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Abstract 

In recent years, the views on youth in post-conflict societies has started to move 

away from stereotypes of youth acting predominantly as perpetrators of violence, 

towards a perspective underlining their positive participation in peace building. 

This study further challenges stereotypes of young peoples’ negative impact in 

post-conflict scenarios and aims to shed light on young ex-combatants’ role in 

peacebuilding while transitioning into civilian life. The study conducted twelve 

in-depth field interviews with young ex-combatants who joined the Revolutionary 

Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP) when they were eight to twenty years old.  

The interviews conducted two years after disarmament suggest that respondents 

consider their role in peacebuilding as crucial in sustaining the peace process. 

Moreover, they see political participation with equal conditions as necessary to 

achieve social justice in Colombia.  

 

Key words: Demobilization, Disarmament, Reintegration, FARC, Colombia, 

Youth, UNSCR 2250 
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1   Introduction 

In 2015, the United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 2250 on Youth, 

Peace and Security (UNSCR 2250). The first resolution of its kind, it affirmed the 

positive role that young women and men play in the maintenance and promotion 

of peace and security (United Nations 2018). 

In recent years, the views on youth in post-conflict societies has 

started to move towards a perspective underlining their positive participation in 

peace building. (Oxford research group 2016). Yet, there is still a predominantly 

negative discourse on youth in conflict scenarios, often resulting in stigmatization 

and neglect of the positive role young people could play in achieving and 

sustaining peace. Although most young people do not engage in violence, young 

people tend to either be neglected or seen as security threats in conflict settings, as 

young men primarily are described as “perpetrators of violence”, while young 

women are characterized as “passive victims”. (Youth4Peace 2018). This leaves 

young people with limited agency and recognition for their ability to claim their 

rights and contribute to peacebuilding.  

While an understanding of what ‘youth’ is varies across the world, 

UNSCR 2250 defines youth as persons between the ages of 18-29 to shed light on 

the specific difficulties that young adults face from a rights-based perspective. In 

2018, the UN published an Independent Progress Study on Youth, Peace and 

Security, affirming that while young people neither have the protection of rights 

guaranteed to children under the age of 18, nor do they have the economic, 

political and social possibilities to claim their rights in the same way as older 

adults do. (Youth4Peace 2018).  

Youth vulnerability is especially evident in relation to conflicts. In 

2015, estimates of direct conflict deaths suggested that more than 90 per cent of 

all casualties were young adults (Youth4Peace 2018). Although many studies 
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have looked closely at the relationship between youth and conflict-related 

violence, the UN study urges the need for an increased youth-sensitive focus in 

other areas of conflict-related research. In particular, the study argues for the need 

of recognizing youth as a group, to enable young people a chance to claim their 

rights and participate in peacebuilding (United Nations 2018).  

1.1   Research Question & Intent 

The objective of this thesis is to contribute to the discussion on youth, peace and 

security by deepening the understanding of youth participation in post-conflict 

scenarios. The study is based on interviews with young people who have decided 

to leave their weapons behind and instead engage in a peace process, namely 

young ex-combatants between 18-29 years old. This perspective aims to challenge 

the perception of young people acting as primarily violent actors in conflict-

related scenarios, as the study intends to shed light on the way young ex-

combatants see their role in supporting the peace process during the transitional 

phase from armed combat to civilian life. Furthermore, this area of research is 

understudied as the UN study concludes that ex-combatant’s role in peacebuilding 

is a “vital and underdeveloped area of exploration.” (Youth4Peace 2018).  

 

I intend to answer the following questions:  

  

- In what ways do young ex-combatants understand their role in the 

peacebuilding process in Colombia two years after their disarmament?  

 

- In which ways do the conditions for political participation affect the 

reintegration of young ex-combatants and their perception of the respect for 

their human rights?  

 



 

 

 

 

 3 

The first research question aims to demonstrate the role ex-combatants give 

themselves in the post-conflict context, especially, if they consider themselves as 

active participants in the peacebuilding process. The focus of the second question 

will allow for an understanding of how the conditions for political participation 

affect young ex-combatants’ views on the respect for their human rights and its 

implication on their transition to civilian life.  

1.2 Case Selection & Delimitations  

The primary material of this study has been gathered through interviews with 

young ex-combatants who previously belonged to the Revolutionary Armed 

Forces of Colombia (FARC-EP). The choice of Colombia as a case was motivated 

by the peace process which is currently taking place. In late 2016, a peace 

agreement was signed between the Colombian government and FARC-EP and in 

the subsequent year, thousands of ex-combatants began the transition into civilian 

life. At the time of this study, almost two years have passed since the ex-

combatants disarmed and most ex-combatants have left the Transitory Zones of 

Normalization (TZN) where the disarmament took place. (Carranza-Franco 

2019:11). Yet, the peace process is still in an early stage and is facing several 

challenges, including dissident FARC groups growing stronger with ex-

combatants returning to arms.  

From a political perspective, the process with FARC-EP is especially 

relevant as the peace agreement put a heavy emphasis on political participation, 

including the transformation of the former guerilla group into a political party. 

The upcoming local elections in October 2019 will be the first test to show the 

political reach of the party Revolutionary Alternative Force of the Common 

People (FARC), making the timing of the study particularly interesting as FARC 

is preparing their campaigns. Moreover, from a youth perspective, the case of 

Colombia is further relevant as the majority of the population is under 30 years 

old (World Population Review 2018). The combination of the political aspects of 
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the peace agreement and the state of the peace process, makes investigating the 

case of young ex-combatants from the FARC particularly suitable for the purpose 

of this study.  

My primary data was gathered through semi-structured interviews 

with young ex-combatants. To get a deeper understanding on the views of the 

young ex-combatants, I have conducted a smaller number of in-depth interviews. 

This methodological choice may decrease the possibility of drawing 

generalizations from the research findings. However, as the aim of the thesis is to 

contribute to a relatively unexplored area of research, the results should still be 

useful in bridging the existing knowledge gap.  Furthermore, the interviews have 

been carried out in four different regions and with ex-combatants both affiliated 

with the political party as well as some who have distanced themselves from 

FARC, which increases the variation in the data gathered.  

1.3 Outline  

Following this introduction, the next chapter will give an overview of previous 

research on youth in post-conflict scenarios and a brief introduction to the 

Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration field. In Chapter 3, the 

theoretical framework will be defined. It will first focus on the human rights and 

democratic premises needed to allow for inclusive participation in the political 

space, followed by agency theories to help understand what leads individuals to 

take action. Chapter 4 will be dedicated to the methodological considerations and 

choices that have defined this study and shaped its results. Next, in Chapter 5, a 

short background will be given to the Colombian conflict and the peace agreement 

with FARC, as well as a contextualization of the current state of the peace process 

in Colombia. In Chapter 6 the findings of the study are presented together with an 

analysis of the empirical material. Finally, in the last chapter, the answers to the 

research questions will be elaborated on with suggestions for further research.  
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2  Previous Research  

Much of the research regarding youth and conflict-related situations focuses on 

youth participation in conflict, as opposed to youth decisions to engage in peace 

movements. To begin understanding how ex-combatants see their own role as 

possible participants in peacebuilding, this chapter will first introduce previous 

research related to Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) of   

ex-combatants and how ex-combatants tend to be seen by their societies during 

their transition to civilian life.   

As described by the United Nations, DDR programs aim to contribute 

to security and stability in post-conflict scenarios through processes where 

combatants disarm and hand in their weapons, demobilize to discharge 

combatants from armed forces and finally acquire civilian status to reintegrate 

into society. (UN DDR). The most common method of DDR can be described as a 

neo-liberal approach, which emphasizes the reintegration of ex-combatants into 

economic activities, establishing democratic institutions and liberalizing the 

market economy. This is the dominant approach implemented by international 

agencies such as the UN and the World Bank, according to Carranza-Franco 

(2019:21). Other common approaches to DDR include focusing on economic and 

personal security for former fighters. Most of these approaches, however, neglect 

the relationship between DDR and state-building. Instead, the target of most DDR 

programs is economic reintegration and re-entering the workforce (Caranzza-

Franco 2019:21).  

For young people, re-entering the workforce is undoubtedly an 

important aspect, as youth often are the first to be laid off and equally the most 

unlikely to find work. The disrupted education and fragile support systems that 

often affect ex-combatants further risk pushing young people into circles of 

poverty and exclusion. (Achio & Specht 2003:153) In addition, examples from the 
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West African region show that many DDR programs fail to meet the objectives in 

their vocational training initiatives. (Peters 2007:53). This results in further 

difficulties for ex-combatants to earn an income.  

Although economic security clearly plays a significant role in 

reintegration processes, studies show that it is also important for ex-combatants to 

feel in control over their economic future (Paes 2005:260), as opposed to only 

having a subsistence wage job. Yet, scholars have maintained that many 

international DDR programs prioritize security issues and economic agendas, 

while ignoring social and political aspects affecting local communities. 

(Caranzza-Franco 2019:21). One of the basic assumptions with DDR programs is 

that ex-combatants during their reintegration process return to a previous home or 

community (Özerdem & Podder 2012:74), which in many cases might no longer 

exist or be an option. This is especially evident for young combatants who have 

spent their formative years in an armed group. Cases from countries such as, 

Algeria, Liberia and Sierra Leone show that young demobilized combatants who 

found themselves reintegrated into similar situations of political, economic and 

social marginalization which they experienced pre-war, often returned to combat. 

(Özerdam & Podder 2012:73). Examining the case of Sierra Leone, Peters 

(2007:46f) points out that far from all ex-combatants participate in DDR 

programs. Furthermore, the ex-combatants excluded from the benefits of DDR 

programs were predominantly of low rank, showing the need for an understanding 

of ex-combatants from differentiated backgrounds when considering the 

conditions of reintegration efforts.   

In many post-conflict societies, ex-combatants are primarily 

considered to be a threat to security. For young ex-combatants, this is especially 

significant as they already risk marginalization because of the fact that they are 

young. Although ex-combatants often are perceived as dangerous, there is mixed 

evidence on this perception. As Nussio (2016:3) points out, opinions on the 

potential danger that ex-combatants pose differs. He explains that while some 

scholars argue that ex-combatants present an increased security threat, others 

uphold that ex-combatants’ participation in community reconstruction processes 
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could reduce overall violence. Elaborating on this topic, Nussio concludes that 

age may be an explanation behind the misconception of the risk that ex-

combatants pose after disarmament. Developmental psychology shows that 

violent tendencies tend to decrease in the years post adolescence, as individuals 

become more risk averse. Similarly, Peters (2007:37) highlights that ex-

combatants often are ignored as they are considered too unreliable, politicized, 

traumatized or simply too young, leaving little recognition for the role that ex-

combatants could potentially play in peacebuilding and community reconciliation.  

Since previous research show that young ex-combatants risk exclusion 

and marginalization, their potential participation in peacebuilding is likely to be 

complex. In the next chapter, the discussion will therefore focus on conditions for 

participation.  
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3 Theory  

In this chapter, I will first make a short introduction to the discourse on 

deliberative democracy through the work of David Beetham, to outline the basic 

democratic premises required for marginalized groups to claim their human rights. 

This is followed by a discussion on Iris Marion Young’s thoughts on the need for 

ideals of inclusion and political equality for political processes to be truly 

democratic. Understanding political inclusion and democratic participation in the 

context of the study is interesting for several reasons. Primarily, one of the 

reasons behind the founding of FARC-EP was the feeling of political exclusion 

(Carranza-Franco 2019:42). Likewise, guaranteeing political participation was an 

essential part of the peace agreement. For these reasons, applying the perspective 

of deliberative democracy theories will help to analyze the importance                

ex-combatants assign to these democratic premises for the realization of their 

rights and reintegration.  

Finally, I will use the concepts of political efficacy as developed by 

Elisabeth Beaumont to understand the development of human agency and 

empowerment to act. This perspective will aid in analyzing how the                    

ex-combatants see their own, individual ability to participate in peacebuilding. 

This is relevant from a policy perspective, as agency in youth participation in 

peacebuilding is an issue needing further research (Özerdem & Podder 2012:72). 

From a democratic angle, it is also important that all citizens feel capable of 

taking political action. By changing the scope and boundaries of democracy, all 

citizens could be seen as a resource for a democratic society (Sohl 2014:17). 

These perspectives will therefore be useful to understand the roles the                 

ex-combatants assign themselves from an individual perspective.   
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3.1 Human Rights & Democracy  

David Beetham’s theories on deliberative democracy aim to re-evaluate the 

meaning of democracy and the implications of how democracy is defined. From 

his point of view, democracy needs to be understood as a normative ideal rather 

than solely as an institutional procedure. (Beetham 1999:26). If the understanding 

of democracy is limited to simply being an institutional procedure for the 

organization of society, as a form of government, then Beetham argues that the 

core value of democracy would risk being lost. Consequently, if democratic 

intuitions and procedures are to live up to their name, they must represent more 

than just the organizational aspect of democracy. To address this problem, 

Beetham upholds the need for institutions to embody a set of underlying 

democratic principles. These democratic principles are based on the combination 

of popular control and political equality. Popular control forms the democratic 

foundation for citizens to hold control over collective affairs (Beetham 1999:91). 

However, if control over collective affairs is to be truly democratic, then it must 

allow all citizens to take equal part in the control. (Beetham 1999:5). To guarantee 

an equal part in popular control, political equality is necessary. For this reason, 

limiting the requisite of democracy to popular control, would risk an uneven 

distribution of control between citizens.  

Beetham’s understanding of democracy’s core can therefore be 

described as the right of all citizens to a voice in public affairs and to exercise 

control over government on equal terms. For this right to be implemented in an 

efficient way, there is a need for functioning political institutions. However, if 

democratic practices are to be on equal terms, more than just civil and political 

rights are needed. To this point Beetham argues that often an incorrect definition 

of human rights has led to a mistaken relation between democracy and human 

rights. (Beetham 1999:94). Particularly, he disputes what is described as a 

division between democracy and human rights, where democracy mainly is seen 

as an institutional arrangement to create public order, whereas human rights is an 

individually focused concept to guarantee the minimum conditions for a dignified 
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life (Beetham 1999:89). Beetham upholds that the only way to understand the 

relationship between human rights and democracy is as an inherent one, where all 

human rights are needed for the realization of democracy. (Beetham 1999:92). 

Likewise, if the definition of democracy were to be limited to an institutional 

arrangement or political system, then there would be no guarantee that human 

rights would be safeguarded.  

Acknowledging that democracy has proven more likely to protect 

human rights, Beetham (1999:90) emphasizes that this correlation between human 

rights and democracy cannot be taken for granted. If civil and political rights are 

not incorporated as an integral part of democracy, then there is no guarantee that 

citizens will have the basic conditions and freedoms to participate effectively in 

public affairs and in the control over government. (Beetham 1999:93). However, 

according to Beetham, guaranteeing civil and political rights is not enough as 

economic, social and cultural rights are also necessary for the functioning of a 

democracy. (Beetham 1999:95). Economic, social and cultural rights are needed 

to enable a functioning democracy through instances such as education. 

Moreover, Beetham states that these rights will result in a greater openness, 

accountability and distribution of political power. (Beetham 1999:106ff).  

Beetham concludes that deliberative approaches to democracy tend to 

be criticized for their focus on human’s capacity to self-determination. Critics of 

deliberative democracy argue that people may lack the necessary abilities for self-

reflection on what is desirable not only for their own lives but for society as a 

whole. Following this line of thought, it would not be desirable to increase 

people’s participation in democracy for the sole purpose of increasing 

participation. Beetham however points out that human self-determination must be 

the core of democracy, as the foundation of democracy lies in the thought of equal 

human dignity. If citizens are to be allowed to participate on equal terms, there 

must exist a fundamental respect for all citizens as self-determining agents. That 

is, that all citizens’ capabilities to make decisions and express opinions are valued 

and respected. (Beetham 1999:7). Thus, for the collective decision-making 

process to be legitimate, the individual autonomy of each member of society has 
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to be respected and allowed a voice in the democratic space. (Beetham 1999:7). 

From this point of view, a democracy is only truly democratic if each individual 

has the capacity and necessary conditions to partake in collective decision-

making. That is not to say that all members of society necessarily will chose to 

participate, but all citizens must have the opportunity of engaging in the 

democratic space if they so choose. (Beetham 1999:17). Furthermore, Beetham 

points out that the criticism of deliberative approaches has been used to justify the 

exclusion of marginalized groups from decision-making. (Beetham 1999:7)  

From Beetham’s understanding of democracy, there is a need for more 

than political and civil rights for a democracy to truly be democratic. This 

perspective will be used in the analysis to understand how the ex-combatants’ 

perception of the respect for their rights is tied to the conditions for their political 

participation.  

3.2 Inclusion 

Iris Marion Young elaborates on theories of deliberative democracy to discuss 

practices in democracies that are subject to structural inequality. Although 

democracies often are seen as the best way to promote rights and justice, Young 

emphasizes that many democratic principles and structures still allow and even 

reinforce social and economic injustices. (Young 2000:27). Similar to Beetham, 

Young upholds political equality as a normative ideal necessary for democracy, 

arguing that if a person is affected by the scope of a democracy then they must 

also possess an equal right and opportunity to participate in, or express opinions 

about its decision-making. (Young 2000:23). Her main focus, however, is on 

political inclusion as she argues that structural inequality in democracies 

represents a form of exclusion and marginalization. (Young 2000:13). Young 

points out that in many societies there tends to be a reinforcing circle between 

social and economic inequality and political inequality. The consequence of this is 

that power-holders can maintain unjustified influence over decisions by using the 
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democratic system. (Young 2010:17). That is, if the design of the democratic 

structure allows for political inequality, then political exclusion will undeniably 

be a part of the democratic processes.  

Young maintains that democracy not only serves as a way to promote 

one’s interests and keep power-holders accountable, but it is also as a means of 

collectively deciding over the direction of societal development. From this 

perspective, a democracy’s legitimacy is based on how well it allows all citizens a 

possibility to express their opinions. (Young 2000:6). If a certain group or 

individuals are excluded from voicing their opinions, then democracy is not seen 

as fully democratic. An inclusive democracy must therefore, in addition to basic 

political rights such as citizenship and voting, guarantee a voice for those affected 

by the issues that democratic processes aim to address (Young 2010:10). In an 

ideal deliberative democracy, everyone will possess a free and equal opportunity 

to voice their opinions, which according to Young is only possible in a democracy 

free from domination. This implies that all participants of a society must be equal 

in a way that no one can force or oblige others to accept certain proposals or 

outcomes. (Young 2000:23).  

Young describes inclusion as a norm that can increase and widen 

democratic practices. From her point of view, the core of democratic legitimacy is 

found in the degree in which people can participate in decision-making processes 

that they are affected by. A political process is hence only democratic if the 

people affected by the decisions have a possibility to influence the decisions. 

(Young 2000:6). By this logic, if certain groups or people are excluded from 

certain democratic processes that affect them, then the society is not fully 

democratic. Such political exclusion can manifest itself in a variety of ways from 

racism to economic exploitation and should according to Young’s ideas be 

understood as a consequence of social and economic inequality. (Young 2000:14). 

Exclusion could also take the form of being neglected political rights and 

opportunities to participate politically (Young 2000:5).  

Young’s understanding of inclusive decision-making has its focus on 

two ideals of social justice, focusing on the values of self-development and self-
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determination. For self-development, Young (2000:31) elaborates on the ideas of 

Amartya Sen regarding equality in the form of people’s capabilities. This entails 

that social institutions provide conditions for all persons to communicate and 

express their feelings and perspectives in a context where others listen. The 

necessary conditions for such self-development also include basic needs such as 

food and safety. However, Young argues that Sen’s model should be expanded to 

put a larger emphasis on the wide range of peoples’ needs. As different people 

have different attributes and circumstances, they also need diverse sorts of goods 

to assure that one has equal capabilities as others. Even if the distribution of 

recourses can impact self-development, it is not the only factor. Significantly, 

there is a need to consider the institutional organization of power, status and 

communications in ways not reducible to distributions. (Young 2000:32), 

suggesting a need to also estimate individuals’ different needs at a structural level 

to achieve equal capabilities, rather than just an equal distribution of resources.  

The second value proposed by Young is self-determination, 

understood as individuals being able to participate in determining one’s action and 

the condition of one’s action. This is described as the opposite to domination, as a 

structure of domination is one where others have the power to decide over one’s 

conditions for actions. To allow for self-determination, Young therefore argues 

for the need of participation in making collective regulations that prevent 

domination. Concluding that a person’s restriction tends to be based on 

institutional relations that allow some people unjust power over others. For this 

reason, Young defines social justice as “the institutional conditions for promoting 

self-development and self-determination of a society’s members”. (Young 

2000:32f). Thus, as explained by Young there is a need for adjusting institutional 

relationships of power, to guarantee that individuals are included on equal terms. 

Considering social justice through this lens will help to understand how 

experiences of exclusion might affect the ex-combatants’ possibilities to have an 

impact during their transition to civilian life.    
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3.3 Political Efficacy   

Elisabeth Beaumont explains political efficacy as the belief in one’s capacity to 

contribute to political change through deliberate judgments and actions. 

Emphasizing that efficacy is the feeling one has of their own capacity or ability to 

participate and achieve political goals, rather than one’s actual ability to create 

change. Political efficacy is not to be confused with the trust in institutions or 

government proficiency. People that possess a sense of political efficacy are often 

motivated to act even when they do not believe in the political system or in the 

power-holders. (Beaumont 2010:525ff).  

The concept of political efficacy has been studied since the 1950s and 

a variety of work show that it is one of the strongest forces driving political 

participation (Sohl 2014:14). People who believe they can achieve change are 

often motivated to act regardless of their trust in the political system or the 

political elite (Beaumont 2010:527). To feel political efficacy involves a sense of 

political autonomy, skill and courage to act. (Beaumont 2010:530). The idea of 

political judgment builds on Immanuel Kant’s notion that our judgments 

determine what is possible and hence how we should act. Beaumont highlights 

that Kant’s notion of human autonomy and moral agency from the basis of 

political efficacy is based on the idea that one should act according to their best 

judgment to influence the world around us (Beaumont 2010:528). Therefore, a 

person with human autonomy and moral agency needs to make decisions and act 

in a way that one believes would be most likely to achieve the desired results even 

when the outcomes are uncertain.  

Beaumont upholds that political theorists such as Arendt, Rousseau 

and Mill consider the democratic experience itself to be the cornerstone for 

developing agency, political capacities and courage for political action. For 

instance, engaging in democratic discussions and activities can be significant in 

the way they increase individuals’ views of themselves as capable political agents, 

no matter what the actual result of the democratic activity is. (Beaumont 

2010:529). Beaumont (2010:530) upholds that political efficacy is vital for self-
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development and for involvement that sustains democratic governance. This key 

component of political efficacy is based on the conviction that citizens’ active 

participation is needed for democracy and that there is value and dignity in taking 

deliberate political action, even when the actions are unlikely to achieve the 

desired results.  

Beaumont explores the process through which an individual sense of 

political efficacy emerges in young people. In her interpretation, developing 

political efficacy comes from gaining political confidence about the impact of 

one’s choices and actions. (Beaumont 2010:526f). She divides political efficacy 

into the individual’s sense of ‘political self-efficacy’ and so called ‘collective 

political efficacy,’ the latter being the belief in a group’s common ability and the 

former being the belief in one’s own ability. Work on social movements have 

shown that there can be an overlap between self-efficacy and collective efficacy, 

but they are not the same. Beaumont explains that this relationship for instance 

could take the form of an individual with a belief in their own ability but 

questioning the capacity of the group, hence portraying a sense of political self-

efficacy, but lacking collective political efficacy. On the other hand, one could 

lack belief in their own ability to achieve political goals but still believe in the 

possible impact that their group can have, hence having a sense of collective 

political efficacy. For this reason, Beaumont argues that developing both 

individual and collective efficacy is essential for democratic involvement 

(Beaumont 2010:527). 

Beaumont states that empirical work has shown that political efficacy 

is one of the most important influences on political participation and has 

significant, positive associations with political knowledge, political interest, 

paying attention to the news, and many other political dispositions. Therefore, 

considering the ex-combatants’ sense of political efficacy will help to understand 

why and in which ways they participate in peacebuilding. As the ex-combatants 

come from a highly collectivistic context in the FARC guerilla, the distinction 

between collective and individual efficacy will also be useful to see how they 

perceive their own role in relation to the group.  
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4 Method 

To answer my research questions, I have carried out a qualitative field study 

conducted through semi-structed interviews. In this chapter, I outline the 

methodologic choices that I have made, its consequences and how to overcome 

probable challenges.    

4.1 Material  

As introduced in the first chapter, empirical material was gathered as part of a 

field study in Colombia during the Spring of 2019. To include a variation in the 

data, interviews have been conducted with ex-combatants that have stayed in the 

previous Transitory Zones of Normalization (TZN) and with some who have left 

those zones. In accordance with the peace agreement, combatants began their 

move into 26 TZNs in 2017, where they were intended to stay for a period of six 

months. However, some of the zones have become permanent residences and are 

now called Territorial Areas for Training and Reincorporation (TART) (Carranza-

Franco 2019:11).  

For this reason, the Colombian reintegration process provides an 

opportunity to compare the perspective of ex-combatants who have chosen to 

leave the camps and reintegrate in society, and those who have decided to remain 

in the camps. Although the Colombian reintegration processes involve ex-

combatants from different armed groups, interviews will only be conducted with 

ex-combatants who previously were part of the FARC-EP. Firstly, since these ex-

combatants disarmed at the same point in time, it will be possible to compare their 

different views. Secondly, the reintegration process with the FARC-EP is 

distinctly different from previous reintegration programs in Colombia through its 



 

 

 

 

 17 

political focus. An extended background on the DDR processes in Colombia and 

how they differ, will be accounted for in more detail in Chapter 5.  

4.2 Semi-structured Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews are one of the most common methods of qualitative 

research. According to Morries (2009:211) interviews can offer opportunities for 

the collection of participants’ subjective opinions on a certain topic. Particularly, a 

semi-structured interview technique is useful to understand the meaning behind 

participants’ views. This approach is useful as the primary aim of the thesis is to 

understand the ongoing peace process from the ex-combatants’ views and 

perceptions.  

The study has been structured through a set of questions, based on a 

theoretical framework, which all participants have been asked. However, given 

the diverse contexts of the interviews, different follow-up questions have been 

asked to explore topics that participants have brought up, as this method is useful 

to learn about an individual’s own perspectives (Bronéus 2011:130). Certain 

questions have also been adapted depending on whether the respondent resided in 

the FARC area to understand how the context of the different living conditions 

inside and outside of the TART affect the topic of the study. Furthermore, the 

interviews have taken place in varying contexts and at varying lengths depending 

on the time available and the participants interest to elaborate on the topics of 

conversation. Bronéus (2011:131) points out that this type of in-depth interviews 

offers a unique opportunity to receive depth, detail and perspective on different 

concepts. This has especially been useful to explore the ex-combatants’ 

perspective on relevant concepts such as demobilization and reintegration which 

will help to fully understand their views of the process, beyond common 

assumptions of what these terms signify.  
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4.2.1  Selection of Participants  

To meet ex-combatants in the FARC camps, I depended on the help of individuals 

to grant me access. Research shows that so-called ‘gate keepers’ can both aid and 

hinder a research process, and it is common that they try to influence the direction 

of research by controlling access to certain interviewees. (Banks & Scheyvens 

2014:172f). In the case of the present study, gate keepers played a part in the 

selection of the TART to visit. Access to the chosen TART was allowed with the 

help of a member of the FARC political party. As such, it is likely to assume that 

there was an underlying motivation in showing the best side of FARC. The area in 

which the interviews were conducted is commonly known to be one of the more 

developed TARTs and this will be taken into consideration in the analysis of the 

results. However, one interview was also made with an ex-combatant who 

recently transferred from another TART, which provided additional insights to the 

situation in other areas. Several days were also spent in the TART where it was 

possible to speak with people living there freely and the selection of participants 

was made through these interactions and not controlled or steered by gate keepers.  

Furthermore, additional interviews outside of the FARC camps were 

set up by a civil society organization working in Southern Colombia. As an 

important stakeholder in the region, they were able to provide contacts to ex-

combatants. The organization also provided the contact to an ex-combatant in 

Northern Colombia through which additional interviews were set up. To protect 

the anonymity of the respondents, the name of the organization will not be 

disclosed.  

4.3 Ethical Considerations  

Conducting fieldwork in developing countries and with marginalized people can 

pose several ethical dilemmas (Banks & Scheyvens 2014:161) and research on 

peace-related issues further raises ethical dilemmas, especially when the topic of 

research is sensitive both to the participants and to the government (Höglund & 
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Öberg 2011:9). Although the reintegration and political participation of former 

FARC-EP members was an essential part of the peace agreement, the issue is not 

uncontroversial. To address the fragility of the situation, the consideration of 

ethical dilemmas has been essential for the study.  

For research to be ethical, it is necessary to evaluate the fairness of the 

chosen approach, and in the context of a foreign country, it is especially important 

to act in a sensitive and respectful manner. To this point, Banks & Scheyvens 

(2014:161-166) argue for a “bottom-up ethics” stressing local needs and concerns. 

This can be achieved by building mutually beneficial relationships with 

participants and showing respect for their knowledge. As the very focus of this 

thesis is on reintegration issues affecting the everyday life of respondents, the 

topic ought to be considered as relevant. Post-conflict areas can however become 

“over-researched”, meaning that participants may be tired of participating in 

interviews and are likely to give researchers the answers they believe the 

researchers want to hear. (Bronéus 2011:135). As one of the safer camps to visit, 

and due to the particularity of the peace process, ex-combatants residing in the 

TART had especially been subject to foreign visitors. It was therefore essential to 

motivate the reasons behind the study to gain participants’ trust and willingness to 

participate. For the same reason, spending several days in the camp was vital to 

get familiarized with the context before any interviews were conducted.  

To perform interviews in an ethical and defensible manner, the criteria 

of informed consent and confidentiality must be considered (Teorell & Svenson 

2007:21). According to Banks & Scheyvens (2014:164f) the essence of informed 

consent is to base participation on a full understanding of the study’s aim and 

knowledge of how the information gathered in interviews will be used. I have 

therefore made sure to introduce the topic of research and aim before each 

interview. Participants have also been informed of the possibility to interrupt the 

interview at any point or to choose not to answer any specific questions. 

Following the interview, participants were reminded of how the material would be 

used, including that the thesis would be presented and published online. After this, 

respondents had the opportunity to omit any answers. Consent was secured 
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verbally, as participants can be hesitant to sign consent forms and as this tends to 

reinforce inappropriate relationships of power between the researcher and the 

participants (Banks & Scheyvens 2014:166). Moreover, allowing participants to 

give their consent once more after the interview gave them a better understanding 

of what they were consenting to.  

Banks & Scheyvens (2014:165) further emphasize the importance of 

informing respondents of potential harm they could face for participating in the 

interview. Given the sensitivity of the Colombian peace process, and the threats 

ex-combatants still face, allowing anonymous participation was essential. This is 

particularly the case for ex-combatants who are no longer residing in the camps as 

some of them emphasized the need of hiding their identity as ex-combatants in 

some scenarios. Notably, for the interviews conducted in areas where paramilitary 

activities and assassinations on social leaders occur, it was essential to guarantee 

confidentiality for the ex-combatants. Common measures to assure confidentiality 

include attempts to anonymize field notes and interview transcripts and the safe 

storage of data (van Baalen 2018:5). Therefore, in the interview notes only gender 

and age have been noted down to separate the participants. Furthermore, the exact 

locations of both the TART and the other interviews are omitted from the study. 

When consent was given, the interviews were recorded and later listened to and 

transcribed. In some cases, recording did not make the respondents comfortable. 

For that reason, notes were taken directly on the computer during the interviews. 

All interviews were conducted and transcribed in Spanish, after which relevant 

parts were translated into English.  
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5 Background 

5.1 FARC & the Peace Agreement  

The forming of guerilla groups in Colombia traces back to long-term conflicts 

between the two dominant parties, the liberals and the conservatives, starting in 

the 1800s. (Carranza-Franco 2019:24). After a long period of time during which 

the conservatives held majority power, the liberal party came to power in the 

1930s. Internal conflicts inside of the liberal party grew, as some factions viewed 

the leaders prioritizing cooperation with the conservative elite over the concerns 

of working-class people. The faction eventually led to the founding of the 

communist party.  

Following the assassination of the liberal presidential candidate Jorge 

Elicer Gaitán in 1948, a five-year civil war broke out and the conservatives 

regained political control, resulting in repression and violence against liberal and 

communist groups. During this time, several rebel groups were formed, including 

paramilitary, resistance groups and communist guerillas (Carranza-Franco 

2019:34ff). In 1958, liberals and conservatives signed a peace agreement resulting 

in the transformation of state institutions and a division of power. Significantly, 

the presidency was set to alternate between liberal and conservative candidates for 

the following sixteen years and congress was reformed to require two thirds of 

votes to approve laws. As a result, Colombia became a two-party system with 

difficulty in achieving structural changes. (Carranza-Franco 2019:37).  

Although the conflict between liberals and conservatives had ended, 

political participation was only possible within one of the two parties and violence 

was continuously used against agrarian movements, students and social 

organizations. (Carranza-Franco 2019:40). Concerning the guerilla groups, many 
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demobilized or were defeated by the army during the next few years. This was, 

however, not the case for the communist guerilla groups, as the Colombian 

government failed to establish a monopoly of force in many areas where the 

groups operated. Furthermore, to understand why the communist guerillas such as 

FARC-EP were founded, Carranza-Franco (2019:42) argues that one must 

especially take into consideration the political system of exclusion and the 

unresolved agrarian underdevelopment.   

In 2016, the 52-yearlong conflict with the FARC guerilla was put to 

an end and the majority of FARC-EP combatants moved into the transitory zones 

to disarm and begin their transition into civilian life. The violence associated with 

armed groups however, started increasing again in 2018. Violent actors are still 

active in the country including the National Liberation Army guerrilla, FARC 

dissidents and paramilitary successor groups. In February 2019, the Colombian 

government estimated that there were approximately 1 400 members actively 

engaged in FARC dissident groups. (Human Rights Watch 2019). However, 

according to the New York Times, recent numbers estimate that 3 000               

ex-combatants have abandoned the reintegration process and joined dissident 

groups, including FARC’s chief peace negotiator, Iván Márquez. (New York 

Times 2019) During the last months, there have been no reported security 

incidents in any TART, according to the UN mission in Colombia. Yet, violent 

confrontation between armed groups, and in some cases, with public forces, have 

occurred in the surrounding areas. The UN Mission has verified the killing of 99 

former FARC-EP members since the signing of the Peace Agreement. The main 

actors responsible for the killings are criminal and illegal armed groups. (UN 

Verification Mission 2019:10). 

5.2 DDR in Colombia  

During the twentieth century, Colombia has had a number of successful peace 

processes with conflicting guerilla groups and paramilitaries. Yet, the peace 
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process has never lasted long as killings of unarmed, demobilized rebel leaders 

have led to a return to take up arms. (Carranza-Franco 2019:8). FARC has 

rejected the traditional Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration process in 

Colombia based on three main arguments. Firstly, historical DDR programs were 

used as a “counterinsurgency strategy” to attack guerillas. Secondly, FARC 

wanted recognition for that their demobilization is for the transformation to a 

different social, economic and political organization and not as a form of 

surrender or to give up the political cause of the conflict. Finally, FARC rejects 

the individual emphasis in previous DDR-programs as they consider their 

reintegration to be a collective process. (Carranza-Franco 2019:12). In 2002, the 

Colombian government began a strategy to weaken guerrilla groups by individual 

demobilizations, as opposed to a collective demobilization process following a 

peace agreement. Individual demobilizations therefore started to be used as a 

strategy to increase the military pressure on guerillas. (Carranza-Franco 2019:69). 

The individual demobilizations were handled directly by the Ministry of Defense 

and to achieve demobilized status and receive its benefits, it required former 

guerilla members to cooperate with the military and provide intelligence against 

their group. (Carranza-Franco 2019:70). During the peace negotiations between 

FARC-EP and the then-president Juan Manuel Santos, the focus was on 

community development, including rural reform, political participation and 

treatment of the victims of the armed conflict. (Carranza-Franco 2019:59). 

However, according to Rhyn (2019), the rhetoric of counter-insurgency that the 

Colombian government used during the early 2000s still influences public opinion 

on ex-combatants, including views of ex-combatants as being “terrorist or 

inherently bad, thus unable to change or participate in society”. 
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6 Analysis & Discussion 

The following analysis is based on the main themes that were brought up during 

the interviews with the young ex-combatants. In total, seven interviews were 

carried out in one of the TARTs, two interviews were conducted with                

ex-combatants in Southern Colombia who are no longer associated with the 

FARC party, and two interviews were held with ex-combatants in Northern 

Colombia who support the FARC but no longer live in a TART. Finally, one 

interview was performed in Bogotá with a respondent who is also affiliated with 

FARC. The locations and living situations of the ex-combatants’ have been taken 

into account when analyzing their responses, as it is likely to affect their 

perception of the peace process, as well as their own role in the process. However, 

given the great variety of situations and conditions that young ex-combatants find 

themselves in all over Colombia, this study does not aim to give a comprehensive 

picture of the realities of all young FARC ex-combatants. Nevertheless, the 

varying characteristics of the places where the interviews have been carried out 

will be able to illustrate some of the different situations that young ex-combatants 

find themselves in. In the two Southern departments where interviews were held, 

FARC-EP traditionally held a stronghold, whereas in the area were interviews 

took place in the North, paramilitary successor groups are still present. (Human 

Rights Watch 2019).   

6.1 Presentation of Findings  

The compilation of the interviews is presented below anonymously. The 

respondents from the TART will be referred to as RT 1 to 7, the ones in Southern 

Colombia residing outside of the areas as RS 8 and 9, the ones in Northern 

Colombia as RN 10 and 11, and finally the one respondent in Bogotá as RB 12.  
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Most respondents were underaged when they joined the FARC-EP. The majority 

entered during their teenage years, ranging from fourteen to seventeen years old. 

The respondent that was oldest at the time of entering was twenty years old. The 

youngest one at the time of joining had barely turned eight years old.  

As mentioned in the first chapter, the study has defined youth 

according to the definition in UNSCR 2250. For this reason, during the time of the 

interview the youngest person was eighteen years old and the oldest twenty-nine 

with the majority of the rest in their mid-twenties. Five of the respondents were 

young women and seven were young men.  

Joining the Guerilla  

All the respondents in this study said that their decision to join the guerilla was 

voluntary. That is, they were not forced to join by force or coercion but due to 

their personal circumstances. In Southern Colombia, all respondents mentioned 

their lack of opportunities as key motivations and all but two said the primary 

reason for entering the guerilla was because they couldn’t continue their studies. 

RT 3 said “If I could have studied instead, I don’t think I ever would have 

joined”. Similarly, RT 4 who entered at fourteen years old said the deciding factor 

was the lack of economic opportunities making it hard to obtain higher education 

“If the government had invested in social issues, do you think anyone would join 

the guerilla? Then you wouldn’t have a reason to leave”. RS 8 who joined at 

eight years old mentioned family members being a part of the guerilla and 

recalled looking up to the guerilla as the main authority in the area, as there was 

little government presence in the region.   

Although some of the respondents did have an opportunity to study, 

they still referred to social justice reasons behind their decisions. RT 1 recalled   

“I went to university in a new city and there I got to know my father who was a 

part of the guerilla. In Colombia it is hard to get opportunities and when I got to 

know my dad, I understood all that affected the country and what needed to be 

done”. Similarly, RB 12 discussed the decision to leave university at 17 years old 

to join FARC-EP and said “People don't think that a girl could want to join the 

guerilla or fight, they don't think we have that independence. They don't realize 
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we were there to participate equally and because we wanted change. And if they 

recognize that we went voluntarily, then they think it’s because we were in love 

with someone there”.  

For RT 7, joining the guerilla was due to political reasons. RT 7 

explained that after being displaced due to the conflict, the political graffiti at 

university convinced him “It is when you understand the political dynamics, and 

as a farmer you see them. Therefore, I wanted to join”. The two respondents in 

Northern Colombia similarly mentioned lack of resources for ‘normal people’ but 

also paramilitary presence. Both explained the paramilitary’s killing of family 

members as the main reason behind their decision to leave for the guerilla.   

6.1.1 The Peace Process  

In discussing the peace process, distrust in the government’s ability and will to 

comply with the peace agreement was evident among all respondents, to different 

extents. In the TART, most ex-combatants repeated several times during the 

interview that the progress made in the area was a result of their own efforts. They 

also expressed their concerns over the sustainment of the peace process, especially 

since a number of social leaders and ex-combatants have been killed, and they 

voiced frustration over the government’s lack of implementation of their side of 

the peace agreement.  Talking about the ‘reincorporation’, which is the term 

commonly used by FARC instead of reintegration, RT 6 pointed out “The 

reincorporation is in our hands. We have received some help but mostly it is up to 

ourselves to continue the fight as we have always done. International actors have 

helped with some projects, like the chickens from the Swedish government, but the 

rest is on us”. Similarly, regarding the peace process, RT 1 said that FARC’s role 

is “to show what change is”. Upholding that such change must consist of fair 

politics, rebuilding Colombia for all its people and providing healthcare, housing 

and free education. Concluding “because if you have a person with good 

conditions to advance in their life, then they won't go to war.”  
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Similarly, the people residing outside of the TART brought up concerns about the 

process varying from lack of access to health care, to lack of confidence in one of 

the key Colombian government institutions managing the reintegration process, 

the Agency for Reincorporation and Normalization (ARN). RS 8 explained “We 

presented our project to ARN, since they are the ones responsible for controlling 

the 8 million pesos that they give to every ex-combatant to do a project in the 

peace process. But they put up so many obstacles so in the end we decided to not 

bother anymore.” After months of trying to get the project through, the proposal 

was rejected “so I haven't gone back. I don't trust any of the institutions, not the 

military, not the police, none of them, nor the government.” As one of few 

respondents studying at university, RB 12 explained “at my university they said 

they wanted to give us the opportunity to study. So, they offered ten spots to the 

reincorporated but to get accepted you still had to have the financial means and 

be qualified just like everyone else. Almost none of us have that opportunity, so 

out of ten spots only two were filled”.  

Demobilization 

In discussing the peace process, many of the respondents that still are affiliated 

with the FARC party were quick to point out that they are not demobilized. 

Instead numerous respondents explained the peace agreement and the reason for 

their disarmament as a change of strategy. When asked what the peace process 

meant RT 4 responded “Many know that the guerilla never wanted to fight. It was 

forced to do so and always looked for dialogue. The difficult thing is that [the 

government] have failed and manipulated us, because the content of the peace 

agreement is very good, but it has not been complied with and that is the fight. 

Before it was with arms and now, we continue like this.” These opinions were not 

only shared by the respondents still residing in the TART, the ones living in 

Northern Colombia although having left, shared similar feelings. RN 10 explained 

the purpose of the peace process was “to stop the armed conflict to instead do our 

political role in an open way, not with weapons.” All of the respondents at some 

point referred to the guerilla and the conflict as a political one, and some 

expressed frustration at people not seeing their peace process as a political one 
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too. For instance, RN 11 said “Many people in Colombia think that FARC 

demobilized. To demobilize is to abandon everything. A demobilized person is 

someone who just leaves everything and goes on to find a job. We are different.”.  

The opinions of the respondents who have chosen to distance 

themselves from FARC had similar answers to those affiliated with FARC. 

Explaining that their reason to distance themselves was in disagreement with the 

structure of the party and the leaders. Still, underlining that it was not to disengage 

with the purpose of the movement. RS 9 explained still supporting the party’s 

mission but believing he could achieve more on working with social organizations 

as the political situation is “complicated”. Expressing concern about the 

leaderships’ management of resources RS 8 said “there has been a lot of 

unconformity within the party. Many of us have been appealing to [the leaders] 

but what we have received has only been criticism, they said that they would drive 

us out, that they would kick us out. So many of us decided that we can do our 

process without forgetting where we come from, but still a different process than 

them.”. Underlining that several ex-combatants who left the party still are 

intending to stay organized together with projects and civil society.  

Reincorporation  

Just as many respondents were eager to reject the use of the term 

‘demobilization’, they were quick to point out that the purpose of the reintegration 

process is to contribute to a different Colombia and not to return into the 

Colombia they have been aiming to change through the armed conflict. Various 

respondents therefore rejected the use of the term ‘reintegration’, underlining that 

it would imply that they would have been separated from society during the 

conflict. From their point of view, they were never completely apart from society, 

thus ‘reincorporation’ was argued to be a more adequate description of their 

process. However, acknowledging that the weapons made a difference, RT 6 

concluded “the fact that we had weapons before maybe separated us a little bit” 

and therefore argued that reincorporation represents “a way of continuing the fight 

in a legal way”. Others emphasized that the objective of the reincorporation 

process is to achieve a changed country, RT 7 said “For normal people in 
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Colombia, what affects them most is the poverty. Like, it is so normal seeing kids 

in the street. So, it is not about reincorporating into that, it is about 

reincorporation into a new Colombia. Contributing to a new Colombia”. The 

majority of the respondents in the TART also explained reincorporation as a 

means of leading by example, as RT 2 said “Reincorporation is to be able to take 

a different route in life, being able to realize agricultural projects and having 

lifegoals. Having a dignified life.”  

6.1.2  The Transition to Civilian Life  

Staying in the Territorial Area   

For the ex-combatants that have chosen to stay in the zone after disarming the key 

motivation seemed to be a sense of increased security staying with the 

community. As RT 4 put it “In one way or another you feel more protected here. 

Because what would you do on your own? If [the government] doesn’t care about 

our community, they will care even less for someone who is alone.” In addition to 

the safety aspect, several respondents referred to the quality of life being better in 

the TART as the internal organization has contributed to a decent standard of 

living and opportunities to work together for a better life. RT 1 described 

“Everything we have here is a result of the work we have put in. We have 

cultivated plantain, yuca, pineapples. It is all because of our efforts. We have 

organized houses, there is always a way of organizing ourselves to do 

something.” To be noted is that several ex-combatants commented on this 

particular TART having higher living standards than most other. For instance, RT 

1 said he moved into this TART for a job and was hoping to be allowed to stay 

long-term as it was safer and better organized than the previous one.  

Although all the ex-combatants residing in the TART expressed 

strong support for the FARC political leadership, increased participation in 

politics or better mobilization was not brought up as an argument for staying in 

the zone. They did however all express confidence in the leaders and described 



 

 

 

 

 30 

possibilities to communicate their thoughts through the internal meetings in the 

TART as well as confidence in their possibility to lead a good life in the TART.  

Leaving the Territorial Area  

The reasons given by respondents for leaving the TART differed more than the 

reasons mentioned for staying. Both respondents from Northern Colombia 

referred to the poor conditions in the TARTs where they were residing, due to 

having little resources and lacking organization. Furthermore, one of the areas 

closed down soon after the disarmament took place, leaving the respondents with 

a feeling of no alternative but to leave. Compared to other respondents the ones in 

the North expressed greater concern and worry about their living conditions. RN 

10 had a baby after the peace process began and recalled “at the hospital they 

treated me differently from everybody else, they didn’t want to receive me. They 

didn’t even want to take care of the baby.”.  

In the south, RS 8 recalls being hesitant to participate in the 

disarmament “When the peace process began, I seriously considered not leaving. 

I considered going with the dissident groups because all of my life, ever since I 

remember at 5 years old, I wanted to join the guerilla. And after I joined my entire 

youth was spent with the guerilla. I never got to know any cities or villages, I was 

always with the guerilla. So, I was more afraid of leaving than I was afraid of 

staying. I was really afraid of how I would be able to start a life on my own.” 

However, after one year in one of the TARTs RS 8 decided to leave. The reason 

was based on the opportunity to have the greatest impact in the peace process, and 

also the security aspects just like the respondents in the TART but with a different 

perception of what would guarantee the highest level of security: “the areas 

around the zones are very unsafe. The majority of the deaths that have occurred 

have been close to the zones. So, my decision to try and leave was to develop the 

reincorporation and reconciliation process, but also to support the victims of the 

conflict through the work I am doing with demining projects. The other thing is 

that it gave me an opportunity to get back into society and blend in with the 

population without having to tell people who I am.”  
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Another respondent residing outside of the zone explained the decision to leave 

the TART as a result of being distant from the FARC movement. After having 

spent three years in the guerilla, RS 9 was sent to prison because of a police 

homicide and spent five years there before being released, as a result of the peace 

agreement. Explaining the decision to leave the territorial area RS 9 said “[in the 

TART] there are many things that decide your situation… like what you've done, 

how many years you have been fighting. Also, when you get there you want to live 

with different conditions, the situation there is not what you suffered for all that 

time.” 

Stigmatization & Exclusion  

All ex-combatants mentioned experiencing feelings of exclusion when talking 

about transitioning into society and their possibility of leading the life they desire. 

Although all ex-combatants shared experiences of stigmatization, particularly 

those residing in the TART in the south pointed out that they don’t feel excluded 

by all of the communities, arguing that ‘simple people’ understand them and 

know that the ex-combatants fought for the communities. The respondents living 

outside out the TART also expressed trust in the communities but in their case, it 

was clearer that they felt a need to keep their identity as an ex-combatant quiet. 

RS 8 shared these experiences “In many places they don’t receive you for being 

an ex-combatant, they say that you are dangerous, or they even just tell you to 

leave without explanation. Everyday people close the door in your face, which is 

why many people have decided to go back to the guerilla. That is one of the 

reasons why I have been trying to hide my identity as an ex-combatant”. Most 

respondents also mentioned stigmatization and exclusion on an economic and 

institutional level. Examples included consequences such as not being able to find 

a job or rent a motorcycle because their ID-cards show that they are ex-

combatants. Several mentioned that people seem reluctant to consider the realities 

of ex-combatants, for instance RT 1 said “People wouldn’t say that ‘that’s a 

reincorporated person’. No, they would just say ‘that’s a guerillero’. People don’t 

consider what one’s life has been like, what made you get to where you are.”  
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The ex-combatants particularly articulated feelings of exclusion from private 

companies, uninterested in offering employment opportunities, and government 

institutions. Many also brought up how participating in politics openly would 

stigmatize them among people, but particularly how the institutionalized and 

political exclusion prevent them from participate democratically. For instance, 

discussing political participation RT 7 pointed out “You know, we are still 

excluded in Colombia. That is why the conflict started, because of exclusion. If 

you consider the history of this country, you know that things often end up bad 

and you end participating in the conflict. In this moment we are still experiencing 

the same thing. [The exclusion] is not as strong as before, but it is still that way.”  

6.1.3  Political Participation 

Every single one of the respondents referred to political participation as a vital 

part of the peace process. Several explained lack of political influence as the 

motivation behind the conflict in itself, while others mentioned that being allowed 

to participate politically is the main purpose of disarming. Defining what political 

participation is, particularly freedom of expression and oppression were brought 

up. RT 4 quickly concluded “The basics of it is that you can participate anywhere 

without being killed for it. That is the most fundamental thing. The other thing is 

to be able to express yourself, I mean, including that you can participate like on 

the radio without being anonymous.” Suggesting that the respondent considers 

conditions for individuals’ voice to be respected as the essential.  For one of the 

respondents the lack of freedom of expression and the fear of persecution was the 

main reasons for entering the guerilla in the first place. Recalling the decision to 

join RT 6 said “It was all about being able to change the reality of the country. 

And for ideological reasons, for FARC’s Marxist and Leninist ideology. I was 

active in an organization and I received threats. So, I needed to leave.”  

Although political participation repeatedly was brought up as 

important during the interviews, almost no respondents spoke about the electoral 

system or voting. Instead, talking about political participation mostly being 
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included in political processes, with the same opportunities to voice their views as 

current powerholders. Reflecting on what political participation should be RT 6 

said “that everyone is able to express themselves, that everyone can bring about 

their dreams and take part in the way they want with the same equal conditions.” 

Also referring to obstacles in ongoing political campaigns posed by the media and 

the government as the key reasons why the FARC isn’t making more of a political 

progress “they still don't allow us to express ourselves with equal conditions. I'm 

not sure if you noticed that the party had many difficulties. In many places they 

were sabotaged. And the sabotage was not inspired by the people, no, it was 

motivated by people with money and power.” Similarly, RT 7 recalled entering 

the guerilla after being displaced and said “I have always had a lot of fear of 

expressing what I was thinking. The reincorporation is for that. That we can start 

to express our opinion about politics freely without persecution, which is what 

happened to me before. That you can talk, that you can tell people things and 

meet up.”  

Supporting the FARC 

However, the understanding of their individual role varied across the interviews. 

While the people in the TART expressed the importance of supporting the 

FARC’s political standing, their personal participation were primarily described 

as participating in internal political meetings in the TART and supporting the 

party in whatever way asked of them, while trusting in the leadership to achieve 

the change. RT 4 explained “In FARC it has always been about having a 

leadership. To know who is on the board, that every committee has its respective 

function. That goes for the party too. Some people are responsible for the 

institutional level, others in municipalities around the country. Everyone has their 

respective role. I don't have a specific responsibility, but I help with what I can.”  

Still, many expressed confidence in the importance of their roles 

within the political process, arguing that everything in FARC is done collectively, 

from the local committees deciding over the development in the TART, to the 

division of labor on a daily basis and showing support for the national leadership 

of the party. Many explained their lack of involvement outside of the TART as 
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related to safety. Expressing fear over the consequences of publicly being 

associated with FARC RT 1 said “if you go out with a FARC t-shirt on your own, 

you are done. If someone has a political vision, then they threaten them. It 

happens to social leaders, it happens to ex-combatants. How many leaders have 

they already threatened? How many ex-combatants have they already gone after 

just for being ex-combatant? It happens everywhere. If they find you, they will 

torture you and they kill you. About a month ago where I was staying, they killed 

an ex-combatant, they came on motorcycles during the night.” These feelings 

were replicated in the majority of the interviews with people in the TART, with 

descriptions of not feeling safe to publicly express their support for the FARC.  

RT 6 concluded “To feel safe in the rest of Colombia I would need to feel able to 

participate, that there are equal conditions and that participation is allowed. Not 

to have all of the powerholders against us, cause when you talk to normal people 

everything is normal. But then you watch tv and they are just talking about us as 

bad, as the worst. So, then they create an unsafe environment for us.”.  

Still, all of the respondents in the TART were sure that the FARC 

eventually will reach their political objective, even though the process is filled 

with obstacles and is likely to take time. RT 2 confidently said “Even though 

there are difficulties and they are putting up obstacles for our participation, we 

will still be able to reach our goals. Because those goals are the reason we began 

this peace process. Now we are working to reach the goals without weapons, 

because whether it is with guns or through politics we will reach our goal. […] 

One day we will reach our goal and then we will remember all we lost on the way. 

The respondents in Northern Colombia expressed their support to FARC similarly 

to the ones in the TART. Just like the other they also pushed for the importance of 

allowing political participation to achieve change in Colombia. RN 11 said “It's 

affecting us a lot when they don't allow us to participate, because if we left our 

weapons, it is to be able to participate with the word instead.” And explaining 

that meetings have to be organized without saying they are with the FARC and 

that it is essential to keep a low profile due to the paramilitary presence in the 

region. Continuing RN 11 said about their possibility to participate politically 



 

 

 

 

 35 

“there are no conditions nor guarantees despite that being the most important 

thing. And since you're afraid of being killed for being with FARC wants to 

participate in the meeting.”. Also commenting on the presence of paramilitaries 

in the region RN 10 expressed hope for the possibility to achieve change as the 

party now is allowed to participate in elections, however, considering her own 

possibility to participate in politics she said “you can manage if you stay quiet. 

You can still participate in politics, but you need to find ways, not publicly, not 

showing who you are.”.  

Participating without the FARC 

The two ex-combatants who are no longer affiliated with FARC both showed  

strong conviction to participate in the peace process. While the respondents still 

affiliated with the FARC mostly spoke of politics as a means to create change 

through common efforts of the collective, suggesting a sense of collective political 

efficacy, the respondents outside showed much determination to participate 

individually. Speaking of the initial period of time following the peace agreement 

RS 9 said “I was sentenced to 35 years in prison, but I got out after 5 years. When 

I got out I went to the countryside to work. But I was going through a hard time, I 

felt frustrated, bitter, I didn't want to know anything to do with my life. So in that 

moment I decided 'no, I need do a project, I need to fight for what I promised 

myself'. It was the hard times that I had gone through that led me to that decision. 

[…]  Now I know I can have an impact, sometimes I am surprised at the situation 

I am in. I never thought I would have managed to be in a place like this or out in 

the public.” After describing a few project ideas to work with young people with 

drug problems in marginalized areas, RS 9 continued “But it's hard, I have talked 

to ARN and they don't want to support the project. […] We need to take action 

because... well if we don't take action, I don't know what will happen. But it's 

complicated. And so far I have not got anything.”. Both demonstrating them 

relying on their own judgment and act in a way they consider most likely to have 

a positive impact on the world.  

RS 8 also put a heavy emphasis on the importance of participation for 

the transition to civilian life “…being a part of a youth group, that really helped 
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me. They are not guerilleros in the group, they are civil youth, so they helped me. 

They wanted to get to know me, so I went there to learn their work. The work was 

political participation from a youth perspective. I gave speeches in one of the 

squares in Bogotá, when we handed in the weapons, I also gave the speech for a 

ceremony. I also did presentations in Barranquilla. I participated in a national 

meeting for the peace process with the governor and the major. And I had a lot of 

meetings with young people in the TART that came to visit us, like university 

students and such.” However, due to no job opportunities in the area RS 8 moved 

to another city which was too far away to continue in the group. Instead, now RS 

8 is thinking of running in the local elections in October, however not as a part of 

the FARC party and unsure of the implications if he decides to run for his 

personal security. Suggesting a strong sense of human autonomy and moral 

agency.  

Looking Towards the Future  

Finishing up the interviews all the respondents were asked to share how they see 

their future in Colombia. Many talked about wanting to finish their studies and be 

able to contribute to improving the conditions of living for their communities. The 

respondents living in the TART particularly expressed their will to stay in the area 

but concern over the possibility to continue their education there, voicing that they 

do not want to separate from the collective. RT 6 resonated “I would like different 

things. For one thing finish my studies, finish my bachelor and do a master. But I 

don't want to leave the zone. But if I want a master I would have to go to the city. 

Or if I want a good Master I would maybe have to leave the country. […] Because 

this is a space that we are only starting to establish, and it needs a lot of support. 

I haven't left because I know we still have a lot of things to do and to strengthen.”  

Although all respondents spoke about wanting to contribute to the 

peace process and reconciliation, many also spoke about the growing number of 

ex-combatants in the FARC dissident groups. Some were certain of not wanting to 

go to dissident groups for reasons like already having children, now having grown 

used to the lifestyle on the outside or not believing in the method anymore RB 12 

said “the arms was an instrument. It was not the reason. The reason is to be able 
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to express yourself freely. To be able to continue the political fight. If they didn't 

care about the arms before they are not going to do so now.”  

Talking about friends leaving for the dissident groups because of 

being used to the lifestyle, fear or even boredom RS 9 said “I am not going to 

deny that I have thought about [joining the dissident groups] but as long as there 

are opportunities here… what I mean is that I don’t have a reason for leaving. 

[…] It’s important to not get into a bad situation, involved with crimes or drugs, 

where I’d have problems. That’s why I want to work with projects. […] I would 

leave if I have no more opportunities, if the government starts lying or if there are 

too many lies from institutions, then you know that there are no more 

opportunities”. Sharing concerns about the future of the peace process and the 

lack of support from the government RT 1 pointed out “It seems like it is getting 

worse and worse... Many people have left and joined the dissident groups. I mean, 

if you think someone is going to kill you and you're an ex-combatant. Where will 

you go? To the city or to the mountains? To the mountains of course. I would risk 

my life, but not the life of my family.”. 

6.2  Ex-combatants’ Role in Peacebuilding  

Following the presentation and discussion on the findings of the study, in the 

following sections the answers to the research questions will be presented. The 

first research question aimed to demonstrate what role young ex-combatants 

assign themselves in the peacebuilding process. The overall findings of the study 

suggest that the young ex-combatants’ understand themselves to have a significant 

responsibility for participating in and achieving peace in Colombia beyond 

disengaging in violence. Their interpretation of ‘demobilization’ exemplified this 

as they pointed out that disarming represented a change in strategy and that they 

still consider themselves to be responsible for fighting to achieve the change they 

desire to see in Colombia. Although this study hasn’t elaborated on what ‘peace’ 

means, the interviews showed that their understanding of peace is a definition 
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expanding beyond the absence of violence or armed conflict. Accordingly, the  

ex-combatants explained the ‘reincorporation’ process as yet another step in their 

fight towards claiming their rights such as education, healthcare and dignified 

living conditions.  

The interviews suggest that young ex-combatants do consider 

themselves to have a big responsibility for the peacebuilding in Colombia. 

Whether the ex-combatants were affiliation with FARC or not, they all expressed 

confidence in their own ability to contribute to such change in Colombia, even 

though the conditions for participating in the peace process were described as 

poor due to insecurity as well as lacking resources. Their methods for achieving 

this change and participating in the peace process varied from trying to lead by 

example through sustainable living and agricultural projects, to participating in 

social movements and internal politics. The common factor was that all explained 

their own participation as significant for the duration of the peace process, 

although expressing doubts and concerns about the success of the process.  

Despite facing security challenges, complicating their participation in 

peacebuilding, most ex-combatants’ were determined to still find ways to act in a 

manner they considered most likely to achieve change. Already speaking of their 

motivations for joining the guerilla, some respondents pushed that their decision 

to join was based on them considering it to be the best way of changing injustice 

in Colombia. This was not the case for all of the respondents, however, all did 

underline their autonomy in making the decision to join the guerilla, as they 

considered it to be their best option given their circumstances of limited 

opportunities.   

Their thoughts on the most effective way to achieve desired change 

after the peace agreement, however, differed. A significant difference between the 

respondents still affiliated with FARC and the ones not, was the belief in FARC’s 

ability to contribute to change as a group. Ex-combatants affiliated with FARC 

expressed high levels of trust in the leadership and the collective’s ability to 

succeed, while giving less importance to their individual role in the process. That 

is not to say that they lacked belief in the importance of their own participation, 
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but for the majority their belief in the success of the movement was mostly based 

on the capacity of the group as a whole. On the other hand, the respondents no 

longer affiliated with FARC showed stronger belief in their ability to have an 

impact on the peace process through their individual participation.  

6.3 Conditions for Political Participation 

The focus of the second research question aimed to give an understanding of how 

the conditions for political participation affect the reintegration of ex-combatants 

and their perception of the respect for their human rights.  

All the ex-combatants shared concerns for their conditions to 

participate politically, particularly regarding security concerns if they were to 

openly support the FARC party, share their opinions about politics or engage in 

social movements. However, many respondents underlined that the main issue is 

unequal terms for political participation in Colombia, such as the recent sabotage 

of electoral campaigns. However, they also pressed the need to address a broader 

range of rights to allow equal participation, including the right to education.  

On a number of occasions, the respondents expressed lacking confidence in 

institutions to listen to them and understand their needs. This was evident in 

speaking about access to education not being sufficiently adjusted to allow ex-

combatants to take part. Distrust in institutions was also evident in respondents’ 

contact with institutions like ARN where frustrations of not being listened to led 

to disengagement with benefits of the DDR program, such as the 8 million pesos 

that all ex-combatants should be granted for the realization of a project.  

All the ex-combatants expressed achieving political participation as 

vital for achieving peace in Colombia. Still, the degree to which they actually 

decided to engage in political activities varied depending on their conditions. 

However, even the ones who did not express a will to participate more actively in 

politics still upheld inclusive political participation as the key to achieve a decent 

and dignified life. Just as weapons had been the means to fight for the right to 
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political participation during the conflict, conditions allowing political 

participation on equal terms are now seen as the way to achieve the realization of 

other human rights such as education and healthcare. This explains why several 

respondents referred to actual political participation being the only guarantee for 

their feeling of safety in Colombia.  
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7 Conclusion 

The intent of this thesis has been to contribute to the discussion on youth 

engagement in the peace process, through the focus of young ex-combatants’ 

participation in peacebuilding during their adjustment to civilian life. The focus 

on ex-combatants aimed to challenge the idea of young people acting primarily as 

violent actors by understanding the ex-combatants’ perception of their 

participation after disengaging with violence.  

The result of the study, based on interviews with twelve young ex-

combatants in Colombia, suggests that the young ex-combatants not only consider 

their active engagement vital to comply with their personal values, but also to 

sustain and protect the peace process. Although the extent to which the young ex-

combatants have chosen to participate in the peace process differs, all expressed 

confidence in the importance of their opportunity to participate. Expressing 

concerns about the state of protection of human rights in Colombia, and providing 

the conditions for just and equal political participation are seen as the only 

guarantees that will allow them to assure their human rights in Colombia.  

As the DDR process with FARC-EP and the peace agreement put a 

heavy emphasis on political participation, it is possible that the ex-combatants 

who participated in the study place a greater importance on the conditions for 

political participation than youth from other armed groups would. In addition, the 

respondents may have been more interested in peacebuilding than others from 

FARC, as they expressed interest to participate in the study.   

For further research, it would be interesting to see what significance 

young ex-combatants from other contexts give to their role in peacebuilding. 

Given the importance that respondents assigned to their engagement in 

peacebuilding, it would also be insightful to research if initiatives to increase 
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young ex-combatants’ participation could mitigate the risk of youth returning to 

armed groups and how to simplify their participation in peacebuilding.  
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Appendix – Interview Guide  

Introduce topic of thesis, aim of thesis, how the information will be used and 

interview outline. Ask if I can record interview.  

 

Background  

- How old are you?  

- At what age did you join FARC? 

- Why did you decide to join FARC?  

 

Reincorporation (FARC term for reintegration) 

- What does the reincorporation mean to you?  

- Do you feel included in the Colombian society?  

- Why did you decide to stay in the zone? / Why did you decide to leave the zone?  

 

Peace process  

- What does the peace process mean to you?  

- Have you participated in the peace process? In what ways?  

- What role does FARC play in the process?  

 

Political participation  

- What does political participation mean to you?  

- Have you participated politically?  

- Are you active in the FARC political party? Why / why not?  

- Do you think FARC will reach their political goals?  

- Are you able to contribute to a change?  

 

Future  
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- What do you hope to do in the future?  

- Have you considered disserting the peace process? If yes, why?  

 

Repeat aim and ask if there is anything else they want to mention. Ask if there are 

any answers they want to omit. Ask for their consent to use their answers in the 

study. Thank them for their participation.  

 

 
 


