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The intention of most peace agree-
ments is to convert members of 
armed groups into peaceful and so-
cially active citizens who can partic-
ipate politically through democratic 
means. But how are post-conflict 
contexts and conditions made con-
ducive to such participation? And 
what does it take for female ex-
combatants to become socially and 
politically active in these contexts? 
In several cases, reintegration of 
female ex-combatants means hav-
ing them leave an armed group 
with relatively progressive gender 
relations only to reintegrate into 
a society where gender inequality 
and violence against women is the 
norm. How can these post-conflict 
challenges be met?
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• Female combatants in many armed 
groups experience progressive 
gender relations and are faced with 
difficult challenges upon reintegra-
tion into a more gender traditional 
society.

• The female ex-combatants who have 
the possibility to choose collective 
reintegration experience more gen-
der equality post-conflict than those 
female ex-combatants who reinte-
grate individually.

• Although collective reintegration 
has already been practiced in sev-
eral DDR processes, it is not explic-
itly mentioned as an alternative in 
the UN Integrated Disarmament, 
Demobilization and Reintegration 
Standards (IDDRS).
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Gender Relations within Armed Groups

Several armed groups have gender equality as 
part of their ideology. This was for example the 
case with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias 
de Colombia – Ejército del Pueblo (FARC-
EP), the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in 
Nepal, the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional 
Guatemalteca (URNG) in Guatemala, the 
Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional 
(EZLN) in Mexico, the Frente Farabundo Martí 
para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN) in El 
Salvador, the Syrian Kurdish female combat-
ants of the YPJ, the Eritrean People’s Liberation 
Front (EPLF), and the African National 
Congress (ANC) in South Africa (Barth, 2002; 
Hauge, 2022; Olivera, 2005; Ortega, 2015; Tank 
2017). 

In Colombia and Nepal, several female com-
batants achieved high ranks, and in Colombia, 
Guatemala and Nepal the female combatants 
were as a general rule respected and protected 
against intra-group violence. In general, they 
also participated in tasks normally considered 
to be within male spheres of dominance. All the 
mentioned countries still have very traditional 
gender relations, with macho attitudes prevalent 
and with high levels of violence against wom-
en. As a result, the challenges that the female 
ex-combatants were met with upon their rein-
tegration were enormous. What could they do 
in order not to slip back into old discriminating 

structures and patterns? This policy brief fo-
cuses on collective reintegration as a means of 
protecting several female ex-combatants from 
returning to a life without gender equality and a 
viable future.

Background and Methodology

This policy brief builds on a study of the rein-
tegration processes of ex-combatants in three 
countries: Guatemala, Colombia, and Nepal. 
It is based on 153 interviews, of which 105 are 
with female ex-combatants and 48 with male ex-
combatants (Hauge, 2022). The research ques-
tion in this study focuses on whether and how 
the type of reintegration – namely, collective 
or individual reintegration – influences female 
ex-combatants’ post-conflict political participa-
tion. For this purpose, the interviewees in each 
case were divided into two groups: a) Those who 
had reintegrated into a collective/cooperative; 
and b) those who had reintegrated individually 
into some rural or urban context. These three 
cases also represent 25 years of learning, as 
the peace agreement between the government 
and the armed group URNG in Guatemala was 
signed in December 1996, the peace agreement 
between the government and the armed group 
PLA in Nepal in November 2006 and the peace 
agreement between the government and FARC-
EP in November 2016. In all three cases, the ex-
combatants had the possibility to choose some 
form of collective reintegration.

Collective Reintegration in Colombia, 
Guatemala and Nepal

The alternative of collective – rather than indi-
vidual – reintegration took different forms in 
the three cases. In Guatemala, it was in par-
ticular a group of ex-combatants with long per-
sonal histories as guerrilla members who ex-
pressed a strong preference for collective re-
integration. For these 355 persons, three 
farms were bought: El Horizonte in Peten, Las 
Tecas in Suchitepequez and Santa Anita in 
Quetzaltenango. In addition, a larger area of 
land was bought in Chimaltenango for the con-
struction of houses for another group of URNG 
ex-combatants (Hauge, 2008). 

In Nepal, the collective reintegration took a 
quite different form. There, the ex-combatants 
were initially gathered in seven main and 21 
satellite cantonments in different parts of the 
country, supposedly for a temporary period 
(Robins & Bhandari, 2016). However, the rein-
tegration process took a long time, so most ex-
combatants stayed in the cantonments for at 
least three years and many of them for up to six 
years. The 28 cantonments were formally closed 
in 2012, but about 20 of them still have ex-com-
batants living around or close to them. These 
are the ex-combatants who chose to reintegrate 
collectively, that is, in this case, to continue to 
stay together. Many of them bought cheap land 
in these remotely located areas. 
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In Colombia the collective reintegration was 
massive, as this was also planned for in the 
peace agreement. During the demobilization 
process, the ex-combatants gathered in 26 dif-
ferent Transitional Zones for Normalization 
(ZVTNs) (UNSC, 2017). However, on 15 August 
2017, the ZVTNs were transformed into Special 
Territories for Education and Reincorporation 
(ETCRs). The intention was that these should 
be temporary, but the mandate was renewed 
with the intention that the ETCRs could be-
come permanent spaces where the ex-com-
batants could live (UNMC, 2017). In addition, 
many ex-combatants have formed New Areas of 
Reincorporation (NARs) where they can live to-
gether in other places than the ETCRs (although 
some are located close to ETCRs).

Collective Reintegration – Beneficial for 
Female Ex-Combatants

This study, based on 153 interviews from 
Guatemala, Colombia and Nepal, showed that 
female ex-combatants who reintegrated collec-
tively became more socially and politically active 
post-conflict than those who reintegrated alone 
or with their spouse (Hauge, 2022). Female ex-
combatants who reintegrated into various types 
of collectives in these three countries had a 
high level of social participation within the col-
lectives, taking part in different types of activi-
ties and projects and assuming different roles. 
Several of these women became leaders. The 

women in the collectives also had a high level 
of interaction with neighboring local communi-
ties, organizing various types of activities, cours-
es and workshops, often in support of women in 
these neighboring communities and with a fo-
cus on gender equality. Both the female and the 
male ex-combatants who reintegrated collective-
ly had a generally high level of political partici-
pation, particularly in local politics.

One important reason why female ex-combat-
ants benefited strongly from collective rein-
tegration in Colombia, Guatemala and Nepal 
is that gender relations within the FARC-EP, 
URNG, and PLA were quite progressive, and 
this in countries where gender inequality and 
traditional patriarchal attitudes still dominate. 
Staying together in the collectives and sharing a 
common history and identity facilitated the es-
tablishment of organizations, committees, and 
working groups among them. This in turn in-
creased the social participation within the col-
lectives. Many of the collectives also had child-
care arrangements which made social and politi-
cal participation easier for the female ex-combat-
ants with children. In addition, the female ex-
combatants in the collectives in general enjoyed 
a certain economic security, based on common 
projects and cooperative activities and due to the 
prevalent attitude of sharing what was available 
between them. In Nepal, many of the female ex-
combatants from PLA had husbands who went 
to the Middle East in search of employment. 

However, those who reintegrated collectively re-
ceived a high level of social support, and some-
times also economic support, from fellow fe-
male and male ex-combatants within the col-
lectives. In Colombia, the government also sup-
ported the collectives (ETCRs) economically. 
Finally, female ex-combatants in the collectives 
enjoyed a certain level of security against gen-
der violence and other types of violence and 
armed attacks. This is important, as the level of 
violence against women is particularly high in 
Guatemala and Colombia.

In general, those female ex-combatants who re-
integrated individually in Guatemala, Colombia 
and Nepal were less socially and politically active 
than those who reintegrated collectively. In ad-
dition to the struggle to find a job and secure an 
income, female ex-combatants who reintegrated 
individually now also had to grapple with male 
chauvinistic attitudes and traditional gender 
roles in their respective societies. Many of them 
were harassed because they as females had joined 
an armed group. The harassment of female ex-
combatants was particularly bad in Nepal. In all 
three countries, many of those who reintegrat-
ed individually (including male ex-combatants) 
concealed their guerrilla identity for fear of stig-
matization and harassment. This reduced their 
potential for being socially and politically active. 
Many of the female ex-combatants who reinte-
grated individually in Guatemala and Colombia 
also had serious security problems.

Wall painting in the ETCR in Brisas. Photo: Sandra Lillan Johansson



THE AUTHOR THE PROJECT PRIO

w w w.pr io .org

The PRIO Centre on Gender, Peace and 
Security is a resource hub at PRIO for gender, 
peace and security Studies. This policy brief 
is an output of the project ‘Ex-Combatants’ 
Choices: Reintegrating Together or Alone - 
Effects on Political Participation’ funded by the 
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The 
author is responsible for the content.

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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Wenche Iren Hauge is a political scientist and 
Senior Researcher at PRIO. She has published 
extensively on the gender dimension of dis-
armament, demobilization and reintegration 
(DDR) processes.

Implications

The findings from these three case studies are 
a reminder of the importance of presenting col-
lective reintegration as a viable alternative in 
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration 
(DDR) processes. As DDR is commonly one of 
the last topics to be negotiated in a peace pro-
cess, and often under considerable time pres-
sure, it is important that the facilitators/media-
tors and conflicting parties early on in the ne-
gotiation process become familiarized with col-
lective reintegration’s positive effects on gender 
equality. 

The UN Integrated Disarmament, 
Demobilization and Reintegration Standards 
(IDDRS) constitutes an important framework 
of recommendations for how to conduct DDR 
processes. Although the IDDRS recognizes the 
importance of collective identity among armed 
groups, recommended approaches to DDR pro-
cesses in the IDDRS do not include collective re-
integration (UN, 2014: 173). The UN standards 
divide between “individual reintegration” and 
“community-based reintegration.” According 
to the UN standards, community-based rein-
tegration “provides greater inclusion of all ac-
tors through the involvement of family mem-
bers and communities of return in addition to 
the ex-combatant caseload” (UN, 2014: 160). The 
IDDRS also makes clear that the aim of the re-
integration process is “the breakdown of armed 
groups’ command structures” and that, in or-
der to break command structures and prevent 
mid-level commanders from becoming spoil-
ers in DDR processes, “programmes may have 
to devise specific assistance strategies that bet-
ter correspond to the profiles and needs of mid-
level commanders” (UN, 2014: 161). This focus 
on the breakdown of armed groups’ command 
structures may explain the neglect of collective 
reintegration as a positive alternative. Thus, col-
lective reintegration is not listed among the re-
integration alternatives of the IDDRS, despite it 

already being practiced in many DDR processes 
and despite the positive effects on gender equal-
ity that have already been witnessed. To achieve 
a deeper understanding and acknowledgment of 
the cumulative positive effects of collective rein-
tegration on post-conflict gender equality, collec-
tive reintegration should also be listed as a posi-
tive and viable alternative among the IDDRS de-
scriptions of types of reintegration.

Policy Recommendations

The case studies from Colombia, Guatemala 
and Nepal have revealed that collective reinte-
gration can be beneficial for female ex-combat-
ants in cases where there have been progressive 
gender relations within the armed group during 
the war. Therefore, efforts should be made by 
the international community, and particularly 
by the UN, peace facilitators and mediators, to 
make collective reintegration a visible and feasi-
ble alternative.

• Collective reintegration should be high-
lighted as a viable and recommended al-
ternative in ongoing and future peace pro-
cesses during negotiations on DDR.

• In its chapter on reintegration, the IDDRS 
should mention collective reintegration 
explicitly and present it as a positive rein-
tegration alternative, based on former ex-
periences of the positive effects of collec-
tive reintegration on gender equality.  
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