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ABSTRACT
The article presents the results of the research on the identity of
the female adolescent soldiers who, at the time of the study, were in
the Colombian government’s rehabilitation programs. The life history
interviews methodology was used, 20 adolescents and young women
participated, with an average age of 18.9 years. When they entered the
illegal armed groups, they had an average of 12.5 years and remained in
the groups an average of 4.4 years. From the narratives of the participants,
it was discovered that the development of their identity went through
three key moments: the first is the product of family interactions, and
it is expressed in the tension of assuming the traditional role of women
and the decision to join to illegal groups; the second is the result of
their permanence in the groups and is defined by the strong masculine
culture of war; and the third moment is a consequence of the transit of
these women through of the governmental rehabilitation programs, and
it is characterized by assuming control of their lives from the exercise of
citizenship.
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RESUMEN
El artículo presenta los resultados de la investigación sobre la identidad
de las adolescentes soldados, que en el momento del estudio estaban
en los programas de rehabilitación del gobierno colombiano. Se utilizó
la metodología de historias de vida, participaron 20 adolescentes y
mujeres jóvenes, con una edad promedio de 18.9 años. Cuando ingresaron
a los grupos armados ilegales, tenían un promedio de 12.5 años y
permanecieron en los grupos un promedio de 4.4 años. A partir de
las narrativas de las participantes, se evidenció que el desarrollo de su
identidad pasó por tres momentos clave: el primero es el producto de
las interacciones familiares y se expresa en la tensión de asumir el papel
tradicional de las mujeres y la decisión de unirse a los grupos ilegales;
el segundo es el resultado de su permanencia en los grupos y se define
por la fuerte cultura masculina de la guerra; y el tercer momento es
la consecuencia del tránsito de estas mujeres a través de los programas
gubernamentales de rehabilitación, y se caracteriza por asumir el control
de sus vidas a partir del ejercicio de la ciudadanía.
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In the evolution of political violence in Colombia
from the forties of the twentieth century three
significant periods are identified, the first called
“The Violence”" in the 1950s, the second “the
National Front” and the third, “the internal
armed conflict” (Cartagena, 2016). Children are
linked to political violence, mainly in the period
spanning from the seventies to the present.
There is a significant presence of child and
adolescent-soldiers involved in the Colombian
internal armed conflict at this stage, with the
main protagonists being armed groups1 like
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC), the National Liberation Army (ELN),
the M19 and the paramilitaries. All these groups
recruit children for different tasks, including
combat with the Colombian Army or opposition
groups.
In terms of recruitment, different studies
(Angucia, Zeelen, & Jong, 2010; Castillo-Tietze,
2010; Gutierrez & Carranza, 2017; Jiménez,
2009; Lugo, 2018; MacMullin & Loughry, 2004;
Molina, 2011; Moreno, Carmona & Tobón,
2010; Orth, 2018, Thomas & Wood, 2018)
provide examples of girls and female adolescents
enlisting in the armed groups for various reasons.
In the case of Colombia, studies show that female
adolescents’ motivation to enlist in an armed
group is not always violent nor against their will.
There are cases in which forced conscription
occurs. However, there are also many cases in
which the girls and young women are motivated
by conditions of domestic violence and poverty,
by the presence the armed group has had in their
community, by relationships with men in these
groups, or sometimes they are inspired to join
because they have family who serves in armed
groups.
Despite
their
motives,
there
are
bibliographical references, such as Bodineau
(2014), Bouvier, (2016), Buchanan et al. (2013),
Coalico (2007), Montoya (2014), Puentes
(2012), Robjant et al. (2019), Smet (2009) and
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Wessells (2016), who indicate that it is clear that
serving in an armed group affects the way enlisted
female adolescent socialize and construct their
identities.
This paper examines the configuration of the
identity of adolescent soldiers, which occurs
in three vital moments in their development,
in family life, during their time with the
armed groups, and while in the governmental
rehabilitation program, this “is a process in
which children transition into civil society
and enter meaningful roles and identities
as civilians accepted by their families and
communities” (Brooks, 2012, p. 293).
Before examining the identity of female
adolescent soldiers, a definition of identity is
needed.
The development of identity is related to
both the physical maturation as well as social
interaction. Over time the latter has more
influence in shaping identity. In this regard,
Larrain (2003) states that this is a defining
process of self within the framework of the
symbolic interaction with others. “The identity
(...) is the ability to see oneself as object and
in the process start building a narrative about
one’s self. But this ability is only acquired in
a process of social relationships mediated by
symbols” (Larrain, 2003, p. 32).
However, the development of identity is
not a passive fact, a simple copy of the
social environment, it is rather a bidirectional
process in which the individual can select the
elements that are most significant and seek
to be recognized by others. The association
between personal self and social support
is bidirectional and mutually causative. The
personal self “correspond widening circles of
group membership. Different social contexts may
trigger an individual to think feel and act on
basis of his personal, family or national ‘level of
self’” (Hogg, 2001, p. 186).
Similarly, in the adolescent identity
construction, the dynamical systems theory
conceive this bidirectional and mutuality
causative as a continuous dynamic interaction
between person and environment, specifically,
the interactions among endogenous factors (such
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as temperament, skills, capacities, thoughts,
and feelings) and exogenous factors (such as
relationships, experiences, socio-cultural norms,
family history, etc.) (Diamond, Pardo, &
Butterworth, 2011; Kaplan & Garner, 2017;
Vignoles, 2011).
In this sense, the construction of the identity
of adolescents occurs within the framework of
dialectical relationships, which support, guide
and ensure four key areas for their development:
(a) the sense of competence, which translates
into being able to do something right ; (b) the
sense of utility because they have something
to contribute; (c) the sense of belonging, that
is, being part of a community and contributing
to its progress; and (d) the sense of power by
having control over their future (Field, Crothers,
& Kolbert, 2007)
In other words, identity is the product of a
set of meanings that people make their own.
These meanings have a social component that
relates to social roles and social categorization.
As the individual acts in multiple social roles are
identified with multiple social categories, so the
self-concept includes multiple social identities
(Karelaia & Guillén, 2014; Sedikides et al.,
2011; Sedikides et al., 2013).
In this sense, another feature of identity is its
hierarchical nature, that is, being the product of
symbolic exchange and the individual meaning
attributed to it, with multiple identities being
formed, some of which are more salient or
dominant than others. Regarding this aspect,
Turner (2013), supported by the work of Stryker,
says that:
Stryker reasoned that identities are parts of
larger sense of self, and as such, they are
internalized self-designations associated with
positions that individuals occupy within various
social contexts. Identity is thus a critical link
between the individual and social structure
because identities are designations that people
make about themselves in relation to their
location in social structures and the roles that
they play by virtue of this location. Identities are
organized into a salience hierarchy, and those
identities high in the hierarchy are more likely
to be evoked than those lower in this hierarchy.
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Not all situations will invoke multiple identities,
but many do. (p. 333)

When identity is activated in a particular
situation by the role that must be played the
individual operates a feedback loop as shown in
the following figure.
Figure 1.
Identity Model

Source: Stets (2006, p. 97)

In this feedback loop, the particular role has
an identity standard, often set through social
norms and acquired through social interaction,
which becomes a reference or comparator for
the individual to evaluate whether her or his
actions align with the standard. The actions
are the output and behavior in the diagram.
The environment is the full social situation and
space for social interaction. Once the person has
acted, she or he evaluates the behavior through
the reflected appraisals. This leads to internal
cognitive responses in the perception phase.
These perceptions, in turn, affect the identity
standards. Stets (2006) further explains this by
noting:
The system works by modifying outputs
(behavior) to the social situation in attempts
to change the input to match the internal
standard. In this sense, the identity system
can be thought of as having a goal, that is,
matching the situational inputs (perceptions)
to the internal standards. What this system
attempts to control is the perceptual input (to
match the standard). When perceptions are
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congruent with the standard, identity verification
exists. (pp. 96-97)

In identity control theory, multiple identities
are controlled by separate systems, but
the identity that has a more fundamental
hierarchical value provides a more general
framework for the lower levels of identities,
which simplifies the control process (Turner,
2013). As stated before, identity can be seen
as the self-perceived position the individual
occupies in different situations and moments of
one’s social life.
This identity formation process plays an
essential role in the development and definition
of gender identity. Belonging to a gender
(woman, men or a combination) determines the
identity and substance of a person (Shah, 2018).
Gender refers to a set of characteristics that
distinguish individuals and includes personality
traits, social roles, habits and behaviors, which
vary across time and cultures. Gender is a
product of socialization and built from early
childhood due to the cultural environment in
which the individual is immersed. A primary
scenario is family life in which are incorporated
ways of thinking, acting and valuing of the
feminine and masculine, conditioning that is
the product of socio-cultural niche that shelters
people. Carter (2014) states that the “family is
usually the first unit with which children have
continuous contact and the first context in which
socialization patterns develop” (p. 244). It is
important to note that the traditional Colombian
family, especially rural Colombian families, are
based on the dominant male social perspective.
Given that gender identity refers to how
individuals see themselves as men, women, or
some combination of both, we can say, following a
feminist perspective, that the situation of women
is as a condition in which they “suffer systematic
social injustice because of their sex” (Freedman,
2004, p. 15). This feminist model argues
that the formation of the female identity is
associated with cultural practices of submission,
learning tasks and domestic responsibilities, and
the opposition of male and female (GarcíaLeiva, 2005). This sexist view of interpersonal
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relationships manifests itself in different forms in
contemporary societies.
Butler (2007) mentions how that for many
women of the world, gender norms guide social
practices, but not always towards scenarios of
freedom. More often, the opposite is the case,
which means that a change in gender norms is
the true path for the transformation of reality for
women.
It is in the context of high vulnerability
that the construction of the identity of
female adolescents belonging to armed groups
occurs. Family conditions of poverty, violence
and submission to cultural values marked by
machismo, are what determine the identity
processes of these adolescents (Bouvier, 2016;
Lugo, 2018). In this case, being a woman goes
through the naturalization of the traditional
roles assigned to women, such as assuming
domestic tasks, being a wife and mother, without
adolescents envisioning another type of identity
that allows them to gain greater dominance of
themselves (Thomas & Wood, 2018).
Only the recognition of the conditions of
disadvantage, submission and violence, allows
adolescents to face more successfully the
challenges of an exclusionary social environment
since it allows them to make changes in their
personal life and social environment, especially in
cases of high vulnerability (Dunst, 2017).

Method
The life history interviews instrument (Legrand,
1992; Atkinson, 2002) was selected to
understand the meaning of the experiences of
20 female adolescent soldiers detached from
Colombian armed groups.
To understand the meaning and the emerging
structure of life history interviews (Cornejo,
Mendoza & Rojas, 2008), first, there is a logical
analysis of intra-case of life history to focus
on the peculiarities of the stories and be able
to reconstruct the biographical milestones in
the narrator's life. Second, there is a logical
transversal analysis of inter-cases to establish
common themes in the life history.
| Universitas Psychologica | V. 19 | 2020 |
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Participants
The participants (20) were selected from
governmental rehabilitation programs that are
responsible for receiving demobilized female
adolescents to facilitate their reincorporation
into civilian life. The participants were spread
across 17 cities in Colombia, with an average age
of 18.9 years old, 12.5 years when they entered
the armed groups and remained in these groups
an average of 4.4 years.

Instruments
Data collection used two instruments, a sociodemographic questionnaire and a guide to the life
history, which were structured around significant
life moments: a) in the past, b) present life, c)
preparing for the future.
The categories used for the development of
the instruments were: Individual Characteristics,
Family Characteristics, Social Characteristics,
Community Characteristics and Institutional
Characteristics.

Ethical Statement
The research has been adjusted to international
ethical standards, and informed consents were
included for all participants in this study.

Results
The information collected in the life history
interviews of female adolescents linked to armed
groups, allowed to be located three moments
in the reconstructed timeline based on their
narrative: before joining the armed groups;
during their stay in the armed groups and the
transit by governmental rehabilitation programs
in the Family Context
The conditions of the teenagers’ homes
before joining the armed groups, outlined from
their voices, shows a traditional Colombian
family environment in which occurs the first
configuration of their identity. In the stories,
| Universitas Psychologica | V. 19 | 2020 |

the teenage girls perceived the representation of
women as victims of invisibility, discrimination
and inequality. Even in the second decade of the
21st century, women suffer and live like sexist and
violent cultural baggage, with the aggravating
circumstance that of such discrimination existing
for minor girls.
The representation of women, of the feminine,
is given as a continuation of the predominant
discourse of gender, where adolescents reproduce
the traditional codes of the role of women in the
home, including submission and abuse against
women and about love and relationships, in the
sense like Larrain (2003) states, that is, that the
identity-building results of individual's narrative
when she/he take one
“For me the situation was (…) [I was] angry with
him [stepfather], because he said that he was the
rooster, then he was singing, he was the one who
gave orders [in the house], and he said that the
other did what he said and now.”
"“My family was very conflictive. My mom
and dad fought a lot, my dad came drunk and he
beat my mom. The life was a very complicated
because my parents kept fighting.” (Narratives
of the participants)

The
demobilized
female
adolescents
experienced extreme living conditions, and
because they are women were subjected
to prejudices, which perpetuate genderdiscriminatory traditions that shape their
identity.
However, as proposed the dynamical systems
theory, even in these difficult conditions of
life is possible to identify a characteristic
related with authentic empowerment, in the
decisions to leave home and join an armed
group. Adolescents make this decision pushed by
domestic violence, difficult economic conditions,
emotional relationships or image of power that
members of armed groups possess.
“The truth I did not dream much because there
[rural area] one does not have as much future...”
“Life in my house was terrible. Once I said I
don't want to live with my mom, where do I go?
Who do I live with? And there came a time, at
about the 11 years, that I said I'm leaving home,
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I am going because of the way my mom treats
me…” (Narratives of the participants)

The development of the identity of the
participants, which is deducted from their
narrations, shows that it is a stage of life
that is determined by the tension between
continuing the realization of the traditional role
of women under violent conditions, and the
relatively conscious decision to join to insurgent
and illegal activities, which reflects a broader
desire for freedom and empowerment for women.
This role, framed in the undervaluation of, and
discrimination and violence against women, is
played out mainly in the everyday activities
around the household, maternity, family care,
and a life full of risks.
According to the narrations, it can be
inferred that identity in the early teens has
been structured within a frame of violence and
the need to find solutions to the condition
of exclusion. The decision to join guerrillas
and paramilitaries, which occurs with limited
information and knowledge of the world of these
groups, ends with them choosing the lifestyle of
female adolescent soldiers. This decision, which
occurs in a context of uncertainty, violence and
war, shows that the circumstances give them
a degree of independence to choose, in terms
of cost-benefit, for the lesser evil in their life
course. However, this crucial life decision can
have consequences the same as or worse than if
they had stayed at home.
The situation of the female adolescents before
joining to the armed groups was adverse to their
development, especially from the family context,
which was a scenario that projected a traditional
model of feminity, oppression and subordination.
These oppressed family environments show them
what would be their experience of oppression as
adult women in a patriarchal Colombian social
system.

In the Armed Groups
The conditions of poverty and vulnerability
added to the pressure of the adverse
circumstances that are experienced in families
6

leads female adolescents to decide on joining
the guerrillas, marked by uncertainty, risk and
intuition of not be a favorable option. In other
cases, by the proximity of the armed conflict, they
are forced by these groups to join them. In both
cases, the warzone they enter constitutes a new
moment in the construction of their identities.
The armed groups were not an unknown
phenomenon for the teenagers: on the contrary,
it was a circumstance that was often present
throughout their daily lives. Members of
the armed groups frequent the premises or
farms where they live, or some relatives and
acquaintances belong to these organizations.
“I recognized a boy who lived in my town, that
boy was part of that group. He was a guerrilla
member. Then I became very friendly with him
and he started talking to me” (Narratives of the
participants)

Upon reaching the group, building femininity
goes into the background for the gender identity
of the teenage girls, especially in the initial stages
because it passes from a conception of women
given from their experience in the family to one
focused on the materiality of the body useful for
war. In the words of Foucault (1995): “expelling
the peasant and giving air to the soldier.”
The identity of the female adolescent soldier is
reconstructed around an identity standard based
on strongly male or masculine references and
standards.
The identity of girl soldiers transforms with
their entry into the armed groups. In this
scenario the identity is determined by the social
categorization associated to the war, it which
build a new form of being over the scaffolding
of the previous identity, making accessible the
self of adolescents in the intra-group context
and identifiable in the out-group context. In
other words, now the adolescent soldiers’ identity
would consist of the aspects of self-image coming
of the new social category to which they belong
(radio operator, nurse, cook, soldier, etc.), which
is summarized in the integrative category of a
guerrilla or paramilitary fighter.
Thus, recruitment constitutes an abrupt
upheaval in the lives of female adolescent
| Universitas Psychologica | V. 19 | 2020 |
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soldiers, producing a series of changes in roles
and gender identity. Under these circumstances
is evidenced in female adolescence the capacity
of adaptation to the requirements of war.
The first requirement of this new context for
female recruits is to adapt to the conditions of
“equality” in the execution of the tasks specific to
these groups, assuming responsibilities from the
beginning regardless of gender. This leads the girls
to assume the roles and characteristics attributed
historically to men.
This homogenization produced by these
contexts of war gives teens the fictional sense
of equality in relationships and the treatment,
which is something that empowers them
considering their family history of discrimination
and inequality. This perception of equality,
though mistaken, begins operating within them
as part of their identity standard, and influences
the construction of identity that is based on a
distinctly male referent.
“I and others were on patrol, had the same work
as men, like a day of guard duty.”
“There, one felt like a man because one does
activities that men do normally - the weight load
is the same, and the exercises are the same.”
“They gave us a special forces course, and
I left because of a foot wound (...) I was
afraid, and I was sad to know that I was there
harming humans beings like me. It made me
sad.” (Narratives of the participants)

Another aspect that contributes to the
construction of identity marked by equality is the
need to protect one’s life. In this scenario the
female adolescent soldier, acting under the logic
of war, are more aware that life is played daily
at the armed group, fulfilling different functions
that supporting the war device, either serving
on equal terms that men like “radista” (radio
operator), nurse, fighter or, in some cases,
coordinator of the group.
“Well, the military confrontation taught me that
one must be strong and not give up for anything
(...). They tell us that one has to be brave,
be strong, but I was gaining strength by myself
because there one has to defend oneself, one has
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to fend for oneself and defend oneself with the
gun, like men.” (Narratives of the participants)

In the life of the armed group, this idea
of equality is reinforced by the demands that
everyone is made to perform household and farm,
such as cooking, cleaning, look for firewood or
planting tasks. In the perception of adolescent
women in these tasks, the role of gender was not
distinguishable, thus are transformed artificially
the different functions assigned to women and
men by a patriarchal society, outside of armed
groups.
“(…) everything was the same, it was fair,
what women do what men did also, sow
plants, banana, cassava, clean, look for firewood,
cooking, everything that men do on the farm.”
“They think we should all be equal, there
is no difference between a man and a woman,
all must be equal, then, as the guerrillas give
women the opportunity to also fight for what
they want.” (Narratives of the participants)

Thus, the context of the armed groups is what
determines a new state of adolescent identity,
which expresses the values and behaviors of war,
mainly assumed from a male perspective.

In the Governmental Rehabilitation
Programs
The entry of female adolescent combatants into
the institutional rehabilitation system, as part
of the transition to civilian life, traces a path
towards roles and contexts that are much more
empowered, but that always seemed elusive
for them. It is a paradox that they had to
undergo such extreme experiences of passing
through an armed group to get the opportunity
to access reasonable education, health and work
experiences, and be understood as equal citizens
to men.
“Even though I had an experience that I would
not wish on anyone, now I'm studying. I have
seen beautiful things that I dreamed to see,
that is, life changed completely despite the
experience, but sometimes one has to pass
through it. If God allowed me to be here, it must
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be for something. He allowed this to happen to
me, so that my life is different.” (Narratives of
the participants)

This new scenario for the restoration of rights
makes evident that female adolescent soldiers
have become more aware of a fuller notion of
what it means to be a woman, a broader model of
femininity than what they had in their past family
or wartime experiences, and which allows them
to be seen as a social subject.
“I myself feel good about being a woman (...) I
am proud of being a woman”
“I think one does not have to show off or
be thinner, prettier, presented. No, the most
beautiful and the most valuable thing for a
woman is what is inside.”
“We need to take over the role of women,
who are now more prepared, more capable
of facing everything.” (Narratives of the
participants)

Furthermore, it is evident that experiences of
the teenagers, both in the family as in the armed
groups, contributed to this empowerment, which
is reinforced by the institutional rehabilitation
work. The transition through the rehabilitation
institutions fed them discourses and notions of
equality, more appropriate for the new lifestyle
they will have.
The stories of female adolescent soldiers
related to their institutional experience expressed
a rejection of the aggression of couple and
submission to male desires, a clear conception of
not being less than a man. The armed conflict
showed them that they have the same capabilities
as men and gave them the determination to build
a new life and a consciousness of being subjects
of law.
“I think we have many values and that here and
elsewhere we can succeed and also show that as
women we have to make others respect us and
not allow ourselves to be influenced.”
“I think the [rehabilitation] process is great.
I came here with a broken heart, with low selfesteem, but thanks to the housemates and my
program psychologist, I'm a different person and
I want to follow forward.” (Narratives of the
participants)
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Certainly, the training they receive in the State
rehabilitation institutions, who are responsible
for their incorporation into civilian life, allows
them to experience the rights that they are
entitled to and to set out in their new narrative,
appropriating the rights that are common to
humanity.

Discussion
In the collection of information, all participants
identified their gender under their biological sex.
The analysis of the results allowed to show that
the development of identity occurs, as Larrian
(2003) affirms, in the framework of symbolic
interaction with others. Thus, the contexts in
which the life of female adolescents linked
to armed groups takes place, full of symbolic
mediations, shape the perception of oneself and
relationships with others.
In the participants’ narratives, the family
environment appears as a first scenario in which
identity is constructed as a woman, since they
show that their family relationships were marked
by the traditional role assigned to women.
As Freedman (2004) and García-Leiva (2005)
pointed, in this context, female identity is
generally associated with cultural practices of
submission, domestic tasks and responsibilities
and the opposition of men and women.
Following Butler (2007), it can be affirmed
that female adolescents embody a sexist vision
that does not guide social practices towards
scenarios of freedom. As Cajamarca (2012)
points out, the experience of being a woman for a
high percentage of girls continues to be crossed by
discrimination that accentuates the conditions
of poverty and inequality, and by a historical
framework that has given rise to relationships and
roles characterized by submission as manifest or
incontrovertible destiny.
It is in this context that female adolescents
make the decision to join the armed groups
and this opens a path of transformation of the
gender norms present in the traditional family
context, which would give them, in the words
of Butler (2007), the possibility of experiencing
| Universitas Psychologica | V. 19 | 2020 |
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something that may have a seal of freedom
and the configuration of a new scenario for
the development of identity. However, it should
be noted that this decision is framed in a
stage of ontogenetic development that does not
give the possibility of considering it completely
conscious, given that it is forced by family and
socioeconomic conditions, and by armed conflict.
Under the pressure of precariousness, female
adolescents are driven to join armed groups
with diverse motivations, ranging from the
idealization of guerrilla or paramilitary life to a
search for better living conditions (Lugo, 2018;
Moreno et al., 2010; Niño, 2016). Then, it can
be affirmed, following Dunst’s statement (2017),
that only the recognition of the conditions of
disadvantage, submission and violence, allows
these women to face the challenges of an
exclusive social environment. In the narratives
of female adolescents, there is a change of
perception of their situation within the armed
groups, which goes from a sense of limitation and
insecurity in family life to another of equality and
empowerment in the group.
However, this perception of equality and
empowerment is a mere illusion because,
in the context of war, which sustains a
masculine perspective of domination, strength,
subordination and violence, women are once
again invisible. In this context, as Turner (2013)
states, the identity is the designation that people
make of themselves regarding their location in
social structures and the roles they play under
this location, then, female adolescents’ identity
that appears in their narratives is built on the
masculine paradigm of strength and domination,
and femininity goes to the background, given
that adolescent girls only in their spare time can
assume their femininity, for example, focusing
on their personal arrangement, although in
the guerrilla’s daily life assumes war actions in
conditions of male equality with respect to the
responsibilities and tasks assigned by the armed
groups.
In the female adolescents’ life history there
is a new state of the construction of their
identity, which occurs within the framework
of attention in governmental rehabilitation
| Universitas Psychologica | V. 19 | 2020 |

programs, that seeks to build social inclusion
and restore the dignity and integrity of female
adolescents. This facilitates their inclusion in
the educational system, developing livelihood
skills, and strengthening their participation in
social environments, so that they are prepared to
succeed in civil life.
In this scenario, the identity of female
adolescents is expressed in a new way of
empowerment, which differs from that exercised
in armed groups marked by violence. This
new facet of his identity is based on higher
education, on the awareness of free participation
in society, on positive self-assessment, on the
reconstruction of her emotional ties with the
family, and on feeling more secure in facing her
future as a woman.
Finally, if we start from the idea of Tajfel
(1978), Tajfel and Turner (1986) and Stryker and
Burke (2000) that identity of an individual is
not static but evolves progressively over time,
and that those aspects of self-derived from social
categories to which the individual perceives
belong. It is clear that in the new stage like is
the institutional life, the attitudes, norms and
behaviors of the group of belonging become
part of the identity of adolescent girls. Thus, in
the institutional context, democratic values and
behaviors defined in the transformation of the
identity of the teenage girls.

Conclusions
The article presents the scenarios in which the
identity of female adolescent linked to armed
groups develops. The first refers to the traditional
Colombian home, in which a representation of
women is reproduced as victims of invisibility,
discrimination, inequality, and practices marked
by submission and abuse. The second scenario
refers to life within the armed groups, in which
the development of identity is marked by war
and by the new roles historically attributed to
men, such as being a combatant, radio operator,
and informant, all of which gives a false idea
of gender equality, because the identity that
emerges is based mainly on a clearly masculine
9
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referent. Finally, there is a third scenario related
to governmental rehabilitation programs as a
means of transition to civilian life and rights
restoration, in which adolescents reach a better
awareness of what it means to be a woman. This
notion is based on a broader model of femininity
than they had in family experience or war and
expresses a new identity that allows them to see
themselves as social subjects.
The identity of female adolescents that is
built in civil life goes through the recognition
of personal strengths and self-healing attitude,
as well as the enjoyment in the exercise of
rights and the construction of citizenship. Their
self-perception is guided by the recognition of
being building a life plan and being motivated
to carry it out. This self-perception, which
appears in life stories, allows us to conclude
that government rehabilitation programs have
a positive impact on them because it allows
them to overcome situations experienced in the
family environment, in armed groups, and their
permanence in legality.
Among the aspects that were not discussed in
this work and that can be addressed in future
research are: a closer approach to the process of
incorporating female adolescent to civilian life, a
greater deepening in the meaning of the maternal
experience and the identification of the social
representations of couple life.
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Notes
*

Research article. The data were taken
from the study of 2013 “An analysis of
individual, familiar, social, community, and
institutional characteristics associated with
the demobilization and reintegration of girls
| Universitas Psychologica | V. 19 | 2020 |

Identity Development of Female Adolescents Belonging to Illegal Armed Groups in Colombia*

1

and young women who have belonged to
illegal armed groups”, directed by the author
of this article, which was funded by the
International Organization for Migration
(IOM) and Mercy Corps, and for their
implementation with the support of the
Colombian Family Welfare Institute (ICBF
acronym in Spanish) and the Colombian
Agency for Reintegration (ACR acronym in
Spanish).
Usually, opposition armed groups are simply
called “armed groups” or “armed opposition
groups” in most conflicts. However, the
Colombian government refers to such
groups as “groups operating outside the law”
to distinguish such groups from Colombian
military forces. In this paper, armed groups
refer to any Colombian armed group other
than the Colombian military.
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