed conflict. This motherhood 

performance became a phenomenon as the amount of pregnant women and babies being born increased 

very rapidly. I reflected upon this phenomenon, the recent motherhood and the experiences of those 

almost three years after the peace agreement by formulating the main research question of this thesis. I 

divided this question into three sub-research questions, which I have answered throughout the three 

empirical chapters. Through the use of the different theories and their interconnections, I was allowed 

to formulate answers to the questions I posed. I found out the most important reasons for the recent 

motherhood, the many different positive and negative experiences of this motherhood during 

reincorporation and how this phenomenon has reconfigured gender roles. Below I will elaborate on 

some of the questions that remain unanswered. This chapter furthermore includes the most important 

messages and the broader relevance of this thesis, implications for (Colombian) policy, a reflection on 

the theory and ideas for future research. 

By posing the main research question of this thesis, I aimed to contribute to the understanding of the 

gendered experiences of reincorporation through the eyes of the recent FARC mothers. I have studied 

their motherhood from a very human, relational and social point of view. I argue that this is a relatively 

new approach to how we could be studying the reintegration of ex-combatants in society. Because little 

is known about what it means to give life and to take care of life after decades where taking life was not 

uncommon, this thesis aimed to expose new ideas and understandings of how FARC mothers are 

experiencing the caretaking of life. It was particularly relevant to take this approach for the reason that 

the large majority of research on female ex-combatants has focused on sexual violence and (forced) 

abortions within the FARC or has been ignoring the active roles women can perform during conflict. 

Therefore, studying the recent motherhood has offered a distinct approach on gendered experiences 

during reincorporation. I convincedly say that other similar approaches would also contribute to the 

knowledge on gendered experiences of (female) ex-combatants in reincorporation. This knowledge can 

ultimately lead to more accurate and more inclusive reintegration policies. 

The challenges FARC mothers are experiencing as a result of their current reincorporation in post-accord 

Colombia have served as a reflection on the broader reincorporation process which the larger FARC ex-

combatant community is going through. This thesis has achieved to reflect upon a significant amount of 

these challenges, of which most are context specific. I encountered a few main issues which were not 

reflected upon prior to the start of the reincorporation process in August 2017, but which can potentially 

be taken into account in the future.  

Firstly, ‘reincorporation’ has received relatively little attention in the peace agreement, while it is likely 

to be the most challenging component of the DDR policy for ex-combatants, as well as for Colombian 

society. It is ‘easily’ written about on paper, but in practice it brings along a lot of challenges that have 

a disproportional effect on female ex-combatants who are recent FARC mothers. In addition, I think that 

the two years reincorporation period is a rather short amount of time for a reincorporation process after 

a decades long conflict. Many FARC mothers, as well as ex-combatants in general, have been part of 

the FARC for years, sometimes decades, since mostly a very young age. They have been excluded from 

‘normal Colombian society’ for a significant amount of time and in my opinion two years is not 

sufficient to ensure the complete reincorporation of ex-combatants. I also base this argument on the 

many challenges that FARC mothers pointed out to me: challenging living conditions, the un-

acknowledgement of guerrilla knowledge and insecurity, among others. I would therefore recommend 

to extent the reincorporation period in post-accord Colombia after its finalization in December 2019. 

For other similar post-conflict or post-war settings, I would recommend to set a longer period of time 

for reintegration. The example of the FARC mothers illustrates how two years are not sufficient to 

ensure a complete and satisfying reincorporation.  

Secondly, I think that stigmatization and fear play a major obstacle in the reincorporation of (female) 

ex-combatants in post-accord Colombia. I was surprised by the fact that the people I got to know in 
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Bogota outside my research were very uninformed about the reincorporation of FARC ex-combatants. 

There is a lack of knowledge which, in my opinion, contributes to the stigmatization that FARC ex-

combatants are exposed to. The many killings of FARC ex-combatants and social leaders which are 

currently occurring in Colombia, further illustrate the worrying discrimination and stigmatization. I also 

mentioned that while FARC ex-combatants are expected to reincorporate, reincorporation is a mutual 

process and larger Colombian society is also expected to accept these former combatants. In my opinion 

there has been insufficient attention to the latter, which therefore serves as an obstacle to the successful 

reincorporation of thousands of ex-combatants.  

Thirdly, there has been no attention at all to parenthood, and motherhood in particular, in the peace 

negotiations nor in the peace agreement. During my research it became clear that the ‘baby boom’ 

phenomenon was completely unexpected by the government as well as by FARC’s leadership. The lack 

of attention has resulted in inadequate responses and the need for emergency responses, having a 

negative effect on the ex-combatants and the FARC mothers in particular. However, with such a ‘young 

guerrilla’ starting its reincorporation, I think that the ‘baby boom’ could have been predicted after so 

many years of strongly controlling female combatants’ femininity. This thesis therefore shows us that 

we should not ignore female ex-combatants’ reproductivity and the wish to form families together with 

their partners when they start reintegration. While they have been unable to experience motherhood in 

a conventional way during conflict, this does not mean that there is no wish to do so after conflict. Once 

the war is over (and the militarized femininity is disrupted), many other processes get the chance to 

occur, such as motherhood and parenthood in general. 

Lastly, while the main purpose of this thesis is to study the recent motherhood of FARC mothers during 

their reincorporation in post-accord Colombia, I started to wonder more and more to what extent ex-

combatants are really ‘reincorporating’. I mention this for the reason that ex-combatants are largely 

finding themselves inside the ‘FARC spheres’, something which I have reflected upon various times in 

this thesis. I therefore got the impression that the ‘real reincorporation’ is yet to come after the official 

reincorporation finishes. The idea of ZVTN’s, later converting into ETCR’s, is very accurate but it 

dissociates the FARC ex-combatant community from Colombian society. And while the majority of the 

ex-combatants is no longer finding itself in these spaces, ex-combatants are mainly connected to each 

other through for example the cooperatives or the political party. This does not solely seem to be a result 

of FARC’s wish to keep their collectiveness, but it is also a result of the lack of alternatives, for example 

in terms of labour. In my opinion, the fact that ex-combatants are particularly reincorporating ‘inside 

FARC spheres’ does not benefit the broader societal acceptance of these FARC ex-combatants. 

Furthermore, the insights from this thesis are not solely contributing to the knowledge about 

reincorporation in post-accord Colombia, but they are also relevant for other post-conflict and post-war 

settings, particularly for those with high amounts of female combatants inside its ranks. Many of the 

experiences and challenges of FARC mothers can therefore serve as an inspiration for similar policies 

in other conflict areas or countries.  

While the historical inclusion of ‘gender’ into the peace agreement was a considerable achievement for 

global reintegration policies, the good intentions of gender inclusiveness have in practice been limited. 

This can be illustrated by the lack of practical gender actions in terms of reincorporation, which resulted 

in the formulation of CONPES 3931. This strategy was designed to, among others, stress upon the 

specific needs of female ex-combatants. Overlooking motherhood, and parenthood in general, and the 

lack of attention to the reproductivity of female ex-combatants, show us that while there are serious 

‘gender intentions’, we are not there yet. Future peace processes and peace agreements should therefore 

include a more complete gender approach in their policies.  

In addition, something which this thesis illustrated is the fact that the inclusion of female combatants in 

the ranks of the FARC, does not necessarily lead to a gender transformation after conflict. Even though 

earlier literature in other post-conflict and post-war countries in the theoretical framework already 

pointed this out, I find it very interesting that the case of the FARC mothers shows a similar process. I 

think this is relevant as we may tend to assume that the inclusion of women in armed ranks leads to 

greater enjoyment of gender equality in conflict as well as after conflict. The example of the FARC 

mothers however illustrates how ‘FARC’s equality’ was rather superficial and has therefore not led to 
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real gender transformation in post-accord Colombia. The lack of the internalization of equality and equal 

gender roles can easier result in the adoption of more traditional roles assigned to women in post-conflict 

or post-war. I predict similar processes to occur in other post-conflict and post-war settings with many 

women inside its ranks.  

Additionally, in the previous chapter I have extensively reflected upon the relevance and use of the 

theories throughout this thesis. I explained the importance of post-insurgency to understand and to make 

sense of the ‘baby boom’ phenomenon and the experiences of the recent mothers. The case of the FARC 

mothers demonstrates how the past continues to play a crucial role in the present and how we can make 

sense of it by using different theories. It has become clear that the relations that insurgents have 

established in the insurgency play an inevitable role during post-insurgency, despite the fact that they 

are reintegrating in post-accord Colombia. This thesis contributed to Sprenkels’ theory by applying it to 

a different setting: post-accord Colombia, where I identified similar processes, relations and 

accommodations as in El Salvador. Other post-conflict and post-war settings could also make more 

sense of occurring processes in post-insurgency by using this theory. 

Studying the FARC mothers and their experiences of motherhood by using a gendered approach allowed 

me to contribute to the theory of militarized femininity. I illustrated the role and consequences of 

militarized femininity in the lives of female (ex-)combatants during the insurgency and its crucial 

implications in post-insurgency. While the conventional motherhood of the FARC mothers breaks with 

FARC’s militarized femininity, it is being experienced and given shape under conditions that are a 

consequence of militarized femininity in the past. We should therefore not underestimate the impact that 

a militarized femininity has during a war or conflict and during post-war and post-conflict. I illustrated 

how a strongly militarized femininity during a conflict does not easily disappear, but is rather disrupted 

while it takes another form once the conflict is over. The fact that militarized femininity plays a big role 

in the reasons for the recent motherhood, as well as how gender roles are reconfigured in post-accord 

Colombia, illustrates its important implications in post-accord Colombia. In that sense, a peace 

agreement cannot undo decades of deeper militarization.  

This thesis also contributed to the theory of gender performativity by studying the reconfiguration of the 

gender roles in post-accord Colombia. I did so by taking a look at the gender roles during insurgency 

and in post-insurgency. The case of the FARC mothers has shown that gender roles are indeed subject 

to time (insurgency versus post-insurgency) and circumstances (guerrilla versus Colombian society) in 

which they are being performed. While FARC mothers are active women, just as they were during 

combat, they seem to be ‘resigning to tradition’ as a consequence of reincorporating in a rather 

patriarchal and traditional society, as well as because of a lack of internalization of equal gender 

performances. In that sense, the FARC mothers show us how gender roles are subject to change, as well 

as the important role that dominant societal values (about gender) play in the particular performance of 

those roles. In addition, it showed us how decades of deeper militarization of femininity during the 

guerrilla did not really lead to a gender transformation in post-accord Colombia. I expect it to be likely 

that similar processes occur in other post-conflict and post-war countries.  

What has been particularly interesting for this thesis is the inclusion of the many different views of 

FARC mothers, FARC higher rank ex-combatants and outside experts on the recent motherhood of 

FARC female ex-combatants. Besides avoiding a certain bias on this topic, the many frictions between 

different ideas also offered interesting insights into this particular phenomenon. It shows how every 

person involved in this phenomenon in different ways with different interests, has a certain idea and 

opinion about the guerrilla and the reincorporation process. This topic therefore reaches way broader 

than the FARC mothers themselves. In fact, these tensions tell a lot about how motherhood was 

experienced and given shape to during the guerrilla, what the reasons were for it in post-accord Colombia 

and how gender roles are being reconfigured. The frictions illustrate how unambiguous and complex 

this phenomenon is: there are no clear cut answers to the questions I posed in this research. There is not 

one truth and the frictions confirm that the goal is not to find ‘the truth’. The transition from conflict to 

post-accord Colombia allowed for a space in which motherhood is being performed. This space cannot 

be filled up unambiguously, it is still in transition as the recent motherhood is being lived and 

experienced at the moment. This results in many different ideas and views as it is currently occurring 

and evolving simultaneously.  
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To continue, even though the research group was rather small, the findings are very valuable and I 

consider these to be a good representation of FARC mothers in particular and the larger FARC ex-

combatant community in general. However, with regards to the multiple roles that FARC mothers 

perform in post-accord Colombia, it is important to mention that the women I got to know in Icononzo 

and Bogota were particularly reached through the snowball effect. This may imply that I particularly 

spoke with mothers who are indeed performing more roles (being a student, being an employee) for the 

fact that they know each other through the classes, political party or job. I keep in mind that there may 

be many mothers who are more committed to solely the mother role or housewife role. But, this has not 

been an obvious observation I have been able to make, neither did it result from the conversations. 

Generally, all of the FARC mothers have activities, ambitions and very personal dreams for themselves 

as well as for their babies. They wish to ‘become someone in life’.  

As I mentioned above, I have not been able to find answers to all the questions I had. An example of 

this is that I would have liked to gain some more knowledge about FARC’s policy on leaving the FARC 

voluntarily as a pregnant combatant. My impression is that female combatants had to flee the FARC 

instead of that they were able to leave the FARC voluntarily, but this did not become clear from the 

many conversations I had. I would therefore have liked to speak again with some of the higher rank 

FARC ex-combatants I spoke with during the research, but this has unfortunately been impossible.  

Furthermore, during the research I found out that it would have been very interesting to explore the 

perspective of the FARC fathers who are the partners or ex-partners of the FARC mothers I have spoken 

with. Their views on the reasons for parenthood and the reconfiguration of gender roles would have 

been particularly interesting. Also, since there has been a lot of attention going to the FARC mothers 

and female ex-combatants in general, the focus on FARC fathers could have offered an alternative 

perspective. However, I also think that including their perspective would have taken away the focus of 

this thesis and should therefore rather be included in another research.  

In addition, if I would have had more time to conduct this research and if I would not have been limited 

by the security measures, I would have liked to conduct part of the research in other ETCR’s. This could 

potentially have been beneficial since other ETCR’s receive less visitors and researchers. Also, it is 

likely that it would allow me to gain different and additional perspectives on the recent motherhood.  

Prior to the start of the fieldwork I was convinced that I could be studying motherhood in general in 

post-accord Colombia. With this I refer to female ex-combatants who became mothers in post-accord 

Colombia and to the female ex-combatants who were reunited with their children after many years of 

being in conflict. It turned out that it was not possible to study both as I would lose focus. Both types of 

motherhood are likely to imply very different experiences. It could therefore be interesting to conduct 

another research which focuses on the experiences of those FARC mothers who are reunited with their 

children and did not have children after conflict.  

Something which I also found very fascinating to observe is the fact that FARC’s ideology continues to 

be of great importance in the current lives of the FARC mothers. I think it is particularly interesting to 

see what they would like to teach their children about their time in the guerrilla. It could be interesting 

to conduct a longitudinal research to examine whether FARC babies and FARC children are raised 

according to the FARC values and if they therefore will have different values than the average civilian. 

It would allow to gain insights into how the relations and experiences of the insurgency continue to play 

a role in the long-term future. 

Lastly, and coming back to a previous point I made, I propose that it would be interesting to study 

whether the current equal division FARC mothers experience in terms of the caretaking over the babies 

and the household, continues to exist in the future. This question is based on the assumption that while 

the years pass by, ex-combatants will likely be more reincorporated in (traditional) Colombian society 

and may therefore be easier tempted to return (unconsciously) to the more traditional gender roles. This 

again may be caused by the societal pressure which eventually may turn out to be stronger than the 

FARC values they have taken from their time in the guerrilla. 
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