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Telling the Difference: Guerrillas and
Paramilitaries in the Colombian War

FRANCISCO GUTIÉRREZ SANÍN

The effort to build a political economy of war without politics is finding its limits.
The question now is what comes next. How to put politics back in? This article com-
pares systematically two non-state armed groups that participate in the Colombian
conflict, the main guerrilla (FARC) and the paramilitary. It shows that despite
their similar financial bases, they appear to exhibit systematic differences—
regarding both their social composition and their internal/external behavior—and
claims that the key to understanding them is the set of organizational devices that
each group crafts in its process of survival and growth. All this suggests that a
main tenet of the early political economy of war, that all non-state armed groups
can be understood as being strategically identical, is flawed. It also poses a clas-
sificatory challenge.

Keywords: political economy of conflict; rationality; war; paramilitary; guer-
rilla; Colombia

INTRODUCTION

The “economic turn” in the analysis of civil wars, which has become so
prominent since the late 1990s, was founded on the belief that the moving force
behind contemporary rebellion was greed, not grievance.1 Although the formula
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I wish to thank Elisabeth Wood for her valuable criticisms of, and suggestions to, several ver-
sions of this article, and for Politics & Society referees for their input. Thanks also to Juan Guillermo
Ferro for giving me access to his extraordinary set of interviews with FARC leaders and rank and
file, collected during the peace conversations of that group with the Pastrana administration
(1998–2002). I present here research results of an investigation sponsored by the Crisis States
Programme (LSE-DESTIN) investigations.
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varied in different works, they share a key underlying idea—combatants join
non-state armies because they are economically motivated. This perspective
entails two important corollaries. First, a “similarity hypothesis” (SH): all non-
state armies are more or less the same from the point of view of the strategic
challenges they face. The variety of forms that rebellion takes is an epiphenom-
enon; the basic underlying reality is covetousness. In this vein, it is typical to try
to find laws of behavior that would explain why utility maximizers join some
standard illegal, “terrorist,” criminal, or “rebel” organizations.2 Or, as Collier and
associates did, to study rebellion as a form of criminality, that can be explained
as a confluence of rent seeking actions by the leadership and the existence of a
labor market for armed action. Second, war is not what it used to be, it is claimed.
Recent wars are characterized by their high level of criminalization—which is
a consequence of the purely economic forces that drive them. The following
quote is typical: “Modern conflict . . . challenges the very distinction between war
and peace. It takes place typically not between armies, or even between an army
of a state and its armed opposition in some easily defined guerrilla movement.
The forces of both government and opposition, from Cambodia to Colombia,
blend into illicit business and organized crime.”3

Taking both corollaries together, the result is a political economy of conflict
without politics. Armed groups are essentially similar, and they fight for the
control of resources—be it alluvial diamonds or cocaine—not for political aims.

This article is a criticism of the SH, and more generally of some of the foun-
dational assumptions of the political economy of conflict. While I believe that a
significant part of its theoretical apparatus deserves to be preserved—war is the
type of strategic situation in which a player that does not calculate rationally
will have to leave the game very fast—it does not seem reasonable to simply try
to deduce (or explain away) the politics of war from the economics of war. As
Cramer4 notes, this primitive economicism was already tried in the social sciences
with very poor results. Recently, several works have shown the limits of the
homo economicus explanation.5 Criticisms of the SH are much rarer. Actually,
only a few publications6 stress the crucial role of organizational devices in the
understanding of internal conflict.

In this context, Weinstein’s7 theory of armed group behavior is a valuable
exception. Weinstein explicitly abandons the SH and tries to explain differences
among armed groups, introducing non-economic variables in the process. The
core of Weinstein’s proposal is that there is correspondence between the type of
endowments held by non-state armed groups, the incentives offered by them, the
type of membership they attract, and the type of violence they wield (more or less
selective). Those groups that have access to resources relatively independently
from the support of the local population are inhabited by opportunists, who seek
to enrich themselves and wield violence more indiscriminately. Those that draw
on social endowments (ideologies and norms) attract activists, who want to change
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the state of the world, and have several mechanisms of self-restraint. Weinstein’s
thesis is comprised of two parts, interrelated but analytically distinct: one, which
may be called “exogenous,” about the way in which combatants relate to society,
and the other, “endogenous,” about their internal organization and its consequences.
In Weinstein, the link between them is given by the following argument: when
non-state armed groups have access to resources independently of the support
of the population, they become more indiscriminately violent.

Weinstein’s book is a breakthrough in its rejection of the SH, but it still
concedes too much to the “politics can be deduced from economics” spirit. Can
differential resource endowments explain the behavior of non-state armies? My
answer is no. I will compare from the organizational point of view two Colombian
non-state armed groups: the main guerrilla, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias
de Colombia (FARC), and the paramilitary federation that is at this moment in the
midst of a negotiating process with the government, and whose main component
is the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC). Both the guerrilla and the para-
militaries are deeply embedded in narcotraffic and other illegal businesses, and
attack civilians. Indeed, FARC has a very thick and wide network of illegal
activities. There is also evidence that guerrillas and paramilitaries have actively
imitated each other, at least in some domains. Despite this similar financial base,
the groups differ sharply in other aspects:

I will claim that the social composition of both groups is probably different,
i.e., they attract different types of recruits, not in the sense that one has oppor-
tunists and the other activists, but that they appeal to groups that differ in other
dimensions, namely, their gender, education, and occupation.

I will claim that the key to understanding different behaviors is the set of
organizational devices that structure and organize the quotidian life of the fighters,
and transform them in a given sense. These structures are inherently strategic,
but also historical and contingent, because the groups do not have them as givens,
but construct them in the quest to survive and grow. Armed groups do not design
them too consciously, but they create them on the move, so to say, responding to
urgent and many times literally life and death demands. This incremental process
stabilizes and “freezes” at some moment,8 expressing the past trajectory but at the
same time determining in good measure the future one.

In contrast to Weinstein’s correspondence theory, as a result of particular orga-
nizing structures, highly ideological groups may have genocidal behaviors, while
the highly criminalized may seek semi-pacific arrangements (when it is good for
business). The behavior vis-à-vis civilians probably depends more on strategic
factors than on the type of endowments of the group. For example, when the
Colombian paramilitary enter a zone, they behave as a highly murderous punitive
force, but afterward switch to selective violence. More generally, it is clear that
both groups—despite their common intimate relation with the narcoeconomy—
have different repertoires of violence. To put the most evident examples, the
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FARC is much more intent on fighting than the AUC, kidnaps much more, and
massacres less.

My analysis confirms some of Weinstein’s conclusions and ideas, especially
his insight that the offer of selective economic incentives—which for Collier and
the founders of the economic turn were the condition for success—can actually
be organizationally counterproductive for a non-state armed group. At the same
time, it suggests a refinement of our understanding of both the role of incentives
and the mechanisms by which such incentives become counterproductive. First,
it is not the case that access to resources determines the trajectory of the groups.
Both the FARC and the paramilitary live in the same resource environment, and
profit enthusiastically from it. Indeed, the FARC is less dependent on the sup-
port of the population for the capture of rents, and has used kidnapping as a
source of funding in a much bigger scale than the paramilitary. However, there
are big differences between the FARC and the paramilitary regarding their insti-
tutional style and their relation with the population.

Second, both incentives and ideas work to attract and retain fighters. Both the
FARC and the paramilitary attract a combination of activists and opportunists.
Actually, we have good evidence that a significant minority of FARC recruits join
because they expect some kind of salary (because of informational problems or
because of malice on the part of the FARC recruiters). But each group submits
their members to a different process of adaptation and transformation. The crucial
problem here is how recruits are socialized and transformed into combatants.

Third, the degree to which a group experiences combat plays an important role
in the type of incentives that can be used. Those that have to develop a combat
capacity need to stress discipline, drilling, and structure. The others have the
opportunity of adopting a more flexible, network-type structure. In the measure that
the FARC is an oppositional group and the paramilitaries are pro-governmental
with strong links with the state, the former have to fight regularly and in inferior
technical conditions, while the latter are spared that experience. This—at least
in Colombia—has more explanatory power than the quantity or the type of access
to resources.

All this naturally implies that the SH simply does not hold water. Falsifying
the SH opens the door to a simple but important question: what are the relevant
differences between non-state armed groups? I discuss three different key
dimensions. The first one is a Who? question. What kind of people make up the
FARC? Do they look like the paramilitary membership? Using data from judi-
cial proceedings, and also from governmental data bases, field research, press,
and contextual evidence, I suggest that there are important differences. All in all,
the FARC appears to be a younger and less educated force than the paramilitary,
and is also comprised of a higher fraction of peasants and women. The second
one focuses on the How? question. How does each group work? Once again,
there are crucial differences between them. In a word, the FARC is much more
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army-like. A tougher discipline, and the lack of selective incentives, explain why
the FARC, as an organizational project, has survived, and why the paramilitary
has not.9 The third part addresses a why question: Why do combatants join the
respective groups? The section compares motivations and mobilization mecha-
nisms, but also the effects of systems of incentives at the individual level. I show
that the FARC emphasizes much more the transformation of the utility function
of its members, and that in general the understanding of any army should pass
through the distinction between the reasons to join and the reasons to remain.
These questions taken as a whole allow me to address both the “classificatory” and
“institutional” problems. The former are related to the way in which differences
between non-state armies can be systematically captured. The latter are related
to the way in which how-who-why differences express a contrast in terms of
organizational arrangements and their concrete effects (for example, do economic
selective incentives really strengthen the organization in this or that context?),
violent repertoires, methods of socialization and transformation of combatants,
and social mechanisms.

The conclusions evaluate some classificatory problems.10

1. WHO? BUILDING AN IDENTIKIT OF THE FIGHTERS

1.1. The Sources and the Strategy

One of the main problems for the student of rebellions is the difficulty of building
a decent general characterization of combatants. After the termination of war,
polling them may be possible, but their opinions, perceptions, memories, and self-
characterizations may have changed critically after the group’s farewell to arms,
and may be tinged by the strategic needs both of individuals and of the organization.
Technically, these are rare and elusive populations, often with poorly defined iden-
tities. Even in the midst of a demobilization process, it is difficult to differentiate
combatants from other categories (friends, old time supporters, opportunist sup-
porters, etc.). In Colombia, the government has displayed quite a bit of secrecy
regarding the demobilization process. In sum, it is not easy to see how a repre-
sentative sample can be taken. Before the paramilitary demobilization that took
place in Colombia between 2005 and 2006, the size of the group was calculated
by the most serious estimates, including official ones, to range between seven
and 12,000 combatants; it resulted, however, that the press reported up to 30,000
participated in the process. Though several factors may have played a role in this,
there are clear incentives to swell the ranks of the demobilized.11

Thus, tentative conclusions must be drawn from non-statistical samples. In
this section, I use five databases. Each one has its strengths and its weaknesses.
The first one (from now on, JUDICIAL) was built by me and Francy Carranza
based on a study of 418 judicial proceedings. The advantages of using this
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source are various: the proceedings offer a wealth of information about each
fighter, his/her trajectory, and the context in which (s)he was caught; the bulk of
the factual information is reliable, as it is checked by (generally unsympathetic)
authorities, and the deponent knows it; unlike deserters, when dealing with
captured people the selection bias is not so strong, etc. Systematic review of the
judicial proceedings yielded a database that included ninety-nine FARC members
and 268 paramilitaries with some of their basic characteristics—age, sex, education
level, trade, and income previous to their entry to the armed group, in addition
to their subjective evaluations of their experiences. However, there is quite a bit
of missing data (the accused tell their life history without following any given
form, so sometimes they specify the level of education they had before joining
and sometimes not).

The second sample (from now on, MINORS) is a huge database of reinserted
guerrilla and paramilitary fighters under eighteen years, built by the ICBF
(Colombian Institute for Childhood and Family).12 It has many advantages,
mainly its size (more than 2,000 entries), its completeness, and its reliability.13

While JUDICIAL contains data from 1986 until today, MINORS starts in 2000,
and thus can give information about the most recent trends. However, for the pur-
poses of this article, it has selection biases—obviously age, but is a sample of
children who abandoned an illegal army voluntarily and who may therefore differ
significantly from those that remain—and less information than JUDICIAL.

The third source is a paper for the National Department of Planning (DNP, by
its acronym in Spanish),14 that compiles army information on 316 demobilized
guerrillas in 2000. Unfortunately, it does not include paramilitaries and lacks
important bits of information. It is difficult to know, but apparently there is no
overlap between MINORS and DNP Pinto.

A richer source regarding the characteristics of the members of the FARC is a
database of the Front 58 (F 58) of the FARC, found in a laptop captured by the
army in 2007. This fourth database was built by the Front 58 itself, and includes
an extremely rich array of data of the Front members (195 in total). Apparently, it
is a “freeze frame” of the situation of the Front in 2006, but includes people that
already died and deserted. Since this is information for internal organizational
purposes, it appears to be highly reliable. It is also very complete.

The same can be said about the Jorge 40 computer, the fifth source. Jorge 40
was the commander of the paramilitary Bloque Norte (North Bloc). Seized by the
authorities when they captured the second in command of the Bloque Norte, it
has a wealth of information (and is also of historical importance, as it was one of
the pieces of evidence that triggered the present judicial process on the relation
between politicians and the paramilitary). It is much less systematic than F58,
but it has bits of information that can be organized and that permit a better
understanding of the paramilitary world. Besides these five sources of information,
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I use contextual data, which will be reported in the order in which it appears.
Table 1 itemizes the characteristics of each source.

What patterns does this information suggest?

1.2. Results

How to make the best of the information contained in these non-random
samples of (ex) combatants? Ideally, one would want to come up with conjectures

FRANCISCO GUTIÉRREZ SANÍN 9

Table 1
Five Databases Used to Characterize Guerilla and Paramilitary Groups in the Colombian War

* Information of this database concerning other groups is not taken into account in this article. Only
data concerning the FARC and the paramilitaries is used in this article.

Source

Judicial

MINORS

National
Department
of Planning
(DNP) Pinto

F 58

Bloque Norte
CD

Built by

Gutiérrez and Carranza

Colombian Institute for
Childhood and
Family (ICBF)

Departamento Nacional
de Planeación 

A compact disc about
the internal
organization of the
Front 58 of the FARC
seized by the army.
Contains a database
of combatants

A compact disc about the
internal organization
of the Bloque Norte of
the self defenses
seized by the
authorities. Contains
details about their
internal organization,
businesses and rackets,
victims, alliances with
politicians

Number

399 (268
paramilitaries, 99
Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias
de Colombia
(FARC), 32 from
other groups)*

2,110; 1,157 FARC;
607 paramilitaries
(the rest from
other groups or
unusable data)*

316 (83% from the
FARC); all of
them guerrillas

195 guerrilla
members

Has several
databases that sum
up to more than
700 members (515
for Table 2A)

Years

1989-2003

2000-2004

Until 2002

Probably
from the
late 1990s
until 2006

From the
early
2000s to
2006

Information

Age, gender,
educational
level,
occupation,
region; also
qualitative data

Age, gender,
occupation,
regional*

Educational level,
motivations for
joining and
quitting, gender 

Age, gender,
occupation,
region,
educational
level, reasons for
joining,
disciplinary
record, injuries,
rank

The follow-up is
not too
systematic, but
at least contains
age and gender
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about the differences in social composition of the groups that are better than
mere intuition or anecdotal evidence, though naturally less rigorous than statis-
tical inference from representative samples. Three hypotheses crop up as good
candidates.

The first is that the FARC is comprised of a higher fraction of women than the
paramilitaries. In DNP Pinto, the proportion of females in the guerrillas is relatively
low (8 percent),15 though higher than that of the paramilitary in the other databases
(remember that DNP Pinto is only about guerrillas). In MINORS, the proportion
of FARC females is quite high (25 percent) and that of the paramilitaries is very
low (1.5 percent).16 The same happens in JUDICIAL, where 24 percent of the
FARC members are women compared to only 1.5 percent of the paramilitary.17 In
F58 there are forty-two female fighters, or 21.5 percent of the members. Now let
us turn to the paramilitaries. In the Jorge 40 laptop there is a list of organisms that
composed the Bloque Norte. It was built for purposes of demobilization, and for
internal use. Once again, there is no reason to suspect any conscious distortion.
The active members of the group engaged in armed activity sum up to 516, of
which nine are women; less than 2 percent.

Thus there is a high probability that the overwhelming majority of women
active in the Colombian war are FARC or guerrillas members. In the terms of a
bookie, given our present knowledge, if you choose randomly a woman who is a
combatant in a Colombian illegal group, a decent enough bet is 10:1 that she will
be a member of the FARC.18 A lot of qualitative and contextual evidence corrobo-
rates this assertion. For example, in some judicial proceedings, there are intelligence
reports of the Colombian army that offer rosters of the members of several FARC
fronts.19 The units attached to the top leadership of the FARC (the Secretariado)
have a large female participation, near 30 percent (perhaps because of the presence
of secretaries, orderlies, etc.), which then falls at the central operational level: less
than 10 percent.20 Among the “normal” fronts, however, female presence is much
higher: an average near 19 percent. All this is detailed in Table 2A. In Table 2B, I
show how sharp the contrast with the paramilitary can be. The Bloque Norte,
when preparing for reinsertion, practically had no female combatants.

The paramilitary groups and the FARC also differ in education levels and
socioeconomic traits, as shown in Table 3. From this data, the same simple cal-
culations can be applied to other areas. For example, the odds that somebody
has only primary education and is from the FARC (and not from the paramili-
tary) are approximately 2:1. As can be seen, the social composition of the FARC
appears to be that of a basically peasant force, while the paramilitary are a much
more mixed bag.

In sum, we can assert with very high probability that the FARC has much
more female presence than the paramilitaries, and we have strong enough hints
about the FARC being more peasant, and less educated.21
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These are not the only differences. An obvious example: A count of the past
affiliation of paramilitaries from the Bloque Cacique Nutibara that acted in
Medellín and returned to civil life in 2004, shows that nearly one-third of them
came from common delinquency, and many others from the Army (see Table 4).
Of course this is only a very rough reference point, because in other regions the
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Table 2A
Women in the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) according to Intelligence
Reports of the Colombian Army

Unit Percentage

Secretariado 28 (N = 39)
Comando Conjunto Central (Fronts 17, 21, 25, 50, Tulio Varon, 7.7 (N = 208)

Joselo Lozada, Heroes de Marquetalia, Daniel Aldana, Millar
Perdomo, Comision Emisora)

Other units (Fronts 5, 7, 26, 27, 31, 34, 40, 43, 49, 51, 53, 54, 55, 57, 19.3 (N = 1,718)
Compañía Aurelio Rodríguez, Compañía Rodolfo Tana, Compañía

Manuel Cepeda Vargas, Columna Móvil Arturo Ruiz)—First store
Second story—same units 19 (N = 2,451)
Third story 21.8 (N = 2,142)

Source: Army intelligence reports found in judicial proceedings.

Table 2B
Women in the Paramilitary Northern Bloc, According to the Jorge 40 CD (N = 515)

Organism or list Gender Distribution Percentage of women

Urbanos en Barranquilla 38 men, no women 0
Intelligence 15 men, 1 woman 0.063
Grupo del Mercado 14 men, 0 women 0
Grupo de Soledad 16 men, 1 woman 0.059
Comisión Financiera 5 men, 0 women 0
Comisión de Gasolina 6 men, 1 woman 0.143
Comisión militar 8 men, 0 women 0
Comisión politica 4 men, 0 women 0
Comisión centro 9 men, 0 women 0
Comisión Magdalena 14 men, 0 women 0
Comisión Oriental 16 men, 0 women 0
Comisión Dique 22 men, 0 women 0
Frente José Tato Ortiz 8 men, 0 women 0
Frente José Pablo Dias 32 men, 0 women 0
Líderes no desmovilizados 6 men, 0 women

del Frente José Pablo Díaz
Otra lista de desmovilizados* 145 men, 5 women 0.033
Lista de Villa Germania 149 men, 0 women 0

Urbanos en Barranquilla: In charge of urban activities.
Grupo del Mercado: In charge of the extortions in the market place.
*Only counting two categories: “activos” and “presos” (active-jailed). There is another category—
collaborators.
Source: The Jorge 40 CD.
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paramilitary do have a strong peasant social base, but qualitative case by case
reconstruction22 suggests that substantial presence of ex-members of the Army
and of common delinquents both in the leadership and in the rank and file
appear to be an invariant of paramilitarism, from the very beginning. The ongo-
ing reinsertion process of the paramilitary strongly corroborates this impression.

2. HOW? THE ORGANIZATIONS AND SOME BASIC
QUESTIONS ABOUT RECRUITMENT23

2.1. Organizational Differences and Incentive Systems

Revolutionary guerrillas have existed in Colombia since the 1960s, though
they were marginal during a long period. Several non-state armed organizations
have participated in the country’s civil war, but only three forces have survived
continuously: FARC, Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN), and the paramil-
itary (a loose coalition, which between 1997 and 2002 acted under the heading
of AUC). The FARC used to have between seventeen and 22,000 soldiers, but
has probably lost one-fourth of its soldiers during the Plan Colombia offensive.
The ELN has a maximum of 5,000, probably only half this figure at present. As
noted above, until the reinsertion process, it was calculated that there were
12–15,000 paramilitary in the country.24

The FARC is the oldest force. Until 1978–1979, it had less than 800 com-
batants, but between that date and 1982 it took several strategic decisions, one
of which was to coexist with the coca economy.25 From that year on, it was able

12 POLITICS & SOCIETY

Table 3
Educational and Economic Differences 

* The age ranges in MINORS are too small (between 14 and 17).

Educational
differences

Age differences

Occupational
differences

National Department of
Planning (DNP) Pinto

84% did not complete
primary studies. 8%
completed no study.
8% incomplete
secondary studies
(everybody from the
guerrilla)

Does not apply*

Does not apply

MINORS

Mean years of
education
Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias
de Colombia
(FARC): 3.9

Mean years of
education
paramilitary: 5.2

Does not apply

Does not apply

Judicial

Mean years of education
FARC: 4.94

Mean years of education
Autodefensas Unidas de
Colombia (AUC):9.4

Mean age FARC: 21.98
Mean age AUC: 32.85
Proportion of peasants and

workers
FARC 86%
Paramilitaries 32%
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to expand more or less continuously until 2002, after which it has suffered a
decline both in numbers and in territory. According to several sources, coca has
been the driving force of its growth.26 But this is not its only source of income.
Extortion and kidnapping offer also handsome benefits, and in Colombia they
have acquired—with FARC’s leadership—industrial proportions.

Internally, the FARC is characterized by verticalism. There is a clear line of
command, any act of insubordination can be punished with death, and looting for
individual benefit is nearly inconceivable. Indeed, I am not aware of any reports
of individualistic looting by the FARC; all the goods coming from military or ille-
gal economic activities go to the organization. FARC members will abuse and
harass the population, but basically if they are ordered to do so; individual attacks
are punished. “The Farc-Ep prohibits unruly conduct by its fighters, especially
when they are among the civilian population. Robbery, extortion, threats, sexual
abuse, and the irresponsible use of firearms can be capital offences.”27 Indeed, F58
shows that transgressions occur, and that members can behave badly (according
to the rules of the group) without irreparable consequences. At the same time, dis-
ciplining and drilling are quotidian activities and constitute the core of the orga-
nization of every day life. The F58 database has a list of offenses committed by
the members of the Front during their career, with their respective punishments.
Indiscipline, disorder, failure to maintain the soldierly standards of the force (not
cleaning the military equipment, lack of hygiene), alcoholism, and aggressions
against civilians, are the most common transgressions. The prototypical discipli-
nary action is imposing a chore on the delinquent (digging ditches, carrying fire-
wood); self-criticism also appears from time to time. This blueprint is applied also
to serious events. A guerrilla woman shot at a comrade who was molesting her;
she was seriously reprimanded and prescribed a strong dose of physical work
(apparently, the molester went unscathed). A guerrilla assassinated an army lieu-
tenant who had surrendered; his superiors lectured him about human rights.
Desertion, however, is punished with the utmost severity—very seldom does the
offender avoid the death sentence.

FRANCISCO GUTIÉRREZ SANÍN 13

Table 4
Previous Participation of the Paramilitary Reinsertados of the Bloque Cacique Nutibara in Armed
Illegal Groups (N = 868) 

Group Number Percentage

Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) 4 0.53
Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN) 0 0
Army 71 9.48
Gangs and common delinquency 280 37.38
Other paramilitary entities 34 4.54
None 360 48.1
Total 749

Source: Programa de Paz y Reconciliación, Alcaldía de Medellín, 2004.
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The FARC does not pay its members. FARC deserters, government and NGO
reports,28 the data gathered in JUDICIAL, FARC leaders,29 paramilitary lead-
ers,30 and the population in the areas of influence of the organization, all concur
on this point. There may be exceptions in certain special circumstances—for
example, when competition with another armed group is particularly strong 31—
but if these reports are truthful, even then the recruit is paid only for two or a
maximum of three months and thereafter receives no salary. Deserters regularly
report that hardship discouraged them.32

In the FARC the leaders have, of course, direct access to financial resources,
and there are thoroughly documented cases of corruption.33 They are, however,
relatively rare, especially taking into account the magnitude of the sums handled
by the guerrillas. The norm is that leaders also abide by the organization’s rule;
once again, capital punishment looms large over their heads in case of financial
misconduct. The F 58 reports a couple of cases in which these types of problems
arose; they are regularly treated at the highest level, and with adamant severity.
For example, a Yeferzon stole a pound of sugar and he was punished with carrying
100 loads of firewood.

There is, of course, overwhelming evidence that the FARC is deeply engaged
in narcotrafficking, in some fronts with some pretty obvious impacts on the
lifestyle of the leadership: it has access to fancy sport utility vehicles (SUVs),
high class military equipment, and cash. Even then, social differentiation seems
to be rather low within the FARC. No solid evidence has been produced until
now of personal enrichment of guerrilla leaders.

On all three issues there is a sharp contrast between the paramilitary and the
FARC. First, they are a federation of local or regional movements, typically sup-
ported by the army and formed by territorial elites34: cattle farmers and other
rural rich, and narcotraffickers. The bulk of the paramilitary soldiers come from
the popular sectors, and some of them have made it to the upper ranks, eventu-
ally becoming important middlemen or even landowners; in this way, paramili-
tarism, as narcotrafficking, has opened windows of opportunity for upward
social mobility, as fieldwork evidence also suggests.35 A portion of the officers
of the paramilitary come both from the Colombian Army and from the guerril-
las: warriors who are seeking new horizons, and who can contribute with their
skills, experience, and sometimes, contacts. Cattle ranchers, ex-military, and
criminals are prominent within the leadership. At the national level, the para-
military coalition reveals a similar structure: the leaders are mainly well-off
people—ranchers like Carlos Castaño, Rodrigo Tovar Pupo (Jorge 40), and
Mancuso, or narcotraffickers like “Don Berna”—the middle ranks are formed
mainly by people with previous military experience, and the rank and file are
ex-gang members or manual workers.

The rank and file are normally paid a salary of about $200–250 a month,
though there is regional and longitudinal variance. Sometimes they also have
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access to the rents coming from trafficking, extortion, and kidnapping, though
this is a privilege mainly awarded to the middle and high leadership. In Jorge
40’s computer, there are several examples of the distribution of extorted rents
coming from their criminal activity. A firm of bioorganic products gave them a
monthly sum, which was apportioned as seen in Table 6. Percentages went to
the organization, to the regional leadership, and to the local, municipal one. This
was the formal decision. But, typically, it appears that the organization’s 15 per-
cent was cut down in the distribution process; substantial sums probably went
to the pockets of one or another leader. The “Señor”—quite probably Jorge 40
himself—also found that he was missing a substantial part of the sum that he
was due. This is the situation regarding the extortion networks.36 Paramilitary
leaders and mid-ranking figures also accumulate significant property assets.
Apparently, in the cities many of the houses abandoned by displaced people fell
into the hands of the organizations. At the same time, it is already a recognized
fact that the majority of the paramilitary leaders presently are huge landowners
(though some of them already were from the very beginning).

In sum, narcotrafficking and other rents need not go directly to the treasure
of the organization, contrary to the FARC and ELN case. There is also a sharp
contrast between the way in which the FARC and the paramilitary have handled
their contacts with narcotraffickers. While in the case of the FARC the relation
is highly bureaucratic, and the commander of each front is financially and polit-
ically accountable for his actions, in the case of the paramilitary it is based on a
network of personal interactions, with the expectation by all parties involved of
individual enrichment. In many paramilitary units one of the best rewards is to
give the fighter access to the taxing of coca and poppy crops. Armed internecine
conflict between paramilitaries for the control of resources and territories
started very early, in the late 1980s—with the conflict between Pablo Escobar
and other narcotraffickers and Henry de Jesús Pérez—and has continued until
today. Furthermore, the paramilitary have found a place for criminals acting as
such within their structures. For example, their strategy to evict the leftist militias
from Medellín relied on their outsourcing vigilante activities to well-established
criminal gangs; this partially explains the very high level of delinquent partici-
pation in the paramilitary. The other part of the explanation is that the building
of a powerful security apparatus gave the paramilitary a strategic advantage in
the competition within illegal markets, transforming them gradually into a huge
narcotrafficking structure.37

Historically, the activity of the paramilitary in almost every region is sharply
divided into two periods. In the first one, the “hot” period, they carried out a wave
of indiscriminate violence that includes massacres, mutilations (often on those
still living), torture, and the destruction and theft of property. In the second “cold”
period, the paramilitary switch to selective violence. They prowl in the towns
where they are strong, often settling permanently there. They concentrate on
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building extortion networks, controlling the population, and killing specific tar-
gets. According to the Jorge 40 computer files, there are four broad categories
of “killable” people:
a. Common criminals. Bumping them off is both good for markets and for pol-

itics. On the one hand, it prevents any competition in the main economic
paramilitary activities (rackets and trafficking). On the other, it legitimizes
them as providers of security, but also offers a normative link with some sec-
tors of the population. For example, there is the clear assumption that assas-
sinating rapists will receive the support of the population.

b. Those they consider traitors, including state agents who spy on them.
c. Those they consider guerrilla collaborators. This must be taken only as a

label, because in some crucial cases it has been demonstrated that the accu-
sation was false (sometimes false AND concocted by state agents, who then
delegated to the paramilitaries the killing).

d. Social leaders: trade unionists, organizers of displaced people, etc.
The paramilitaries gradually became more selective in their use of violence

in response to the demands of governance—it is impossible to govern during a
long period based only on terror38—and international pressures.

In sum, the paramilitary has generally been a male, paid force, in which the
economic ladder and the military hierarchy tend to overlap and delinquent groups
and networks are admitted, with a shorter organizational ladder to climb than in
the FARC, with much less strict discipline, and with an economic system of selec-
tive incentives for both the leadership and the fighters. A paramilitary recruit can
reasonably expect that joining the force will offer socioeconomic opportunities,
perhaps even open the door to significant enrichment.39 Former guerrilla members
are well received in the paramilitary groups, both for political (promote future
desertions) and purely technical (absorb their know-how) reasons.

All this challenges the conventional wisdom behind the standard political
economy of conflict:
a. The provision of economic selective incentives within the paramilitary has

weakened them as an organization, triggering centrifugal dynamics. Paramilitary
groups offer commanders and middle-level leaders differential access to
resources. The driving logic has been: “the higher you are in the hierarchical
ladder, the more territory and rents you have access to.” Jorge 40, for example,
not only had his own businesses, but was also paid a percentage on the affairs
of his subordinates. These, in turn, captured a percentage of what their under-
lings did. But such mechanism gave incentives to the lower rank to try to bump
off their superiors, and to the regional leaders to try to expand at the expense
of their paramilitary neighbors. It was supposed that this would be neutralized
by the imposition of a pecking order, based on force and fear, but as happens
in groups of this type, force can be combated by force and, more generally, the
lower ranks are much more risk prone than the higher ones. So even with the most
terrorist forms of enforcement of hierarchy, challenges will occur. The paramil-
itary federation disintegrated in 2002 (as an organization, not as a Mafia-type
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phenomenon), and was survived by the FARC. In other terms, paramilitarism
was a social success, in the sense that it propagated to all the country, was able
to create dense and long social networks, and consolidate regional political
support. But it was an organizational no-go, as it failed to establish a minimal
internal cohesion to maintain stable regional structures, let alone build a
national anti-subversive project.

b. The force that offers better economic incentives, the paramilitary, did not clear
the market of recruits, as the standard political economy of conflict would have
concluded. The Jorge 40 computer suggests that more than half of the demo-
bilized paramilitary members were not combatants, but social supporters.

c. The FARC is much more severe and internally demanding than the paramil-
itary, despite the absence of economic incentives. According to standard eco-
nomic assumptions, effort produces decrements in utility, and thus from this
point of view the FARC should be much less attractive than the paramilitary.

2.2. Recruitment

The distinct features of the two organizations are clearly reflected in their
recruitment rules—the enlistment blueprint of the FARC has three outstanding
characteristics.40 First and foremost, it is a lifelong commitment. Recruits do not
have the right to leave, and this is common knowledge. Deserters face severe
punishments, almost always death. FARC officers do not miss the opportunity
to stress the point,41 especially during the 2–3 months trial period during which
recruits have the right to leave the organization. In the F58 database, every sin-
gle deserter who was captured by the group was killed. Second, it implies burn-
ing the bridges; “normal life” is left behind. Family contacts are reduced to a
minimum for security reasons—and, I suspect, to preserve internal discipline.
Regular contact with the population is discouraged; it is seen as a serious secu-
rity problem. The F58 files show that social activities are considered a threat to
the organization, because they undermine discipline and produce information
leaks. Indeed, judicial proceedings show that as soon as fighters return to their
normal background they engage in practices—drinking, partying—that make
them more vulnerable. Third, it is based on very tight financial controls. As said
above, no salary is paid, gifts from the family pass through the hands of the
guerrilla authorities and at least in theory can be redistributed,42 and personal
ornaments—especially objects like gold chains—are confiscated. This is partic-
ularly surprising if it is taken into account that—contrary to the standard iden-
tikit of irregular combatants as young, unemployed males—a substantial
percentage of FARC fighters held jobs immediately before joining. In JUDI-
CIAL, the FARC members generally reported not only having worked before
they joined the group (57 percent43), but also earning tolerably well.44 Many of
them actually earned above the national average. This has a very natural expla-
nation, as several of the group’s recruits come from illegal crops areas, where
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salaries tend to be higher.45 The F58 files do not have adequate information
about the salary the members earned before joining, but it does report their last
occupation before becoming guerrilleros. Of the 195 F58 fighters, not one
declared having being unemployed, though one probably was (he characterized
himself as an “aimless wanderer”). We do not have information from ten
recruits. The rest were either employed or housewives.

Compared with other left movements, armed or not, the FARC has a tradition
of unity and cohesion, and its leaders have an obvious concern about the effect
money may have on discipline and morale. The fighter’s day is meticulously
planned. FARC leaders boast that theirs is a “serious” organization, capable of
enforcing its own rules, a motive of pride shared by an important part of their
peasant constituency—but the result is the imposition of suffocating, severe
rules on its own fighters.46 Superiors can order the separation of well-established
couples, responding to the imperatives of war or to their own desire of, for
example, getting rid of the husband and taking his place. Pregnant women know
that, after giving birth, they will have to hand over the child to a relative, with
no real prospect of seeing it on a regular basis. The severe rules give both the
army and the paramilitary opportunities to promote desertion. “This guy was a
guerrilla member, and was not able to provide for himself or his family. Now he
is with us, and his mother even has a fridge,” says a paramilitary from Puerto
Boyacá about a comrade who comes from the FARC.

In all three aspects, the paramilitary stand, so to say, on the other side of the
barricade. Joining them is not assumed to be a lifelong commitment. Certainly,
leaving them is not easy. The official position of the AUC was that giving suffi-
cient notice and maintaining a minimum level of loyalty sufficed. But in prac-
tice, things are harder.47 Nonetheless, there is nothing like the FARC’s “once
and for all” recruitment practices. Second, although the paramilitary have come
increasingly under attack by the state forces, with the number of captures steadily
increasing, they enjoy the status of ally of the authorities in several regions,
where impunity, sometimes also concerted action, has long been guaranteed.
The demobilization process put in evidence a very high level of networking
between state agents and paramilitaries. Many paramilitary members remain
years in the town or barrio where they act without being seriously hindered, and
they maintain fluent ties with key sectors of state and society. The soldiers pay
deference to their leaders, but at the same time there are opportunities for per-
sonal enrichment, and there is slack for indiscipline. Commanders of the second
and third tier enjoy generous autonomy to operate, and with the breakdown of
the paramilitary federation, many of them have become their own bosses (some-
times after attacking, and even killing, their previous commander)—as seen
above, having a strong economic motivation to do this.

Both denominations resort to forced recruitment, but in the margin. “The great
majority of child recruits to the irregular forces decide to join voluntarily.”48 The
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same is true for adults, and the FARC leaders provide a very reasonable expla-
nation for their reluctance regarding forced enlistment: an unwilling soldier is
bound to shoot his/her superiors in their backs, and has the ideal conditions for
doing so in an irregular war.49

2.3. Risk

How big is the increase in the probability of being killed, maimed, or jailed
for someone who becomes a guerrilla or a paramilitary?

Despite the fact that both—being illegal armed groups—are probably “bad for
health,” as a paramilitary once declared, becoming a guerrilla is, in this regard, the
worse option. Although the attacks of the state on the paramilitary increased
sharply from 1994 on—probably under international pressure—the combat activ-
ity of the guerrilla has been significantly, and persistently, higher. This activity has
increased since the implementation of the Plan Colombia in 1999 (and escalated
after Uribe became president in 2002). Internal evaluations of the guerrilla (in F 58)
reveal that they have had a very hard time dealing with the new strategies used by
the Plan Colombia architects to neutralize the guerrilla tactics and choke the
FARC economically. Even then, and against the expectations of many, the FARC
has defended itself tolerably well, and there have not been mass desertions,
although the pressure indeed has had tangible effects.50

Pinto and collaborators have shown that joining the guerrilla entails a sharp
increase in the risk of getting shot compared to the option of remaining in civil-
ian life. A more tangible way of looking at this is through concrete cases. In
F58, forty-one members had died in combat, one was damaged permanently,
three deserted and were shot by a firing squad of the group, and sixteen deserted
and were not recaptured. All in all, nearly one-third of the people had left the
organization in some way or another, and one-fifth had died. More than one-fourth
of the remaining members had been severely injured.

There are two clear conclusions that result from the above description. On
the one hand, there are significant differences in the system of incentives that
regulates each group, and not surprisingly, the system adopted strongly influ-
ences the whole of the internal life of the organization. The key differences
between the FARC and the paramilitary boil down to the latitude given to the
individual fighter. In the FARC, it is extremely small. She is deeply inscribed in
a chain of command, has to learn formal obedience—a note on this below—
does not have any kind of access to salary51 or rents, and does not have personal
control over her territory. The paramilitary chose the contrary paradigm, the
continuous and grand offer of selective incentives. The fact that through this
method it did not consolidate a national organization speaks quite eloquently of
the military naiveté of the standard political economy of civil conflict—but also
opens the question about the specifics of the individual process of enlistment.

FRANCISCO GUTIÉRREZ SANÍN 19

 at SAGE Publications - Full-Text Collections on December 16, 2008 http://pas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pas.sagepub.com


Because if it cannot be taken for granted that organizationally strong armies are
built through selective economic incentives—quite the contrary, evidence shows
that this method can make them unmanageable and brittle—then our attention
is drawn quite naturally to the theme of the motivations to join.

3. WHY? MOTIVATIONS

3.1. Opening the Black Box

Motivations are extremely difficult to pin down and understand. The interpre-
tation of motives has significant political and judicial value,52 so both combatants
and their adversaries have incentives to distort the “real” reasons behind enlistment.
Anybody who has done empirical work in this field knows that an individual
combatant will allege different motives depending on the context, on the way the
answer was elicited, etc. Even if she is totally candid, crucial events may change
her story. Suppose, for example, that fighter A is captured by the army in an oper-
ation in which she feels she was let down by her comrades. She rapidly loses faith
in her group, and reassesses the reasons that led her to join it. While she was in,
she would say: “I am defending the people”; after she left, her version will change
to “I was young, gullible, and thirsty for adventure,” or something of the sort. And
soldiers can simply have mixed, confused, or even contradictory motivations.

At the same time, motivations are extremely important. Without understand-
ing them, the whole specificity of war as a distinct human activity is lost. Why
do people join an organization that abruptly increases their risk of being vio-
lently killed?53 Why do they stick to the rules of the organization in the midst of
fire, when it would be relatively easy to flee (or simply shirk)? In pre-modern
war, there was an established repertoire of methods of mobilization: from the
promise of access to looting and women after victory, to the provision of hooch
before combat to spirit them up.54 Modern warfare changed the landscape, as
discipline became an increasingly important (military) variable. Small, disci-
plined armies were able to beat huge, undisciplined ones, even when the hard-
ware held by the adversaries was more or less equivalent. In these conditions,
the old repertoire could backfire, critically undermining discipline. A new one
emerged, based on drilling and cohesion, the main meaning of which is captured
by the expression “combat morale.” Napoleon said that “in war, three-thirds [of
what matters] are moral forces,” but this was already more or less common
knowledge among military analysts then, and remained so throughout the twen-
tieth century. “Everything ultimately rests with the ordinary soldier’s motivation
to combat.”55 But such motivation has to be cultivated carefully, and if it is built
on weak bases, it can easily unravel. This means that motivation is not only a
crucial long-term political variable for understanding war outcomes, but also a
technical, short-term one. Constant56 noted that armies of greedy soldiers fell
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apart, especially in defense, when the preservation of the integrity of the orga-
nization at any (individual) cost became a duty. When dangers loom large, indi-
vidualistic fighters shirk or desert. That is why Machiavelli57 argued for the
replacement of groups of mercenaries by national armies. In short, regarding
mobilization, military leaders face a trade-off between individualistic incentives
that are easy to understand and process and have an immediate appeal, and the
resort to conviction—more difficult to understand and process, perhaps not
accessible to everybody, but fully compatible with the sustainability of combat
morale. Persuasion need not be—though obviously can be—ideology-based.

So how should the problem of motivations be attacked? On the one hand, the
verbalization of motivations is an inevitable reference point, and can be useful as
long as triangulation takes place (because the sole reliance on the utterances of the
leaders of guerrillas or paramilitary groups can be extremely misleading). A sim-
ple conjecture can be put forward: in a context of individual reinsertion or capture,
the verbalization of motivations will be more “pessimistic” (will offer a darker and
more mundane description of the group) when the interviewed individual is no
longer a member than when he is, especially if he has deserted or been captured.
Based on this and other sources, the researcher should be able to describe the
organization’s repertoire of mobilization devices. In other terms, the task is to
combine verbal, subjective descriptions by the combatants of their reasons for
joining, and descriptions of the disciplinary repertoire—the core of the institu-
tional framework—that regulates them once they have joined. This repertoire
speaks eloquently about the relation between the organization and its individual
components, and thus offers one of the most reasonable ways to retrieve “work-
ing” motivations, i.e., those that are operationally active within the organization.
This is the basic route. Let us give it a try with the Colombian data.

3.2. The Diversity of Motivations

First, the motivations of guerrilla members are not uniform. To discuss them,
I follow loosely the responses reported in the Pinto article (see Table 5), because
it appears to capture well the narratives found in the judicial proceedings and
other sources. It has the advantages of being based on the responses of fighters
who have already left the group (i.e., who are not naively optimistic about it),
of being a serious technical report with no obvious ideological bias, and of
drawing on a reasonably big sample. As it stands, it offers an interesting palette
of motives. I complement it with testimonies from other sources.

The allure of military life appears to be the main pull factor. According to a
cattle rancher kidnapped by the FARC, in San Vicente, a town where the FARC
was very strong, “people queue to go into the FARC. Now the group can afford
to be selective, it even demands cv’s, because it is terribly afraid of infiltration.
Why do they want to join? Their motivations are to obtain weapons, force, and
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status. The guerrilleros say: we, work with a machete? Never! Then they say:
Peasants speak with us because of this. And they kiss their weapon! And they say
that women love copper (sic): the police, the army, the guerrilla.”58 According
to another dweller of a region where the FARC is dominant, peasants become
accustomed to obeying people with weapons. “Settlers and peasants yield to any
person with a weapon. Be it the army, the paramilitary, or the guerrilla.”59 In a
submissive relation, the subordinate partner can develop feelings of admiration
and identification with the master.

Besides sheer power, arms offer other social advantages. First, they are a
symbol and a source of status and social and political relevance—“guns are
cool.”60 In full harmony with the narrative of the cattle rancher, Jorge Briceño,
one of the FARC’s main leaders, responded bluntly to journalists when asked
why the FARC would not give up its weapons: “Our shotguns are the guarantee
of any accord. If you give them up, it is the end. Not even the journalists would
come to speak with us.”61 Carrying a weapon also gives a subjective sense of
security that—in an environment characterized by the extended illegality and
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Table 5
Motivations for Joining and Leaving

Reason for joining the guerrilla Forced recruitment, 20%; the allure of weapons and
uniforms, 20%; false promises (salary, good treatment),
16%; conviction, 12%; fear or vengeance (regarding the
Army or the paramilitaries), 10%

Reasons for leaving the guerrilla Ill treatment (37%); lack of salary (19%); lack of liberty,
17%; false promises, 16%

Source: Pinto, Vergara, LaHuerta, 2002, p. 8 and ss.

Table 6
The Distribution of Extorted Rents Within the Paramilitaries 

Tag Possible interpretation Percentage

Empresa (enterprise) The organization, in this case the Bloque Norte of 15
the Self-Defenses

Roberto Possibly a commander 15
Gonzalo The political organizer and factotum of the Bloque Norte 15
CRA Perhaps a woman? (acronym of “compañera”)? 10
SR Probably acronym of señor, stands for Jorge 40 the 30

leader of the Bloque Norte
Hernan Perhaps one of the paramilitary ex-competitors, that 5

finally became an ally, of the Bloque Norte
Antonio A commander of the inner circle of Jorge 40, after the 10

demobilization of the latter he remained in charge
of the region

Source: The Jorge 40 CD.
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uncertainty predominant in many of the areas in which the FARC has a strong
influence—may compensate for the objectively higher levels of risk taking.

Military life might be interesting; normal life may be terrible, or simply bor-
ing. Hundreds of adolescents seek the guerrilla and paramilitary alternative to
the miseries of daily life. An important portion of Colombia’s war is fueled by
a rebellion against the immediate entourage (family, local society). “My father
was always fighting with my mother and with us, too. That’s why I went off
with the guerrillas, to get away from the fighting. It was mainly because I was
fed up at home.”62 Apparently this is frequent. FARC leaders find it necessary to
warn recruits that their discipline is much more severe than that of a standard
household, and that the guerrilla is no solution to petty personal problems.63 In
the case of women,64 the decision may be much more strongly motivated, espe-
cially when sexual harassment (for example, by the stepfather) is involved.65

The general weakening of the structures of traditional peasant society plays its
role here, but age should also be taken into account. We saw already that the
guerrilla is young. A high proportion of Colombian fighters are minors. It may
be conjectured that their time horizons are extremely short, and their discount
rates high, so a small annoyance can trigger weighty decisions. “I decided [to
join the guerrilla] on the spur of the moment,” recognizes one child combatant.66

In a fit of fury, family discipline or idiosyncrasies can appear so appalling that
the only alternative is to leave.

More obliquely, life as a guerrilla may provide for extended “capacity training”
and education, an aspect that many combatants consider extremely valuable. They
learn to analyze politics; as in other popular mobilizations, the “bandage that fell
from my eyes”—or overcoming myopia—is a recurring metaphor. They also learn
a craft that allows them to escape the hardships of unskilled manual labor.

A bit below forced recruitment and the attraction of a uniform in Pinto’s rank-
ing, economic motives are also weighty. Both in Pinto and in JUDICIAL, a per-
centage of guerrilla members claimed that they were economically motivated to
join. Indeed, in a certain number of times and places recruits are promised salaries.
Please note that this may attract opportunists—in Weinstein’s terms—but that, as seen
in the previous section, the key issue for behavior after the act of joining is the way
in which the internal rules and system of incentives of the group are structured. A big
portion of these economically motivated recruits refer to hardship in their previ-
ous life (a push factor), but some of them were also calculating the income they
would get (the “greedy” pull factor). “My salary—recalls a FARC member cap-
tured by the army—before entering was 8,000 pesos a day, and the guerrilla
promised me that I would earn between 300 and 400,000 pesos a month . . . In
fact, that is why I joined.”67 FARC leaders deny emphatically incurring in such
practice, but the evidence is too bulky: sometimes, in some places, a salary seems
to be actually offered. Table 5 suggests that they offered recruits an income and
then shirked: the asperity of guerrilla life and unfulfilled (economic) promises
rank high in the reasons for quitting.
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Conviction is not negligible. It is backed not necessarily by ideology, but by
a diversity of experiences. “As I see it, the FARC—says a priest—who wants to
solve their conflicts turn to the FARC, and then they listen and solve the prob-
lem their own way, and in this way many injustices have been committed.”68 It
is a shrewd and basically correct analysis. Civil war is about fighting, but also
about territorial control. Armed left wing groups—FARC, ELN, and the
Medellin militias—have enforced strict rules of moral behavior in the territories
under their influence, including restrictions on drinking, wife battering, incest,
drug consumption, prostitution, and other forms of what they consider deviant
behavior. There is no difference in this regard between the cities69 and the coun-
try. Moral policing is the source of permanent frictions with some residents, and
of enthusiastic support from others.

Social mobilization—especially, but not only, the so-called peasant marches
against the fumigation of illicit crops that took place in 1999 and 2000—can
also give origin to a steady stream of entries. The mobilizations promoted by the
guerrillas have been extremely traumatic, and were built on the recurrent threat
of force against the population. But the demonstration of power by the guerrilla,
the exhibition of brutal government repression, or simply the sensation that
there is no way back—economic resources are lost, expectations of stability are
irreversibly destroyed, protesters are killed or maimed—induced some people to
become illegal fighters.

Ideology, though, should not be written off. There are people who want to join
a revolutionary organization from the very start, and who have a class discourse.
A FARC member—whose self-description is “I’m a peasant, I earned 250,000
pesos monthly, and studied four years at the primary school”—believed that the
guerrilla “fights for a State change, wants to give a change to the people, speak-
ing with them, and developing armed actions against the Army and the police.”70

Twenty percent of Pinto’s entries joined at gunpoint. These practices have
been reported by several sources, both regarding paramilitaries and guerrillas;
nobody, however, has claimed that the bulk of members were forced in.71 The
weight of sheer force in recruitment of course goes beyond direct threats;
Machiavelli already noted that any recruitment, even the most obviously volun-
tary, stood on an ambiguous terrain, between will and compulsion.

The case of the paramilitary is different, but neither ideas nor social activism
are foreign to them. After 1997 they engaged in social activism, many times via the
recruitment of former guerrilla cadres.72 They also were involved in a huge mass
mobilization against the ELN-government peace talks in 2001, which imitated,
and in some technical dimensions improved upon, the guerrilla peasant marches.73

When hostility towards the guerrilla is widespread, activities like patrolling,
etc., funded by cattle ranchers but amply supported by some peasants and the
authorities, can be a prior step to enlistment.74 Officers and fighters more or less
easily grasp the basics of some right wing principles.
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Finally, vengeance and fear also play a crucial role.75 For example, Carlos
Castaño—who used to be the paramilitary national leader before disappearing
by his own allies—insisted that he looked forward to meeting, “face to face,” the
killer of his brother.76 The main leaders of all three main paramilitary forces had
parents or relatives killed,77 and at least two of them claim that this was the
immediate cause of their becoming combatants. Beyond this anecdotal evi-
dence, in the NGO and Pinto,78 vengeance is also a key theme.

3.3. Mobilization Mechanisms

The last subsection has shown that motivations are diverse within the FARC
and other guerrillas, but that there is no difference between the FARC and the
paramilitary. Several “opportunists” join the FARC. Are the motives and expecta-
tions of the FARC and the paramilitary similar, or not? There is, as yet, no sys-
tematic publication about the paramilitary in this regard, so it is difficult to tell. As
seen above, there seem to be strong socioeconomic differences between both
forces, both at the fighter and leadership level. The probability of “unruly behav-
ior” is much higher within the paramilitary. At the same time, as seen above, the
majority of FARC joiners have quite mundane motivations and aspirations. They
are not necessarily thinking about their immediate, economic benefits, but also,
they only occasionally enter with collective, ideological aims in mind.

The crucial differences between the two forces are related to the way in
which the rank and file is mobilized to fight. We saw above that while the para-
military rely heavily on individualistic mechanisms and economic selective
incentives, the FARC is based on collective, non-economic ones. It is interesting
to observe that this generates symmetrically opposed dangers for each group.
While a steady stream of desertions affects the guerrillas, including the FARC,
the paramilitary endure nothing of the sort.79 On the other hand, the paramilitary
have suffered from the very beginning endemic internecine confrontation, which
has probably produced more casualties than the conflict with the guerrilla—
something that the FARC has hardly known. The first type of problem is typical
of an army-like structure, the second one of federalist, autonomist ones. Table 5
shows that the reasons to desert the guerrilla are all related to the lack of indi-
vidualistic incentives (generously provided instead by the paramilitary): hard
quotidian life, lack of salary and false promises (almost all of them related to
salary issues), and lack of liberty. Actually, the paramilitary use the theme in
their organizational competition with the guerrilla, claiming that they give much
more leeway for the fulfillment of the fighter’s personal objectives (including,
but not limited to, economic ones).

While the paramilitary are basically a rearguard force whose dealings are
mainly with civilians, the FARC engages in frequent combat. So the FARC
needs to develop a combat morale to survive, much more than the paramilitary.80
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The meaning of these “Napoleonic mechanisms” of mobilization can be
expressed quite concisely with the aid of a little bit of rationalistic jargon: the
FARC strives to transform the utility function of the fighter, because the origi-
nal individualistic motivations are counterproductive in combat. Greedy war-
riors run away and shirk when things become ugly.81,82 Guerrillas motivated by
vengeance and resentment easily incur in hubris, have short time horizons, and
difficulties cooperating with one another.83 Even those driven by the allure of
military life can easily lose heart if their initial image of the career they have
chosen was too glossy.84

In this sense, the FARC and the paramilitary comprise two quite different
organizational universes. In the former, combatants must start a new life from
scratch. So, becoming a soldier entails a process of embracing—learning—new
preferences. From a purely subjective point of view, this means that, for the
FARC members, the reasons to join are different from the reasons to remain—
two distinct utility functions.85 This key dimension, together with other basic
motives described above, are found in this statement by a FARC member:

“The rank and file and the commanders treat each other as equals. To be a commander,
you need capacity. When we have time, we get Marxist instruction. If we do not know
how to read, they teach us. But it is not frequent that a guerrillero is illiterate. People who
have studied also join, but the majority are peasants. We do not handle money, but we do
not need it. If we get money from home, or any other good, we give it to the comman-
der, but he allows us to keep it. Some people believe that life in the guerrilla is easy, but
you have to work a lot. If it is possible, couples are let be together, but they can be sep-
arated. When you join the guerrilla you do not know what you are looking for, that you
learn after.”86

Whatever the initial motivations and/or traumas involved in the process of
recruitment, a person might come to be a good, convinced fighter. She acquires
new skills, perspectives, ideas; she learns to be a FARC member; she lives with
other members, night and day, and shares with them her most private moments.
Social bonds become very strong. Combat is a gregarious epiphany indeed. It
promotes strong emotional ties—in the middle of the fray you have to put your
life in the hands of your comrades and superiors. Not paying a salary, having a
very tight moral control, ideological discourses, the capacity attributed to the
commanders to reallocate territorially any fighter, and even the mixed gender
composition—that allows the fighter to develop a sexual and family life inde-
pendently of any exterior link—all contribute to this gregarious preference
transformation in the FARC.

It may be asked why the sole use of vertical-violent control mechanisms is
not sufficient. To answer this question, the analyst must not assume any type of
moral self-constraint by the FARC leaders. In irregular armies, in general, the
capacity of the leadership to monitor the rank and file is rather poor—especially
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in combat. In particular, the scale of punishment of the FARC is coarse87:
between a slap on the wrist and the death penalty, there is not much distance. In
F58 there are five or six standard punishments—carry several loads of wood, dig
trenches, cook for the front or the column—and despite all the disciplinary pressure,
recidivism is common.88 A transgressor can be submitted to forced labor during
a couple of days and even ostracized, but the nature of the group—a roaming
one, that combats relatively frequently, is exposed to sudden attacks, and needs
high levels of cohesion—does not give latitude for a lasting but not surgical
solution. So the FARC authorities basically tolerate transgression or kill, and
after a certain threshold, the escalation of punishment occurs very rapidly.
Picking up an idea of Schelling—disproportionate responses to small transgres-
sions do not make efficacious threats89—one can see why the only alternative at
hand for the FARC was to promote the internalization of the group’s norms, i.e.,
the transformation of the utility function of its warriors, and probably, they knew
it almost from the beginning.90 In other words, the disciplinary effort is successful
only because it is supported on norms, routines, drilling, discourse, combat,
beside punishment. Those who are not willing to change—for various reasons:
inability to cope with the high levels of risk, normative repulsion towards the
group’s practices, individualism—leave.91

Note that the paramilitary—that does offer individual incentives—have a much
more nuanced and flexible internal scale of punishment (withholding the access
to the goodies, etc.). So they can conform to the slow, indirect, transformations
that result from the practice of irregular war (hardening, for example). They offer
their members individual incentives before the use of violence,92 and after (not
only payment, but also direct access to rents). This allows them much more flex-
ibility, but permanently undermines, every hour and every minute, the chain of
command, promoting internal conflict, and the coveting of other comrades’ goods
and territory. The mobilization mechanisms of the FARC and the paramilitary are
completely different, and based on diverse military experiences.

CONCLUSIONS

Telling the difference between two non-state armies is a canonical classifi-
cation task. Beyond the falsification of the SH and other wrong assumptions
quite common in the mainstream political economy of war, establishing classi-
fying procedures has an interest in its own right in practically any field. Here I
have applied both “monothetic” principles “—those in which the classes estab-
lished differ by at least one property which is uniform among the members of
the class”—and “polythetic” ones, in which “taxa are groups of objects that
share a large proportion of their properties but not necessarily agree in any one
property.”93 Simplifying, monothetic principles apply to the organizational level,
and polythetic to the individual one.94 On both counts, quite crucial differences
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were found. First, it seems that each force has its own distinct profile. In the
FARC we find more peasants, more women, younger people, and lower levels
of education. Second, they work differently. The FARC is basically army-like,
while the paramilitaries are a broad and flexible network for the provision of
security. Fourth, the disciplinary mechanisms through which they regulate the
activity of their members are quite different. The people who join the FARC and
the paramilitary are different: not necessarily because of their motivations, but
because of their social origins (although one and the other might be related95). 

While we do not have the possibility of making a systematic statistical com-
parison between the two groups, I believe there is sufficient evidence to forward
reasonable conjectures about their contrasting characteristics, as I have attempted
to do above. These conjectures are supported by a wealth of quantitative and
qualitative evidence from the most diverse sources (from the government to the
guerrilla, passing through statements from individual warriors). Short of a full-
fledged statistical test based on random samples—which we might never get—
this is a quite suggestive result, strongly supported by qualitative and contextual
evidence.

The key point is this: the organizational mechanisms that drive the FARC and
the paramilitary are very different. Drawing an analogy from the typologies of
party politics, the paramilitary are much more of a “cadre army”: notables and
legal/illegal businessmen created the force, rich people can buy a rank, or even
fronts, the economic and military ladder overlap. The FARC looks much more like
a “mass army,” with a much deeper process of bureaucratization, the prevalence
of manual workers also in the leadership, and a stern disciplinary build up. Despite
the fact that both of them are deeply embedded in the narcoeconomy, the para-
militaries, in general, are much closer to civil society and are more permeable to
external influences—in direct proportion to the fact that they are less army-like.96

All of this is reflected at the motivational level. The motivations behind the
paramilitary experience used to be much less studied, although recently more
evidence has been accumulated.97 Practically all of it confirms the conjectures
advanced here. Due to the fact that the paramilitaries are a “cadre army,” led by
members of the legal or illegal economic elites, which offers economic incen-
tives to its members, and works like a loose network of security-providers, they
have evolved towards a Mafia-type scheme. Note that this has guaranteed an
enormous social success—in the sense of expansion of the paramilitary net-
works and their increasing capacity to capture rents and political clout— but it
has prevented any sort of organizational consolidation. The idea, so common in
the political economy of conflict, that the provision of selective economic incen-
tives to fight is translated into military and organizational strength in some “nat-
ural” way is both wrong and naive.
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The contrivance and disciplinary mechanisms of each group lead to divergent
motivational paths. The FARC promotes a transformation of the utility function,
such that the reasons to remain—i.e., to be a disciplined soldier for one’s whole
life—are fundamentally different from the reasons to join. The paramilitary, of
course, also transform their members; for instance, hardening them. But they are
allowed much more latitude to hang around their families, pursue their economic
objectives, leave the group, and so on.

Now, suppose that based on the previous discussion we identify a number of
key dimensions, such that they capture the possible types of armed non-state
groups that can exist: longevity, social composition, level of bureaucratization,
organizational structure and type of incentives, intensity of combat activity, and
sources of funding. If each variable is binary, we have an ecology with thirty-two
objects—and comparative work can advance through standard clustering proce-
dures. The FARC and the paramilitaries would be far apart (by any established
measure, for example the Hamming distance). On the other hand, the FARC
would be quite different from other guerrillas as well. For example, in El
Salvador, the political link of the guerrilla with the masses was much stronger,
and their involvement in illegal economies inexistent or negligible, so it is not
surprising that the motivational patterns of that conflict should have been quite
different from the Colombian.98

As I have argued elsewhere,99 one should not draw direct normative conse-
quences too hastily from this. The relation between the characteristics of an armed
group and social outcomes can be very anti-intuitive. A disciplined force—based
on gregarious principles that can easily imply a totalitarian drive—is no guaran-
tee against mass murder. Indeed, the recent revelation of the gory details of the
murderous activity of the paramilitary—which included dismembering their vic-
tims alive—shows that the differences treated in this article have implications that
go well beyond the purely academic. On the other hand, it should be remembered
that the FARC can be extraordinarily brutal. In the period in which it was taking
off, it had no relation with illegal crops, but it behaved quite murderously against
civilians. Many other examples can be added to the list. This, by the way, is one
of the basic sources of complexity that has fed the SH and the discourse about the
basic identity between all non-state armed groups. However, as I have shown
above, accounting for the “organizational ecological variety” of non-state armies
appears to be a requisite to understand properly the dynamics and meaning of civil
war and lethal political violence.
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combatant.
89. Thomas Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Harvard College, 2003).
90. Arturo Alape, Tirofijo.
91. It may be argued that the guerrillas who were unable to develop this transformative

capacity were vulnerable, and eventually disappeared.
92. Both drugs and booze. Once again, this is based on JUDICIAL, but also on system-

atic evidence recollected from the paramilitary of different parts of the country, especially
Medellín.

93. Robert Sokal, “Classification: Purposes, Principles, Progress, Prospects,” Science 85,
no. 4157 (1974):1115–23.

94. This is indeed a simplification. Units within an army may have many different
types of organization. Instead, the range of variance of a social characteristic (for
example religion) of the fighters in one group may be negligible.

95. We really do not know. But it should not be forgotten that right wing violence can
be extremely ideological.

96. For a detailed discussion of this point, see Francisco Gutierrez and Mauricio
Barón, “Re-stating the State.”
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97. El Tiempo,” ¿Qué hacer con 20 mil reinsertados?,” El Tiempo (September 20, 2004).
98. See Elisabeth Wood, Insurgent Collective Action and Civil War in El Salvador

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
99. Francisco Gutiérrez, “Criminal Rebels? A Discussion of War and Criminality

from the Colombian Experience,” Politics and Society 32, no. 2 (2004): 257–85.
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