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To assist with the various acronyms/agencies that appeat in the
assigned chapter that follows, we have provided two excerpts

from an earlier chapter:

“The offices of this elite Colombian consumer marketing firm
[Lowe/SSP3] have the playful feel of a Palo Alto tech company
and the curated cool of a Lower Manhattan ad agency. The
foosball, the gourmet coffee, the young, hip employees — it all
contrasted with the spartan cubicles of the Colombian Ministry
of Defense, Lowe/SSP3’s most high-profile client. Lowe/SSP3
has built a reputation for creativity thanks to its work for the
ministry of defense’s Program for Humanitarian Attention to the
Demobilized (PAHD). The PAHD disarms and demobilized
guerilla fighters, wringing them for intelligence before passing
them off to the civilian side of the bureaucracy, the Colombian
Agency for Reintegration, or ACR, charged with socio-economic

reintegration.” (p. 79)

“Lowe/SSP3 is a hybrid: patt local Colombian outfit, part global
conglomerate. SSP3 is an acronym for the last name of the
Colombian partners, while Lowe references Lowe and Partners, a
global network of marketing agencies from the Colombian office
draws resources and to which it contributes a percentage of its

earnings.” (p. 80)
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Preface

B efore Being a Guerrilla, You Are My Child.

Paid for by the Colombian Ministry of Defense and expertly
crafted by the consumer marketing firm Lowe/SSP3, this campaign
used personal photographs, the kind that mothers store in shoeboxes
and tape into family albums. One picture features a puffy-cheeked tod-
dler primly dressed in white. A second picture, of a boy posing in pants
two years too big, is washed out in a sepia tone. In a third photo, grainy
and poorly focused, a mother holds an excitable infant in her arms. From
the mother’s gaze, it seems like she is collaborating to produce a memory
with the photographer (the baby’s father?). In the ventriloquism so cen-
tral to their trade, the marketers behind the campaign created a disem-
bodied voice —that of a guerrilla fighter’s mother who calls to her daugh-
ter or son to abandon the insurgency and return home for the Christmas
holidays.

Every Christmas season between 2010 and 2014, the Ministry of De-
fense and Lowe/SSP3 would work together to release a new emotion-
ally charged multimedia onslaught.! Here, in the 2013 campaign, “You
Are My Child,” soldiers stand in formation and hold the posters bearing
childhood photographs for the camera, pinching their fingers on com-
mand (figure P.1). There will be- much by way of contextualization in
the following pages, but now I want to rip this image from its context,
for it condenses the themes of this book: the convergence of consumer
marketing and counterinsurgency; intimacy as a target of both spheres
of expertise; how the shifting grounds of kinship, gender, social rela-
tions, and cultural production condition the way antiguerrilla warfare
is waged; and the belief in branding’s ability to reconcile the irreconcil-
able, such as the idea of a humanitarian counterinsurgency.
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FIGURE P.1. Still photograph from “You Are My Child” campaign of Christmas 2013.
Photo courtesy of Colombian Ministry of Defense.

The message of “You Are My Child” is misleadingly simple. It only
skims the surface. But the point of this book is to go deep beneath the
surface, to untangle a web of images, affects, and ideologies that this
carefully composed photograph with its militarized formation of other
photographs can only wink at. What follows is not a systematic study
of how these campaigns were received by audiences. I am interested in
affects more than effects, though clearly the two are intertwined. Con-
sider, for example, the affective response to “You Are My Child” of Lar_a
Logan, a reporter for 60 Minutes. She arrived to Bogotd one week after
Colombia signed a historic peace accord with the Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia (FARC). The American television newsmagazine
had come to feature the work of Lowe/SSP3 in Colombia, not its stew-
ardship of brands like Mazda and Red Bull, but its ten-year effort to lure
fighters out of the FARC and ELN, two Marxist insurgencies that date
back to the mid-1960s.2 60 Minutes’ report, “Advertising to Sell Peace
Not Products,” is fawning. Miguel Sokoloff, the most prominent partner
of Lowe/SSP3, gave Logan a multimedia presentation of the company’s
work on the Ministry of Defense account. When he presented the vid-
cos from “You Are My Child,” he gave the tag line “Before being a guer-
rilla, you are my child,” and added, “So come home, I will always be
waiting for you at Christmastime.”

“BEFORE BEING A GUERRILLA, YOU ARE MY CHILD” xi

Her eyes wet with emotion, Logan said, “We call that going for the
jugular Jose, because . . . wow.”

The segment’s producer, Alan Goldberg, was also impressed. CBS
posted an interview with him on its webpage as a supplement to its cov-
erage; he concluded by saying, “Who knows what will happen after our
report airs. Maybe Sokoloff’s phone will be ringing off the hook from
other governments looking for a way to solve their wars.”

The slick advertising spots derive their force from surprise—surprise
at their unlikely creativity, humanism, and intelligence. Those associa-
tions—surprise, creativity, humanism, intelligence —had been antithet-
ical to the image of the Colombian military. Lowe/SSP3’s task was not
only to lure people out of the guerrilla but also to reorient the public’s
affective disposition toward the armed forces.

Logan and Goldberg’s enchantment with Sokoloff’s story was no ac-
cident. For years Sokoloff had promoted his firm’s work to international
audiences in particular. In 2014 he gave a TED talk in Rio de Janeiro ti-
tled “How Christmas Lights Helped Guerrillas Put Down Their Guns.”
His story was so compelling that it induced CBS’s flagship news program
to forget the most basic principle of journalism: do not rely on only one
source. 60 Minutes’ reporting did not include the voices of any former
guerrillas and relied exclusively on materials and representations pro-
vided by the marketers. Even one of my favorite shows, the quirky and
inquisitive radio magazine This American Life, fell into the same trap,
creating a segment that did not deviate from the marketers’ perspective.

The idea that marketing had the power to debilitate one of the world’s
largest and most formidable insurgencies and precipitate peace seduced
distinguished US media programs and Colombia’s mass media, as well
as policy clites in Washingfon and Bogot4. Behind the unexpected cre-
ativity of campaigns such as “You Are My Child” lies'an ideological axis
ready to embrace the idea that the world’s most intractable problems can
be branded away. Lowe/SSP3 is both the vanguard and the poster child
for this idea.

In this book I examine what is at stake in the confluence of market-
ing and counterinsurgency in Colombia. Through ethnographic analysis
I raise questions beyond the scope of 60 Minutes’ coverage. Questions
like What does it mean to weaponize advertising, the crux of late capital-
ism, in a bid to vanquish armed Marxism from the Americas? How has
branding emerged as a central battleground in wars of the twenty-first
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century? To what extent do people who desert leave war behind, and to
what extent are they remobilized in another? What might it mean to cast
the marketization of counterinsurgency as a model to be replicated inter-
nationally? The answers that I have found in my research, however frag-
mentary, paint a much more complex picture than the triumphalist nar-
rative that Lowe/SSP3 and the Colombian Ministry of Defense skillfully
pitched to news outlets and their audiences.

Another glaring absence from the 60 Minutes segment is discussion
of the plebiscite on an initial peace agreement between the Colom-
bian government and the FARC in 2016. In that referendum held on
October 2, 2016, the No vote carried the day, winning with a margin of
0.4 percent. The narrow victory of the No campaign sent the government
and the FARC back to the negotiating table. On November 30, 2016, the
Colombian Congress approved a slightly modified version of the accord.
The 310-page agreement outlined a formidable list of transitional and
transcendental reforms. A few of the pillars of the peace accord are re-
distributing land; forging a more inclusive democracy; creating a tran-
sitional justice framework to balance the demands of truth, justicé, and
punishment; and designing a framework for demobilizing and reinte-
grating the FARC’s fighters. While the announcement of negotiations
in 2012 created widespread excitement in Colombia, by the time the two
parties emerged with the document four years later that excitement was
long gone. Right-wing politicians systematically attacked the agreefnent
throughout the negotiating period, in the campaign leading up to the
plebiscite, and in the implementation of the final accord—effectively ful-
filling their promise to shred the accord.* '

Why the plebiscite failed is a question deserving of a book of its own.
For the purposes of this one, however, it is important to note that Lowe/
SSP3 played a role in that too. Unlike its work with for the Ministry of
Defense however, the firm’s efforts here had intense competition. Lowe/
SSP3 was essentially outmarketed. Whereas the Yes campaign relied
primarily on television and radio advertisements to spread its universal
message of peace, the No campaign sowed division with different mes-
sages that micro-targeted demographic subgroups via social media. Led
by former president Alvaro Uribe, the No campaign used disinformation
and conservative wedge issues to fracture the Yes campaign’s invocation
of peace as a magical transformation on the horizon. Uribe and his fol-
lowers mobilized against issues as diverse and divisive as the prospect
of former FARC fighters receiving welfare and the incremental progress
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on expanding rights to people of all sexual orientations. The campaign
played upon deep-seated fears of communist subversion from within the
political system and reinvigorated a long-standing alliance between the
interests of the religious right, conservative political factions, and. the
Colombian military, sectors of society threatened by the changes writ-
ten into the accord.

As the post—peace accord political system in Colombia absorbs the
intensity of the war, the battles over Colombia’s future will be fought
with the changing arsenal of consumer marketing. The story that un-
folds in these pages is of a particular moment in the mutating assem-
blage of war and marketing, the period between 2003 and 2016, when
sixteen thousand guerrilla fighters deserted from the FARC and joined
the government’s individual demobilization program. Note that the
number of FARC fighters who disarmed and demobilized individually is
nearly double the number of those who disarmed and began their demo-
bilization and reintegration process in 2017 after the peace agreement.
The demobilizations of 2003-16 have been largely eclipsed by the polit-
ical and historical significance of the 2016 accord, yet it was during the
first years of the third millennium when marketing emerged as a central
strategy of antiguerrilla warfare in Colombia, and it was also when the
postconflict state was born.



FIGURE INT.4. Drawing by Lucas Ospina.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Good Life Deferred and
Risks of Remobilization

Felipe ducks into a closet lit with heat lamps glowing red. He pulls out

a plastic fender for a motorcycle’s front wheel, its paint now dried.
A friend who has a relationship with a Kawasaki distributor sends Fe-
lipe business for his motorcycle repair shop. From the perspective of
the Colombian Agency for Reintegration, or ACR, the civilian reinte-
gration program that receives the demobilized from the PAHD, Felipe
is a success story. In its language, he is a micro-empresario, a micro-
entrepreneur, who is carving out a name for himself, growing his cus-
tomer base, and investing in equipment to expand his small shop.

The sound of a growing crowd outside prompts Felipe to pause his
work with the fenders and peer out his third-floor window. Below, a
young man is throttling a motorcycle while popping a wheelie, riding
with one wheel above his head for the length of the block in a display
of motorcycle machismo. Biker jackets, helmets, and reflective vests are
packed in kiosks and adorn mannequins that pose outside the store-
fronts below. The three-block radius of this working-class neighbor-
hood of Raconto is a bechive of buzzing motorcycles, a space of com-
merce regulated by paramilitary strongmen. Felipe pays $15 a day in
extortion charges, $3 to five different groups that each promise “pro-
tection.” Those groups send men with fanny packs or pleather satchels
to collect the informal tax. Felipe’s contributions add one more layer to
the collectors’ fist-sized wads of small bills. The paramilitary-controlled
neighborhoods where Felipe lives and works served as a buffer against
the FARC, which had sentenced him to death. The paramilitaries run
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drugs, extort local businesses, and kill young people who dare ;lcl)mpetre_
for their customers by selling drugs from street cF)rners (oillas). e ml}
ders these narcoparamilitaries perpetrate are dlscusse.d 1r% a eupheg%ls;
tic discourse of cleanliness as pernicious as it is pervasive in Colom 1;t1.
Most former guerrillas have settled in such informal urban s-ettlerii:lnl ;_,
and many, like Felipe, strike up relationships of accomr.nodatlc.)lr(l:1 wi o
cal paramilitaries. Whereas the guerrillas often recrl.nted children o
adolescents by asking them to carry messages .or deliver f'ood sui)p ies,
paramilitaries begin to remobilize former guerrillas by asking for favors,
such as lending a motorcycle or storing some weaPon§. = y
The ACR, the civilian component of Colombia’s individual de.Ilr.w. 1-
lization program, strives to keep former comb.atants from remobi glllng
with a different group. One pillar of its plan is to transform guerrillas
into businesspeople. The ACR gave Felipe $2,.200 vx.forth of b;and-narrlr(lje
equipment to help him get his motorcycle repair business off t' e g;ou 0_.
To receive a second $2,200 of seed capital, he must stay active in the pr.c1
gram. That means checking in with his caseworker once’ a mo_nth, avol t-
ing run-ins with the law, and persevering through AFJR s business sstjris
up checklist. “Graduation” from the Program, a}n eight-year procer ﬂ,lat
only a year away. Felipe spoke to me with e.nthusmsm .about a ru.mo _
President Juan Manuel Santos might preside OV.eI'.hIS g.rad‘uatlon cer;:d
mony. As we talked, he daydreamed aloud, ifnagmmg his eight-year-o :
son seeing the president hand him the certificate that would consum
i nsition to civilian life. ' .
ma;z:;i:;ly Felipe is playing by the rules of the gamfa. He s motlvate:
by the demobilization program’s promise of 'fh.e .goo'd hfe.as an entrepr
neur and consumer. He has embraced his civilian 1d.ent1ty and appe.ars
to be a docile, law-abiding subject of the state. Yet' things are not so sim-
ple. In one of our many conversations, Felipe sa%d, “I have many ene-
mies,” and pulled a handle in the lower level of his workbenc‘:h toI provc;
it. A handgun lay in the otherwise empty dr.awer. Thfz more time spen_
with Felipe, the more I learned of the varied epemles he has accumu
lated while fighting on different sides of C0101'11b1.21’3 war. e
As a peasant from an indigenous community in the .eas.t, Fel}pe 15«?
in extreme poverty. He joined the FARC for the aut'horlty.lt projected in
his home province of Guaviare, and for the n?eals it provu}edz B?tv;felf
the ages of fifteen and twenty-nine, he rose 1.n the' orga1}1zatlon§ hlz.rs
archy, but he left the FARC in 2006 in an acrl'monlous dispute Wlt’ dl
commander. After deserting (but not yet joining the government’s de-
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mobilization program) he feared that he would be hunted down for hav-
ing abandoned the guerrilla movement; so he went to work for a para-
military group in a part of Colombia’s western Andes.? An altercation
about money between the paramilitaries and their military collaborators
in an illegal gold-mining racket prompted him to flee to the city of Ra-
conto. When a friend who had demobilized from the guerrilla and was
living in Raconto’s urban periphery warned Felipe that he was about to
be captured (which may have been a self-serving warning to earn a mon-
etary reward from the military), Felipe demobilized too.

As I got to know Felipe better, T learned how his story was even more
complex. While maintaining his motorcycle repair business, he was also
plotting with a group of former rebels and corrupt military officers to
locate a stash of cash that he and two others had buried for the FARC
years before. One of his former comrades who helped hide the money
had recently demobilized. He told Felipe that the stacks of bills had
never been unearthed. Pocketing a cut of the approximately $150,000
(likely guerrilla taxes on cocaine production and trafficking) tantalized
Felipe.® I visited him while this mission loomed as a possibility. We met
at a dive bar, a neighbor’s living room decorated with pin-up posters, a
jukebox, and plastic tables. Drunk on a mixture of whiskey and beer, Fe-
lipe fantasized about buying his own house and raising his son to join the
professional class.

Felipe’s trajectory prompts a chain of questions. What kind of citizen-
subject is he? To what extent has he really disarmed, demobilized, and
reintegrated into Colombian society? What does Felipe’s chameleonlike
ability to navigate between an ever-changing assemblage of armed ac-
tors say about Colombia’s individual demobilization program?

Campaigns to promote desertion from guerrilla ranks, like the Christ-
mas campaigns described in chapter 2, stoke desires to reunite with fam-
ily and join the middie class. These sophisticated marketing operations
interpellate subjects by promising a comfortable life of family connec-
tion and consumer citizenship. However, given the state of the social
contract in Colombia, eviscerated by a radical form of neoliberalism, the
constructed image of the good life—a nuclear family that has the com-
forts of housing, utilities, education, quality health care, and occasional
indulgences—is easily imagined but nearly impossible to maintain. Prin-
cipal among the obstacles former guerrillas face as they build their civil-

ian lives is a lack of formal education. Another weight that drags on their
prospects of keeping a job or-making friends in their neighborhoods is
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the entrenched stigma of having been a guerrilla. It is a stigma cast and
recast through decades of government propaganda and the daily and
nightly indoctrination of corporate news broadcasts that represent the
FARC as evil incarnate.

For former FARC fighters, the good life is continuously deferred in
an often incremental process of disappointment that leaves them adrift
in contexts of extreme poverty and rampant criminality. Thwarted as-
piration connects former rebels with their working-class neighbors who
themselves must figure out how to live an ethical life “at the cusp of soar-
ing aspiration and drowning disappointment.” This is how Jocelyn Lim
Chua discusses the double-edged nature of the good life in Kerala, In-
dia. Amid fraying fantasies of economic success, “adjustment seems like
an accomplishment,” as Lauren Berlant writes in Cruel Optimism.5 In-
deed, a certain cruelty festers in the optimism peddled by the Colom-
bian government’s mass publicity campaigns targeting the demobilized.
Those campaigns to remake rebel fighters into consumer citizens, dia-
logically engage a more generalized advertising onslaught in which com-
panies bombard marginal communities where the demobilized settle
with advertisements that sow desires for middle-class lifestyles. This
is not merely a matter of advertising; it’s also a question of urban de-
sfgn and financialization. Between 2003 and 2014 the number of malls
more than tripled in Colombia. As anthropologist Arlene Ddvila notes,

developers build most of these shopping malls in proximity to the poor
to help companies seek out “coming-of-age” consumers in poor, densely
populated areas of cities.® These malls are expressions of efforts to pro-
duce middle class-ness. I write “middle class-ness” to highlight the fact
that in Latin America, as others have noted, “middle class” is often a
catch-all category that includes the racially and ethnically diverse “lower
middle classes” or “emerging classes.”” Malls provide a safe space for
young people to stroll, a sharp contrast with gang-ridden neighbor-
hoods where invisible borders dictate who can move where. The rate of
proliferation of shopping malls in the urban periphery is rivaled by the
growth in credit card opportunities for the poor, which quintupled in
the first fifteen years of the millennium.® The economic struggles of for-
mer FARC rebels resonate with those of internally displaced people and
economic migrants who also settle in Colombia’s urban peripheries and
stitch together a life in the yawning gap between the promised and the

possible.
The houses in Felipe’s hillside neighborhood may be precariously
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In Felipe’s neighborhood, however, .the road to the good life is routed
.through relationships with paramilitary mafias. Informalit and 'rl;)u el
ity closely conjoin in the neighborhoods where ex-combatan}tls settlle e"f“; -
ACR knows that such an environment, often labeled “high risk” b' ;
ban planners, poses threats to former combatants’ commitment ¢ }l] uf:i-
a lawful life and undermines its mission statement: “To promote t(l)l .
turn 9f the demobilized population to legality in a sustainable m ek
contrlbuti_ng to Peace, Security and Citizen Coexistence.” The blimner’
cracy’s Pnncipal objective, “the return of the demobiliz.ed po ul;r:t:ia(:1 -
t9 .Iegahty,” is then qualified by the catchphrases of sustainabill)it a)g
citizen security—code for what cannot be printed in the agency’s yl s
pamphlets: to curtail rearmament and remobilization. fy ..
Quantitative studies about fearmament in Colombia are unreliab]
be.ca}lse researchers primarily use government statistics and include Ie
criminal activity known to the state. Much slips beneath the state’s ra?ln )
Govern_n-lent statistics claim that 28 percent of demobilized combataliltr '
(paramilitary and guerrilla) break their commitments to legalit h'lS
a.nother study by Ideas for Peace, a Bogot4 think tank fougnd ay’ W';'e
vism rate of 24 percent.’ Both of these figures are likely fow not o 1rle CL §
cause they rely heavily on official data but also because the;/ exclundy tlf -
tt}k;;);ssalllds (1f e);-combatants who once officially certified never pr:senet:
clves to the ACR and enter its rolls- i i
rather than deal with the hassle and survelisl’l:rlllcoeocs)lfnrgeitn(i[fflglfaeti(()ierderse)
The academic literature on disarmament, demobilization and' reint
gration processes, which is disproportionately composed of : olitical ‘?‘
.ence sch.olarship, is focused on the difficulty of economic int: ratio SCZ
1ts: relationship to rearmament. Scholars often construct cogm 1 i
trixes of factors——personal, social, and environmental—that I:Jel)l( m:
pull on ?X-combatants.lo One of the most common findings iII; til' aIn
erature is that the impossibility of finding stable wbrk lezigcis manIS .
com.batants to take up arms once again. Although this is a lo icaly -
cluslon, designing a policy to address it has proved nearl iIIgl o} f:t(;ln_
Well-educated bureaucrats in the ACR have read the aca}(,iemfc Isst1 N
ture, surveyed previous reintegration processes in Colombia and i : te}: N
Parts of. the world, and concluded that the best approach to eccl)lnO ?r
Integration is to transform the demobilized into small business owz:;;c
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Business owners are rooted, while alienated employees or people who
hustle in the informal economy are prone to remobilize. Owners won’t
cut, run, and rearm—so the thinking goes.

The government’s conception of the demobilized as entrepreneurs
is yet another expression of its deep ideological commitment to market
fixes, a fixation that parallels the PAHD’s reliance on consumer mar-
keters for its propaganda and psychological warfare campaigns. The
ACR has placed great emphasis on fomenting small business initia-
tives (proyectos productivos)—nail salons, internet cafés, car mechanic
shops—that often end in bankruptcy and acrimony. These projects suc-
cumb to a series of structural challenges, not least of which is former
guerrillas” preference for work in the countryside. Many do dream of
ownership, but of a parcel of land rather than an entreprencurial ven-
ture in the city. Fear of their former comrades, however, has kept them
in cities, where a mismatch of skills accumulated in the war and those
needed in the city, along with the discrimination that comes with their
stigmatized status, grind against their prospects.

The ACR, through the years, has become increasingly aware that for-
mer combatants are ill prepared to run businesses."" In addition to its
efforts to turn guerrillas into entrepreneurs, it also pleads with compa-
nies to hire a quota of former combatants. But as one former director
of the ACR lamented in an academic conference, the government’s ap-
peals almost always fall on deaf ears. Despite the ACR’s energetic ef-
forts to convince the private sector to hire former combatants, only a few
tokenistic partnerships between the ACR and the private sector provide
jobs to the demobilized. The most prominent of these initiatives is that
of Coca-Cola Femsa, a Mexico-based Coca-Cola bottling franchise, one
of the largest in the world.

The motivations for the corporation’s support of the ACR are sus-
pect. In Colombia the company has had to cope with bad press emerging
from accusations that it is complicit in paramilitary violence against a la-
bor union. It is a long story, but in brief, SINALTRAINAL, the Spanish
acronym for the National Union of Food and Beverage Workers, is.the
trade union that bore the brunt of the paramilitary aggression allegedly
linked to the soft-drink giant.!? The union counts nine deaths among its
members between 1990 and 2012. Via allied unions in the United States,
SINALTRAINAL filed a suit in a federal district court in Miami. A
judge threw out that suit, arguing that the court did not have jurisdic-
tion. Anthropologist Lesley Gill has compellingly argued that such as-

i
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sassinations of unionists in Colombia eviscerated the labor movement
and exemplify a fraternal relationship between the “the evil twins” of
neoliberalism and political violence in Colombia.!?

. Although the lawsuit against Coca-Cola failed, the brand battle con-
tinues. Activists have sought to tarnish the company’s image by creating
websites like Killercoke.org.* Viewed through the optics of the ongoing
public relations war between the company and student activists, Coca-
Cola Femsa appears to be attempting to peace-wash its image and curry
favor with the Colombian government by acting as one of the few com-
panies to hire former combatants. In a 2015 survey of 1,328 businesses
Bogota’s chamber of commerce found that zero percent employed demo-,
bilized guerrilla or paramilitary combatants.!s \

.In what follows I offer a glimpse into some of the pitfalls of economic
reintegration and begin to illuminate how remobilization works. As
shown in chapter 3, the government has transformed demobilized com-
batants into military informants, which is already a remobilization of
S(.)I’tS.lﬁ While pomp and publicity accompany demobilizations, the remo-
bilization of combatants with other armed groups takes place quietly—
often in furtive acts of last resort, at moments when ex-combatants find
themselves broke and broken by the economics of urban life.

Luisa

Of the homes of former FARC members that I have visited, Luisa’s feels
the most spacious. No doors separate the two bedrooms, small kitchen
an nook with a desktop computer, and their absence gives the place an’
airy feel. Her second-story apartment felt even more spacious when I re-
turned in early 2012. She had recently pawned most of her appliances.
The pawning spree began with the motorcycle of her boyfriend, Simén.
He had bought it for $2,200. They sold it for $1,100. When things hit rock
bottom, Luisa and Simon hauled their refrigerator to the pawnshop.
They were in a financial jam, and her three kids felt the effects. They
regularly skipped meals and ate a proper lunch only a few days a week.
.Luisa could escape her financial straits quickly, if she wished. The so-
lution was as simple as it was dangerous: accept one of two offers ex-
tended by the financial manager of a man called Machete, the local nar-
coparamilitary boss who ran the hills of Raconto during the late 2000s.
The first: launder $55,500, and keep $5,500 for herself once the sum was
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legalized. The second “opportunity” was to join the ranks of Machete’s
group and earn a comfortable salary, a job that would involve assassina-
tion, or “cleansing” (limpieza). How did Luisa find herself in this conun-
drum? Let’s backtrack.

Luisa grew up in an indigenous community in the country’s far cast.
From the age of seventeen to twenty-seven she dedicated her life to the
FARC, where she was a rank-and-file member of a front that operated in
the southwestern Andes. A guerrilla mole in the attorney general’s of-
fice passed along information that a warrant for her arrest had been is-
sued. A series of close calls intensified her feeling that either the state or
its paramilitary allies would kill or capture her soon. So in 2005 she re-
luctantly turned herself in, coordinating her demobilization with Edwin,
her boyfriend at the time, a miliciano. Within three months the inter-
agency committee that certifies the demobilized, the CODA, approved
both of them and gave them laminated ID cards.
~ In civilian life she still considers herself a revolutionary though she
has disavowed the armed struggle. Politically she identifies with the
FARC’s political project and has internalized its antigovernment propa-
ganda. She has channeled her passion for what the FARC calls “organiz-
ing the masses” into becoming a local activist who tries to bring together
former guerrillas and displaced peasants, populations united by the pre-
carity of urban poverty and violence. With other leaders from the demo-
bilized community, she created an organization called Weaving Society
(Tejiendo Sociedad). Five of the groups’ members were killed between
2005 and 2015, likely by shadowy right-wing forces. The circumstances
of those deaths, like so many other of the “cleansings” that happen in

her neighborhood, are hardly ever investigated, much less adjudicated.
In the High Presidential Advisory for Social and Economic Reinte-
gration, the predecessor to the ACR, both Luisa and Edwin dutifully
fulfilled the requirements to access the seed capital (the centerpiece of
which is a business-planning exercise). They each wrote a plan for an
internet café and pooled the capital they were given, more than $8,000
in all. Getting their business going meant working with the vendors ap-
proved by the reintegration agency, merchants who not only sold the nec-
essary supplies but also served as brokers for entire small businesses, sell-
ing them new or used. Luisa and Edwin bought their business for $9,450
(putting in more than $1,000 of their own money) from an approved ven-
dor whom Luisa would later refer to as “a rat of a guy.” (She came to con-
sider the network of vendors used by the reintegration agency “a mafia.”)
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.The couple went to see the business. Reflecting on that visit, she
said, “Back then we didn’t know anything about computers,”’ a poin’t she
m:%de In a tone that split the difference between self-criticism and dis-
dain for the institutional arrangement that put her in that situation The
purchased desktops with Pentium 4 processors, outdated by then. “WZ
barely had gotten them and they started to break down.” she said it was
not only the computers that began to break down bu’t also the. phone

cabins where people make phone calls and are charged by the minute.

UnFil the price of a cell minute fel] from ten cents to five minutes were
their shop’s most profitable items. A software progrém ’con'troiled the
codes t'o the phone cabins, but between glitches in the program and in-
terruptions in internet service, the calls would drop. When the broker
solq her the business, he had showed her registries of sale for similar
businesses that made $110-$167 per day. Things did not work out that
way for Luisa and Edwin.

Hardware and software were not the only problems. “The employees
were the worst,” Luisa remembered bitterly.

They didn’t clean the machines; they didn’t attend [to the customers]. They
spent all of their time on Facebook. I would 80 every two weeks and found
bags of trash piled up; they didn’t take them out. Over there the roads aren’t
paved, so lots of dust comes in; you have to clean a thousand times a day, but

you could tell they never touched a rag. ... Ichanged the people like a thou-
sand times, but I couldn’t manage.

As the business faltered, Luisa fell into a debt cycle through the “drip-
drc.)p” system (gota a gota) in which loan sharks recover their loans fn
daily sums that amount to usurious interest rates. She took a $1,670 loan
at 20 percent interest and paid it down daily. ’

It’s a common story among former guerrillas uninitiated in the world
of finance. In the insurgency, each front has a provisioner (ecénohzo)
.WhO apportions supplies to ecach member of the unit. The ‘vast major-
ity of guerrillas have little experience with managing resources in an
wa}r beyond buying an occasional treat with petty cash distributed by ch
economo on an ad hoc basis,. Although the FARC was awash in mone
from 'the drug trade, mining, and extortion, only commanders and mem}-l
bers in the finance commissions made financial decisions and handled
large sums of money.

Luisa and Edwin decided to sell his portion of the business down-
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sizing from eleven computers to six. They used the money from the sale
to paint the shop and service the computers. But the cycle of fixing and
breaking continued, further draining their limited resources. Luisa said,
“Technicians take advantage of you—they know you don’t know about
system maintenance.” It was a lesson in savage capii[alism, a “save your-
self if you can” world, in her words. She invoked an aphorism all too rel-
evant to her experience: “The con artist lives off the fool” (el vivo vive
del bobo)."” Con artists abounded. They sold her SIM cards containing a
fraction of the minutes that she had paid for. When she went looking for
the hucksters, they had disappeared.

Nonetheless the internet café was covering its costs, if not making

a profit. In the meanwhile, the “drip-drop” had turned into a water-
fall, plunging Luisa deeper into debt. She consistently paid multiple
cell phone bills on time. Her decent credit history enabled the preda-
tory lending practices of the local bank, whose transaction manager (tra-
mitador) was a con artist of the corporate stripe. He approved a series
of credit cards and loans that added up to $25,560 of debt. Luisa called
those loans “the stupidest decision of my life.” (The transaction manager
collected $2,560 from Luisa for pushing the loans through.)

With her newfound credit she upgraded the equipment in the inter-
net café and bought appliances for her home: a refrigerator, washing
machine, and home computer. But if the appliances indexed her ascen-
sion to the middle class, they were unstable signs that vacillated in time.
Time, after all, was the currency of Luisa’s business: a fifteen-minute
internet session, a three-minute phone call. Yet the economics of time
were stacked against her. The interest she owed compounded daily, pro-
pelling her debts much faster than any meager profit she could eke out.

After a four-year battle to keep the internet café running, Luisa con-
ceded defeat. The same vendor who sold them the business for $g,450
bought it back for $2,780. Luisa surmised, “This was all premeditated.
He knew the state of those computers, he knew it wouldn’t work. He had
his technicians arrange everything so they only half-worked.”

When I visited Luisa three years after her business had folded, it was
still causing headaches, literally. The vendor who bought back the busi-
ness from Luisa still owed her money. She had traveled by motorcycle-
taxi up the hill to speak with him with the hope of getting paid. The
driver was cut off on a turn along an unpaved road, and the motorcy-
cle tipped over. Luisa’s right eye was badly bruised by the impact of

= *
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her poorly fitting helmet. Thé trip vi
. trip yielded a nasty black
scratches, but none of the money she was owed Y e and some
Alth9ugh .Ll.lisa lacked business acumen, she had embraced the entre-
preneurial spirit. Like many former guerrillas she looked for opportuni-

nity liai i
y liaison with a program to support ex-combatants in Raconto’s city

tto 51'1pport the demobilized, one of which was a collective business ven-
tili]ree. ; ;22?2;2?::1::‘; j;;lza ](l)un'pedt at the opportunity to join the collec-
} ,900 in start-
combatants from differentggroups: ?Irlfalgj:géd,s]itili g;zzp:ég el‘:?n o
the demobilized combatants, Luisa included, admil;istered the. hl‘;‘; o
the store dedicated to selling packaged goods, while the other si e
agedt th}e1 pzoduce section. Since Luisa had a job in the InunicipalS ngO\IIl::iz-
ment, she didn’t involve herself in the day-to- i _
permarket and did not expect any dividei/u;so Siill}l,eip f/r\asn:r;sa(r)tfng;e tsfil-
Zr;lilhl;ezzgt Ifg(;lt was the oppo.rtunity to do my food shopping on cr,edi:
o of the month, I. p.ald [for what I had taken] and took more
od out. We all had that privilege, and it helped us a lot.”
. ;Fhe sbliperm.arkeF that doubled as a food bank for its partners began
¢ rumbdle amid mismanagement and theft. One night, Luisa recalied
one of. the compaiieros, we don’t know who, came in. "I:he buildi he d’
a security system, alarms, cameras, When the person who wok e
;itax;vn t;) opex;1 the store arrived the next day, he saw that’ $2,780 hailltl)iei
olen irom the safe.” The door had not been f , i
}gloloff. Thlf only thing that had been broken v&?arsC iﬁé:gﬁealwalrlihdfazos
o'e smzfs ed into its side. “In the beginning we worked vs;ell er,”
lI;msa said, “but then the biggest con artists who managed thc:(;)glfsti};eers’s
egz.ir.l to take out [money] to pay debts, furnish their houses. s i
families on trips.” endthelr
batOntly' :her-l one of the partners robbed the store did the former com-
fm s identify a longer trend of embezzlement. As with Luisa’s int
c.afe, the solution in a moment of crisis was to take out a loan and demet
size. I',uisa’s two business ventures foundered at the same timn T(I)lwn-
€xperiences as well as her work advising other former combate ' t ;)Se
her to the conclusion that “we, the demobilized, don’t know how ?2 rilaid
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age a business. It’s been totally proven by the majority of the demobi-
lized. I think 1 percent are good at business.”

For many years, it was the modest salary from her job with Raconto
city government-that kept Luisa and her family afloat (a basic stability
that most former guerrillas lack). By 2010 she and Edwin had split up.
She began a relationship with Simén, who comes from a family that the
FARC had forcibly displaced when he was a child. (Such relationships
between the demobilized and the displaced are not uncommon nor illog-
ical, given that the two populations are crammed into the same barrios
that ring major cities like Raconto.) Simén contributed to the household
by taking odd jobs, low-paid short-term contract work like “the Russian”
(el ruso). El ruso is vernacular for construction work, and it involves
waking up at 4 a.m., being exposed to occupational hazards, and coming
home at 7 p.m. exhausted. Between Luisa’s salary and Simén’s sporadic
earnings they could pay rent and keep paying down their debts. But they
hardly had enough money to buy food for the family, let alone school
uniforms for the kids. In the middle of one of our conversations, Luisa
recalled how her youngest son would look up at her on occasion and say,
“Mom, I am hungry.” As she repeated her son’s words, her tone and body
language combined to express a mix of heartbreak and failure.'s

Three years carlier Luisa had been equally destitute. That was when
a man had walked into the local government office where she worked,
the same man who a year later would make Luisa lucrative offers to
work with the paramilitaries. The municipal government that employed
Luisa to support the ex-combatant community was under no legal obli-
gation to provide services to the demobilized, but it offered them skills
training and job placement services. It was late and Luisa was the only
social worker there, so the secretary ushered the fellow to her cubicle.
The man, a former paramilitary, had demobilized from the AUC in the
mid-2000s. He asked if they could speak in a more private setting. “Of
course,” she said. They stepped into an office and closed the door.

“Don’t worry, I am also demobilized,” she told him. “T am a social
worker, but also demobilized. I’ll understand whatever you tell me.”

“You see, what happened is that I am demobilized [from the AUC]
but I reactivated with Machete,” he said.

Machete was the narcoparamilitary boss who controlled the drug
trade in Raconto’s northern hills in the late 2000s. This man, as he ex-
plained, was Machete’s financial officer. Luisa immediately recognized

— ——
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t%le danger and delicateness of the case. Luisa recalled her first impres-
sion of the man. “When I met him hé had been in the street for two days
He had gotten wet and then dry, he had to sleep on the street he hadn’£
caten, he smelled like shit.” She gave him some money to pa)’f for a cit

bus fare, a night in a hotel, and some food. ’

The man showed her a series of photos he carried to prove his story:
photos of Machete, his kids, his mother-in-law, his bodyguards, even im:
ages from the funeral of one of Machete’s children, including th’e body in
a cas.ket. He said to Luisa, “T have all of this information and [ want to
turn it in. I have DVDs here and more information.”

L?uisa told him, “Look, I am going to tell you, as someone who is de-
mobilized from the FARC—you, as someone who is demobilized from
the AUC, you know they have people who are inﬁltrated,‘everywhere
fron? the government to where you least expect it. I wouldn’t hand ir;
any information, because where are you going to hide? . . . If I were you

I would wash my hands of that information. I don’t know why you are

carrying around those photos, those videos. They will only bring you
more problems. If you want to be in good standing as a demobilized per-
son, dedicate yourself to a job, work for your family, and leave that other
stuff alone.”

Then he showed Luisa his bank statement. She was taken aback. The
account, in his name, held more than $55,500. She didn’t understand why
he couldn’t access the money. The man explained: “What is going on is
that the manager of the bank works with us. With one call they can can-
cel everything.” The guy had gone from riches to rags in record time.1

The next week he came back to the office transformed into a stylish
member of the upper middie class with “a nice outfit, pimped-out watch
a laptop, and cell phones.” When Luisa asked what had happened, he re-’
sponded, “I went back. I am not going to give away that informat’ion on
Machete. I reported to Machete again, and they activated the account
In fact, I need to go and cash some checks. I am good now: I am payiné
for a studio apartment in Risaraldo [an upscale part of Raconto].” He
thanked Luisa profusely for her solidarity in his time of need. .

A few months later the demobilization program fired Luisa in a round
of layoffs. Machete’s financial henchman called and said, “Luisa, hey
your friends told me that you lost your job, that you’re in a tough sp(;t be-’
caus§ you’re unemployed and have the kids, because your partner isn’t
working, and your businesses aren’t going well. I want to help.”
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I told him, “No, it’s fine. I am OK.”
He said, “No, I want to help, because you were one of the people who

helped me with clothes and money to buy a room. Not just anybody does
that.” )

1 said, “You areii’t the first. I always help with what I can. .

He said, “No, let me cash these checks and I’ll give you some money. .

I said, “I am not asking for money. I really can’t take money from you.

He said, “In any case, I am going to find a way to help you.”

Months later he called and said, “Hey, where are you?” .

“In the culture house in Quintales [a popular area of Raconto], in an event

with a group of women.” ) ’
“perfect, I am heading over. [ need to talk to you,” he said.

The man arrived in a pickup truck with a chauffe.ur and took Lu.1sa
out to coffee at a nearby bakery. He wasted little time before getting
down to business. “I am coming with two proposals that can help y,ou.
The first is that we need people to launder some money, anq thelr(e s a
possibility you can help. If you want, T'll recommend y(?u. 5 Y;)u noxivl
what, that’s why I brought the truck. If you v&(liant, call Simén and we ca

i want, we can get $55,500 today.” o
* gecszlilc.l,l f‘i’fo ;lou want to lauider that money for me, I'll leave ?t IWI'ih
you for a year. You'll be responsible to me, and I'll be respo’nsﬁl)le o
Machete. If you fail me, I fail Machete. He’ll charge me, and I'll charge

yo‘i.iecounting the conversation, Luisa underlined the threa:[‘. “That’s Wh.at
he said!” The risks notwithstanding, Luisa confessed that “the whole :)1‘[-
uation started to tickle my sense of temptation, and I thought—maybe.
id no, we’re talking about paras.” '
Bugil};ezelcifri:d the offer, in part on principle, in part out of 1gnorance.
«T don’t even know how to launder money. I don’t know anything about
money look legal.” . ‘
hov;tf(t)errnell}(ueisa dec};ined thi first proposal, the man launch‘e:,d into hlcs1
next offer—that she work for him in downtown Ra}conto. H'q woul
give me some men [unidades] and I would be respons.lble for dmgglsome
things,” Luisa recalled. Among the “things” he mentloried were clzan;
ings,” limpiezas, or, in less cuphemistic terms, murder. “They ?Ziqu tp }j
me monthly, like any other paraco.” The secfond propo.sal di nc?l'ap
peal to Luisa at all. “That would be getting involved vzxth paran}l 1ta(rj—
ies and narcotrafficking, the worst thing anyone can do. She continued,

e
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“I come from the FARC, and I am not open to changing my ideology
and switching groups.” Luisa mentioned the exchange to friends who
had also demobilized from the FARC. Some responded to the money-
laundering scheme by saying, “Oof, let’s do it.” .

Within a year the police killed Machete as he fled a raid in Colom-
bia’s Amazonian region. Her friends commented, “You see, you could
have kept the money.” ‘

“There’s always someone who collects the debts,” she said.

One of her friends shot back, “No, you’re being a fool; some of your
colleagues in the program went for the $55,500.”

She never learned the identities of her colleagues who became para-
military money launderers. “Tll tell you the miracle but not the saint” is
the religiously loaded flourish Luisa’s colleague used to compartmental-
ize the sensitive information. Although “the saint” who took the narco-
paramilitaries up on their offer remains unknown, knowledge about who
has declined circulates through the paramilitaries’ expansive networks.

When I returned to Luisa’s home in 2015, she had managed to get her

refrigerator back from the pawn shop. Both she and Simén were work-
ing with the municipal government (she was no longer with the demo-
bilization program), but her activities as a community organizer had
attracted the attention of a group calling itself Cooperating for Good
Living. They slipped a pamphlet written in the style of a press release
under her door. Its header was simply a white skull and crossbones over
a black box. The first line read: “In defense of the Colombian State.”
The pamphlet claimed that Raconto had been invaded by sleazy people
(de mala muerte), “guerrillas masked as defenders of human rights, the
land, the peasants, the victims, the poor.” It sentenced Luisa and others
to death “wherever they are,” but especially in the spaces that they use
to organize. It urged the listed individuals “to abandon their [organiz-
ing] practices, the neighborhood, the city, or face the consequences with
their families.” The threat was signed with the exact phrasing of a gov-
ernment memo: “Let it be communicated and fulfilled” (“Comuniquese
y ctimplase”). Either Luisa’s role as a community organizer or her re-
fusal of the paramilitaries’ lucrative offer would have been sufficient to
get her name on a death list. The combination could be fatal.

This was not the first time that she had been marked for death since
abandoning the FARC. When we were walking in her neighborhood to
pick up groceries for lunch, she pointed out the route that she had taken
to avoid someone she suspected had been sent to kill her. She recalled
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how she suddenly cut across a busy avenue to evade her stalker. When
it was clear that she had gotten away, Luisa looked back at the 'man.
When their eyes met, the man crossed himself as if he were mourning at
a Catholic funeral. The gesture made her heart sink. - .
The skull and crossbones pamphlet triggered a paranoia that had lin-
gered after the incident. Luisa evaluated her risks and lowered h?r p.ro-
file in the barrio. Weaving Society (Tejiendo Sociedad), the organization
she was struggling to launch with other former combatants, b?gan to ul?-
ravel as other leaders left the neighborhood. When I last visited their
home in 2015, Luisa and Simén were weighing the pros and cons of mov-
i re in the city.
mg(i)soelﬁijlting for Go}éd Living’s communiqué is n.oF on.ly a threat.but
an articulation of the good life in which narcoparamlhtarl.es repres§ 1'nto
submission community-based projects that suggest collective orgar%l.zmg.
Its response is utterly disproportionate to any real threat to paramilitary
hegemony.?® The community-level activism of forrr.ler, combat'ants. has n(;
budget or any significant projects under way. Lu1'sa s orgamzatlc.)n an
others I have followed are “done by one’s fingernails”—a Colombian ex-
pression that means scraping together the bare m1n1mum necess.ary. En-
terprising former combatants will often take the 1.nlt1.atlve to l?rlng peo-
ple together for small projects with the hope of w.mmng funding from a
municipal government office or NGO interested in devglopment.or rec-
onciliation.?! T have witnessed the fitful efforts to launch three filfferent
organizations led by former guerrillas. Each has struggh.:d t'o incorpo-
rate as a nonprofit, attract sponsors, and move the org:?lmzatl?n beyond
a series of initial meetings. As members of a population of. mter.est to
the expansive international and national NGO sector, cl.larl.sma‘uc for-
mer guerrillas can get an audience in NGO oﬂ?ces. Navigating .the 'pa-
perwork at the chamber of commerce and creating a lega.ll organization,
however, is a first, and often insurmountable, hurdle. While former guer-
rillas like Luisa try to organize, narcoparamilitaries who control the 1.1r—
ban periphery violently repress even the most ineffectual of’com.rr'xun}ty
solidarity initiatives. The vision of the good life that narcoparefn.nhtar.les
enforce is one in which atomized individuals and nucle.ar fam11}e§ strive
to improve their own lot by laboring under their mefl'flcm.g dominion.
When we overlay the perspectives of narcoparamilitaries and tpe stat.e
toward former guerrillas, their ideological alignment against leftist poli-
tics comes into relief. While narcoparamilitaries respond to the specter
of leftist politics with violent repression, the state tries to detach former
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rebels from the political sensibility they forged while in the insurgency.
The ACR'’s dedication to social and economic reintegration brackets out
political reintegration, preferring that the demobilized see themselves as ,
apolitical subjects. The ACR worries that political activities might spur
ex-combatants to return to the FARC or to a different guerrilla organi-
zation. Yet the ACR’s model of reintegration, focused on entrepreneur-
ial projects, is far from apolitical. Microcredit schemes throughout Latin
America serve as potent tools for integrating marginal populations into
existing political economic structures and blunt the possibility that they
might embrace revolutionary movements.?? Peruvian economist Her-
nando de Soto has argued forcefully for the formalization of the global
poor’s assets so that capital languishing unrecognized by banks, such as
properties without deeds, can be used as collateral for loans. The sub-
text to this model of development, outlined in his best seller The Mys-
tery of Capital, is a political project to buttress liberal capitalism by inte-
grating the abjectly poor—those most prone to rebel—into the economic
system partly responsible for their marginality. De Soto makes explicit
the politics of his program in an opinion piece he published in the Wall
Street Journal in October 2014 titled “The Capitalist Cure for Terror-
ism.” There he argues that the fight against the Islamic State should
learn from the fight against the Peruvian Maoist group the Shining Path
(Sendero Luminoso). He claims that the Peruvian military defeated the
Shining Path because of the legal and economic reforms that allowéd
its peasant base to prosper and ultimately turn on the Shining Path. He
points to Peru’s relatively fast-paced growth in the 1990s and 2000s, fail-
ing to mention the economic polarization, grinding rural poverty in the
postconflict moment, and the calamitous environmental consequences
of Peru’s resource extraction-oriented economy.?

Whereas de Soto advocates for integrating the poor into an owner-
ship society, he refuses to look at the ways in which they get locked into
an owership society. As Luisa’s case makes clear, reintegration through
entreprencurialism can easily end in cycles of credit and indebtedness.
For most this becomes a downward spiral for which paramilitarism is the
only quick solution. Refusal to resolve one’s economic problems through
remobilization means breaking the unwritten social contract by which
paramilitaries solidify their hegemonic position through a combination
of gifts and threats.

1 don’t want to give the impression that al/ small businesses started
by former guerrillas end in failure, but over the nine years that I spent
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researching this book I did not hear of a single success story. When I re-
turned to Colombia to do follow-up fieldwork in 2016, T got in touch with
a former ACR official. She had spent more than a decade in the orga-
nization and oversaw more caseworkers (reintegradores) than any other
manager. I asked if she could refer me to a successful small business run
by a former rebel. She sent me the contact information for Ciro.

“What’s his business,” I wrote in a WhatsApp message.

“He makes briefcases, bags,” she replied. “Sewing,” she added in the
next bubble.

“Is he the tailor?” I asked.

“Yes” }

I should have figured that when I asked for an exemplary business, I
would be referred to the tailor. '

Ciro

As it turns out, Ciro was not the person whom the ACR had labeled “the
tailor of the FARC” in 2012. That was Alvaro Pérez. Supposedly Alvaro
specialized in sewing uniforms for the FARC. As a demobilized combat-
ant he created Colfepaz, a sewing business that received the enthusias-
tic backing of the upper echelons of the reintegration agency.** Colfepaz
seized upon the government’s scheme to create a brand—Chance—at the
Bogota Fashion Circle, the nation’s premier fashion event. The public re-
lations initiative to launch the Chance brand brought together the ACR,
the Ministry of Defense, and Lowe/SSP3 (from chapter 2). Ciro was one
of Alvaro’s close associates in Colfepaz. Leading fashion designer San-
dra Cabrales helped Alvaro, Ciro, and other former combatants (from
both the guerrilla and the paramilitaries) design a seasonal fashion line.
When Marcela, who features in chapter 2, invited me to the launch, I
went unprepared for the spectacle that would take place beneath the gi-
ant tent pitched in the middle of Bogotd’s Ninety-Third Street Park, a
green space surrounded by some of the city’s most expensive properties
and restaurants.

Beneath the canopy, models dressed in meticulously tattered T-shirts
and jeans strutted to the music of the Colombian hip-hop group Choc-
quibtown (see figure 4.I). At the end of the runway they would strike
a pose for the photographers and, with a flip of the hip, turn and strut
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FIGURE 4.1. Mod.els stride down the runway wearing the Chance fashion line designed by
ex-combatants with the help of fashion designer Sandra Cabrales. Photo by author, 2012

back. The ex-combatant tailors held hands with Cabrales as they walked
the catwalk and took a bow to polite applause.

Then came remarks by Juan Carlos Pinzén, Colombia’s minister of
defense: “During the time I've been minister of defense, and the years
before when 1T was vice minister, I've visited what is known as the na-
ked 'Cc.>10mbia. The most isolated places.” After listing a series of remote
municipalities, he said: “The state, entrepreneurs, civil society, all want
the demobilized to dream and to aspire to a better future. C’hance by
Colombia, Chance para Colombia, offers a real opportunity for those
who have left the guerrilla to make visible the possibility of a better fu-
t.ure, and God willing with a stable income, so that everyone who is there
[in the guerrilla] decides to demobilize.” He concluded, “Thanks to the
Fashion Circle there’s hope for the country’s future.”

After the minister’s remarks came an inspirational video extolling
the fashionista peace initiative. Up-tempo music accompanied images
of former combatants concentrating at sewing machines, a behind-the-
sce.nes look at the production process (figure 4.2). The voiceover pro-
claimed: “We are going to show that behind every item of clothing, each
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ant sewing in the promotional video for Chance. Photo

FIGURE 4.2. Image of an ex-combat
by author, 2012.

color, each texture, there’s much more than fabric and machines, threads
and stitches. There’s a life story. The brand looks to tran.sform trends
into something much more than fashion, transforming it into a moto'r
for social change that generates opportunities for thousands of Colombi-
ans. They can show the world that it’s always possible to start over, that

there’s always a chance.” . ’ ‘

There’s always a chance. But for whom? To do what? The word 1t.self
has a gambler’s edge. Presumably the “chance” (never transl'ated into
Spanish) is an opportunity for the demobilized, but that requires some
pal:ls“z)ngs.tart, let’s look at the sartorial clues. The clothes themselves,
ripped and pockmarked to suggest bullet holes, bespeak v.vorn combat
fatigues and the tatters of urban poverty. The mostly. dejmm garmer.lts
also evoke the punk culture of the Global North and invite prospective
wearers to posture as rebels of the nonthreatening variety.?’ The mod-
els, meticulously accessorized, carry shiny red backpack§ and red. tote
bags that resignify the color associated with the Commumst Part;i in an
indisputably consumerist register. The demobilized tall.o.rs watchlgg on
the sidelines dress in business suits and embody rehabilitated subjects,
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transformed from class-conscious guerrilla fighters or ruthless paramili-
taries into successful entrepreneurs ready for the upscale bustle of north
Bogotéd’s workweek. The fiction of their agency in the Chance project
and its ostentatious launch is transparent to all. But the Fashion Cir-
cle is not about a reality: it’s a phantasmagoric world where the demobi-
lized are cast as characters in,a morality play in which consumer culture
is good and militancy bad. The figure of the rehabilitated demobilized
fighter exists only to be consumed by the spectacle itself. The real pro-
tagonists of this show are the fashion models. That is who the audience
has come to see, the archetypal sirens of consumption. I concur with an-
thropologist Michael Taussig when he writes that focusing on “the co-
existence of glamour and terror in the world” misses the point of “their
synergism.”26

Two blocks beyond the giant white tent in Ninety-Third Street Park
stands a five-story brick building that contains the offices of SoHo, the
Colombian equivalent of Playboy. In November 2015, three years after
the Chance fashion show, SoHo featured a demobilized female FARC
rebel, Ana Pacheco, posing erotically with a female police detective, Is-
abel Londofio (figure 4.3). The gloss of the cover contained the wild sex-
uality of these dangerous women, immobilized by the photographer’s
camera. These technologies of capture and display put the uncomfort-
able matter of this femme fatal pair in its place, the familiar category of
objects of male desire. The intentionally provocative cover helps to illu-
minate the relationship between models and demobilized combatants in
the Chance fashion show.

The first point that must be made about this image is a chronolog-
ical one: it appeared at the end of 2015, when peace negotiations be-
tween the Colombian government and the FARC were in an advanced
stage. The liberal facet of corporate media had begun to anticipate the
collective demobilization and reintegration of the FARC’s military
structures, while not giving up on the mass media’s long-standing proj-
ect to discredit the FARC by relentlessly drawing attention to its child-
recruitment practices and mistreatment of women (valid points often
exaggerated for effect). SoHo’s editors, in the spirit of peace through
dialogue between political opposites, asked right-wing journalist Salud
Herndndez-Mora to interview Ana Pacheco, the former FARC guerrilla,
and left-wing journalist Alfredo Molano to interview former DAS detec-
tive Isabel Londofio.

The combination of erotica and stories from the war’s protagonists in
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SoHo is an iteration of the same recipe behind the Chance fashion show.
The amalgam of sex appeal and war drama serves as a two-pronged
hook to lure audiences and potential consumers. As in the Chance pag-
eantry, combatants proved a potent weapon for marketing the idea of
peace through consumption. That messaging intensified as negotiations
between the FARC and the government accelerated during 2016; but the
PAHD had been watering the seed of the notion of peace as business
since the mid-2000s, when it began its campaigns to sell a new life of
consumer citizenship to the demobilized.

With the SoHo photo spread and accompanying interviews, the mag-
azine’s editors, photographers, and layout artists call on audiences to
visually consume the two former adversaries, their curvaceous bodies,
and the dramatic twists in their personal narratives, That consumption,
in turn, will help the magazine sell advertisements that promote liquor,
watches, bicycles, and clothing, A two-page Diesel advertisement that
separates the two sets of photos and the interviews features models out-

fitted in urban camouflage (figure 4-4). The slogan, in English, reads “No
military experience required.”

DIESEL

FIGURE 4.4. Advertisement between the photos and interviews of two
featured in the SoHo cover story, November 2015.

women combatants
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Taken together, the SoHo spread—hyphenated by this advertisement—
and the Chance spectacle speak volumes about the urbanization of the
Colombian conflict. In the Diesel ad, the indeterminacy of who is and
who is hot a combatant, the cause of so much death and injury, becomes
the basis of a new clothing line. The style could be interpreted as guer-
rilla chic, offering potential customers the opportunity to express their
inner (depoliticized) rebel, or as inviting them to unwittingly embody a
paramilitary logic whereby civilians serve as extensions of the military.
The otherwise deadly military-civilian ambivalence at the heart of guer-
rilla warfare is rendered banal beneath the veneer of urban outfitting.
Not to worry, “no military experience required.” The larger point is that
the fantastical urbanization of the armed conflict represented in SoHo
hides the deadly urban war unfolding on the peripheries of Colombian
cities, like Raconto, where former combatants struggle to remake their
lives in contexts where the war still rages. That urban war, which the de-
mobilized find themselves in the middle of, exceeds classic portrayals of
the Colombian conflict that feature images of armed men and war ma-
chines in the countryside. Yet the urbanization of the conflict has ex-
isted, persisted, and quietly intensified for decades. While residents of
impoverished swaths of large cities must navigate armed actors that fur-
tively control much of the metropolis, elites in wealthy pockets of those
same cities project very different images of war and urbanism—like this
Diesel advertisement or the photographs that emerged from the event in
Ninety-Third Street Park. Let’s return to the scene of the latter.

When the narrator of the inspirational video proclaimed that the
Chance project was about “something much more than fashion,” he was
entirely correct. Not because the fashion world is saving the demobilized,
as he insinuates, but rather the contrary. The excess that the disembod-
ied voiceover invokes, I argue, is the surplus value that the fashion indus-
try, often assailed for the exploitation of its workers, stands to reap from
its ostensible commitment to peace in Colombia. The token demobilized
entrepreneurs, their stories, and the feel-good-fable of leaving guns for
sewing machines allow fashion designer Sandra Cabrales, and metonym-
ically her industry, to stake a claim to the category of “cthical fashion.”

Ethical fashion has emerged as a current within the world of “ethi-
cal capitalism,” in which environmental and social values become dis-
tinguishing features of high-end consumption—think sustainable agri-
culture or fair trade coffee. The inherently contradictory idea of ethical
capitalism relies in large part on the tales that companies tell about their

— |

THE GOOD LIFE DEFERRED AND RISKS OF REMOBILIZATION

FI(.EURE .4‘5. The media interview Alvaro, “the tailor”
Mittroti (left).’The screen behind Alvaro (not pictured)
market chain Exito. Photo by author, 2012.

(center), and ACR leader Joshua
is filled with the logo of the super-

supply chains—distributing more profits to impoverished farmers in
Honduras, for example.?” Such stories, always presented in sketch form
¥1ot only enable a markup but also allow the fashion industry to refashion’
.1tself by posing as a socially concerned. In the process, the industry hides
its .association with classic capitalist exploitation of the likes highlighted
by investigative reports about sweatshop conditions in Bangladesh.

As T watched and reflected on the production that evening, T won-
dered: who is the real beneficiary of this elaborate show? After,the cer-
emony I watched people pose for photographs with the ex-combatant
e.ntrepreneurs in front of backdrops adorned with logos. News media be-
sieged “the tailor” and Joshua Mittroti, then managing director of the
ACR (ﬁgure 4.5). Scanning the press after the event, [ found this quote
from Alvaro, “the tailor,” appealing to those still in the FARC: “Come
out, this is your last chance at life before you are executed over there.”28
Same script, new context, I thought. .

As T left the event, I strolled onto the lawn, which was lined with
small white tents promoting consumer goods. I walked past a carefully
arranged display of creams and soaps beneath pink lighting, a stand for
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Dove to promote its brand. I left the launch of Chance overwhelmed by
the very subject of my research, the confluence of consumer culture and
counterinsurgency. Later that night I reflected: Was this vertigo not the
point? Were the over-the-top theatrics not a sensory and cognitive deluge
intended to numb one’s critical faculties? The spectacle’s cdmponents—
lights, models, garments, music, videos, speeches, commercial kiosks—
created a heightened sense of distraction that helped to normalize the
questionable conceit of creative entrepreneurship as a strategy for the
economic reintegration of ex-combatants. Over the course of the eve-
ning, statesmanship (via the minister of defense) and commerce (Via the
fashion industry) combined to tell a tale of liberal capitalism as the rem-
edy for militant critique run amok.

The scene carried traces of world fairs past. Those fairs did important
ideological work. Take the 1939 New York City World’s Fair at Flush-
ing Meadow—Corona Park. The organizers transformed the park into
a veritable corporate Disneyland that served as the launching pad for
magical new technologies, such as television. Edward Bernays, a found-
ing father of public relations, branded the futuristic fair “Democricity.”
As documentary filmmaker Adam Curtis has noted, the fair equated
capitalist-driven technological progress with modernity and liberal de-
mocracy.? Clearly world fairs, and their heirs, carry a heavy ideologi-
cal charge. Cultural theorist Walter Benjamin, writing about the exhibi-
tions of those fairs (he was most interested in the Paris World’s Fair of
1867), says: “They open a phantasmagoria which a person enters in or-
der to be distracted. The entertainment industry makes this easier by el-
evating the person to the level of the commodity. He surrenders to its
manipulations while enjoying his alienation from himself and others.”*
In the same passage of his unfinished Arcades Project Benjamin con-
nects the exhibitions of the fairs to fashion, which “prescribes the ritual
to which the commodity fetish demands to be worshipped.” In the tech-
nological exhibitions of the world fairs, and in the obsolescence through
design of the fashion industry, both of which project into an imminent
and fleeting future, Benjamin sees commodity fetishism unhinged—a
pleasurable resignation to the deification of commodities. In the Chance
show, the thin fiction of demobilized combatants reintegrating into soci-
ety through a fashion brand was forgotten in an atmosphere thick with
desire for the models and the clothing they wore. The event was a call
for the demobilized, the attendees, and the consumers of media reports
about it to allow themselves the pleasure of entertainment in the pres-
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ence of defanged ex-combatants, to surrender to the manipulations of
the commodity, in Benjamin’s terms.

But if the commodity fetish hides the social and political relationships
at the heart of a commodity’s production, as in Karl Marx’s classic for-
mulation, what were those relationships in the Chance project? Clearly
t.he organizers of the Chance spectacle treated the demobilized more
like props than people, which only made me more curious about the for-
mer combatants’ perspective on the event. Who were the tailors? What
?appened to Chance? The answer to the latter question is simple: noth-
ing. You might say it never had a chance.

In 2016, four years after the fashion show, I posed that question to
Ciro, one of the tailors in the Chance project. He was the tailor whom
the former reintegration official had put me in touch with (not the one

hyped as “the FARC’s tailor”)—a success story of the ACR’s entrepre-
neurial reintegration model.

A: What was the story with Chance?
¢: Chance was from the government. I don’t know who invented that thing.
But they came out saying that they were helping us, that they were going
to give us a shop to sell our products. Nothing came of it. It was all bells
ringing but no ice cream. Imagine, we went to register the brand Chance,
but then we saw how many brands of chance already existed in the Cham.-
ber of Commerce; we couldn’t lodge it anywhere.
A1 But the idea was to develop a brand?
c: Yes, to develop a brand, but we couldn’t. It didn’t work.
A: How long did the initiative last?
c: Barely two months—making the products and exhibiting them. That’s as :
far as it got. ;lji
A: And with all of that show, with the models and the minister of defense. |
c: We were happy because we were naive. When you are just starting you

think, “Here comes a big help, we’re going to get ahead.” What a huge lie.
That’s as far as it went.

One of the few traces left by the mediated experiment of Chance was
Ciro’s dedication to building his own personal brand. When we met in
2.016, he was standing beneath a white tent assembled over the brick pa-
tio at the base of a northern Bogotd office complex known as the World
Trade Center. He carcfully arrayed his stock of leather purses, wallets
handbags, and satchels on stylized white shelving. Each piece carried the’
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stamp of his brand: his name written in a curs.ive font that made.“ciro”

look symmetrical. Shortly after I arrived, a military offi’cer patrolling the

patio in pixelated camouflage inquired about a womans handbag on the

top shelf. Twenty minutes later, two suited men approac.hed the stand.
One of them was the patrolling soldier who had mql?lr.e.d 'flbout the
handbag earlier. Ciro explained his personal business 1n1t1at.1v.e to the
two men, how it employs vulnerable populations, the demobilized and
displaced. (He didn’t disclose his own background.) The officer bought
the black handbag.

It was Friday afternoon and an climination soccer match jbetwe‘en Co-
lombia’s and Peru’s national teams compounded the collective relief and
excitement that comes at the end of a hard-fought worlfweek. P.eople had
begun leaving work early. One guy in a yellow replica jersey picked up a
black wallet with white seams and asked: “How much?”

“$14,” Ciro responded.

“Leather?”

“Ieather.” )
Careful not to show too much interest in the wallet, the fellow thought

for a moment, then said: “Would you give a little discount?”
“I’Il give it to you for $13, my brother,” Ciro said. .

«Leather?” the guy asked again, pulling out his own wallet to inspect
its tattered state. . ’

“Napa leather, good leather—smell it,” Ciro replied. ‘.‘It s a good defll,
I won’t make almost anything, but it’s fine; I am promoting my brand.

«“you wouldn’t do it for $127” .

Affecting resignation and displeasure, Ciro said, “All set, my brother.

After that sale Ciro began to close his stand. He needed to get home,
not to watch the game but to go to a funeral. A few days earlier two as-
sassins had killed his brother-in-law. They had come to his hous.e at the
top of the hill on the far outskirts of the city at 3 a.m. Ciro explained the
cause of death with a trigger gesture of his right index finger, then added:
“He was also demobilized.”

“From the same group?” I asked.

“Yeah, also from the FARC,” he said.

“I{’s a bit of a pattern,” I said.

Ciro’s eyes widened as he nodded in agreement. The deceased had
worked in private security and left behind three children, one fifteen
years old and the other two “really small.” I expressed my cond.olence‘s.

His brand of leather goods was a still unprofitable side project. Ciro
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earned his living by running a “satellite workshop” for multinational
companies to contract. His sole client is Fapsou, a multinational com-
pany that produces backpacks, luggage, clothes, wallets, and shoes for
developing markets, especially in Latin America. Ciro turned fabric,
padding, and zippers provided by the company into backpacks.

After a manager at Fapsou saw Ciro on the news during the launch of
Chance, he called Ciro to fire him, accusing him of having infiltrated the
company and suggesting Ciro maintained ties with the guerrilla. Ciro
defended himself, insisting he had done nothing wrong. He called the
ACR to tell his caseworker the story. The caseworker’s advocacy got him
reinstated in three days. Pride filled his voice as Ciro finished recounting
the episode: “Since then, I have always had work.”

The three-story brick building that Ciro has turned into a workshop
was lined with backpacks in different stages of assembly. Under his con-
tract with Fapsou, Ciro had one month to deliver three thousand fin-
ished black backpacks. The company would pay $2 for each acceptable
backpack—one tenth of its retail price. Fapsou provided the plastic pad-
ding, precut fabric, and zippers. Ciro provided the machinery, thread,
and labor. On the third floor, people bent over sewing machines stitching
straps and pockets. Three of the six workers were ex-combatants. Ciro said
he paid them between $7 and $14 a day, depending on their productivity—
better than a sweatshop but a poor substitute for a stable salary.

We returned to the first floor, and Ciro told me the story of how he
joined the FARC only to desert two years later. Until the age of thirty-
one, Ciro bought and sold cattle in a rural area five hours from Bogota.
The guerrilla has had a strong presence there but at the time was on
the defensive. A FARC miliciano stole one of his steers. One morning
the two men passed each other. The miliciano was herding cattle and
Ciro’s steer was among them. Ciro said, “I like that steer. Would you sell
it to me?” The passive-aggressive exchange soon escalated into a ma-
chete duel. “I gave it to him, and he gave it to me,” Ciro said, point-
ing to the scar running diagonally down his left cheek. As the duel
wound down, the thief threatened to kill Ciro, so he decided to make
a formal complaint to the FARC, which controlled the area. The com-
mander called Ciro and his adversary to a meeting. He told Ciro’s en-
emy, “If anything happens to Ciro, we’ll finish you.” The commander
also told Ciro that if he wanted to stay in the area, he needed to work
with the FARC.

Ciro joined but never embraced guerrilla life. He deserted during a
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paramilitary incursion into the area, shortly after they disappeared his
sister. Ciro’s sister had been a member of the Communal Action Board,
one of the neighborhood councils where most local governance hap-
pens in Colombia. On March 30, 2003, she had been driving a truck that
the Communal Action Board had contracted to ferry beer and food to
an event. The paramilitaries pulled her out of the truck. Ciro told his
commander about it, but he refused to do anything. “She’s not from our
ranks. She has to defend herself,” the commander said. Her husband did
work for the FARC as a miliciano, but that wasn’t enough to move Ciro’s
commander to action. The day after the paramilitaries disappeared his
sister (she was never found), the military arrested her husband.

After his commander refused to help confront the paramilitaries over
his sister’s abduction, Ciro decided to desert, escaping when the com-
mander sent him to fetch supplies. He sought refuge in his cousin’s house
and started to pick flowers on a large farm that exports roses to the US
for Valentine’s Day. The company liked his work ethic and began the
process of offering him a more stable contract. When it requested his ju-
dicial records, the DAS (the Colombian equivalent of the FBI) captured
him. T was surprised that the DAS had known of his membership in the
FARC and had a warrant. Given that he had entered the insurgency at
thirty-one and spent limited time in the guerrilla, I figured he would not
yet have been cataloged in the state’s files. What I had not accounted for
was that the guerrilla reported his defection to the state as a way of pun-
ishing him (and a tacit admission that it lacked the resources to track
him down). When DAS agents showed up at his cousin’s house, he began
a conversation that led to his demobilization.

Ciro’s demobilization process was smooth. During the reintegration
stage he attended vocational courses in private security and tailoring.
He presented his small business proposal—to open a tailor shop—to the
ACR. I asked about the nuts and bolts.

: So they gave you $4,400?
: No, they don’t give you money. They pay a vendor who sells you the

>

O

machine.

A: What's the deal with the vendors?

- It’s a bitch, because everyone sells machines, but they don’t pay a fee the
SENA [government skills training agency| requires that involves a ton of
paperwork. Since they have to pay, they pass it on to you. You can get a
[sewing] machine downtown for $380, but there they sell it to you for $6770.

(@]
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Of the $4,400 allotted him, Ciro spent $4,000 on four sewing ma-
chines and a riveter, and another $400 on start-up costs. Ciro’s other sis-
ter was already running a workshop of her own and advised him. I asked
how much profit his workshop generated in an average month. He said
it varied, and scribbled calculations on a piece of scrap paper in front of
him: roughly $1,500 per month (about the salary of a midlevel bureaucrat
in the ACR).

His leather business, the Ciro brand, was still losing money, but he re-
mained determined to make it viable. The ACR had alerted him to a se-
ries of workshops in which corporate executives taught former combat-
ants how to register brands and export merchandise. Ciro had attended
the first training at a Juan Valdéz café (Colombia’s gold standard for
brands) two days before I visited his workshop. “How many other small
business people were there?” I asked.

“Just one other,” he said. “A guy with a washing-machine business.”

The former reintegration official who directed me to Ciro was right,
he was a success story, but one of very few. An extraordinarily rare con-
fluence of factors has enabled him to sustain his manufacturing business.
He joined the FARC at the age of thirty-one, which meant he had much
more experience in economic exchange as an independent adult than
the vast majority of former guerrillas who joined as teenagers. Further-
more, he enjoyed doing business. The fact that his sister already oper-
ated a workshop meant he could get reliable advice, and his father gave
him loans at key moments. The FARC front he deserted had been all
but vanquished, and with only two years in the FARC he did not have
access to sensitive information, so his security concerns were relatively
low. These contextual factors helped enable Ciro to position himself as
a success story via the ACR, which has been consistently desperate for
success stories.

Ciro knows he is the exception rather than the rule. The former com-
batants that he hires lead much more precarious lives and are prone to
remobilization. Ciro recalled the story of one employee he had taught to
sew. “I told him, ‘Have a little, but chew it well,” but no, he couldn’t resist
the temptation of stuffing himself with money. He went [with the para-
militaries]. The guy was a good worker, but ambitious. He got fucked up
looking for easy money.”

“What did they promise him?” I asked.

“That he was going to be filthy rich because he was going to go over
there and steal that merchandise, pure coca paste,” he said.
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Not quite understanding, I asked, “Carrying packages between here
and there?”

“No, he was supposed to take the merchandise from t'hose who pro-
cessed it. They robbed from the guerrilla; but the guerrilla, watch out,

’re nasty.” .

the’}ll‘lrlefl‘z anﬁ reprisals played out closer to Ciro’s workshop as w‘ell. Hls
barrio, like the neighborhoods of Raconto where Felipe and Ll.nsa 11\.76,
is an another overlooked theater of Colombia’s urbanized “low-lnte'nS{ty
conflict,” which feels anything but low intensity to those en.sr.lared %n.lts
web. Ciro tells of how, a decade earlier, one former paramilitary living
in his neighborhood started a gang of thieves. A subset of the one 1.1un-
dred former guerrillas who had settled in his neighbor.hood o.rgafnzed
and adapted the FARC’s heavy-handed style of revolutionary ]u.stlce Fo
urban vigilantism, killing the thieves. Trouble, hqwever, has persisted in
his neighborhood. When 1 checked in with Ciro m. the su.mr.ne‘r of 20T6,
he was facing a death threat. A local gang was trying to. 1nt1m1§ate him
into leaving the area so it could take over the low-income I.10u51-ng bl(.)ck
where he kept his workshop. Even for the few success s.t.orle.s, like Ciro,
the shadow of violence does not disappear after demobilization.

The Good Life Deferred

What is the good life? The pursuit of self-advancement .and the fulfill-
ment of individual desires, or commitment to the collective concerns.of
ethics, justice, and socictal obligations?*! In COlOII.lbla, a country with
one of the highest rates of inequality in Latin America, the.> goqd life has
long been framed as the individual quest for wealth, a hlStO'I‘ICE’ll trend
that can be traced back to the Spanish conquest and coloms.ts sear.ch
for El Dorado. The country’s historical reliance on extractive industries
(gold, rubber, oil, emeralds), large-scale agricultufe (coffe'e, bananas,
African palm), and illegal drugs (marijuana, heroin, coca1r}e) hz?s led
towns and entire regions to boom and bust. The longue durée of imag-
ining and aspiring to quick riches percolates into the pre§ent and molds
contemporary conceptions of the good life expressed 1-n the popular
Spanish idiom la buena vida, which connotes a decad.ent lifestyle.

The Colombian government’s vision of the good life for former guer-
rillas at once clashes with and reinforces this historical and cultural
context in which the good life is routed through often violent shortcuts
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to wealth. What matters to the government, first and foremost, is that
former guerrillas definitively abandon their quixotic misadventure in
search of socialist ideals and buy into the existing political economic or-
der. This perspective is intimated by the PAHD’s media campaigns but
only comes into relief in the ACR’s efforts to mold the demobilized into
entrepreneurial participants in a neoliberalized economy, and in narco-
paramilitaries’ quest to co-opt guerrilla knowledge while repressing col-
lective organization. This assemblage of forces serves as shock therapy
for the demobilized.*

In the first weeks and months after deserting, the demobilized are
dazed and disoriented. When they receive their CODA certification
they are pushed into an urban landscape in which society is rigidly strat-
ified.®® The first order of business is to survive. Once the needs of hous-
ing, utilities, food, and basic comforts, like a-mattress, are secured, ex-
combatants look to transcend their abject status by finding a job that
might make them an active member of the working class. Ascent through
Colombia’s rigid class system is measured through patterns of consump-
tion tied to cycles of debt and credit.

What matters to the ACR is that ex-combatants stay on the right side
of the law, that recidivism rates are low (and that rearmament is hidden
from public view). In this formulation the good life is but the absence
of the bad, illegal life. Yet in the everyday worlds of former rebels who
live amid latent and less latent forms of paramilitarism, remobilization
appears as the most promising road to la buena vida. The best chance
demobilized guerrilla fighters have to achieve the aspirations that the
PAHD stokes in its marketing campaigns and targeted military intel-
ligence operations is either to collaborate with the military or to work
with an illegal armed group, most often narcoparamilitaries. These op-
tions offer a shortcut to joining the middle class or jumping straight into
the nouveau riche’s world of conspicuous consumption. But this vision of
the good life is extraordinarily dangerous, as the debts incurred in the
act of remobilization are often paid with one’s life.

Former rebels who pursue the easy money that rearmament and re-
mobilization promise risk not only their own lives but their family mem-
bers’ as well. Those who steadfastly refuse that path live in a state of
extreme precariousness in which the vision of the good life peddled by
the government is continually deferred. Like civilians who live in for-
mer combat zones in rural areas where heavy rains wash land mines to
imprecise locations downhill, rendering the local geography a shifting
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terrain of exploding artifacts, former rebels in urban areas traverse a
moving minefield of armed actors, economic férces, and moral quanda-
ries.?* For many ex-combatants, the idiom of struggle for survival viscer-
ally connects life before and after demobilization. “We left one war for
another” is a repeated refrain in my interviews. Another common in-
vocation was of “the mountain of concrete” or the “jungle of cement,”
phrases that connect their time in the guerilla to their experience in an
urban economic battlefield.”

Faced with this menu of difficult and dangerohs options, most for-
mer combatants retreat into the private sphere of the family and em-
brace the popular idiom sacando adelante a la familia (pushing the
family forward). The phrase expresses a cultural logic of enduring the
travails of economic struggle and justifying them with the hope that fu-
ture generations might join the middle class through a combination of
education, hard work, and good luck. The idea of sacando adelante a la
familia, however, presupposcs a stable family life and requires at least
minimal employment opportunities. Given the scarcity-of both, former
rebels hatch short-term schemes known colloquially in Colombia as the
rebusque, which is perhaps best translated as “scavenging.” This scav-
enging involves juggling piecemeal work in the informal economy, short-
term contracts in the official work force, and cycles of indebtedness. In
this unforgiving landscape, favors from support networks and the abil-
ity to game the meager welfare of the ACR are barely buoyant life rafts.
Most see clearly that the prospect of entrepreneurial success is dim, so
they don’t give the endeavor an earnest shot.

In an email exchange with the former ACR official who introduced
me to Ciro and managed a small brigade of caseworkers for more than a
decade, she wrote an honest appraisal: “War leaves holes that are signif-
icant in civilian life, lack of schooling, distrust in institutions or in oth-
ers, shortsightedness [cortoplacisrrio], migration to cities and conditions
that aren’t conducive to a return to the countryside, dysfunctional fam-
ilies and lack of support networks, the lack of a credit or financial his-
tory, lack of tolerance and ease of frustration as well as their imaginar-
ies are some of the hurdles.” Though her candid analysis identified many
structural challenges, she was still somewhat surprised and disappointed
that former combatants did not embrace their entrepreneurial projects.
«There are demobilized that think paternalistically, who barely fulfill
the requirements to get a business plan. Then they fail as a result be-
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cause their mission from the beginning was not to be creative and self-
sufficient but to scam for resources.”

. With such an array of structural factors pushing against the pos-
sibility that a former combatant’s small business might succeed I3vh
has the ACR insisted in emphasizing entrepreneurialism as a pa‘;h to}j
ward economic reintegration? The program’s senior leadership is aware
of the'challenges. USAID, one of the ACR’s largest foreign patrons
commissioned a group of high-profile US-based researchers to evalu—’
ate USAID’s support of the ACR. When the final document was com-
pleted in 2013, the ACR buried the report, never releasing it publicly
The report recommended creating “a public sector employment pro-.
gram for ex-combatants,” as opposed to the inordinate emphasis placed
on entrepreneurialism.

As I will argue in the conclusion, the three-step process of disarma-
ment, demobilization, and reintegration of Colombia’s individual de-
mobilization program has been designed for ritual failure. What is im-
portant to underline here is not failure itself but rather what failure
prod.uces: atomized subjects who are locked in a struggle for economic
survival that leaves little room for political commitments. Mired in ex-
tr.e.me precariousness and condemned by their former comrades, demo-
bilized guerrillas are economically and politically immobilized—’unless
that is, they choose to remobilize with their former enemies. ’



