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Abstract  

 

Based on five months of anthropological fieldwork in Cartagena, Colombia, this thesis illustrates 

how sexual violence is used in the Colombian conflict and the obstacles and difficulties female 

victims of this type of crime encounter when seeking justice and reparation.  It shows the context 

factors like the conflict situation in Colombia, national and international laws and programs on 

justice for victims of sexual abuse. Through personal (life) stories and experiences that victimized 

women have shared with me, together with interviews with lawyers, psychologists, politicians and 

NGO employees, I have analyzed these hurdles on a cultural as well as an institutional level in 

order to create a complete image of the problems these victims come across.  This thesis shows 

how gender norms in Colombian society influence the decision of sexual abused women to seek 

the truth, justice and reparation. The issue of sexual violence in Colombia is taboo and is heavily 

silenced.   By writing this thesis I want to contribute in my own way to „Break the taboo‟ so that 

these victims can obtain the justice and reparation that they ought to have by law.  

 

Basado en una investigación antropológica durante cinco meses en Cartagena, Colombia, esta 

tesis muestra como la violencia sexual es usada en el conflicto armado en Colombia e ilustra los 

obstáculos y dificultades que las mujeres víctimas de la violencia sexual encuentran cuando 

buscan justicia y reparaciones. Muestra los factores de contexto como la situación del conflicto 

armado, las leyes tanto nacionales como internacionales y programas de justicia para las víctimas 

del abuso sexual.  Por medio de relatos personales y experiencias que las víctimas han compartido 

conmigo, junto con entrevistas a abogados, psicólogos, políticos y trabajadores de ONGs, he 

analizado estos obstáculos y dificultades, tanto a nivel cultural como institucional, con el fin de 

crear una imagen completa de los problemas que encuentran este tipo de víctimas.  Esta tesis 

explica cómo las normas de género en la sociedad colombiana influyen en la determinación de las 

mujeres maltratadas a buscar la verdad, justicia y reparaciones. La cuestión de la violencia sexual 

en Colombia es un tabú y es ampliamente silenciada.  Al escribir esta tesis, quiero contribuir de 

alguna manera a „Romper el tabú‟ para que estas víctimas puedan obtener la justicia y 

reparaciónes que les corresponde según la ley. 
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List of Spanish words 

 

Auto      Autos can be translated as statements/observations 

      done by the Constitutional Court  

 

Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris   Cooperation New Rainbow (NGO) 

 

Fiscalia      Public prosecutor  

 

Ley Justicia y Paz (ley 975)   Justice and Peace Law (Law 975) 

 

Liga de las Mujeres Desplazadas League of Internally Displaced People (LMD) 

(NGO) 

 

Mala cara A saying, meaning you are approaching a person in 

a negative way.  
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Introduction 

Sexual violence is one of the most traumatic sorts of violence, and especially in the Colombian conflict. What 

happens with these victims in terms of justice or aid? These women are victims of a number of trauma‟s: the 

sexual crime committed against them, their husbands that left them, the feeling of guilt, there are so many 

sorts of victimization for these women.1 

In times of war and conflict, the notion of the female body becomes physically and morally 

important. The female body is often considered to be a physical and symbolic battlefield in times 

of conflict. Many women in the Colombian conflict are victims of torture, violence and sexual 

violence. Besides their traumas of (sexual) violence, or the lost of loved ones, they now face 

extremely difficult situations in which they and their families (again) have to find ways to survive.  

Sexually abused women do not only suffer of the crime committed against them, but of many 

traumas as the example of the psychologist working with sexual abused women illustrates. This 

example demonstrates just a top of the iceberg of the hurdles victims of sexual abuse come 

across. In this thesis, I will give an elaborate overview of how sexual violence is used in the 

Colombian conflict and the different problems and obstacles victims of sexual violence come 

across. 

There is not much written about justice and reparation for this particular group of women, so the 

results of this study can add important information to the current knowledge. International 

attention in order to recognize sexual violence in times of conflict as a weapon of war should 

help victims of this type of crime when searching justice and reparation. Sexual violence in times 

of conflict is now recognized as a human right violation, however as seen in conflicts worldwide, 

it is extremely difficult to provide these women of justice and reparation. This research will 

contribute to the little knowledge about sexual violence in times of conflict. Not only will I in this 

thesis focus on the laws and programs available for women and the problems and obstacles 

within the institutional process, also I will focus on the difficulties women encounter before 

reporting the crimes; cultural difficulties as I will call them. By doing so, my research will 

contribute in the knowledge about sexual violence and the challenges presented in order to 

provide these women with justice and reparation. Scholarly insights recognize sexual violence as a 

weapon of war and are familiar with the taboos presented in the communities, however, I believe 

that my research will provide more specific arguments why sexual violence is a weapon of war and 

                                                           
1 Interview with psychologist if LMD 
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it will give a more complete analysis of all difficulties and obstacles, on both levels ; cultural as 

institutional (as mentioned above).  

On the basis of an in-depth qualitative field research which I did during five months in 

Cartagena, Colombia I spoke to many victims, NGO‟s, lawyers and psychologists working with 

sexual abused women. Colombia is a country with a long history of conflict in which violence is 

used against innocent citizens. One of these types of violence is sexual violence against women. 

Since 2009, the Constitutional Court of Colombia has by the means of international attention and 

resolutions, as both national and international pressure, recognized that sexual violence is used as 

a weapon of war in Colombia. This acknowledgement of sexual violence as a war crime opened 

“official doors” for women to restore their dignity and provided them access to justice and 

reparation programs. I argue to put the words “official doors” in quotation marks because of the 

existence of a gap between theory and practice. In this thesis I will focus on the different hurdles 

that sexually abused women encounter within their own family, community, society and 

institutions when seeking justice and reparation. The central research question that guided me 

through my research period was:  

„What kind of difficulties and obstacles do especially sexually abused women 
encounter within their own family, community, society and institutions when seeking 

justice and reparation?‟  

I argue „especially‟ sexually abused women, because the same women have also suffered from 

other (non-sexual) forms of violence, as well as some of problems and obstacles are also true for 

all internally displaced people in the Colombian conflict.     

 In order to answer these question I created sub questions. First, I believe it is important 

to analyze how sexual violence is used in the Colombian conflict. Therefore my first research 

question was „How is sexual violence used against women in the Colombian conflict and how 

they experienced the violence committed against them? This question helped me to construct an 

image of „who these women are‟, and will provide a general view of the lives of sexual abused 

women, their personal struggles and how they see themselves. Furthermore, it helped me 

answering how sexual violence in the Colombian conflict is used as a weapon of war. My second 

research question was: „What impact has sexual abuse against women in the Colombian conflict 

on the surroundings of these women, what are the perceptions of their surroundings and how do 

the surroundings deal with sexually abused women?‟. This question helped me answering how 

family, friends and the neighborhood treat sexually abused women and their perceptions on these 

women. This question is related to the cultural difficulties and problems these women come 



 15 

across when they have to decide if they want to seek justice, truth and reparation. It will also 

answer the question how the society is affected by the sexual abuse of „their‟ women, which is 

supportive for the argument that sexual abuse is used as a weapon of war. The outcomes of this 

question will explain the self perception and feelings of sexually abused women, which influence 

their motives for not seeking justice and reparation. The third research question was „How do 

sexual abused women in Cartagena perceive justice and reparation in the Colombian conflict?‟  

This question examines what these terms mean for this type of victims, their motivation and their 

expectations. The next and final question was: „Which possibilities are presented for sexual 

abused women in Cartagena to obtain justice and reparation and do these fit women‟s demands?‟. 

This question helped me to understand the difficulties and obstacles women come across in the 

juridical process. It is divided in two parts; the problems within laws, and/or programs and 

secondly, the personal hurdles for women within the juridical process.  

Research setting: Cartagena 

During five months, February till the end of June 2010, I did research in Cartagena. Also known 

as Latin America‟s most romantic city, but my research topic was everything but romantic: justice 

for sexual abused women in the Colombian conflict. Because Cartagena is known as a beautiful, 

peaceful city, many internally displaced people decide to move to this place. However, the old 

historic city with its‟ enormous colonial walls is not a representative image of this city. Behind the 

romantic city centre one will find another Cartagena, a city where people struggle to stay alive, 

where people live in extreme poor situations, in insecurity and forgotten by institutional 

organizations.            

 I choose Cartagena as a research location, because of the fact that Cartagena is a city that 

hosts many internally displaced people and a city where many NGO‟s are located. During my 

research I mainly worked with victims and a couple of NGO‟s: Aprodic, which I accompanied 

every Friday to series workshops for internally displaced women, NGO League of Displaced 

Women (Liga de las Mujeres Desplazadas, LMD) who intensively work with internally displaced 

women, NGO CNAI (Corporación Nuevo Arco Iris), an NGO that is mainly located in Bogotá, 

but I worked with the representative in Cartagena who works with many internally displaced 

people, and last but not least NGO LIMPAL; a small organization, consisting of two women, 

one lawyer and one social worker, who lecture and train (internally displaced) women about their 

citizens rights. Although I visited many neighborhoods where internally displaced women live, 

two neighborhoods were of extreme importance:  
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The neighborhood Maria Magdelena2. In some cases I was depended of NGOs in order to enter 

the neighborhoods, as in this neighborhood. It is located about an hour by bus from the city 

centre. About 60,000 people live there, of which the majority is internally displaced. The people 

there live in poor conditions; many live in small houses with many people, there are little 

opportunities for youth, there are hardly no facilities, insecurity is everywhere and trash and dust 

dominate the street view. In Maria Magdelena alone, 243 people were killed in 2009 because of 

pandilla and other crimes. It furthermore is known that eight paramilitaries are active in this 

neighborhood. Aprodic visits this neighborhood once a week, teaching internally displaced 

women about their rights, and laws and programs available for them.    

  The second neighborhood is Mariposa3. This neighborhood is located on the edge of 

town, about an hour and a half by bus. The houses are of small size, some without a bathroom 

and with only two rooms for seven of more people. Houses are made of wood, stones and plastic 

bags serving as walls. Most people are internally displaced, live in poor circumstances and are 

unemployed.   

                                                           
2 This is a pseudonym   
3 This is a pseudonym   

Picture 3: Example of life conditions of internally displaced people. 

Picture: 17 June 2010 

 

 



 17 

 

The situation of internally displaced people is tough, many have fled their area, because it was 

taken by some armed actor, who in many cases used violence in order to control the area. They 

have fled to Cartagena, in order to look for a more peaceful life and because many have relatives 

or families living nearby or in Cartagena. When arriving in Cartagena, another struggle starts:  

 „Finally someone who is interested in our situation‟, Jolanda, the woman in front of 

me, smiles, „I would like to show you the way we live here‟. I follow her, in all houses 

the women greet me friendly and ask me where I am from and what I am doing here. 

I look at the houses, there is a small living room of about 12m2 which at the same 

time is the kitchen, there is a little bathroom and one bedroom. „I live here with my 

family, we are with 8 persons, at night we put other mattresses on the floor in the 

livingroom, so that we have at least two bedrooms‟, I look at the mattresses that are 

leaning upon the wall outside the house. „The government constructed these houses 

for the displaced families, but is this living in dignity?‟. I ask her about her arrival in 

Cartagena, she continues to explain to me: „I came here ten years ago, I first went to 

the Acción Social, they told me that they did not believe that I was displaced and that 

I had to wait 15 days or up to a month, because they first needed to investigate my 

displacement‟. Carefully I asked her how she managed in this time, „I tried to look for 

a job, a house and me and my children ate garbage...‟. „Now, I have a status of 

internally displaced and the government gave me a job... I work as a garbage women 

and I make 160.000 pesos (about 60 euros) a month...‟. We continue our walk around 

her neighbourhood, when we arrive at the square, which looks more like an empty 

field than a nice square, Jolanda looks at me „Hungry?‟ In the middle of the square a 

Picture 4: Example of life conditions of internally displaced people. 

Picture: 17 June 2010 
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fire made on three rocks is warming up a „Sancoche‟, a local soup. It‟s Sunday, the 

day in the week when all residents eat together in the square. A few moments later, I 

am enjoying the soup with this community (10 April 2010).  

The women in the neighbourhoods teach me a lot about the situations in which they live. The 

majority comes from rural areas where they used to own their own farms. Having to leave their 

land and owning, many families live without any earnings or property in Cartagena. They live in 

poor neighbourhoods, often with two or three families in one small house, being unemployed or 

if they have a job, it‟s often a hard and bad-paid one. Many live in extreme poverty and earn less 

than a dollar a day. In a lot of cases women are heads of the family because their husbands got 

killed or disappeared. Besides their traumas of (sexual) violence, or the lost of loved ones, they 

now face extremely difficult situations in which they and their families (again) have to find ways 

to survive.   

Introduction to the women and organizations 

Before introducing the people I spoke to, I want to emphasis on one important matter. The 

truth, justice and reparation in times of war and conflict and the impact this has on people, were 

emotional and can be dangerous topics for me and my informants to discuss.  At the beginning it 

was very hard finding women who were willing to talk or who were emotionally able to do so.  

These women are victims of traumatic experiences. I am not a psychologist, and in this way I was 

not be able to help them. I am not a victim myself, so I will never completely understand them. 

In order to fulfil my tasks as a researcher focussing on sexual abuse, I did prepare myself  as best 

as I could, by reading training programs for researchers conducting an empirical study on adult 

rape survivors. I strongly believe women should feel comfortable talking to the researcher and 

the researcher should let the women talk at their own pace and should give the women control 

over the interview. In order to give myself more time to create confidence among the women, I 

extended my research period with one month. All survivors have put emphasis on the 

importance to listen carefully to these women, they do not always ask for a psychologist, many 

are happy to have the opportunity to talk to somebody who really listens. I always tried to listen 

carefully to them and I believe that for this reason, many told me their stories which you can read 

in this thesis. 

In order to answer my question as completely as possible, I have talked to many different  

people. This thesis is the result of participant observation, many conversations, interviews, group 

interviews with victimized women by the Colombian conflict living in Cartagena, NGOs, lawyers 
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and psychologists. Through their stories, I will explain how sexual violence is used in different 

ways as a weapon of war and I will explain why it is so difficult to obtain justice and reparations. I 

will use stories that women, NGO‟s lawyers and psychologist themselves told me, the stories 

provided by NGO‟s documents and information of the media.    

 One story will be central during this report; the story of a woman I will call Maria 4. Maria 

is a woman of 51 years old, she was raped in 2001 by a paramilitary and fled to Cartagena where 

she still lives under poor circumstances. She told me a lot about her life, her life as a victim, as 

well as her life before her victimization. Because, even though every story or trauma is different, I 

believe there are some significant cultural constants in the Colombian society, that influence the 

lives of internally displaced Colombian women. During her life Maria had many problems with 

men, the machista culture and her victimization. She is now a leader and fights for the rights of 

displaced people, and despite the fact that armed actors threatened her several times for the work 

she does, she continues fighting: „I will go on for all victims and I know God will protect me‟. 

She shared her life story with me and we became good friends. In the last two months she 

became, as she herself puts it, „my Colombian mother‟. We went to meet ings together, she 

introduced me to more victims, we visited legal institutions and neighborhoods. I completely 

realize that every victim has her own story, her own problems, her own way of coping with 

traumas and difficulties in her life, however, I do believe that the story of Maria is one in which 

many Colombian women will find a form of identification.      

 

Aim and Relevance of the Study 

The purpose of this research is to study the meaning, possibilities, obstacles, and difficulties for 

sexually abused women when seeking justice and reparation in the Colombian conflict through 

gathering insight in the extent to which the community and institutions are able to give support 

to these women.           

 The outcomes provide important insights that contribute to our understanding of how 

sexual violence is used in times of conflict, and the meaning, possibilities, obstacles and 

difficulties for sexually abused women in conflict searching for justice and reparation, in 

Colombia as in other conflicts. These results can be used by the NGO‟s and judicial institutions 

in order to improve their functioning in providing justice and reparation for sexually abused 

women in the Colombian conflict. I believe that with these results, policy makers, NGO‟s, and 

judicial institutions can improve their organisation (where necessary), emphasis on the 

                                                           
4 Maria is an alias, I will and cannot use her real name because of security reasons  
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importance of a gender focus in juridical strategies and I believe my research will contribute to 

improvement of the lives of sexually abused women in the conflict. The scientific re levance of 

the study is that the results contribute to the filling of the gap of knowledge about how sexual 

violence is used in times of conflict, and the meaning, possibilities, obstacles and difficulties for 

sexually abused women in conflict, in Colombia as in other conflicts. There is not much written 

about justice and reparation for this particular group of women, so the results of this study can 

add important information to the current knowledge.      

 I believe that my research can improve the help and support for these women required in 

their process towards justice and reparation. I believe that this research examining justice and 

reparation from an emic perspective is central to improve laws and programs for sexually abused 

women in times of conflict. These women know best what the possibilities, obstacles and 

difficulties in the laws and programs are, so their voice needs to be heard. To protect the security 

of my informants, their stories are collected anonymously.  

Outline of the thesis 

During the five months of research I investigated how sexual abuse is used in the Colombian 

conflict and the problems these victims encounter when looking for justice and reparation. In 

this study I have focused on the question as discussed above.      

 In chapter one, I will discuss international scientific research and knowledge about sexual 

violence in times of conflict. Sexual violence is in many conflicts used as a weapon of war, in 

which the meaning of the female body is extremely important. Furthermore I will discuss the 

international resolutions that should provide victims of sexual violence in times of conflict 

worldwide of justice and reparation.         

 After this theoretical part, chapter two on the Colombian situation will shortly explain the 

history of the Colombian conflict, the use of sexual violence and the programs and laws 

presented for sexually abused women. After this chapter I will continue with three empirical 

chapters.            

 In chapter three, I will analyze how sexual violence is used in the Colombian conflict. My 

argument in this chapter is that sexual violence should be studies in different contexts and with 

various outcomes and purposes; not simply in the context of “war” (or conflict) in general. It is 

essential to distinguish these different outcomes and contexts, because it will strengthen the 

argument that sexual violence is actually used as a weapon of war. In this chapter I will argue that 

different kinds of purposes and contexts are used in the Colombian conflict   

 After concluding how sexual violence is used in the Colombian conflict in chapter three, I 
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will continue analyzing the different kinds of cultural problems and obstacles that victims of 

sexual abuse encounter. In chapter four, the perceptions constructed through gender norms in 

the Colombian society influence the will of sexual abused women to seek the truth, justice and 

reparation, will be central. In this chapter I will focus on these cultural problems and difficulties 

for victims of sexual violence.         

 In chapter five the difficulties on the institutional level are discussed. Not only do women 

encounter many cultural difficulties to seek the truth, justice and reparation, also when entering 

this process, many problems and obstacles occur. In this empirical chapter, the stories of women 

and NGO‟s will be analyzed in order to elaborate these problems.    

 The idea of the structure of this thesis is to outline the process of coming to justice for 

sexual abused women. Beginning at the actual violation, its impacts, the perceptions, followed by 

the cultural difficulties and problems the women encounter in their surrounding as a victim, and 

finally, I analyze the problems and difficulties on the institution level if the women decide to seek 

justice.             

 In the conclusion, I will shortly elaborate and discuss how all these three aspects (being a 

victim, cultural difficulties and institutional problems) are related and I will discuss some theories 

that might help overcoming the problems and difficulties that victims of sexual abuse come 

across.   
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1. The body as a battlefield: theoretical perspectives on gender and 

conflict  

 „The body is the first field of action and battle, because it is at the base existence and life itself5‟ 

The concepts of gender and sexuality are culturally and socially constructed, and are performed 

through the human body. The human body provides us with our physical appearance and is a 

place from which differences and power relations are constructed between men and women. It 

can be argued, that our body is an important aspect in our lives. That the body is the source of 

freedom, but also the source of control and power. The body is the place in which power 

relations can be marked for life.         

 Two approaches towards the meaning of the body are given by Michaul Foucault (1979) 

and Mary Douglas (1966). Foucault argues that the body is a mechanism of power relations. He 

argues that bodies are constituted and sees the body as a „historically and culturally specific entity‟ 

which is culturally constructed and it‟s valuation can change at any time (Foucalt, 1986: 83). The 

notions of power are directly connected to the most intimate areas of the human body. 

Controlling a person‟s body and sexuality has to be seen as a way of dominating another person‟s 

being: the human body as an object of power (Foucault, 1979). A second approach is offered by 

Mary Douglas (1966), who argues that the body should be considered a system of social meaning. 

Gerdien Steenbeek (1995: 276) builds on this argument and sees the body as a representation of a 

broader social network. The body, especially female bodies, symbolizes social order. The integrity 

and chastity of a woman‟s body reflects the purity of a group and defines the symbolic 

boundaries of a group. The female sexuality is thus linked to the morality and purity of a group. 

Therefore, should the female sexuality be controlled. If the female sexuality is in danger or 

affected, a situation of disorder can come into existence (ibid). Okin (1999:15) argues that that in 

many countries, including Latin America, „rape is not seen in these cultures as primarily as a 

violent assault on the girl or women herself but rather as a serious injury to her family and its 

honor‟. Foucault‟s argument that the body is a mechanism of power relations can support the 

approach of Douglas who considers the body as a system of meaning. The construction of the 

female body as a reflection of the social order in a society,  is a process which is embedded in 

power relations. Hence, it can be argued that the female body is part of the moral discourse in a 

family and a society and a mechanism of power relations. 

                                                           
5 El cuerpo es el primer campo de acción y lucha, porque está en y es la base de la existencia misma, (Viceministerio de Género y Asuntos, 
2008:25) 
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The integrity of the female body needs to stay intact in order to remain order in a society, 

this is related by gender norms and stereotypes in the society. Stereotyping men as perpetrators 

and women as victims and peacekeepers is thus typical during times of conflict. Similar is the 

notion of behavior: men are stereotyped as aggressive, active and war-making, whereas women 

are depicted as caretaking, passive and peace-making (Moser and Clark, 2005:3). Therefore it can 

be argued that men are the only ones who can disrupt this integrity of the female body. Not only 

do men and women have different gender roles in times of war, they also face different kinds of 

violence. Sexual violence is a type of violence mostly affecting women. This form of violence 

against women is highly symbolized during times of conflict, it does not only damage the bodies 

and wellness of women, but also the symbolic order in a society 

Sexual violence in times of conflict 

Before moving onwards to the meaning of sexual violence in times of conflict, a definition of the 

term is essential. The Rome statute of the International Criminal Court -the first international 

legal instrument that declared sexual violence as a crime and a human rights violation- defines 

sexual violence as „committing rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy, 

enforced sterilization, and any other form of sexual violence also constituting a grave breach of 

the Geneva Conventions (San Pedro, 2009: 12)‟.  With this definition and interpretation of sexual 

violence, it was made possible to charge it as a crime.      

 Women are more vulnerable to sexual violence, especially in times of conflict. The 

elimination of the social order in a society is a crucial strategy in order to control a conflict or 

war. As seen before, a way to disrupt the social order is the damaging of female bodies. Philip 

(2008: 668) argues that we should consider rape „as a crime of domination through violence 

rather than the result of an uncontrollable male desire for sex, and the threat of rape as a form of 

social control which limits women‟s freedom and causes them to look to men for protection‟. 

The violation of the female body is fundamentally linked with the notions of fear, power, honor, 

and sexuality (Moser and Clark, 2001: 3-7). The shame, dishonor, and fear that occur after sexual 

abuse are part of the process of victimization of both women, men, and their families and 

communities. The integrity and order of a society are put in danger; the self-worth of the 

protective men is damaged by other men who violated and dominated the bodies of their 

women. Here the gender roles, men as active and protectors of their women, and women as 

passive victims, are noticeable. Nagel (2003: 177) recognizes this assumption and argues that 

sexual violence can be considered a weapon of war, or as she prefers to call it: „the use of sexual 

technologies in war making‟. She refers to the engendered notions of power, honor and sexuality 
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that are related to this cruelty. Sexual violence against women deconstructs the image of 

„masculine heroism‟. The abuse of women (victims) is therefore being seen as a failure of men 

protecting their women, wives and mothers. Systematic sexual violence can be considered a 

weapon of war, one of its purpose is to terrorize and paralyze persons, families and societies.

 In conclusion, when men fight other men over the bodies of women, it is not only a 

physical violation of the female body, or a weapon of war by the means of torture, punishment, 

silencing, but also a threat to society‟s integrity and order in order to control it. In times of war, 

the female body is a battleground, both physical and symbolical.  

Taboos and machismo: the impact of sexual violence on victims               

In this section I want to focus on machismo, what it means to be male and female in Latin 

America and how this influence the norms and ideas on female sexuality and sexual violence. 

Furthermore I will discuss the impact of sexual violence on women and their surroundings and 

the cultural problems that come along with this.      

 As argued in the previous paragraph, the violation of the female body is fundamentally 

linked with the notions of fear, power, honor, and sexuality, which can be analyzed in terms of 

gender. Steenbeek (1995) emphasis on the different kinds of “gendersystems” that are present 

within societies. All societies have gender systems, that determine what is correct and incorrect 

behaviour for both men and women. In Colombia, as in many societies in Latin America, 

machismo is one of the gender systems that strongly influences the patterns and rules of the 

Colombian society. Within these moral systems, such as machismo, cultural norms and values are 

constructed and shape ideas and convictions about what is „masculine‟ and what is „feminine‟ 

(Steenbeek 1995: 47). Melhuus (1996: 241) argues that the ideology of machismo and its influence 

on men‟s behavior can be understood by three important points. First, she argues, that men in 

Latin America have to deal with constant (re)evaluation of their masculinity, by both men and 

women. The macho man is seen as violent and aggressive, being self-assertive, in control and in 

command over women, but also over other men. Secondly, men are socially and emotionally 

vulnerable to other men, this means that their manhood has to be confirmed by other men. 

However, this is mostly reflected through the „conquest‟ of women. Men need women to show 

their masculinity. Thirdly, she argues that there are many meanings of machismo, which vary in 

notions of shame, honor and morality, which can be analyzed through women‟s virtue. Hence, 

the notion and evaluation of masculinity greatly depends on men‟s relations with women and the 

virtuous sexual behavior of (their) women (ibid).  
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Gender notions are often strongly related to issues of sexuality, which in Latin America are 

expressed in codes of honor and shame (Steenbeek, 1995; Melhuus, 1996; Stolen, 1996). These 

codes give meaning to the norms and values of a society. The control over women and their 

sexuality is a central issue in these matters. Steenbeek (1995) elaborates this issue, by pointing at 

the ambiguities of the Latin American gender system. For a family men the honor relies on 

proper, virtuous sexual behavior of the women of their family. Women should have shame as 

their shame reflects women‟s honor. Improper behavior, that is loss of shame, leads to loss of the 

honor of the family, represented by men. On the other hand, as macho men, the honor of men 

must be confirmed by the sexual conquest of women. From this perspective, the honor of men is 

confirmed through women‟s bodies, through the „pollution‟ of women‟s honor (Steenbeek, 1995: 

48-49). For this reason it is better to silence about „a polluted body‟, which brings me to another 

code: the denial of female sexuality. Women gain respect by silencing matters about her sexuality. 

This code of abnegating and concealing female sexuality is crucial for the reputation of a woman 

and of the group she belongs to (a household, family and men) (Steenbeek, 1995: 47-52). Women 

should for this reason be at home, illustrate chastity, be a-sexual, stay loyal to her men, and 

respectable, because they can be fall a prey to other men. A descent women should have respect 

and shame. Women without shame, who are not able to conceal their sexual activity, are 

considered indecent women. Female sexuality is thus a threat to men‟s honor, when a female 

body is damaged, women are seen as dirty and worthless (Nagel, 2001).  

 According to Duggan and Abusharaf (2006), sexual violence against women is a topic 

mostly silenced by its victims. This shroud of silence is in most cases a result of the social ideas 

on women‟s sexuality and sexual violence. A man can lose his pride and honor through the sexual 

abuse of his wife by other men. Sexual violence against women is often silenced by those related 

to the victim for these reasons in order not to break down the man‟s honor, and by  the women 

themselves as not to jeopardize their reputation as a virtuous woman. When not talking about 

sexual violence with their surroundings, one can deny it occurred and prevent a damage to the 

reputation of women and the family.        

 In many societies, women are held responsible for their victimization, therefore it can be 

argued that women suffer in a double sense. First, because of the traumatic experience and, 

secondly the societies perception of victims as irresponsible, indecent and without shame can 

bring along negative consequences. Sexual violence is damaging the dignity, self -respect of 

women and causes a loss of respect within their surroundings, this damage can provoke other 

negative reactions such as fear, humiliation, pain, anger, and insecurity (Romito and Grassi, 

2007).  It furthermore can disrupt a woman´s feelings of security, which can lead to total 
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disruption of their lives. Women fear to leave their houses and often suffer from panic attacks or 

attempt to commit suicide. However, when ascribing these reactions to sexual abuse and violence 

in this way, victims can be depicted as passive and dependent on their male protectors. Cockburn 

(2004, in Giles and Hyndman) warns us not to fall for the stereotyping gender roles as put 

forward by social organizations and society. The diversity of the women, but also the diversity of 

their experiences are important.  The question when women should be treated as „dependents‟, or 

as „vulnerable‟ is an important one, which has an even more relevant answer: „Ask the women in 

question, they will know‟ (Cockburn, 2004: 29 in Giles and Hyndman).   

 Female sexuality influences both female shame as men‟s honor. A decent woman should 

stay at home, be a-sexual, stays loyal to her men, and does not talk about her sexuality, which 

contributes to men‟s honor. Sexual abuse is a breakdown of norms can be a traumatic experience 

for both victimized women, as well as for their surroundings especially in societies with a strong 

machismo culture, where female sexuality is considered a taboo. However, women and families 

experience the sexual abuse differently. We should recognize the diversity of experiences, the 

embeddedness of these experience of women and the impact and the importance of a adequate 

justice and reparation strategy.   

Justice and reparation for sexual abused women 

In this paragraph I will focus on the meaning of justice and reparation for sexually abused 

women (in general) and obstacles that can be presented in justice systems. In this section  I will 

present the arguments as put forward by different scholars.      

 The social relevance of justice is discussed by Walklate (2008). She points out that the 

justice system is partly responsible for the social and cultural meaning of violence against women. 

A properly functioning justice system improves the sense of security of women and forms a 

statement of norms in the society. If justice systems fail and do not take victims of violence 

seriously, people will not perceive violence against women as a serious problem or crime, which 

contributes to the acceptation and internalization of violence against women in a society.   The 

norms of a society on female sexuality, are thus not only present in cultural spheres, but also in 

institutional institutions.         

  As discussed in section two, it is important to recognize the diversity of experiences of 

sexually abused women. This is the reason why women experience the process of justice in 

different ways. Feelings of empowerment, dignity, trust and truth are key motivations for some 

victims to struggle for justice, while other experience feelings of powerlessness, a lack of control 

or frustration amongst other negative feelings and have therefore no motivation to face cultural 
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and institutional obstacles (ibid: 120; Nagy, 2008). Justice and reparation law or programs, should 

take these different motivations and experiences into account in order to be effective (ibid). “Ask 

the women in question”, is a central issue for the reparation process of sexual abused women. 

Henry (2009) puts emphasis on the diversity of experiences of wartime victims and the dangers 

of homogeneity within the justice system. The perceptions of women‟s experiences are highly 

divers, so  in order to make reparation successful justice systems should take into account this 

highly diversity of experiences:  „While some victims may suffer under the constraints of legal 

process, under the right circumstances, war crimes trials may help others to make sense of their 

suffering‟ (ibid: 114).          

 Another aspect that needs to be taken in consideration is the ability of justice systems to 

provide justice and reparation for women. Opotow (2009) uses the „moral exclusion theory‟, to 

explain how some groups are excluded in the access to rights, justice and reparation. The scope 

of justice that a person may obtain is defined through norms, moral rules and concerns of a 

society or government and can therefore exclude people outside the moral legalized group 

(Opotow, 2009: 155-157). Feminist scholars and their ideas fit into the bases of this moral 

exclusion theory. Feminist scholars have questioned the law‟s ability to adequately fulfill justice 

aspirations for victims of sexual violence, because of the gendered nature of judicial systems. 

According to many feminists scholars, women are excluded in the process of justice, which is in 

their eyes, a male dominated area in which women are silenced and devalued. One of the 

problems when justice systems are male dominated, is that it can contain norms about respect , 

honor and shame created by men. Philips (2009) puts forward the relationship between sexual 

violence and respectability. Sexually abused women, as seen in paragraph two, have lost their 

integrity and respect. Men can perceive sexually abused women as dirty and, worthless and they 

may be held culpable for their own victimization, in both the public judgment and justice 

systems. If these two areas are male dominated, this can endanger the juridical progress: it can 

perceive sexual violence as a less important crime or even as the fault of the victims(Philips, 

2009).  Women are often excluded from justice because of several reasons; a lack of 

socioeconomic resources, a lack of mobility, and poor legal knowledge, which in most cases is 

occasioned by male dominated discourse within a society (Henry, 2009 120-122). Policy makers 

are often not capable of understanding the needs of victims of sexual violence. This point brings 

me to another topic; justice for sexually abused women in times of conflict and transitional 

justice.  

 



 28 

Justice and reparation for sexually abused women in times of conflict  

Justice for sexually abused women in conflict situations is often problematic as seen in the 

previous paragraph, justice for this group of women in times of conflict deserves a separate 

paragraph because of the complexity of protection for victims, its impact as a weapon of war and 

the application of international human rights standards. After international pressure of human 

rights groups, NGO‟s and feminist groups that have called for special attention for the victims of 

sexual violence, international resolutions on justice and reparation for victims of sexual violence 

in times of conflict were created by the UN in order to emphasize the impact that sexual violence 

has on a society in general and on the importance of processes towards peace, justice and 

reparation worldwide. Two of the most important resolutions are Resolution 1325 and 

Resolution 1889, which I will discuss in this section.       

 For a long time, sexual violence against women, rape and sexual enslavement were not 

recognized as crimes against humanity. However, the appearance of victims of sexual violence, 

has marked a new era in contemporary international war crime tribunals. The International 

Humanitarian Law addresses sexual violence for four main reasons: „First, the prosecution of 

rape under IHL [International Humanitarian Law] contributes to the preservation of post-

conflict collective memory by establishing a historical record of rape as a war crime. Second , it 

signals the acknowledgment of rape as a deplorable, condemnable and punishable act of war. 

Third, it ensures that perpetrators are held accountable for their crimes. Finally, the process is 

inclusive of victims, who have been deprived of a voice to speak about the atrocities committed 

against them‟ (Henry, 2009:115). The motivations of victims to seek justice differ, but are all 

related to the reparation of the notions of power, honor and empowerment that are damaged 

through sexual violence against women. These four reasons can be considered part of a victim‟s 

search for justice and reparation. 

Resolution 1325 of 2000 

The resolution 1325 of the UN recognizes the impact of war and conflict on women and the 

different kinds of  gendered violence women in war deal with. The resolution 1325 distinguishes 

sexual violence against women as a weapon of war, as a crime against humanity or war crime. By 

this means this sort of crime is not susceptible to the statute of limitation. An important issue to 

have sexual abuse recognized as a weapon of war, is the statute of limitations. Colombian women 

for example can report sexual violence up until twelve years after the crime, according to the 

statute of limitations. This statute of limitation is always the penalty for the crime. In times of 
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conflict, many factors hinder the opportunities for women to report these crimes. Many women 

do not have a chance to report, are afraid or are threatened.  If sexual violence against women is 

recognized as a weapon of war, as a crime against humanity or war crime, this crime cannot lose 

its status of limitations. This means that women can report this crime infinity. International aid 

can help to set in motion the government in order to declare sexual abuse as a crime against 

humanity and that policy makers actually include gender violence and sexual violence in the 

programs and laws that should protect these women and foresee these women of justice and 

reparation. In times of conflict, many factors hinder the opportunities for women to report these 

crimes. Many women do not have a change to report, are afraid or are threatened.  For this 

reason it is extremely important that this type of crime is recognized as a war weapon and that 

the Resolution 1325 is applicable in conflict situations such as we see in Colombia.  

Resolution 1889 of 2009 

The United Nations now recognizes the importance of a measure to fight this kind of violence. 

Resolution 1889 of 2009 by the United Nations is the outcome of this and part of the „Campaign 

of the United Nations against the Sexual Violence in Conflicts‟. It emphasis on the impact that 

sexual violence has on a society in general and on the importance of processes towards peace, 

justice and reparation worldwide. Resolution 1889 calls for the need to create measures to stop 

sexual violence in conflicts and adopt instruments to protect victims of sexual violence. It 

supports the states to advance the legislative reforms for justice for victims acts of sexual 

violence. Hereby resolution 1889 emphasis on the participation of women in justice processes, 

their protection and the application of international human rights. The state should to take 

responsibility and to judge all types of sexual violence committed against women and it asks for 

the General Secretary of the UN to present a set of indicators destined to be used at world-wide 

level to watch the application of resolution 1889.  

 

Transitional justice & a gender focus 

It is important to clarify the implications of transitional justice in this theoretical par t, because 

when speaking about laws and access to justice and reparation, Colombia uses strategies of 

transitional justice. UN-report of 2004 defined transitional justice as: “The full range of processes 

and mechanisms associated with a society‟s attempt to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale 

past abuses, in order to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve reconciliation.” (Bell, 

2009:9). As may be clear in this definition, transitional justice is normally used when the conflict 

or abuses are part of the past. Looking at transitional justice is important to examine how a 
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society is facing grave human right violations of the past that took place during times of civil war 

or authoritarian rule. Two important conditions for transitional justice to be accomplished are; 

first of all, the societies aim to achieve transition (in most cases the aim to achieve peace after 

conflict or war) and the second condition is that the society actually wants to achieve justice and 

peace (Guzmán Rodríguez & Uprimney Yepes, 2010).  Daly (2008: 34) addresses the importance 

to be critical towards the truth recovering and justice in transitional justice programs. She 

analyzes the three assumed goals of truth in transitional justice: helping the victims; promoting 

accountability; and preventing future abuses. According to her, the truth is complicated, not only 

can the truth be different for different people (perpetrator or victims), but she argues that 

knowing the truth is not enough for victims. The crucial question “why?” stays in most cases 

unanswered. Furthermore, can hearing “the truth” told by perpetrators be a form of re-

victimization for its victims and in this way may it conflict with goal one and three: helping 

victims and preventing future abuses. Another common problem concerning truth recovery, is 

that in most cases only a minority of the victims can participate in this process, in most cases 

victims are unlikely to read the report and even if they are, many victims are in most cases not be 

psychologically able to deal with this truth (ibid:27-31). Knowing the truth will not always lead to 

satisfaction and forgiveness, it can lead to a further divided and discontented society.  

Guzmán Rodríguez and Uprimney Yepes (2010: 16- 22) argue that a gender focus in 

transitional justice is of extreme importance to overcome gender inequalities in a society. 

According to them a state have to recognize that men and women suffer different kinds of 

violence and discrimination, and problems when entering justice systems. A gender focus in the 

process of transitional justice can help overcome these problems. Two countries, beside 

Colombia, that have introduced transitional justice, also in terms of sexually abused women, are 

Peru and Guatemala. I will take a closer look at these cases and why a gender focus is a key issue.  

 

Justice for sexually abused women in post-war Peru and Guatemala 

As seen before, sexual violence in times of war or conflict is used as a weapon of war. 

International law recognizes sexual violence not only as gender-based violence, but also as a 

crime against humanity. Peru and Guatemala are two cases in which a more gender-sensitive 

approach to justice systems was introduced. Peru and Guatemala both used programs of 

transitional justice in order to come to a society at peace (with the past).  

During the internal conflict in Peru which took place between 1980 and 2000, many 

human rights were violated. The Peruvian Commission for the Truth and Reconciliation of 2003 

(Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación) declared that the internal conflict caused more than 
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17.000 victims. The documentation of incidents of sexual violence in Peru were introduced 

almost from the beginning (Duggan & Abusharaf in de Greiff, 2006). According to a study of 

Aprodeh (2008) twenty per cent of all victims were female, of which 86% were victims of sexual 

violence. Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch declared that sexual violence against 

women was used as a form of torture for those who resisted, or as a way to gain information on 

the enemy (Cano, 2009 in document Humanas). The Peruvian Commission for the Truth and 

Reconciliation of 2003 declared sexual violence in the Peruvian conflict as a human right 

violation, but failed to properly investigate these cases (APRODEH, 2008). According to Cano 

(2009: 43-53), in document Humanas) many Peruvian female victims know that the sexual 

violence committed against them is a human right violation and should be taken to trial. 

However, many women argued that this would worsen their situation and the situation of their 

communities. Many of the victims have been dehumanized and fear re -victimization in terms of 

honour and shame by their surroundings, and therefore decided not to report the crimes 

committed against them. Furthermore, the investigation of Cano (2009: 49-53, in document 

Humanas) shows that many women did not have satisfying experiences with the judicial 

institutions, many were discriminated against or had to declare several times.   

During the 36 years of internal conflict in Guatemala that ended in 1996, many human 

rights violations took place. Guatemalan people were victims of massacres, abductions, forms of 

torture and sexual violence. The sexual violence committed against women (99% of the victims 

are female) was mostly committed in terms of torture and in terms of hate and racism against 

indigenous women. Sexual violence was hereby used as a weapon of war to deconstruct 

indigenous communities and in order to destroy cultural and social norms and values. Sexual 

abuse against women in Guatemala was for these reasons recognized by the Truth Commission 

as a violation of their social, cultural and economic rights. Programs for victims of sexual 

violence were constructed in order to restore social, economical and cultural damage. However , 

also in Guatemala many women encountered many problems when seeking justice and 

reparation.   

Fear, shame and a lack of knowledge about their rights was an enormous obstacle for 

many women in reporting the crimes. The fact that many victims are indigenous women speaking 

indigenous languages hindered them from getting to know their rights and they often faced 

discrimination in judicial institutions. Another main problem for Guatemalan women who 

entered the judicial procedure is the problem of evidence. Because many violations occurred a 

long time before the actual testimony, the declaration only depend on testimonies, without any 

forensic proof (Solis, 2009 in document Humanas).  
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Peru and Guatemala‟s objects of transitional justice were both a search for justice in order to 

come to a society at peace with its past in order to create a stable democratic state. What can be 

learned about the cases of Peru and Guatemala is the importance not only to recognize sexual 

violence as a human rights violation, but also to recognize the urgent call for satisfactory 

institutional policies, will and programs to reduce the judicial problems for sexually abused 

women, addressing the difficulties and dilemmas for this type of victims. Problems with evidence, 

investigation, discrimination, gender inequality and the impact of sexual violence should not be 

underestimated, especially not with this type of crime that deals with high levels of stigmatization, 

discrimination and gender inequality. As one can see, many of these problems and obstacles are 

related to gender based discrimination in the society. Networks, organizations, and institutions 

are often more accessible for men than for women. Especially in societies where machismo is 

strongly present, the justice system is in most cases a male dominated area, in which women face 

more obstacles to enter. The idea that women should not speak about these themes and are 

without shame when doing so, also is often also present on institutional level. They have limited 

access to social assistance and are more likely to experience fear and trauma (Moser and Clark, 

2001). The argument of Guzmán Rodríguez and Uprimney Yepes (2010: 16- 22) that a gender 

focus in transitional justice is of extreme importance to overcome gender inequalities in  a society 

should be taken in consideration. The programs of transitional justice need to overcome gender 

inequalities in a society in order to provide female victims of sexual violence with justice and 

reparation.   

  

Conclusion 

The body is a mechanism of power relations; a statement of Foucault which I used in the 

beginning of this chapter. When looking at gender systems as machismo, this become very clear. 

A men‟s honor and power relations dependent on female bodies and female sexuality. Female 

sexuality should be protected and women should be conceal her sexuality. As argued, a woman 

without shame is not able to conceal her sexual activity, and is considered a indecent woman. 

Hence, women gain respect by silencing matters on her sexuality. This is crucial for the 

reputation of a household (family and men). If women are victims of sexual violence, also in 

times of conflict, these codes are broken. Another men has conquered one man‟s wife (body as a 

battlefield) and thereby it‟s honor.  These violations are heavily silenced in order not to break the 

reputation of both women and men. If not talked about, people can pretend it never happened  
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and their surroundings will not know. However, sexual violence against women and the taboo on 

this has negative consequences as discussed in this chapter.     

 Justice and reparation for sexually abused women in times of conflict or post conflict are 

important issues, but their problems and difficulties should not be underestimated as seen in the 

cases of Peru and Guatemala. Problems with taboos, perceptions of female sexuality and gender 

inequalities in a society obstruct the possibilities for female victims of sexual violence from 

obtaining justice and reparation. It is important to take into consideration the different 

perceptions, experiences, and motivations of sexually abused women to seek justice. 

Furthermore, we must keep in mind the gendered notions of the juridical institutions, and the 

impact and perception of the society as whole on themes of sexual justice. As d iscussed in this 

chapter, networks, organizations, and institutions are often more accessible for men than for 

women and the justice system is often a male dominated area, in which women face obstacles to 

enter. This can lead to the moral exclusion of women and to the acceptance of sexual violence, 

especially in times of conflict. Important measures, as Resolution 1325 and 1889 can be 

important steps towards peace, justice and reparation for sexually abused women worldwide.  

Possibilities, difficulties and obstacles that are influenced by cultural (and thus also gendered), 

personal and institutional norms, should be taken into account. In Colombia, many NGOs and 

human right activist have fought to introduce the resolutions in order to assist victims of sexual 

violence in the process of justice and reparation. In the next chapter I will discuss the Colombian 

situation and will highlight the most important laws and programs available for sexual abused 

women in the Colombian conflict.  
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2. Context: Colombia, a country in conflict 

Colombia6 is a country with a long history of civil conflict. Around the fifties the Colombian 

conflict started to grow as a conflict between the left wing guerrilla groups FARC and ELN with 

communist ideas against the conservative governmental parties. In the eighties, also drug-related 

violence was growing and becoming more widespread including violence against citizens (Pirazzo 

Léongomez, 2004). As a result of weakening military role and the increasing violence,  

paramilitary forces were illegally created to fight the guerrilla and extreme political activist. 

Violent confrontations between paramilitary forces and the guerrilla became possible because of 

the conditions of a Low Intensity Democracy. The elite dominated the Colombian state and the 

institutional decisions, but tolerated the repressive methods of the paramilitary in order to 

counteract the guerrilla groups (Avilés, 2006: 385). During the 1990‟s, the paramilitary were 

responsible for the deaths of thousands civilians. State repression was no longer possible in the 

transition to democracy, therefore illegal paramilitary repression had to do the “dirty work”. Also 

paramilitary groups were involved in the drugs market and later other armed actors –besides the 

paramilitary and guerrilla- emerged; criminal organisations, drugs traffickers, gangs and death 

squads (Rozema, 2005: 57-58). They were and continue to be responsible for many human right 

violations (Avilés, 2006:384). The conflict that once began as a political conflict between liberal 

and conservative parties, resulted in a drugs war, a conflict about power, control over land and 

turned Colombia in a country with high numbers of violence, inequality and political unrest.  

  

Ongoing conflict and transitional justice 

Colombia, a country in conflict? The question mark at the end of this subtitle may be strange for 

some people. However, the Colombian situation is a very complex situation and the opinions on 

the condition of the conflict vary. According to all NGO‟s I have spoken to during my research, 

Colombia is a country in conflict in which different armed actors (guerrilla, paramilitary, neo-

paramilitary and state actors) are taking part, which makes it a very complex situation. For this 

reason, there is a discussion on how one should interpret the Colombian conflict. Some people 

such as Patricia Guerrero7 and Rodrigo Uprimny8 argue that the Colombian government does not 

recognize the conflict in their country, which has its consequences for its victims.  According to 

Rodrigo Uprimny, the Colombian government does not accept that Colombia is a country in 

                                                           
6 See map of Colombia: Annexes  
7 Director LMD, interview 16 March 2010. 
8 Director DeJusticia, interview 26 March 2010. 
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conflict, but they argue that it is a democracy attacked by armed actors: the guerrilla. One of the 

strategies of the Uribe government was the  disarmament, demobilization and reintegration 

(DDR) process that was designed for the paramilitary and other illegal groups. If these groups 

handed over their weapons and uncover the truth about the crimes they have committed, they 

receive a reduction of sentence. According to NGO‟s (such as DeJusticia and LMD) many of 

these demobilized groups are still active in this conflict by the means of treating people and 

killing those who fight against them (including those who fight for justice and peace). President 

Uribe, on the contrary, argues that the DDR process was a success and that Colombia is a 

democratic state attacked by terroristic groups (guerrilla). Leaving out governmental armed actors 

and paramilitary groups (that should have been demobilized in the DDR process) creates another 

discourse: 

“The issue of the armed conflict is more an issue, that they see or accept that 

there is an armed conflict in some way, that they would give more legitimacy to 

the guerrilla. Because then you will have armed actors that are at war, and then 

you will have humanitarian laws that you have to apply and then you have an 

armed actor that has some legitimacy and they don‟t want that. They don‟t 

want that, so they say:  „We are a democracy that is being attacked by an armed 

group. It is more that kind of political strategy, not recognizing that we are in 

an armed conflict, because if you recognize that you are in an armed conflict, 

you will always have the problem of „ok, why don‟t you negotiate with the 

armed conflict and this government does not want the war negotiations‟. They 

didn‟t want that, so they say, it‟s not an armed conflict, it is a terrorist attack 

and we cannot negotiate9” 

Some NGOs argue that the denial of a conflict has consequences for the implementation of 

humanitarian law, that is to say that if the government does not recognize the conflict, they are 

not restricted by humanitarian law. However, argues Rodrigo Uprimny, judges always should be 

operating by international humanitarian laws. The denial of the conflict also has other 

consequences, such as on the issue of neutrality. Some communities in war zones declare 

themselves neutral, in order not to fall victim to one of the armed actors. Declaring yourself 

neutral, though, is more acceptable in a armed conflict, than when a country is attacked by 

terrorists. When a country is attacked by terrorists, people are supposed to support their 

government. Rodrigo Uprimny believes this can be considered a governmental strategy; 

communities cannot stay neutral in this matter. Another consequence of this discourse is that the 

government does not want to recognize that state actors are also responsible for human rights 

                                                           
9 Interview with Rodrigo Uprimny, director of DeJusticia, 26 March 2010 
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violations. The opinion of Patricia Guerrero is that the Colombian government is not concerned 

with the justice and reparation for victims of armed actors, but is more concerned with dealing 

with the terrorist group that is endangering their democracy. This lack of interest in justice and 

reparation programs for victims, results in a incapability to provide victims with justice, the truth 

and reparation, according to Patricia Guerrero.       

 Using terms as „a terroristic group that attacks a democratic state‟ indicates that  

Colombia is no longer a country in conflict, but a democratic state in danger. In this way, Uribe 

can avoid peace negotiations and talks with guerrilla groups and does not have to take 

responsibility for guerrilla terroristic actions. Denying that there is a conflict going on and stating 

that Colombia is a democratic state, using the process of transitional justice. 

Transitional justice in Colombia  

A 2004 UN-report defined transitional justice as: “The full range of processes and mechanisms 

associated with a society‟s attempt to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past abuses, in 

order to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve reconciliation.” (Bell, 2009:9). As is clear 

from this definition, transitional justice is normally used when the conflict or abuses are part of 

the past. In the cases of Guatemala and Peru, transitional justice was introduced when peace 

accords were signed (Duggan & Abusharaf in de Greiff, 2006). However, in a country where 

millions of displaced people cannot return to their hometowns, when NGOs and human rights 

activists are treated or killed by armed actors, when different armed actors are active and human 

rights abuses are part of everyday life, one can state that Colombia is in fact a country in conflict. 

When speaking about laws and access to justice and reparation, Colombia is a special case 

because it uses strategies of transitional justice while the conflict continues. If armed groups 

continue fighting over control, domination and power over people and areas, making transitional 

justice a success will be extremely difficult. Central matters in the process of transitional justice 

are truth recovering, reparation, justice and the prevention of future abuses, however every state 

can decide in which way to apply these matters (Daly, 2008).   

 In an interview which I had with Carlos Franco, Director of the Presidential Program of 

Human Rights10, he explained the way in which transitional justice is established in Colombia. 

According to him, justice and peace arrangements consist of three parts; first, justice, second the 

truth and third, the guarantee to non-reparation. However, in order to demobilize armed groups, 

you need to negotiate with them as well, in order for them to surrender. According to Carlos 

                                                           
10 6 April 2010 
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Franco, the government of Uribe tried to maximize the second and third piece; truth and 

reparation. Knowing the truth and having access to reparations is what they can offer victims, 

according to Carlos Franco. However, in order to make paramilitary and guerrilla surrender, they 

have to offer them something as well: the reduction in sentence. Armed actors who voluntary 

surrender and who have not committed grave human right violations, are only given five to eight 

years. The first part, justice, therefore has to partly submit. What consequences this has for 

victims of internally displacement is something I will discuss in chapter five.  

Impact of the conflict on the Colombian society  

The Colombian conflict had posed and continues to pose a heavy toll on the Colombian citizens. 

Disappearing, homicides, (sexual) violence, threats, kidnappings and other human rights 

violations are still used in today‟s Colombian conflict. The latest numbers give a total number 

between 3,301,000 to 4,916,000 internal refugees in Colombia (Internal Displacement Monitor 

Centre, 17 August 2010) (See also annexes, figure 1-9). Many people are disappeared, victimized 

of some sort of violence and/ or live in fear. Another type of violence, used in the Colombian 

conflict, is sexual violence. All perpetrators use a great amount of violence against all parts of 

Colombian society, including innocent citizens. Sexual violence perpetrated by guerrillas (FARC, 

ELN), paramilitary and narcotraffickers is registered by official institutions (Casas Herrera et all, 

2005). The registry of the Instituto Nacional de Medicina Legal y Ciencias Forenses of 2004 

shows that also police, the military and security groups are heavily responsible for the sexual 

abuse against women in the Colombian conflict (Casas Herrera et all, 2005).  It can be argued 

that all types of armed actors in the Colombian conflict use sexual violence against women as a 

weapon of war. I will elaborate this topic in the next chapter.     

 Many laws and programs are constructed to provide the Colombian citizens of justice, 

reconciliation and reparation. In order to repair dignity; self-respect; and personal and social 

damages, justice and reparation processes are important (Pankhorst, 1999: 242). In the next 

section I will focus on justice and reparation programs and laws for sexually abused women in 

the Colombian conflict.  

Justice for sexually abused women in Colombia 

Since 2002, the government of president Uribe took some efforts to end the conflict in 

Colombia. An important step taken by the Uribe government (2002-2010) is the „justice and 

peace law‟, law 975, adopted in 2005. This law provides all illegal armed actors armadas –which 

are in the Colombian case: the guerrilla (FARC and ELN) and the paramilitaries- the opportunity 
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to admit the truth of what has happened in exchange for a lower sentence. Another crucial aspect 

of this law is the guaranty of reparation and justice for victims of the Colombian conflict. Crimes 

taken into account are human rights violations that occurred in relation with the conflict (ibid). 

Article five of law 975: 

Definition of the victim. Within the present law a person is understood as 

being a victim, when he or she has –individually or collectively- suffered direct 

damages, such as transitory or permanent injuries, that can cause some type of 

physical, psychic and/or sensorial incapacity (visual and/or auditory), 

emotional suffering, financial loss or reduction of his fundamental rights. The 

damages will have to be a consequence of conflict that has transgressed the 

penal legislation, conducted by armed actors organized besides the law 11.  

Looking at this definition of a victim, sexual violence could be taken into account, but it does not 

state so explicitly, the gender component is lacking; gendered violence and its impact are not 

recognized in law 975. Many feminist organizations fought over the last few years for a clearer 

adoption of the recognition of gendered violence as sexual abuse into the justice and peace law. 

 The persistent struggle of women eventually had an impact on the judicial and legislative 

arenas, which lead to reforms of the existing laws and the agreement of adopting some new ones. 

The Constitutional Court that supervises laws in Colombia, agreements and institutions, helped 

these women with reforming the laws (San Pedro, 2009). After evaluating the „justice and peace 

law‟ in 2005, the Constitutional Court also gave advice to fill up the shortcomings of this law, the 

Auto 092 of 200812 is a result of this evaluation. It is concerned with the protection of the 

fundamental rights of women victimized through displacement caused by the armed conflict. The 

auto 092 that the Constitutional Court has designed, also puts emphasis on the advances in the 

process for victims of sexual violence, now 183 cases of sexual violence are being investigated by 

the Public Prosecutor (Fiscalia). The auto 092 includes the answer to the issue of sexual violence 

to which Colombian women are exposed within the frame of the armed conflict, and 

recommends the highest level of priority in the Nation's official agenda. Because of the auto 092, 

the need of a response to the phenomenon of sexual violence has become visible. The 

Colombian state did not have a political response to sexual violence before the introduction of 

this auto 092. Furthermore, it consists thirteen programs which  provide the female victims the 

right towards education, health services, psychological aid, prevention against violence, 

                                                           
11 Definición de víctima. Para los efectos de la presente ley se entiende por víctima la persona que 
individual o colectivamente haya sufrido daños directos tales como lesiones transitorias o permanentes que ocasionen algún 
tipo de discapacidad física, psíquica y/o sensorial (visual y/o auditiva), sufrimiento emocional, pérdida financiera o menoscabo 

de sus derechos fundamentales. Los daños deberán ser consecuencia de acciones que hayan transgredido la legislación 
penal, realizadas por grupos armados organizados al margen de la ley. 
12 Autos can be translated as statements/ observations done by the Corte Constitutional 
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protection during juridical processes, facilitation or access towards their properties, guaranties 

towards their rights and aid for single mothers. Now by law, more women have access to judicial 

institutions in order to claim their rights to the truth, justice and reparation.   

 Another important auto, that is related to auto 092¸is auto 237 of 2008, it is a continuation 

on the auto 092, and a reflection on the progress of the auto 092. First of all it states that the state 

should determine the vulnerable situation of women and internally displaced women in the 

Colombian conflict. Secondly, the auto 237 notes that the Colombian state insufficiently meets its 

constitutional duties towards women in the Colombian conflict, which leads to a situation of total 

abandonment of displaced women. Furthermore, The Constitutional Court demands the 

Director of Social Action to ensure that each of the thirteen programs meet their design and 

implementation One of these thirteen programs (number two) recognizes the problem of sexual 

violence against women: „The program of prevention of sexual violence against displaced women 

and the protection of these women‟. The Constitutional Court also reflects upon the importance 

of the impact on sexual violence against women and argues that sexual abuse can be considered 

as a violation of one‟s human rights: 

Considering the standardization anticipated for sexual violence as a form of 

violation of the Human rights of women, a component is developed to define 

and to implement concrete actions that can prevent and can provide  different 

manifestations that are acquired in zones with  presence of illegal armed 

actors13. 

In the auto 092 as the auto 237, the court has urged that sexual crimes against women should be 

described a weapon of war in order to exercise the rights of women. They advised to develop a 

form of communication at both civil and institutional levels in order to protect the victim and to 

determine the type of sanctions for the crimes related to sexual violence. Furthermore they urged 

the need for the strengthening of the monitoring systems.    

 Despite the many introductions of laws and the international pressure through the 

resolutions 1325 and 1889 to build a situation of peace and reparation and the introduction of the 

„justice and peace law‟, many obstacles towards peace and justice seem to obstruct the way for 

sexually abused women to move towards a peaceful and secure Colombia.  

 

                                                           
13 Teniendo en cuenta la tipificación prevista para la violencia sexual14 como una forma de violación a los Derechos Humanos 

de las mujeres, se desarrolló como un componente para definir e implementar acciones concretas que prevengan y atiendan 

las distintas manifestaciones que adquiere en las zonas donde existe presencia de actores armados ilegales. (auto 237, Corte 

Constitucional, 2008) 
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3. The body as a field of action in the Colombian conflict 

Sexual violence in times of conflict is internationally recognized as a weapon of war, as we saw in 

chapter one. The social meaning of the body (Douglas, 1966) and the use of sexual violence as a 

weapon of war is, identified by international resolutions and organisations. The violation of the 

female body that needs to be understood with the notions of fear, power, honor, and sexuality 

are important steps in order to come to an understanding of sexual violence in times of conflict 

(Moser and Clark, 2001). I believe these four notions are observable in the Colombian conflict, 

however my argument here is that sexual violence should be studied in different contexts; not 

simply in the context of “war” (or conflict) in general. I fully agree that sexua l violence is used as 

a weapon of war in Colombia, but it is essential to distinguish the various outcomes and 

purposes, to strengthen the argument that sexual violence is actually used as a weapon of war. To 

begin this chapter, I will outline the histories and experiences of women victimized by sexual 

violence.  

Sexual violence in the Colombian conflict 

Here, I will start telling the begin of the story of Maria: 

„I lived in a little village. There was always enough food, because almost everybody 

had relatives who owned a farm. Although I did not have my own, my family had a 

ranch, there were mangos, banana, cassava, papas, corn, pineapple. They had some 

animals and once in a while we would slaughter a cow or a chicken, so there was 

always meat. I had my house in the main street, and there I had a little shop, in which 

I sold groceries. We were never hungry there...‟ This changed when the paramilitary 

took control of our village. (...) The paramilitary came to my home on 11 th of June 

2001. One of them entered my house... He told me to cooperate with him, he 

shouted „You whore, I will kill you!‟ I was really afraid that he would kill me, so I did 

what he told me to do. That was when he raped me the first time. I felt very dirty 

afterwards, my clothes were dirty and I felt bad. The next day he came back at nine 

of o‟clock in the morning and raped me again. He told me that he wanted me to go 

party with him the next day, because on the 13th of June is „Fiesta del Patrol‟, he told 

me to go dance and drink with him on that day. I answered him: „Ok, if you want to 

go, we will go dance tomorrow...14‟  

Luckily, Maria was able to flee with a passing truck to Cartagena on the 13 th of June. Maria now 

lives in neighbourhood Mariposa, where many internally displaced people live. Her little house 

                                                           
14

 Interview Maria, 8 May 2010 
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does not have a bathroom. The shower and toilet are outside in the garden, she does not have a 

husband and no job, but has eight children to take care of. One might understand that, besides 

her traumas, she faces a daily struggle to achieve the basic needs for herself and her children. 

 Just like Maria, the majority of internally displaced people in Colombia, come from the rural 

areas of Colombia. Many of them were peasants and owned a farm and some land. They were 

banned from their lands by different armed actors, such as guerrillas, paramilitary and in some 

cases state actors. The Colombian conflict is not only a war between left wing guerrilla, 

paramilitary, drugs lords and the government, but also a conflict about owning and controlling 

territory (Romero, 2003). In order to ban the farmers from their land, all kinds of violent 

techniques and threats are used. One of these tactics is sexual violence against women. Having to 

leave their land and owning, many families live without any earnings or property in Cartagena. 

They live in poor neighbourhoods, often with two or three families in one small house, deal with 

unemployment or if they have a job, it‟s often a hard and bad -paid one. Many live in extreme 

poverty and earn less than a dollar a day. In a lot of cases women are heads of the family because 

their husbands got killed or disappeared. Besides their traumas of (sexual) violence, or the lost of 

loved ones, they now face extremely difficult situations in which they and their families (again) 

have to find ways to survive.           

  In a war, different context are present, simply defining sexual violence as a weapon of war 

as many existing theories do, do not distinguish the different situations in which sexual violence 

can occur. In an interview with the NGO Humanas in Bogotá, an NGO that is specialized in 

themes of sexual violence in the Colombian conflict and gender relations, we distinguished four 

contexts in which sexual violence occurs and can have different purposes.    

  The first context in which sexual violence can occur is in the context of an attack 15. In the 

Colombian conflict different armed groups fight and attack each other in order to control land 

and territory. People in rural villages are often victimized by these attacks, they are caught in the 

middle of the attacks or blamed to be supporters of the enemy. In order to explain this, I will use 

the case of „El Salado‟. The following example is a combination of the report of the CNRR 

(National Commission for Reparation and Reconciliation) and the stories that various victim of 

El Salado told me, living in Cartagena, as well as in El Salado16: 

Example 1: El Salado is a village about 19 km outside Cartagena. Located between a 

guerrilla base and a paramilitary base, El Salado has have been a „red zone‟ for a 

long time. Conflicts and fights between both armed actors were not unusual. 

                                                           
15 Interview Humanas, Bogotá, 21 May 2010 
16 Conversations at the CNRR (24 May 2010, 31 May) and a visit to El Salado (3 June 2010) 
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However, 16,17 and 18 February 2000, became three days that its people will never 

forget. On 16 February 2000, heavy fights between the guerrilla and paramilitary 

started. In three days, 60 people were killed. Especially, the 18th of February became 

a traumatic day for the people of El Salado. Men, women and children were pulled 

out of their houses by paramilitary. The men were taken aside and all of them got 

numbered and were later killed one by one. Their heads were cut off and thrown on 

the football field (report CNRR). „The paramilitary started to play football, using 

the heads of the victims and made their families watch...‟ (Displaced leader, 11 

April). A victim of El Salado: „I was just 11 years old when it happened, but I 

remember well how the paramilitary were celebrating, making music and drinking 

beer during the night. “This is what happened to the guerrilla!” they screamed at us. 

I tried to escape, there were body parts all over the place...‟. Another victim: „Yes, in 

El Salado they raped women, we know four cases, but we don‟t know the exact 

number, many are afraid to talk...‟ Also in the rapport of the CNRR about the El 

Salado case one can read how sexual violence is used against the women. 

In this example, one can see how (sexual) violence is used to attack this village. Furthermore it is 

visible that violence is highly gendered. Men are in most cases killed, whereas women and 

children are victims of torture or sexual violence. However, women victimized of sexual violence 

in El Salado, also lost beloved ones, are witnesses of a cruel massacre, some of them are heads of 

the family, many live in poor conditions, and almost everybody is internally displaced. None of 

the victims of sexual violence (at least of the known cases) now lives in El Salado.   

 The second context sexual violence is used to deprive a person of their liberty 17. In a 

conversation which Maria, an example of this form is very clear: 

Example 2: I am visiting Maria in her little house. We chat about men, boys, love, her 

love life before the violation and we watch telenovelas together. Later in the 

afternoon, I ask her if in her village, more women were victims of sexual violence. 

„Yes,‟ she answered, „six women were victims of sexual violence. I know four of them 

have fled as well, but I have no idea where they live now. The other two live in 

Bogotá, they are still in hands of the paramilitary who raped them...‟ My chair all of a 

sudden does not feels that comfortable, for a minute I hesitate if I understood her 

well and asked her: „Do you mean that they are living with these perpetrators for 

more than nine years now? What happened to their families, did they have children 

and a husband?‟. Maria looks at me seriously: „Yes, my child, they still live with them, 

and they did not have a husband or children, at the time these girls were, if I am not 

mistaken, 13 and 16 years old...18‟  

The paramilitary have in this case not only raped these girls, they took possession of these young 

girls and deprived them of their liberty, making them their wives. Their power over territory and 

                                                           
17 Interview Humanas, Bogotá, 21 May 2010 
18 Conversation with Maria, 28 May 2010 
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land, provides them with the power over the people living in these villages as well, these young 

female victims still live in the hands of their perpetrators. According to Maria, they are probably 

too scared to flee.          

 The third context is related to an armed group gaining control over a region or area, 

which the NGO Humanas Bogota defined as „the context of occupation‟. By owning the region, 

this group often also dominates the people living in this area, the occupation allows them to 

control the area and its people. Sexual violence of women in this case is often used to maintain 

control over the population. NGO Humanas19 gives me an example of a case which they recently 

have discovered: 

Example 3: Many years ago, there existed a law in Colombia: „La Ley de Pernanda‟. It 

was used in an old saying; if you wanted to stay over in a place, you asked for the Ley 

de Penanda. Later, it got a new significance, if you asked for this right, you asked 

permission to sleep with someone. Especially in the times that terrain was owned by 

landowners, some of the landowners provided themselves with this right in order to 

sleep with the girls working on their territory. The landlord became a sort of 

godfather for the girls and had access to women whenever he wanted. Recently, 

Humanas has discovered a case in which this law was still used. In a region between 

Barranquilla and Santa Marta, a paramilitary leader, Hernan Giraldo owns an 

enormous territory on which many families are working for him, which he obtained 

through the means of violence and in the context of the Colombian conflict. He as 

well,  provided himself La Ley de Pernanda. The people living in this area are very 

poor and financially dependent on this paramilitary, many of them have no 

opportunities in their lives. Because of this, many fathers offer their daughters in 

exchange for food, money and security. He has about 100 children, with many 

different girls living on his land. Some girls, even younger than 14 years old have 

carried Hernan Giraldo‟s babies.  

The last context is within armed actors. This type of violence occurs in most cases in the 

guerrilla groups. This type of violence is common in order to maintain cohesion and hierarchy. 

Sometimes the women of attacked villages are offered to the soldiers by their commandants in 

order to reward them. Another example is forced abortions or forced birth control; pregnant 

women cannot fight, therefore pregnancy is not desired. An example is given by Amnesty 

International (report on Colombia 2004: 24): 

Example 4: Gabriel was about 11 or 12 years old when she intrigued in the ELN. 

When she was 13 years old she had to take part in the battles. In order to prevent her 

from getting pregnant, the ELN implanted her with Norplant, an anti conceptive .  

                                                           
19 Interview Humanas, Bogotá, 21 May 2010 
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Purposes and outcomes of sexual violence in the Colombian Conflict          

As The Rome statute of the International Criminal Court  defined, sexual violence is used as 

weapons of war and that different purposes are presented. In the theoretical part some purposes 

of sexual violence as damaging dignity, self-respect of women and a loss of respect their 

surroundings, which can damage or provoke other negative reactions such as fear, humiliation, 

pain, anger, and insecurity are discussed (Romito and Grassi, 2007). Outcomes as shame, fear and 

the collapse of honor of both victims and their families are main outcomes, so is controlling 

women and their societies, constructing power relations are purposes that are mentioned by 

many authors( Nagel, 2003; Casas Herrera et all, 2005; Moser and Clark, 2001).  As shown above, 

sexual violence can occur in different contexts, but also has different purposes. Victims in most 

cases are aware of the fact that the female body is used as a weapon of war, arguing that it is used 

a trophy by the armed groups to show their power over a community and to gain respect from 

others in their group. However, there are many more purposes and outcomes of sexual violence. 

The NGO Humanas distinguished eight different purposes and outcomes, which I will explain in 

detail using with examples of sexual violence occurred in the Colombian conflict.    

 First of all, sexual violence is used in order to dominate and to control. Moser (in Moser 

and Clark, 2005) argues that the hegemonic masculinity is associated with male dominance and 

power. Sexual violence against women can in this case manifest as a form of political action,  in 

which men try to control and dominate the enemy by the control over the female body. 

Cockburn (2004, in Giles and Hyndman) furthermore discussed the demobilization and the 

disruption of feelings of safety of women as purposes to use sexual violence in times of war. In 

the theoretical part we have seen that for example in Guatemala, the sexual violence against 

women had a strong ethnic purpose to exterminate women and their societies. By the use of 

sexual violence, women could no longer bear children or its purpose to eliminate the indigenous 

people. In Colombia, this ethnic dimension is not so present.  In Colombia the purpose can be 

classified or defined as using sexual violence with the purpose to control and to dominate its‟ 

victims in order to control an area. The case of Maria, as showed in the beginnining of this 

chapte is a good example of this. During the control and domination of armed groups in a 

region, they often also enforce their norms in this village. The following story is an example of 

this:            

 Example 5: “In 2002, in the neighbourhood Miraflores of Barrancabermeja, two 
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 lesbian women were raped by paramilitary, according to them: „To show these women 

 how it feels to be a man20‟”.  

In this example, the paramilitary not only controls the area, but also the social norms of a society 

by punishing lesbian women for their sexuality. These two examples (5 and 6) show how armed 

groups are using sexual violence as a form of controlling and dominating society and its social 

norms. Another purpose, which is closely related and can be seen as a way to control and 

dominate a society, is to enslave women, which in many cases involves sexual slavery:  

Example 6: Señor Enrique, that‟s what they call him in one of Cartagena‟s biggest 

refugee neighborhoods. He is not only a respected man by many internally displaced 

neighbors, he is also a leader in his community. When I tell him about my research 

he tells me he has a friend who is a victim of sexual violence. ‘My friend lives in 

Maria Magdelena now as well, she also fled to Cartagena a few years ago‟. The 

paramilitary entered this village to attack the guerrilla. They thought that my friend 

was a supporter of the guerrilla… What happened to her is horrible. Four 

paramilitary killed her husband and her son. After that they stayed in her house for 

four days; she and her two daughters had to cook, wash and take care for them… 

naked… When she cried, they hit her with their weapons. In these four days they 

raped her daughters. And for what? She wasn‟t a supporter of the guerrilla, or of the 

paramilitary!21‟  

As the example shows these victims were kept by paramilitary as slaves, however, as the example 

also shows, sometimes there is more than one purpose in one situation or it can sometimes be 

hard to say what the exact purpose of the violation was. One can argue that in this case, sexual 

slavery is used as a war strategy against these women. On the other hand, as the example shows, 

the women are thought to be part of the enemy and are therefore punished, which brings me to 

the next purpose.          

 The purpose to punish women is very common in the Colombian conflict. Sexual 

violence against women in the Colombian conflict can serve as a punishment. Examples of 

women who were raped because they were accused of being informants of the enemy or in some 

way working with the enemy, are quite common and well-known. Example 7, the previous one, 

can also be seen as an example of punishment for being a supporter of the enemy. The abuse of 

women is used in order to punish them.       

 Sexual violence against women is often used by armed groups in order to silence women. 

By this way it is used as a weapon of war, it serves in order to create fear so that the victim does 

                                                           
20

 Amnesty International Report, 2004: 28. 
21 Luis, 30 April 2010 
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not speak up about conflict related matters; it is thus used as a way to treat its‟ victims. Women, 

both victims of sexual violence, as of other sorts of violence are often abused, tortured and 

afterwards threatened that it will happen again, or to their relatives, if they speak up. The (sexual) 

violence is used as a way of silencing its victims.     

 Sexual relations with women are used in the conflict as a form of achieving information. 

By trying to be loved by girls in the villages or community, soldiers try to gain facts about this 

community related to the enemy. According to the NGO Humanas provided an example of how 

sexual violence was used with this purpose: 

Example 7: A 29 year old woman was raped in 2009 after her husband was killed in 

front of her eyes. They were asking for information on a guerril la leader. The region 

she lived in was under control of paramilitary.  

As the example shows, is sexual violence here used as a form of torture in order to obtain 

information on the enemy.         

 (Sexual) Violence with the purpose to expropriate is very common in the Colombian 

conflict. As argued before, this conflict is one about power and the control and domination over 

land. Sexual violence is used as a tactic to scare people off their land, its purpose is to displace 

people living in a certain region. After the displacement of the villagers, armed groups can take 

over the land. Adriana, a good friend of Maria, told me her story. 

Example 8: „I was almost a victim of sexual abuse,‟ the woman in front of me smiles 

a bit nervous, „they didn‟t do to me, what they did to Maria...‟. She told me that her 

village was attacked by paramilitary. „They were giving us 24 hours to leave the 

village, that‟s how I fled to Cartagena‟. She told me that if they didn‟t leave their area 

in 24 hours, all would be killed. She herself was that day abused by a paramilitary, he 

touched her in intimate places. Still, she does not consider herself to be a victim of 

sexual abuse, because: „what happened to Maria, did not happened to me. I was 

almost a victim, but I got away in time22‟.  

Adriana is a victim of sexual abuse, but not a victim of rape. In her case paramilitary used 

violence in order to displace and scare people. The purpose to expropriate people of their land is 

clear here; after the abuse they give her 24 hours to leave her village. As the example shows, she 

fled to Cartagena, this gave the paramilitary access to her farm.     

 The sixth purpose of sexual violence against women in times of conflict is reward for 

soldiers. The bodies of women are used as prey, the armed groups feel they award themselves the 

right to access the female bodies when they have conquered a village or community. Sexual 

                                                           
22 Interview with Adriana, 8 May 2010. 
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enslavement of women, as argued before is common in the Colombian conflict, and can also be 

seen as a form of reward for the soldiers. Of course, this explanation is closely related to the first 

one, however, there is a difference in gaining power and the reward after gaining power. In some 

cases the villages even have to „deliver‟ young girls as a way to pay the soldiers. Diana (21 May 

2010) told me the story of a village in which all girls had to show up in a line, wearing only white 

shirts. Once in line, their shirts were wetted so the paramilitary could choose the prettiest girls to 

sleep with.           

 Closely related to the previous purpose, is the purpose of „creating a pure troop‟. This 

form of sexual violence, is the sort of violence that occurs in the context of armed groups. Case 

four is an example of how armed groups prevent their girls from getting pregnant, however the 

other way around is common as well. However, the case of example three of the paramilitary 

Hernan Giraldo, can be understood with the purpose to create a pure troop of his own blood. 

This paramilitary used sexual violence as a way of getting girls pregnant in order to raise his 

children as new soldiers for his army. One of his children, a young man named Daniel Giraldo, 

became his first chef of security. By using his family/children as his soldiers, Hernan Giraldo 

created cohesion and unity in his armed group (Diana, 21 May 2010).   

 The last purpose is used in order to exterminate women and their societies. Although this 

purpose is really closely related to punishment, I do believe it is worth it to treat it separately. By 

punishment I refer to the sexual violence that is committed against women, because they are 

blamed to have connections with the enemy. By extermination I refer to leaders, NGO workers, 

human rights defenders who fight for the rights of internally displaced people. Sexual violence 

against these people is used in order to prevent them from doing their work. Amnesty 

International in the 2004-report also gives an example of this: 

Example 9: “On the 21 of July 2003, Angela, manager of ANMUCIC of the 

department Cundinamarca, was kidnapped by supposedly paramilitary groups. The 

captivity took three days, in which she was physically and psychologically tortured, 

with grave sexual aims23.  

These eight examples are discussed with Humanas in Bogotá24. However, the purpose to 

humiliate victims, to damage their honor and that of their families, the purpose to cause 

psychological damage –as discussed by Moser and Clark (2001) and Nagel (2005)- does not show 

clearly in one of above mentioned purposes. However, I believe that these aspects are presented 

                                                           
23 Amnesty International, 2004:23 

 
24 Interview with Humanas, 21 May 2010.  
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in almost all cases, but it is very hard to determine when sexual violence is committed with the 

conscious aim of this actual outcome. In most cases, this psychological and social damage is 

embedded in the above mentioned purposes. The purposes of sexual violence as discussed 

above, show that in all these situations sexual violence against women is used related to the war, 

it may be to obtain information, to terrorize the enemy, to conquer a population or its properties 

and territory, one thing is clear: Sexual violence against women in the conflict can be considered a 

weapon of war in order to achieve one or several goals (cf. Barraza, C.M. 2009) and should be 

recognized as a human right violation in times of war of conflict. 

Consequences of sexual violence              

As seen in the theoretical part sexual violence and abuse are traumatic experiences for women 

and it disrupts the lives of both men and women. The violation of the female body is 

fundamentally linked with the notions of fear, power, honor, and sexual ity (Moser and Clark, 

2001). Abusing women is a way for the armed groups of showing power, disrupting families and 

communities and other purposes discussed in the section above. The female body is closely 

related to the notions of power and control. Men and women suffer of different kinds of 

violence and deal with the trauma‟s differently. By killing men, women stay behind alone with the 

children, which highly disrupts families and communities and puts women in a vulnerable 

position. Women in all neighbourhoods also argue that they suffer differently of war traumas 

then their men do. They argue that men tend to talk less about their victimization and that 

women have a stronger desire towards psychological aid and have the need to talk about 

traumatic experiences (however, this is problematic in cases of sexual violence as I will explain 

later). The women in neighbourhood San Jose de Campanos that I visited on 28 February 2010 

argued that they feel that they have lost their „buddy‟ in war; meaning that their men do not like 

to talk about things that happened. Also the five leader women of LMD argue that women suffer 

more in times of conflict. Beside the traumas, women feel the need to take care of their 

traumatised children and families, in this way they suffer twice as much from the conflict. The 

sexual abuse of women does not only have an enormous influence on the women themselves. 

Nagel (2003) emphasis on the outcomes for family and surroundings; the abuse of women 

(victims) is being seen as a failure of men protecting their women, wives and mothers. A violation 

of women disrupts the lives of many families, a conversation with two parents25 about the 

violation of their daughter in El Salado in 2000 may clarify thus: 

                                                           
25 Interview with parents of victim of sexual abuse. Visit to El Salado, 3 June 2010 
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After four hours in a car, I finally arrive in El Salado. The little village hidden in the 

green mountains seems isolated from the outside world. Here I met an old couple, 

since a few years they returned to El Salado, however without their children: „My 

daughter is fine now, thanks to God, she is fine now... She is victim of.... of.... 

sexual.... Well, let‟s not talk about that....‟ The mother of this victim is still highly 

emotional when speaking about the rape of her daughter. Her husband explains to  

me that he knows that many girls in El Salado were raped, but people feel ashamed 

to talk about it. Carefully I ask them if they have suffered a lot from the violation of 

their daughter, her mother answers: „Every day....I still carry this enormous pain with 

me, every day...We didn‟t protect her...‟ The father nods and stares at a picture on the 

wall. A neighbour enters and the mother quickly whispered at me: „Don‟t ask any 

more when other people enter the room‟  

Parents and beloved ones feel that they should have protected (in this case) their daughter. Even 

when it is clear that this sexual violence took place in terms of conflict, these people cannot talk 

about it and the topic should be silenced in order to restore the shame (and thus the honour) of 

their daughter and her husband. They prefer not to talk about it with neighbours or other people, 

because they feel responsible, humiliated, and damaged by what happened. Ten years after the 

massacre (and violation), these parents still heavily suffer of their daughter victimization. This 

example shows very clearly that sexual violence not only is a strategy to damage women, but that 

the effect is much wider. The victim of El Salado does not want to return to her homeland and 

now lives in Bogotá where she receives psychological help. I have also spoken a lot  with Maria 

about the consequences of her victimization:  

In her little garden, Maria and I are enjoying a cold drink and we discuss her current 

situation. Her house is very small, made of wood. Her house does not contain a 
bathroom; a toilet and shower are located in the middle of her garden surrounded by 

plastic bags. „I cannot live here anymore, it drives me crazy, I hope some institution 
will soon help me out‟. I ask her if she still suffers from the sexual abuse by which 

she was victimized almost nine years ago. A little tear rolls over her face: „I used to 
like to dance and to sing, but not anymore. Furthermore I have a lot of stress, 

nausea, headaches, pain in my stomach and back, sometimes I have black outs... 
Twice a week I go to the psychologist, but it may become more soon, and soon they 

will investigate if I can visit a psychiatrist as well...26‟  

As Maria, many women suffer even long after the violation. I fully agree with Cockburn (2004, in 

Giles and Hyndman) that one should recognize the diversity in women, in their experiences and 

the different ways the violations influenced their lives. However, I also do believe, as Romito and 

Grassi (2007) describe, that there are some negative consequences caused by sexual violence that 

need to be addressed in order to conquer obstacles and difficulties when seeking justice. Many 

                                                           
26 Interview with Maria, 8 May 2010 
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victims, as also shown in the example of Maria, deal with stress after their violation. The LMD, 

had a psychological program for women of sexual violence during five months in 2009. Two 

psychologists both treated five women individually once a week, plus another workshop once a 

month with the participation of all ten victims of sexual abuse. Ivan, one of the psychologists, 

explained during an interview that all women suffered posttraumatic stress; almost all suffered of 

headache, pain in their muscles, hyperventilation, nausea, problems with sleeping and stress. In 

some cases, women even suffered epileptic attacks and needed psychiatric help. Within the 

violence against women, sexual violence is the one that contains an enormous risk on physical, 

psychological and social damage. The sexual condition of this type of violence, makes the victim‟s 

body and social wellbeing vulnerable, it effects the intimacy and the self -confidence of these 

victims. This type of violence causes emotional isolation, feelings of guilt and social exclusion. 

Many victims have argued to have lost their feelings of dignity, their self-confidence, as well as 

the confidence in others and institutions, which resulted in a situation of complete isolation and a 

loss of trust in the juridical system and reparation (cf. Romito and Grassi, 2007). I will explain 

this further in the next chapter.        

 According to both psychologists of the LMD, this has enormous consequences for the 

health of the victims of this type of violence: „If you avoid talking about these memories and 

pretend nothing has happened, the symptoms of posttraumatic stress are really hard to treat27.‟  

According to the psychologist of the LMD there are many difficulties to work with victims of 

sexual violence because of the conflict and many cultural difficulties: „Not only do these women 

suffer from the sexual violence committed against them, they suffer from many more traumas: 

the loss of their beloved ones, displacement, poverty, a husband who has left them because of 

the violation, discrimination, the feeling of guilt, stigmatization and domestic violence28‟. These 

traumas and difficulties, the feeling of guilt, domestic violence, problems with machismo and the 

abandonment by their husbands, all these cultural problems will be discussed in the next chapter.  

                                                           
27 Interview psychologist LMD, 19 May 2010 
28 Interview psychologist LMD, 19 May 2010 
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4  I have had so many problems in my life with men, not only 

 because of  the sexual abuse…     

 Cultural difficulties and obstacles for sexual abused women who seek justice 

Before entering in processes for justice and reparation, sexually abused women encounter many 

cultural difficulties and obstacles that diminish their determination or obstruct their process to 

seek justice.  In this chapter I will focus on cultural problems and difficulties that women come 

across; issues as the perceptions of the society on sexual violence, as well as on internally 

displaced people in general influence their position in the society and their ability to seek justice , 

the truth and reparation. I will discuss how machismo influence this perception on especially 

sexual abused women and how the lack of the lack of knowledge is an obstacle to obtain justice 

and reparation. My argument in this chapter is that these obstacles and problems are factors lead 

to the fact that many Colombian women decide not to report crimes of sexual violence.  

Perception on internally displaced people and on victims of sexual violence 

The question what the perception is of victims of sexual violence by the society is not a simple 

one. Diversity in perceptions should be taken into account, and also the way the society deals 

with the victimization of women. Furthermore, I will discuss how machismo influences the way 

sexual abused women are observed, however, I cannot – and will not- generalize this either.

  When looking at perceptions on sexually abused women in the conflict , one cannot leave 

out the general perception of internally displaced people. This group deals with a high level of 

discrimination and with negative perceptions from society. Not-displaced-people share negative 

perceptions related to this group, this is because displaced people have (by law) access to the 

right to housing, free health care, financial aid and some other compensations. Poor people, on 

the other hand are not privilege to these rights and feel neglected by the government, especially 

because internally displaced people receive aid, whereas they are left behind. Furthermore, people 

in the cities often consider internally displaced people to be poor farmers who are taking 

advantage of the governmental aid. Many people in the city believe that some displaced people 

do not flee because of the internal conflict, but flee from their situation of poverty.   

 Not only do internally displaced people face this negative perception coming from society, 

but also in institutional services. Arriving in the new place or city, they first have to declare that 

they are displaced at the „Social Action‟. However, here many internally displaced people 

encounter many difficulties. I quote an internally displaced women: „The director of the Social Action 
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said to me in my face that I was not an internally displaced person29‟. This negative perception on internally 

displaced women, bring along lots of problems of confidence within the society as well as in civil 

services.            

 The difference in degree in which women are willing to seek justice and reparation was 

strongly notable in different neighbourhoods in Cartagena. The majority of internally displaced 

people come from rural areas, many of these women have only finished primary school; some 

don‟t know how to read or how to defend themselves and many have very low self-esteem. Many 

women do not like to talk about their victimization and feel stigmatized by the society who gives 

them a „mala cara‟. In these communitues people tend to talk less about what happened to them, 

definitely in terms of sexual violence. In many societies the topic of displacement is a topic of 

shame.           

 However when NGO‟s are active, and women have taken lessons on their rights and the 

laws provided to help them, they tend to talk more about their displacement. These women have 

learned a lot and know better how to defend themselves and their rights. They also tend to speak 

more easily in general and they have more self-esteem, though, sexual violence continues to be a 

painful and an emotionally charged topic. Fact is that these women (and men) can better defend 

themselves against the negative perceptions of the society and claim the respect of public services 

as Social Actions. Those trained by NGO‟s do not accept the  “mala cara” given to them and 

know how to point out their rights. Women in which NGO‟s are absent, declare not to know 

what to do in these situations and return home without help.  

Perception on sexually abused women, machismo & the taboo  

Perceptions of people in urban areas on sexually abused women is harsh. Many of them do not 

consider sexual violence as a grave offense, however this is changing slowly. I quote Rodrigo 

Uprimny, director of NGO DeJustica30: „For many Colombians it‟s not a big issue. They can say, 

“At least you‟re alive, you were just subject of a violation, but at least you‟re alive”‟. He continues 

stating that: „For the fiscalia and even for the government it has not been a big issue, until now. 

It‟s now becoming an issue because there is more social pressure on the subject‟. The auto 092 

and the pressure of the NGO‟s is changing the perceptions on this topic.    

 The answer to the question what the perception of victims surroundings is has close links 

with the notions of gender and female sexuality. All societies have gender systems, who 

determine is correct and incorrect behaviour for both men and women and controls the 

                                                           
29 Interview Martha en Shela, 22 April 
30 Interview 26 of March 2010 
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distribution of power between men which in most cases leads to unequal relations. In Colombia, 

as in many societies in Latin America, machismo is a gender regime that strongly influences the 

patterns and rules of the Colombian society.  The phenomenon of machismo, which is according 

to the Colombian women, very common and dominating in the Colombian society. 

 Especially lower class women coming from rural areas suffer of machismo. In the 

neighbourhoods in which the internally displaced women live, coming for rural areas, the public 

spheres are dominated by men, whereas domestic tasks belong to the women. Women I have 

spoken to depict the Coastal men and their problems as „machos who drink a lot, the men 

dominate the public spheres, are violent, who have many women‟. One speaks about unequal 

relations within the family and the marriage. Men dominate the money related business and is the 

head of the family who is responsible for decisions, the bias in which men regulate the social 

attitudes, norms and rules of a society is strongly present. According to many women, men 

(although in most cases they talk about men in general and not about their own husband) see 

their women as objects. Sexual interaction is a man‟s right (in the men‟s opinion) which they have 

access to within the marriage, even when their wives do not want this. According to many 

women in the neighbourhoods one can speak of a strong machista culture that influence the lives 

of the women. Men are considered a real macho men with honour if having more women, while 

women should stay loyal to their men. Maria suffered more problems with men before she was 

sexually abused by a paramilitary. I believe that, again, her case is a good example of the problems 

and difficulties women face in Colombia: 

“I‟ll never trust a man again! They are all the same you know!? Ok, maybe not all of 

them, but I believe one in a hundred is a good man, the rest is all the same!” I ask her 

if she thinks she can even have another relationship with a man, to which she 

responded: “No, I couldn‟t, I have so many problems in my life with men, not only 

because of the sexual abuse, but also with many other men”31 

Maria is one of the many women I spoke with that have faced domestic violence, polygamy and 

problems of machismo within her marriages. In her life, she was married or engaged four times. 

She married her first husband when she was seventeen years old and they got two children, after 

a while she discovered that he had another wife as well:  

“He didn‟t come home a few nights, so I asked him: „Where have you been?‟ He told 

me he was seeing another woman and that he was going to marry that woman as 

well. But he said he loved me more and that I was always going to be his first wife, 

he was a good man you know... He took good care of me, there was always food in 

                                                           
31 Interview with Maria, 26 May 2010. 
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the house and he bought the furniture for my house. Later on I met his second wife, 

she was very nice, we became good friends. She visited my family regularly and was 

always present on the birthdays of my children” . When I asked her if she wasn‟t 

upset with this other wife she answered me: “No, here it is normal that men have 

more wives. If a man doesn‟t flirt with other women, people will call him gay, 

including women. I was his first wife, so I didn‟t mind, besides I really liked this 

other woman. When I asked her why the relationship ended, she responded: It 

changed when he came home one day, saying he had a third wife. This I could not 

stand, that‟s when I left him”.  After a while, Maria met another man, he asked to 

marry her to which she happily responded yes. When her ex husband found out, he 

came to her house and tried to kill her. She showed me the mark of almost 25 

centimetres on her back, where he cut her with a knife. For a month she stayed in the 

hospital and when she came out, she noticed her fiancé had changed: “He didn‟t 

come home for over a week, and when he came home, he looked terrible. In that 

time I found out he was using drugs, I went to live with my mother and in the end I 

left him as well, he was going crazy!” Her third man she met when she was in her 

thirties: “With this man I was really in love, but he was jealous and mistreated me! 

One day on new year‟s eve, we had a fight. I told him: „Let‟s not fight tonight and go 

celebrating the new year with our families!‟ So we went to the square, there was lots 

of food, drinks and music and I was dancing with his son... He came running to me 

and pulled me out of the audience, he was angry! He violently took me home, where 

he threw the hot chocolate, that I made for the party, all over the house and pulled 

down the curtains! He was so jealous and violent, even with this own son... All 

people told me to leave him so I did... The last man I met before I was sexually 

abused in 2001, was a good man, he took very good care of me, he brought me 

money, and always took care that there was enough food in my house. I was his 

second wife, because he was married to someone else, but that didn‟t bother me... 

However, he left me when I told him I was sexually abused by a paramilitary ‟‟32. 

Many women in Cartagena have stories like the one of Maria. According to internally displaced 

women, especially in the poor and lower class neighbourhoods the machista culture is dominant. 

Furthermore, a good wife should always be prepared to have sex with her husband and should 

accept that the man has his needs to have sex. When I asked the women of Maria Magdelena 33 

about their opinion on this matter a great majority stated that a woman should serve her husband 

sexually whenever he wants. Some argued that this was a part of „being a good wife‟, others 

mentioned that it said in the bible that „a wife should always serve her husband in his needs‟. 

However, women should stay loyal to their husbands, extramarital affairs by women are under no 

conditions accepted by the society. Not even in the case of sexual abuse.  The psychologist of the 

LMD was shocked by the number of problems that women had with their husbands: „It‟s incredible 

                                                           
32  Conversation with Maria, 26 May 2010. Translated from Spanish 

33 Taller in Maria Magdelena, participating 20 women, 22 May 2010.  
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here in the Coastal areas; many men have two, three or more wives. In front of the houses of these women are 

children of „the other woman‟ playing!34‟. The evaluation of men by society is highly dependent of their 

behaviour towards women, the number of women and their sexual activity. Men in lower class 

Cartagena gain more respect by other men if they have more wives and even women argue that 

men should flirt constantly to prove their masculinity and there is a constant (re)evaluation by 

men through the means of having many respectfully wives.  

 

Many women in internally displaced neighbourhoods argue that a man gains more respect from 

other men if he has more than one wife. However, it is absolutely not accepted if a woman has 

more men. The „male bias‟, which refers to the patriarchal norms that rule the daily life and in 

which men enjoy more opportunities to participate in public life than women (Duggan & 

Abusharaf, 2006), defines the norms and rules of sexuality between men and women. If a woman 

has another man, it affects the honour of her husband. If a woman is sexually abused by another 

                                                           
34 Interview with Pyschologist of LMD, 19 May 2010 Translated from Spanish 

Picture 5: Woman during a protest march on the 8 of 

March (International women day). Sign: ‘Living 

without machismo is: freedom, dignity and justice’ 
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man, the man sees this as a violation of his honour.      

 Sexual violence should be observed with the notions of honour and the image of 

„masculine heroism‟ (as discussed by Nagel, 2003). Sexual violence against women deconstructs 

the image of „masculine heroism‟ and her own decent position within a community. When not 

talking about the violation, one can pretend it never happens and it will not break the reputation 

of her man. Hence, sexual abuse a taboo, and sometimes not even discussed within the marriage. 

It is a topic considered a private/domestic problem in Cartagena. Maria: 

The first five years after my violation, I kept quite in my house, I didn‟t leave the 

house. I stayed home for days, talking to nobody about what happened to me. Bit by 
bit, I started to tell my daughters, they listened to me. When I told the man I was 

dating in this time, he didn‟t want to see me anymore, this was another shock for me. 
My daughter helped me a lot in this time, they encouraged me to leave the house 

again and to trust in myself once again. After five years I started to leave the house 
and told some people my story; I first told my best friend Jolanda. Together we cried 

sitting at the table, when I asked her why she was crying as well, she told me that 
almost the same happened to her, but that she never told anyone, neither her 

husband. We shared our stories, we cried together, this felt really good. I still haven‟t 
told many people about what happened, just my children, one displaced leader, my 

friend and an author. Together with author I am writing a book, anonymously, in 
order to encourage more women to tell their story. I would like to share my story 

with other victims, but I don‟t know anybody who is victim of sexual abuse ...35   

As this example shows, sexual violence is a taboo, a topic of silence, people tend not to talk 

about it. Maria is afraid for gossips in her neighbourhood and in a conversation with Amalia and 

Mabel36 it appears that this is not without a reason, both women know a girl who is sexual abused 

by a paramilitary: 

Amalia: She is a very lovely women you know. We both knew about the violation, 
but we didn‟t know that the other knew. But this girl changed after her violation. Her 

husband left her and I have heard people say that she is sleeping with many men. She 
always brings other men home. Mabel: Yes, that‟s what I have heard as well, 

furthermore do people say that she is drunk all the time.  

When I asked Amalia and Mabel if they have ever seen this woman drunk or with other men, 

they admit that they just heard about it and that they aren‟t sure that the gossips are true. Sexual  

violence outside the marriage is, according to many women a topic of gossip, a crime for which  

women and their men are responsible. The victimized girl of the example, clearly lost her status 

as a decent women, having to deal with gossips about her life on the streets and her sexual 

activities. The results of a mini inquiry which I did with internally displaced women of 
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36 Both women work as internally displaced leaders, 18 April 2010 
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neighbourhood Maria Magdelena, showed that almost 75 percent of the women believed that 

„women who wear sexy clothes are looking to be raped‟.  Especially women with little education 

and in poor living conditions tend to see sexual violence as a private problem or as a problem 

provoked by women themselves, they do not take action against it.   

 Elsida37, an internally displaced woman working for a NGO and being internally displaced 

maked clear to me, after a presentation given by Patricia Guerrero (director of LMD) about the 

taboo of sexual violence in the conflict, why this topic is such a taboo. „Here in Colombia we 

have a machista culture that does not see victims of sexual violence as victims.‟ She continues 

explaining that these women are seen as guilty or blamed for their violation. If women go to the 

public prosecutor to report a sexual abuse, questions such as „What were you wearing?‟ or „What 

were you doing in the dark in that place?‟ are asked. According to Elsida, the society and even 

governmental institutions do believe that women have provoked this kind of victimization. 

Furthermore, is it according to her a topic of taboo for the family and surroundings of this girl; 

they should have protected the girl and should have kept her inside the house.   

 In a conversation with some women of the Liga de las Mujeres38, Nathali explains two 

cases in which machismo and the perceptions of the husbands on sexual violence in the conflict, 

were influencing the motivations of women to look for justice: 

“We have had two grave experiences with women who were sexually abused and 

whose husbands could not accept that these women were victims. In the first case 

the woman‟s husband did not want her to report the crime, neither did he want to 

talk about it. When the woman got psychological assistance, she realized she was a 

victim and she decided to do report her crime. Her husband warned her he would 

leave her, and when she finally did report the crime, he did what he told her: he left 

her. But now this woman is happy, she feels strong and gained more self respect. In 

the other case, a women did not want her husband to find out she was a victim. 

When she started to gain the psychological program and later started her juridical 

process, everything had to stay secret for her husband. She did not want him to find 

out, because she was afraid he would leave her...” 

Both husbands could not deal with the fact that the women would report the abuse publicly and 

in this way, damaged their honour. As I noted in chapter one, the honour of men is damaged if 

women talk about their sexuality and victimization publicly, not only was the female body 

conquered by another men, her husband did not protect her. Both women in this example are 

victimized doubly because they cannot tell their most beloved ones what happened to them, or in 

case that they do, they are being rejected and probably accused of  being an indecent woman. 

                                                           
37  Conversation 15 April 2010 

38 Interview 10 March 2010 
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Families and husbands are seen as guilty and responsible for the sexual abuse of the women, they 

should have kept the women in protection (at home).      

 Elsida concludes: „It‟s a taboo, imagine if your husband and family reacts this way, how should the 

society react?‟. Women are often afraid to tell other people, because their beloved ones often do not 

want to hear about their victimization, this results in an absolute silencing and taboo of the topic. 

When not talking about these matters, the family can in their surrounding pretend nothing 

happened which can save their name. Many men and part of the patriarchal society of Colombia 

(which is especially dominant in the Coastal areas, such as Cartagena), especially in the poor areas 

and areas with many internally displaced inhabitants, do not consider sexually abused women as 

victims. I believe it can be argued that there is a gap between the  culture and the law. By law 

(auto 092) sexual violence in the Colombian conflict is considered a war crime. However, the 

general idea of the society, especially in poor and machista communities, this is seen differently. 

Nevertheless, one cannot put it that simply. Talking to internally displaced women, all know that 

sexual violence in the conflict is used as a weapon of war and say that they would consider these 

victims as true victims. At the same time, despite this knowledge, talking about this topic is 

considered: „Not done‟. Sexual violence continues to be a topic of absolute silence, because of the 

fear and dishonour that it might would bring along. People tend to be able to speak about it in 

general and in these conversations it seems that everybody is convinced that it should not be a 

taboo. Conversely, in practice, nobody talks about personal experiences; which means that in 

daily life, this idea is not fully integrated in the Colombian society. Therefore, many women 

decide not to report sexual abuse. Neither displaced women who are leaders in the communities 

often do not know about the sort of violence people in their community are victims of. Ormiry, 

one of the leaders told me „women are victims of all sorts of violence, but never talk about their victimization 

of sexual violence39‟. Another example which shows how hard it is to get people to talk about sexual 

violence is the psychological programme of LMD. It took about one year of psychological 

assistance before the women started to talk about their experiences with sexual violence in the 

Colombian conflict.  

The need of psychological aid for victims of sexual violence 

The taboo to talk about sexual violence is enormous; this is for many women an obstacle to seek 

for justice. The notions of gender, influence the social attitudes, norms and rules of a society, as 

well as the social attitudes to sexual violence. In Cartagena, a climate of silence and dishonour is 

present when it comes to these of sexual abuse. Lots of trust, professional guidance and time is 
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needed to visualize this problem and to give these types of victims assistance when seeking justice 

and reparation. Women themselves also admit that it is one of the most invisible sorts of violence 

and effects of the Colombian conflict. Even in cases, in the context of an attack, and sexual 

violence is a very clear example as „a weapon of war‟, women are stigmatized and silenced by their 

surroundings. It is thus often not known that women are victims of sexual violence, their 

surroundings do not know or tend to pretend it did not happen. The two psychologists of the 

LMD were upset by this taboo in the Colombian Society: „They [society and family] blame the 

women: “You looked for it! Why were you there alone”, questions that the families and the 

police asked the victims, they have a lot of traumas and they themselves believe they are 

responsible for it! [...] That‟s why we organized the workshops once a month to discuss these 

themes together with the women40‟. Also in the case of Maria, psychological aid was very 

important, in order to “return” to the society: 

“In the beginning I didn‟t tell anyone. The first five years after the rape I lived 

isolated and in fear. In 2005, I reported the crime at the Public Prosecutor , I felt 

really bad and totally broke down emotionally. That‟s why I received 

psychological aid immediately, this helped me with restoring my self-confidence 

and my dignity. Nowadays, still hardly anybody knows about my victimization, 

at least, not in my environment. Only my children, Roger (an indigenous 

displaced leader) and one friend know about it. You don‟t know who your 

neighbours are [meaning which side of the conflict they are on] and if you can 

trust them”41 

This example shows that both gender norms as the matter of distrust because of the ongoing 

conflict are issues that make sexual violence a taboo. Maria is a very well known person in her 

neighbourhood, because she is a leader, she knows all people and helps many victims to report 

and denounce their displacement, however she does not tell her own story to people to her 

surroundings. Despite this, she does think it is important to tell her story, she now works –

together with a writer- on a book, in which she will tell her story anonymously. With this work 

she hopes to encourage more women to tell their stories and to break with the taboo, which will 

help them seeking justice and reparation. In the machismo culture that is present in many 

internally displaced neighbourhoods of Cartagena, the sexual abuse of women is seen as absolute 

taboo. For this reason, sexual violence can cause emotional isolation, feelings of guilt and social 

exclusion. Many victims have argued to have lost their feelings of dignity, their self-confidence, as 

well as the confidence in others and institutions, which resulted in a situation of complete 

                                                           
40 Psychologist LMD, 22 May 2010 
41 Maria, 8 May 2010. 
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isolation and a loss of trust in the judicial system and reparation. Furthermore, these victims find 

themselves in a situation highly stigmatized and discriminated, where many people (both in 

society and in institutional organisations) tend not to believe them. Sexual violence is the only 

sort of crime in which victims feel guilty themselves and in which they are seen as guilty by 

society. For these reasons it is extremely important that especially victims of sexual abuse receive 

psychological help, in order to repair their self-confidence and to empower and accompany them 

during the judicial procedure.          

 To conclude this part, gender regimes as a concept that regulates the rules and norms, 

which in Colombia is known as machismo, has its‟ influence on the perception on victims of 

sexual violence in the conflict by the surroundings of a victim, it is important to recognize the 

way a society treats its victims and the level of machismo and to be aware of the importance of 

psychological aid for victims of sexual abuse to overcome the taboo. The taboo on sexual 

violence has an enormous impact on the lives of women and is an obstacle for them to speak out, 

to come forward, in order to obtain justice and reparation. Unfortunately, this is not the only 

obstacle for these women.  

The lack of knowledge  

A lack of knowledge about the laws and rights for internally displaced women is a problem both 

within juridical institutions, and on a personal level within the groups of women. Thanks to the 

work of NGO‟s, the knowledge of women is improving, however police officers who work 

within the juridical institutions are not always aware of the newest laws or rights. The strategy of 

NGO‟s is to empower women, both on the personal level as on the level of knowledge, so that 

they can claim their rights. The idea is that, through the means of these workshops, internally 

displaced women gain more knowledge about their rights and are more confident to seek justice. 

Unfortunately, there are many displaced women and NGO‟s only reach the top of the iceberg. 

The continuation of workshop as the ones on Fridays giving by Aprodic in Maria Magdelena, 

should lead to a small group of active women that later in the process can support other women 

in their neighbourhood.  

 The success of these workshops and broadening of knowledge is visible at the Liga de las 

Mujeres Desplazadas. Not only have 144 of these women already reported the crimes committed 

against them, they are now also active in empowering other internally displaced women. Many 

now find the courage to talk about what happened and share these stories with other victims. In 

this way, they try to break the circle of silence and create trust among many internally displaced 
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women. As seen in paragraph one, men and women deal differently with traumas related to the 

conflict. Many internally displaced women, only think about surviving the hard economic 

situations, while, by law, they should have access to psychological programs. After the knowledge 

and psychological help, she now feels encourage to help other women.  

Fear and threats 

The fact that Colombia still is a country in which many armed actors control areas and 

communities influences the opportunities for women to report crimes. As seen chapter two, 

sexual violence is used in order to silence women, women fear to leave their houses and often 

suffer from panic attacks or attempt to commit suicide (Cockburn, 2004). In Cartagena, in some 

neighbourhoods it is known that paramilitaries are active. For this reason many people fear to 

speak about the violations and crimes committed against them. Many NGO‟s in Cartagena, have 

received serious threats over the last few years. Letters with death threats and attacks on leaders 

are not uncommon. Last year a leader woman was murdered, so far there is no investigation on 

the cause of the assassination,  but most probably her leadership for internally displaced rights 

had something to do with this. In May 2010 another leader was killed nearby Cartagena, which 

shocked many NGO‟s and displaced people. News articles, rumors, threats and these killings 

create an atmosphere in which many people decide to keep quiet. The safety situation of the Liga 

de las Mujeres Desplazadas was at such a high level of risk, that the Constitutional Corte had  to 

design an auto in order to claim security provided by the government for these women.  

 Maria also works as a leader for displaced people, she as well has received some serious 

threats in the past, she received three phone calls in 2007 saying that they would kill her if she did 

not stop her work as a leader. Maria is a strong woman, stating that „If they kill me, than they will kill 

me, but I know that God is protecting me!‟. She encourages other victims to fight for their rights, she 

helps them to report the crimes committed against them and she shares her knowledge. 

However, she encounters many victims who are too afraid to report the crimes. One crucial 

aspect in this matter is that in many cases the families of the internally displaced people are still 

living in the conflict areas. When the displaced people decide to report, it might endanger the 

situation of their families and beloved. Adriana, the best friend of Maria, a woman whom we 

have seen before in example 8: 

“I want to report, but I am afraid. I always close the door, because I am afraid 

somebody will come in… My mother called me last week, the paramilitary entered 
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her house and they were asking about my husband and me. I am afraid that if I 

report something, that they will come after my family”42 

The presence of armed groups in Cartagena, as well as in other regions in the country is an 

obstacle for many victims in their motivation to report the crimes committed against them. So 

far, I only have discussed the cultural difficulties and obstacles, in the next chapter I will look at 

these problems on the institutional level.  

Concluding this chapter, many cultural obstacles and difficulties make women decide not to 

report the sexual crimes committed against them. The gender bias; inhibitions, fear of shame, 

violent or rejective response by their men and their community, are some of these cultural 

problems. Psychological assistance may help to overcome to lower of barriers to seek justice and 

reparation. Furthermore do problems as the lack of knowledge, the unawareness on their rights, 

the fear of ongoing victimization and reprisal because the conflict is not ended, dissimulate  

women to look for justice. However, if women finally decide to report the crime, they come 

across new problems, institutional problems as I will discuss in the next chapter. 

                                                           
42 Interview Adriana, 8 May 2010. 
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5 “It is well written my child, but it fails totally!”   
 Obstacles and difficulties in order to receive justice for victims of sexual violence on 

 institutional level   

The title of this section were the words of an elderly internally displaced woman while we were 

reading and discussing a summary of the Auto 092. Although the laws are well written, the 

practice seems to be different according to women I have spoken to. The previous chapters 

showed that sexual violence against women is a heavily silenced topic, a taboo, full of shame and 

complications, the majority of victims tend not to speak about the sexual violence committed 

against them, and even less women do declare or report it. However, some women have decided 

to report these crimes after they have overcome cultural obstacles and difficulties (as discussed in 

the previous chapter). For those women, another struggle begins; which I will call the struggle on 

an institutional level. Problems with the implementation of transitional justice and the 

disadvantages of this for victims, discrimination against sexually abused women by governmental 

institutions, the machismo culture within institutional organisations, the ignorance of the 

government towards sexual violence, and the conflict situation which makes it dangerous and 

difficult to obtain justice and reparation for victims of sexual abuse, will be discussed in this 

chapter. It contains a women‟s perspective on their experiences with transitional justice, the way 

they have been treated by institutional organizations, problems in having sexual violence 

acknowledged as war crimes, as a human right violation and the recognized importance to 

provide these women with justice and reparation.  

Discrimination against internally displaced people by governmental institutions 

Discrimination against internally displaced women and the incapacity and disinterest of 

governmental institutions to provide victims of sexual violence with justice and reparation, has 

many causes. Three main causes can be related to theories discussed in the theoretical part of this 

thesis; Opotow (2009) „moral exclusion theory‟, the relationship between sexual violence and 

respectability discussed by Philips (2009), the male dominate discourse that also reflects in judicial 

institutions (Henry, 2009) is often caused by the gender-blindness of these institutions. 

 First of all, internally displaced people are highly discriminated against, also within the 

judicial institutions. Their displacement and –in most cases- rural background are the main 

reasons for this discrimination. When entering judicial institutions, they receive a „mala cara‟ by 

which they mean that they are treated badly and that people approach them negatively. „Come 

back tomorrow‟, is an often heard response according to these women. Almost all women I 

spoke to complained about the way they are treated by judicial institutions; nobody wants to help 
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them, the discriminations and the negative perception of the people who work in these 

institutions are very discouraging for displaced people. In order to understand this discrimination 

and disinterest, we need to look at a higher level: the government.  

Incapacity and disinterest of governmental institutions to provide victims of sexual 

violence of justice and reparation 

I spoke with Carlos Francos43, director of the Presidential Program of Human Right about why 

institutional organisations fail to provide victims with justice and reparation. In this conversation, 

it became clear why victims of sexual abuse encounter so many problems with institutional 

organisation: 

“The issue of sexual violence against women, is a theme less attended in Colombia. 

There are a lot of programs for victims in Colombia, first, the programs for grave 
violations, Colombia is a country which knows years of grave massacres, more than 

400,000 displaced people per year, almost 30,000 murders. The scale of the problems 
that are in Colombia, and I do not want to justify this, has caused that many 

problems have been relegated to the background. First, I have to admit that the topic 
[sexual violence] has not really been visible, nor a priority [to the government]. In 

part, I think that the volume of other problems that are present in Colombia are 
considered more serious problems; massacres are more urgent to resolve (...), and 

partly for the missing conception to pay attention to the situation of women. A third 
reason is that it is a topic little discussed, female victims of sexual violence tend not 

to report, nor does the media pay attention to the topic. It‟s a combination of factors 
that causes the fact that sexual violence has not been given much attention, nor 

priority. In addition, institutional instruments set up to protect women have been 
weak.” 

Carlos Franco admits that the issue of sexual violence related to the conflict receives little 

attention. In his opinion there are worse human right violations that need to be resolved first, 

furthermore he admits that there are not enough tools and knowledge in judicialal institutions to 

investigate themes as sexual violence; it‟s a theme that‟s both invisible and does not benefit from 

the priority of this government. Women, especially sexually abused women, are morally excluded 

in the judicial process. The crime committed against them is highly judged by social norms, moral 

rules and concerns of a society or government as something dirty, something for which women 

are responsible. These women are then excluded from the moral legalized group.  

This ignorance and not recognizing sexual abuse as a crime, as Carlos Franco explained, also 

showed its effect on the process of “Justice and Peace” during the confessions of demobilized 

groups. NGO‟s have told me that in most cases the judge does not even think or asks about the 

                                                           
43 Interview, 6 April 
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subject of sexual abuse as a war crime committed during the conflict. Furthermore, many armed 

actors deny the fact that sexual violence occurred with their troops, Elsida: 

No, they all deny it… What they say is that “it happens, but not in our troop”, they 
have seen it happening, but within other troops, not theirs, at least that‟s what they 

say. They deny that they, themselves, have committed sexual crimes. (…) Within 
their own group they feel like a king, having raped a women, inside the court, they 

act like they don‟t know anything about it44.  

It is still very uncommon for demobilized armed actors to admit to having used sexual violence 

in the armed conflict. The following news paper 45  quote is an example that shows that the judge 

did ask for this information but this demobilized paramilitair, accused of various sexual crimes, 

denied everything:  

 I have accepted killing, displacement, extortion and mass, but this [sexual violence] I 

cannot admit, we were fighting sexual abuse, so we could not have committed it," he 
said with a nervous voice. 

This newspaper clipping and the conversation with Elsida show that sexual violence is, also 

within the process of “Justicia y Paz”, often ignored or seen as a taboo. Demobilized 

paramilitaries seem to feel uncomfortable when talking about sexual abuse outside their own 

troops. In a rapport of La mesa de la Mujer: Mujer y conflicto Armado of December 2009, they report 

that: 

Of the 138.000 victims, 96 have been recognized as victims of violence sexual. In 

versions books have been mentioned 15 cases of sexual violence, of which only four 
have been confessed [by demobilized groups]. 

The statistics of the National Public Persecutor46, show an even more dramatic outcome: 

Crime Enunciated Confessed 

 

Homicides 11.295 1.289 

Forced displaced 604  164 

Extortions 588 9 

Kidnapping 249 11 

Sexual violence 29 No information 

All information above shows that there is little knowledge about the confessions and 

knowledge about the truth on sexual violence, in many cases judges do not include 

questions on sexual violence, demobilized groups do not confess and/or statics lack 

                                                           
44 Conversation with Elsida, 15 April 2010 
45 Published by El Tiempo: http://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/caribe/2008-10-18/casos-de-abuso-sexual-del-

ex-paramilitar-alias-el-oso-fueron-denunciados-en-audiencia-publica_4609516-1  
46 April 2009 

http://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/caribe/2008-10-18/casos-de-abuso-sexual-del-ex-paramilitar-alias-el-oso-fueron-denunciados-en-audiencia-publica_4609516-1
http://www.eltiempo.com/colombia/caribe/2008-10-18/casos-de-abuso-sexual-del-ex-paramilitar-alias-el-oso-fueron-denunciados-en-audiencia-publica_4609516-1


 66 

information on these matters. However, many victims have admitted that the truth for 

them is important to know, especially they want to know why it happened to them.  

 As discussed in chapter two, in theory the way the Colombian government uses 

strategies to come to a situation of peace, such as transitional justice (the process of Justicia 

y Paz). This agreement sounds reasonable to many Colombians (non victims). However, 

according to many victims, the Colombian government pays more attention to privileging 

the armed actors in order to bring an end to the conflict then to providing the victims with 

security, justice and reparation. Themes of justice and the truth tend to be considered as 

less important. Victims and some NGO‟s consider transitional justice programs as a form 

of impunity. Martha, a woman in neighborhood Maria Magdelena: 

“Those people terrorized our communities, killed our husbands and put us in these 
horrible life situations! Now, they [armed actors] are in a five star hotel, enjoying the 

governments reintegration programs and we are left, without justice, without decent 
life conditions. Only five years in prison for them, for me that‟s not justice!”.  

What one can read between the lines here, is that Martha is not only unhappy with the sentence 

reduction, but she‟s also unhappy with the difference in governmental treatment between vict ims 

and ex armed actors. Five internally displaced women working for the LMD argued that the State 

fails to sufficiently meet its Constitutional duties towards women in the Colombian conflict, 

which leads to a situation of total abandonment of internally displaced women. The state has yet 

not been able to provide the women with security (because of activity of paramilitaries in villages) 

and the laws and programs for victims have not yet been introduced in practice. This, according 

to these women can also be related to the fact that Colombia is still a country in conflict, but it 

tries to incorporate methods of transitional justice. Not only for sexually abused women, but for 

many victims in the Colombian conflict, the forms of impunity are high. Patricia Guerrero, 

director and lawyer of LMD, argues that there is no attention for victims, and even less for 

victims of sexual violence. Patricia Guerrero, as a lawyer, represents 144 cases of displaced 

women, of which 11 are also cases of sexual violence, however she gave up trying to provide 

these women with justice and reparation in the Fiscalia (public prosecutor): 

“In Colombia there are patriarchal structures that don‟t recognize sexual abused 

women as victims. Sexual violence against women has never been a subject of 
research, they only talk about massacres and assassination, in the conflict, sexual 

abuse against women has not been a topic which has neither received justice, nor 
criminological research. The techniques to do research are disadvantaged, so is 

psychological aid, we say: There is simply no interest to help these victims!‟ There is a 
need to improve jucidial systems for this type of violence. (…) As a lawyer I guided 

eleven sexually abused women, but I got tired of waiting so long. The public 
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prosecutor changed its employees six times during the last year. There is no 
documentation and every time the women had to tell their story again, which is very 

painful. I am not going to continue with these cases in Colombia, because there is no 
process. We need the help of the Inter-American Commission for Human Rights, 

because this government doesn‟t care about female victims and neither do they have 
the capacity to help them.47‟ 

Leastwise to say, it is very remarkable that the public prosecutor was changed six times and that 

when this helpful prosecutor was claiming money of the government was replaced. The laws 

recognize sexual violence as a weapon of war, however, in practice, so far, none of the victims 

trying to claim justice and reparation felt heard or supported by institutional agencies. There are 

between three and five million internally displaced people, Patricia argues that the judicial 

institutions cannot and do not want to deal with all these cases. Furthermore she argues that 

women, especially sexual abused women need a different kind of treatment: special interest and 

attention is essential. Most of the institutional organizations in Colombia are gender blind, they 

do not see the difference of consequences in violence between men and women and they do not 

know how to deal with victims of sexual abuse. Sexual abuse seen as a crime less important, 

silenced, devaluated by the male dominated society and is therefore seen as less in need of quick 

judicial solutions. The psychologists of LMD about the juridical process of the eleven sexually 

abused women: 

It was around November or December when we once again went to the Public 

Prosecutor with the eleven sexually abused women. However, the lady who helped 
us in that time was amazing. She was from Medellín and she was very attached to the 

cases. We were all very happy, saying we were in paradise and we finally could 
advance with the process. The lady worked intensively with the women, listening 

carefully to them and joining the workshop we organized for the women. She gave us 
advice about the procedures, she planned a lot of things and she tried to understand 

the situation of the women. But then… They replaced her as well, she had to leave 
again to work in Medellín. And why? We think to complicate the process, she was 

soliciting lots of money from the government in order to help the women. By 
replacing her, they would stop the process and we could not advance anymore. It was 

very hard for us, and even more for the women, when we heard she was replaced. It 
is really important that the person in charge in institutional organizations knows how 

to deal with this type of victims. He or she should have a lot of patience, in most 
other cases the Public Prosecutor just kept on asking questions even if the women 

were having a breakdown or started to hyperventilate, most prosecutors don‟t know 
how to deal with these situations, neither do they understand the impact of this 

crime48”.  

                                                           
47 Interview 6 March 2010 
48 Interview 19 May 2010 
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 Women who are victimized by sexual violence require a different retreatment when reporting 

this crime as well as during the judicial process. Victims of sexual violence in general prefer to 

speak with a female officer when reporting the crime, have a need to be accompanied by a 

psychologist during the juridical process and institutional organizations should be familiar with 

how to correctly approach this type of victims. A male dominated discourse present in judicial 

institutions (Henry, 2009) in Colombia is highly visible and is very problematic for sexually 

abused women when seeking justice and reparation. A machismo culture is present in 

institutional organizations, especially when it comes to conversations of sexual violence49. In 

Colombia a strong relationship between sexual violence and respectability is present (Philips, 

2009), employees in institutional organizations for justice and reparation tend to see victims of 

sexual violence as responsible for their own victimization. Questions as „Why were you there in 

the dark by yourself?‟, „Did you wear this short?‟ show the lack of respect for female victims of 

sexual abuse and make women feel more insecure and the inability of these employees to work 

with this type of victims. Women state that they are doubly discriminated against, as being 

internally displaced, and simply for the fact of being a woman. The idea that women belong to 

the domestic sphere and therefore should not go and look for justice and reparation is still 

present. According to Edaines, an employee of LMD and an internally displaced person herself, 

argues that it is a long process in which women should continue fighting for respect, 

acknowledgement and full citizenship within the Colombian society. 

                                                           
49 Interview employee LMD, whom herself is internally displaced as well.  

Picture 6: Woman protesting: 

“We want truth, justice and 

reparation” 

Picture 7: Woman 

protesting: “End impunity 

now” 

Both pictures were 

taken during a protest. 

Women were 

demonstrating against 

the impunity and the 

lack of research in a 

case of a four year old 

girl that was raped and 

killed. Her mother‟s 

activities as an 

internally displaced 

women make people 

believe this little girl 

was killed and raped 

for this reason.  
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 Maria reported to the Public Prosecutor as well as to the „Social Action‟. The Public 

Prosecutor took all her denouncements seriously and offered her psychological help. However, 

the Social Action, which should offer her humanitarian aid (money) does not want to recognize 

that she is a victim of sexual violence in the Colombian conflict, -even though the village in 

which Maria used to live could be classified in the context of an armed actor (paramilitaries) 

gaining control over this area!- they [Social Action] argue that she is a victim of a regular crime. 

This means she does not have the right to humanitarian aid. I have visited the Social Action with 

her, the woman working there was not interested in paying her any attention and told her she 

couldn‟t help her: 

For the third time Maria is walking up the stairs up to the office of the Social Action. 
This time I join her, because she wants to show me how badly they treat her. A 

woman is walking down the stairs when we are walking up. At first she ignores our 
presence, then, Maria starts to talk to her: “Sorry, ma‟am, I need your signature”. “I 

can‟t help you, come back tomorrow afternoon”, the woman responded to us 
without even looking at us. „You‟ve said that for three days now”, Maria starts to 

become upset. „Well, go and look for somebody else, I don‟t have time for you!‟, the 
woman disappears in the busy street ahead of us. Inside the office, there is nobody 

who can help Maria, just one man doing some paper work, he recognizes Maria: 
“Still no progress uh?” he asked us... Maria looks down “No, they won‟t believe me 

and they never have time to help me. It‟s always like this!”. Without saying anything 
we return to the office of the CNRR, where Maria starts to talk to other victims in 

order to help them.       

Another problem in the case of Maria is the problem of evidence. Because Maria was victimized 

in 2001 and back in that time, no forensic research was done, it‟s only her word against the Social 

Action. Maria feels discriminated and disrespected by judicial institutions for being internally 

displaced and for being a victim of sexual abuse. She feels there isn‟t much she can do against the 

Social Action other than hoping that one day, they will give her the aid that she ought to have as 

a victim in the Colombian conflict. The impunity for cases of sexual violence is almost a hundred 

per cent, according to Patricia Guerrero, because men decide the norms and standards in 

Colombia, also in the judicial institutions. 

 Also in a group interview with five women from the LMD I spoke about the 

consequences of the ignorance of the government to provide them with justice, the truth and 

reparation. The disinterest and incapacity of the government does not only affect justice and 

reparation, but also the security matters of women who do want to fight for their rights. The 

women of LMD have tried to communicate several times with the governmental institutions, but 

feel unheard. They told me that there is a great risk in being organized, many -so called- 

demobilized paramilitaries are in fact still active and threatening the human right workers. The 
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state does not provide them with security that is promised according to auto 092 and auto 20050. A 

project, „City of women‟ has been burned down a few times and many of the women are 

threatened. Another example is the protection of two guards that they receive of the government; 

these two men are members of the DAS. It is known that members of the DAS have violated 

many human rights, the ex director of the DAS was accused of grave human rights violations in 

2009. A Colombian news page (Colombian reports, 18th of April 2010) reported: „New evidence 

shows that the Colombian intelligent agency DAS was not just carrying out illegal wiretapping, 

but was forging evidence to unjustly incriminate opponents of this government. This 

demonstrates utter disrespects for Colombian democratic values‟. The women of LMD have no 

say in who protects them and do not feel safe being protected by these two DAS members: 

 “There is no aid, there is no coordination, no preparation to make the autos to a 
success, there is no continuity, there is simply no help because of the ignorance of 

this government. Sometimes it feels like we are against the state, because we fight 
against the ignorance of these governmental institutions51” 

The women feel unheard and feel the need to find other ways to pressure their government in 

order to receive justice, the truth and reparation. They have been living in daily insecurity for 

over twelve years now, they feel invisible and unheard by the government.    

 The ignorance of the government towards sexual violence, not admitting that it should be 

a priority has many consequences. The discrimination of women, especially the discrimination of 

sexually abused women (the double discrimination), the machismo culture within institutional 

organizations and the unsafe situation in which the government does not protect these women, 

are serious problems and obstacles for sexually abused women in their search for just ice and 

reparation.  

Other ways to look for justice 

The mala cara, gender blindness, the social exclusion of women,  the discrimination and the 

argument that women can be held responsible for their abuse because they would have provoked 

it, and the disinterest of the government towards the theme of sexual violence,  troubles the 

access of - specially sexually abused- women to juridical institutions. The perception of 

displacement as something normal, the ignorance, the inability of institutional employees, the 

absence of concrete strategies, the failures of judicial institutions and impunity are reasons for 

organizations such as the LMD to search international aid. The Corte Americana de Derechos 

                                                           
50 A special auto created to protect the women of the LMD.  
51 Interview with 5 women of LMD, 1 March 2010 
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Humanos (Inter-American Court of Human Rights) is an important tool in order to obtain justice 

for internally displaced people in Colombia. The Inter-American Court of Human rights is an 

autonomous judicial institution of the Organization of American States, whose objective is the 

application and interpretation of the American Convention on Human Rights. The LMD fights 

the Colombian government and the impunity of the cases related to internal displacement by the 

means of this court. The Inter-American Court of Human rights also takes over the protection of 

some women who are threatened by armed actors. Leaders of LMD now look for international 

aid, by the use of Resolution 1325, to put pressure on the Government in order to meet the 

Constitutional duties towards women in the Colombian conflict.  
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Conclusion & Discussion 

Sexual abused women have to overcome many obstacles, difficulties and barriers when seeking 

the truth, justice and reparation in Colombia. In order to answer my central question: „What 

different kind of difficulties and obstacles do especially sexually abused women encounter within 

their own family, community, society and institutions when seeking justice and reparation?‟, I 

outlined the procedure, starting from the beginning: the meaning of female sexuality, the actual 

abuse, the consequences of this violation, the cultural reasons why women decide not to report 

this crime, to the problems that occur in the courts and during the juridical process if women do 

decide to report it.    

When looking at gender systems as machismo, the importance of the body and the idea of a 

female body as a battlefield become clear. As argued, a man‟s honor and power relations depend 

on female bodies and female sexuality. In order to be a good wife and to maintain a man‟s honor, 

being ashamed is important (Steenbeek, 1995; Melhuus, 1996). Talking about sexuality is -even 

more in terms of sexual violence- for these reasons, unacceptable. Victims are afraid to lose their 

virtue and their men, feelings of guilt and overwhelming shame are often experienced by both 

family and the victim herself. The victims‟ families and husbands are considered to have failed in 

the protection of their women. For these reasons and because of the social attitudes on 

machismo and the gender norms related to both men and women, sexual violence is considered 

taboo (Duggan and Abusharaf, 2006).         

 Put differently, rape or sexual violence does not only affect victimized women, it also 

heavily affects their family and surroundings. It compromises the social order and puts society in 

danger. The loss of honor of a person and family and the disruption of social connections and 

networks are some of the most problematic outcomes of sexual violence, feelings of humiliation, 

fear and insecurity destroy the social cohesion. The social capital - that is embedded in social 

relations and structures and that characterizes the rules, norms, reciprocity, obligations and trust 

in a society- dies away (McIlwaine in Moser and Clark, 2001). Because the integrity of female 

bodies represents the integrity of the group, the use of sexual violence can damage the group‟s 

moral existence. The typical outcome of sexual violence is that people tend not to speak about it, 

because of the feelings of shame and dishonor. This goes hand in hand with another important 

outcome of sexual abuse, namely the disruption of a person‟s or a community‟s agency and 

empowerment. When people tend not to speak about what happened the levels of trust in others 

as well as in institutional organizations can decline. If so, victims and communities tend not to 

defend themselves by seeking justice and in many cases lose their courage to stand up for 
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themselves and others (Nagel, 2001).        

 I analyzed four types of contexts in which sexual violence occurs in the Colombian 

conflict: the context of an attack; to deprive a person of their liberty; when gaining control over 

an area or, within armed actors. Using the female body as a battlefield, men can overpower other 

men‟s women (Moser and Clark, 2001). In order to observe how this is true for the Colombian 

situation I analyzed various outcomes and purposes for committing sexual violence: to dominate 

and control; to enslave women; to punish; to silence; to achieve information; as a form of torture; 

to expropriate; to reward soldiers; to create a pure troop; and to exterminate.  The stories of 

victimized women and their families have substantiated the argument, so I can now strongly state 

that sexual violence in Colombia is used as a weapon of war. However, it is important to note 

that these women not only suffer from the sexual violence committed against them. They also 

suffer from many more traumas and hurdles: discrimination, the feeling of guilt, the loss of their 

beloved ones, internal displacement, the lack of knowledge, the unawareness on their rights, the 

fear of ongoing victimization and reprisal because the conflict is not ended, poverty, gossips, a 

breakdown of the family reputation, the inability to talk about the violation (taboo), inhibitions, 

fear or shame, violent or rejective response by their beloved ones, stigmatization and domestic 

violence. I have called this cultural obstacles and difficulties, as discussed in chapter four. This 

accumulation of hurdles  related to sexual violence causes not only psychological damage, but it 

also influences women‟s determination to look for ways to encounter the truth, justice and 

reparation.            

 In chapter five I have analyzed these institutional problems which are also deeply 

grounded cultural problems. The perception of sexually abused women in Colombia, that finds it 

roots in the Colombian gender system, is also present within the judicial process. Although that 

sexual violence is considered a serious crime by law, and recognized as a weapon of war in the 

Colombia conflict, it is not considered a priority by governmental institutions. This has many 

consequences: the institutions do not protect these women, victims are considered indecent 

women and culpable (also by these institutions) and therefore encounter many difficulties to be 

heard, to be understood and to encounter aid, demobilized groups do not confess and in many 

cases judges do not include questions on sexual violence and/or statistics lack information on 

these matters. Despite the fact that many victims would like to know the truth and why it 

happens to them, there aren‟t many confessions about sexual violence by perpetrators and the 

crucial question “why?” remains unanswered. Research about the effects of truth recovery (Daly, 

2008) as discussed in the theoretical part is still impossible in Colombia.  
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What I explained in this thesis,is that the truth, justice and reparation on sexual violence in 

Colombia is culturally and institutionally silenced and considered less important. So, in order to 

break this taboo, it is extremely important to include gender sensitive strategies within laws and 

institutional programs that will also influence cultural matters. Guzmán Rodríguez and Uprimney 

Yepes (2010: 16- 22) argue that a gender focus in transitional justice is important to overcome 

gender inequalities in a society as Colombia, so that female victims of sexual violence can more 

easily enter judicial institutions. Women deal differently with traumas, the experiences and 

situations of displacement is different for women than for men, furthermore, women have other 

needs than men when it comes to justice and reparation. A gender focus in transitional justice 

including both, private and public spheres, covering gender inequalities can contribute to 

overcome these hurdles for women. The Colombian government should recognize that 

Colombia is a country in conflict, and both the government and society need to acknowledge that 

sexual violence is used as a weapon of war in Colombia. The many profoundly negative 

consequences as discussed in this thesis, illustrate the priority and the need for programs to help 

to overcome these cultural hurdles and to provide these victims with justice and reparation in a 

respectful and adequate way.  
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Conclusión y Discusión en Español 

Las mujeres víctimas de abuso sexual tienen que superar muchos obstáculos, dificultades y 

barreras cuando van en busca de la verdad, la justicia y reparaciones in Colombia.  Para responder 

a mi pregunta central: “Que diferentes tipos de obstáculos y dificultades encuentran las mujeres 

abusadas sexualmente dentro de sus propias familias, su comunidad, sociedad e instituciones 

cuando buscan justicia y reparaciones?”.  He delineado el procedimiento, desde el significado de 

la sexualidad femenina, el abuso en sí, las consecuencias de esta violación, las razones culturales 

por las cuales las mujeres deciden no reportar este crimen, hasta los problemas que existen en los 

tribunales y durante el proceso judicial si es que las mujeres deciden reportarlo.  

 Cuando observamos sistemas de género como el machismo, la importancia del cuerpo y 

la idea del cuerpo femenino como un campo de batalla se vuelven aparentes.  Como he 

argumentado, el honor de un hombre y las relaciones de poder son dependientes del cuerpo del a 

mujer y de la sexualidad femenina.  Para poder ser una buena esposa y mantener el honor del 

hombre, tener vergüenza es importante.  Hablar sobre la sexualidad –aún más en términos de la 

violencia sexual- es, por estas razones, inaceptable.  Las víctimas tienen miedo de perder su virtud 

y sus maridos, y tienen miedo de que ellas y sus familias acarreen una mala reputación.  Se 

considera que las familias y esposos de las víctimas han fallado en proteger a sus mujeres.  Tanto 

las victimas como sus familias albergan sentimientos de culpabilidad y de una agobiante 

vergüenza (Duggan and Abusharaf, 2006).  Hablar de violencia sexual es considerado un tabú, 

debido a las actitudes sociales de machismo y a las normas de género entre hombres y mujeres.

 O dicho de otro modo, la violación o la violencia sexual no solo afecta a las mujeres 

víctimas, sino que también afecta gravemente a sus familias y entorno.  Compromete el orden 

social y pone en peligro a la sociedad.  La pérdida del honor de una persona y su familia, y la 

ruptura de las conexiones son uno de los resultados más problemáticos de la violencia sexual.  El 

capital social –que está grabado en las relaciones y estructuras sociales y que caracteriza a las 

reglas, normas, reciprocidad, obligaciones y confianza en una sociedad- se desintegra (McIlwaine 

in Mose and Clark, 2001).  Los sentimientos de humillación, temo e inseguridad destruyen la 

cohesión social.  Ya que la integridad del cuerpo femenino representa la integridad del grupo, el 

uso de la violencia y el abuso sexual puede danar la existencia moral del grupo.  El resultado 

típico de la violencia sexual es que las personas tienen la tendencia de no hablar sobre ello, 

debido a sus sentimientos de vergüenza y deshonra.  Esto va de la mano con otra consecuencia 

importante del abuso sexual, a saber, la perdida de la autoconfianza y fortaleza de una persona o 
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comunidad.  La gente tiende a callar sobre lo sucedido y decaen los niveles de confianza en las 

demás personas y en las instituciones.  Si esto sucede, las víctimas y sus comunidades ya no se 

defienden buscando que se haga justicia, y en muchos casos pierden el valor para sacar la cara por 

sí mismos y por otros (Nagel, 2001).        

 Si las mujeres son victimas del as violencia sexual en época de conflicto, el honor del 

esposo y de la familia se quiebra.  Otros hombres han utilizado el cuerpo femenino como campo 

de batalla y han subyugado a sus mujeres (Moser and Clark, 2001).  Para poder demostrar que 

esto es cierto en cuanto a la situación colombiana, he explicado como se utiliza la violencia sexual 

en el conflicto colombiano, reconociendo los diferentes tipos de contexto en los cuales se puede 

dar la violencia sexual: en el contexto de un ataque; para privar a la persona de su libertad; cuando 

se gana control sobre una zona o con actores armadas.  Tambien he analizado varios propósitos y 

razones para cometer violencia sexual: para dominar y controlar; para esclavizar a las mujeres; 

para castigar; para silenciar; para obtener información; como forma de tortura; para expropiar; 

para premiar a soldados; para crear unidad entre actores armados; para exterminar.  Puedo ahora 

declarar con certeza que la violencia sexual en Colombia se utiliza como arma de guerra.  Las 

historias de las mujeres victimas y las diferentes explicaciones han corroborado este argumento.  

He utilizado varias historias de mujeres colombianas que han experimentado este horrible crimen, 

y de como esto influencio en sus vidas y en las vidas de las personas en su entorno.  Sin embargo, 

es importante resaltar que estas mujeres no solo sufren de la violencia sexual en si, sino también 

de muchos otros traumas mas como la discriminación, el sentimiento de culpabilidad, le perdida 

de sus seres queridos, desplazamiento interno, pobreza, la incapacidad de hablar sobre la 

violación (tabu), el abandono del esposo, la estigmatización y la violencia intrafamiliar.   Estas 

dificultades influyen en su determinación de ir tras la verdad, la justicia y una reparación.  He 

llamado a estos problemas, obstáculos y dificultades culturales, los cuales han sido expuestos en 

el capitulo cuatro.  El abuso sexual en contra de las mujeres en el conflicto colombiano es 

considerado un enorme tabu.  Los rumores –la tacha en el honor de estas mujeres, de sus esposos 

y sus familias- y las percepciones sobre las mujeres abusadas, son las razones principales de este 

tabu.  Las mujeres tienden a callarlo y esto genera danos psicológicos e influye en su decisión de 

ir a buscar la verdad, justicia y reparación.  Entre los problemas culturales mas mencionados que 

refuerzan este tabu se encuentran: el prejuicio masculino, la falta de conocimiento, el 

desconocimiento de sus derechos, el miedo a la victimización constante y a las represalias porque 

el conflicto no ha terminado, las inhibiciones, la vergüenza, la caída de la reputación familiar y la 

respuesta violenta o el rechazo por parte de los seres queridos.  Todo esto también obstruye el 

acceso a las instituciones jurídicas. 
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En el capitulo cinco, he analizado los problemas institucionales.  La percepción de la mujer 

abusada sexualmente en Colombia, que tiene sus raíces en el sistema de genero colombiano, 

también esta presente dentro del proceso judicial.  La discriminación a la mujer, especialmente la 

discriminación a la mujer abusada sexualmente (doble discriminación), la situación de inseguridad 

en la cual el gobierno no protege a estas mujeres, y la cultura machista que existe también dentro 

de las instituciones y que ve a estas mujeres como indecentes y culpables, son graves problemas y 

obstáculos para las mujeres victimas de abuso sexual en su búsqueda por hallar justicia y 

reparación.  Este tipo de victimas no solo son silenciadas dentro de su entorno, sino también en 

las organizaciones institucionales.  Ellas encuentran muy difícil ser escuchadas, ser comprendidas, 

recibir ayuda, y no son tomadas seriamente.  Aunque la ley considera la violencia sexual como un 

grave delito y un arma de guerra en el conflicto en Colombia, no es considerada una prioridad 

por parte de las instituciones gubernamentales.  Esto trae muchas consecuencias: el maltrato de 

estas instituciones hacia las mujeres abusadas, jueces que no atienden reclamos de violencia 

sexual, grupos desmovilizados que no confiesan y falta de información estadística en estos temas.   

A pesar que muchas victimas quisieran saber la verdad y por qué esto les sucede a ellas, no 

existen muchos perpetradores confesos, y la pregunta crucial de “Por que” queda sin responder.  

Una investigación sobre los efectos de llegar a la verdad (Daly, 2008) tal y como se ha expuesto 

en la parte teorica, es todavía imposible en Colombia.  Como se ve en el esquema del segundo 

capitulo, tanto los factores culturales como los institucionales, influencian las relaciones de 

genero y de poder en una sociedad.  Estos factores determinan si se considera esto un delito 

grave o no, y si es un tema de discusión o un tabu.  En Colombia, la violencia sexual es silenciada 

cultural e institucionalmente y es considerada de menor importancia.  

Para poder romper este tabu, no solo se necesitan cambios institucionales, sino que también son 

esenciales cambios dentro de las ideas y percepciones sobre la violencia sexual.  Lo que he 

explicado en esta tesis, es que el proceso de justicia y reparación no solo se da a nivel 

institucional, sino también en el plano cultural.  Por este motivo es extremadamente importante 

incluir estrategias sensibles de genero dentro de las leyes y programas, que influencien asuntos 

culturales.  Guzman Rodriguez y Uprimney Yepes (2010: 16-22) sostienen que es importante un 

enfoque de genero en la justicia transicional para superar las desigualdades de genero en una 

sociedad como la colombiana, para que asi las mujeres victimas de la violencia sexual puedan 

ingresar a las instituciones judiciales con facilidad.  Las mujeres se enfrentan a diferentes clases de 

violencia.  Ellas tratan sus traumas de manera distinta, y las experiencias y situaciones de 

desplazamiento son diferentes para la mujer que para el hombre.  Las mujeres tienen otras 
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necesidades que los hombres cuando se trata de recibir justicia y reparación.  Ademas, es mas 

difícil para la mujer ingresar a las instituciones judiciales porque estos son ambientes altamente 

dominados por los hombres.  Las actuales ideas machistas sobre la sexualidad femenina, la 

violencia sexual y los derechos de la mujer, presentes tanto en la sociedad como en las 

organizaciones institucionales, pueden ser obstáculos para que las mujeres reciban justicia y 

reparación.  Un enfoque de genero en la justicia transicional que incluya tanto a esferas publicas 

como privadas, es necesaria para aminorar las desigualdades de genero y permitir que las mujeres 

superen estos obstáculos y dificultades. Tanto el gobierno como la sociedad colombiana 

necesitan reconocer que la violencia sexual es utilizada como un arma de guerra.  Las multiples y 

profundamente negativas consecuencias expuestas en esta tesis, ilustran la necesidad de que 

existan programas para impartir justicia y reparaciones de manera adecuada.  Y para ello, el 

gobierno debe imponerse esto como una prioridad. 
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Annexes 

 

Maps of Internal displacement in Colombian  

FIGURE 1: INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT OF COLOMBIA 

 

SOURCE: www.internal-displacement.org  

 

http://www.internal-displacement.org/


 83 

FIGURE 2: MAP OF DESTINATION OF DISPLACED PEOPLE BETWEEN 2003-2007 
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FIGURE 3: DESTINATION OF DISPLACED PEOPLE IN FIRST SEMESTER OF 2008 
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FIGURE 4: NUMBERS OF DISPLACED PEOPLE, PER DEPARTMENT:  

(Just for your clarification, Cartagena is located in Bolívar)  

 

Department  
No of 

families 

Bolívar 2442 

Antioquia 778 

Sucre 630 

Choco 255 

Magdalena 206 

Desconocida 201 

Cesar 176 

Santander 85 

Norte de Santander 13 

Otros 113 

Total 5225 

Total Personas 23269 
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FIGURE 5: DISPLACED PEOPLE IN THE DEPARTMENT BOLIVAR, DATA OF SEPTEMBER 2002: 

No  MUNICIPIO RECEPTOR PERSONAS  FAMILIAS  

1 CARTAGENA  23269  5225 

2 MAGANGUE  9096  1962 

3  EL CARMEN DE BOLIVAR  10214 1708 

4  SAN PABLO  2066 444 

5  SANTA ROSA DEL SUR  1526 310 

6 SAN JACINTO  1574 301 

7 SANTA ROSA  1038  274 

8  TURBACO  1195 241 

9 MARIA LA BAJA  3041 200 

10 CORDOBA  1251 200 

11  TIQUISIO  584  175 

12 ARJONA  884  195 

13  BARRANCO DE LOBA  686  130 

14 MORALES  662  127 

15  MONTECRISTO  519 92 

16 ZAMBRANO  646 117 

17 RIO VIEJO  587 87 

18 VILLANUEVA  876  55 
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19  ACHI  186  37 

20  CANTAGALLO  200  31 

21 MOMPOS  33  21 

22 EL PEÑON  36  19 

23  SIMITI 79  20 

24  CLEMENCIA  78  17 

25  ARENAL  63  14 

26  SAN JUAN NEPOMUCENO  66 15 

27  REGIDOR  34  7 

28 MAHATES  352 8 

29  SAN MARTIN DE LOBA  19  4 

30 MARGARITA  11  2 

31 ALTOS DEL ROSARIO  7  1 

32  CALAMAR  7 1 

33 PINILLOS  448  88 

34  SANTA CATALINA  5  1 

   TOTAL 61338  12129  

Source: Red de Solidaridad Bolívar, October 2002 
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FIGURE 6: ARMED ACTORS RESPONSIBLE FOR DISPLACEMENT 

          

Source: Registro Único de Población Desplazada (RUPD). Acción Social.  

FIGURE 7: NUMBERS OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN, BY DIFFERENT PERPETRATORS 

 

 

Soucre: Instituto Nacional de Medicina Legal, Forensis 2008. Comisión Colombiana de Juristas. 
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FIGURE 8: TYPES OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE 

 

  

Translated: 

Access to sexual violence 

Displacement during pregnancy 

Injuries during pregnancy 

Other 

Threats of sexual violence 

Sexual slavery 

 

Source: Díaz et all, 2009: 141.  
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FIGURE 9: WOMEN AT NGO „LMD‟ PREGNANT BY THE DIFFERENT PERPATRATORS:  

 

Source: Díaz et all, 2009: 142. 

FIGURE 10: WOMEN AT NGO „LMD‟ WITH PERSONAL INJURIES DURING THE PREGNANCY, 

DIVIDED BY DIFFERENT PERPETRATORS: 

 

 

 

Source: Díaz et all, 2009: 142. 
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FIGURE 11: DIFFERENT TYPES OF VIOLENCE EXPERIENCED BY WOMEN AT NGO LMD  

 

 

 

Translation: 

Access to sexual violence 

Displacement during pregnancy 

Injuries during pregnancy 

Other 

 

Source: Díaz et all, 2009: 144. 

 


