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There is a growing acknowledgement within the field of Conflict Studies that civilians are rarely passive subjects in civil wars. They engage in multiple ways in conflict dynamics (Malthaner 2011, 2015, Viterna 2013, Staniland 2014, Loken 2022), and for a variety of reasons: the work on ‘pleasure in agency’ of Elisabeth Jean Wood about the revolutionary movement in El Salvador (Wood, 2003) is an important reminder that this involvement goes well beyond a purely maximising rational impulse, and that we need to factor in those things that matter to people (Sayer, 2011 dixit). More recently, the rebel governance literature has been paying closer attention to civilian preferences and to bottom-up pressure on rebels to arm, mobilise, re-arm or re-mobilise and the ways in which wartime orders are co-created between civilians and combatants (Barter 2014, Barter 2015, Bulutgil 2020, Kubota 2020, Florea and Malejacq 2023, Gutiérrez and Voyvodic 2025, Worrall 2017), with various degrees of collaboration, negotiation, pressure, resistance and indeed open hostility (Arjona, 2016, Masullo 2021a). While there has been a tendency to regard civilians as purely peacefully resisting armed actors (e.g. Kaplan 2017, Krause 2018), it is clear that responses are rarely limited to this. 
Instead, the field of rebel governance has highlighted how civilians are also engaged in extensive support networks for rebellion, playing different roles - many of them not linked directly to combat and armed hostilities - such as logistics, outreach, governance, politics and propaganda, and community management (Wood 2003, Staniland 2014, Barter 2015, Loken, 2022). As such, there are a number of ways in which civilians have supported rebels, beyond military roles, which highlight the fact that rebellions are far more than purely military affairs. In particular, we now have a much better understanding of the role of women in rebellion, that has complicated previous narratives that portrayed women in conflict as merely passive victims (Herrera and Porch 2008, Darden et al., 2019, Matfess 2023, Loken, 2024; Hedström, 2025a,b). Sometimes opposition to armed groups can be violent too, as the case of Turkey against the Kurdish guerrillas (Gurcan 2015, Işık 2023, O’Connor et al. 2026), or Peru during the Shining Path campaign in the 1980-1990s demonstrates, where indigenous and peasants peoples participated in paramilitary forces - with various degrees of willingness, but many quite enthusiastically - that were extremely effective from a counter-insurgent perspective (de Gregori et al. 1996, Starn 1998, Fumerton 2001, Mason 2004). But very often, civilians’ agency is deeply marked by the experience of rebel governance which at times provides a blueprint shaping the expectations of the population in terms of what order and governance should look like (Voyvodic 2021, Caspersen et al. 2024, Gutiérrez and Voyvodic 2025). 
In any case, civilians are rarely spectators or passive agents, and their agency, beyond the issue of the representation and interpretation of narratives of conflict, has started to attract much attention in the field over the past years. There are, of course, still a number of gaps in the literature that require more attention: for instance, to a great degree, this rebel governance literature turned its back on the reductionist economicism of previous years, but still we need more (sound and non-simplistic) political economy perspectives. How civilians shape rebel governance is still an area that is significantly underexplored, although some inroads have been made recently. Likewise, we still do not fully understand the long-term legacies of rebel governance among communities after protracted conflict, although this is something that researchers are starting to look into as well, as in the recent edited volume of Patricia Justino (2026) on the institutional legacies of armed conflict demonstrates. Civil War Studies have finally moved from studying just armed actors, as if they were something discrete and separate from the broader society, to instead try to understand the social dynamics that reproduce and sustain armed conflict. 

This special issue is a humble contribution to that purpose, by bringing together a number of articles dealing with the core issues of agency and civilians in armed conflict, from the perspective of the Latin American, and especially the Colombian, experience. We will next examine the place of Colombia and Latin America, more generally, in Civil War Studies. Before discussing the articles included in this Special Issue, before engaging with some theoretical and methodological take-aways from these contributions. This introduction finishes with some concluding remarks that highlight why this is not a merely academic debate, but one with real implications for real life people.  

The Place of Colombia (and Latin America) in Civil War Studies

That this Special Issue revolves mostly, but not exclusively, around Colombia, is not a coincidence. Much of the new inputs for this debate on civilian agency and conflict, together with a more nuanced understanding of social dynamics, come from Colombia, a country that went through a peace agreement of 2012-2016, which provided unique opportunities for researchers to engage with a real-life laboratory to explore some of these problems and to test some of their hypothesis. Three big topics emerge as the main trends of research in Civil Wars Studies in Colombia. These are rebel governance and socialisation, civilian victimisation, and local correlates of conflict, with three local correlates being of particular importance, namely the unequal distribution of land, the long-term history of conflict in Colombia, and drug trafficking, respectively (Tappe-Ortiz, 2023). Colombia as a case has not only been relevant for Civil War Studies. Arguably, one may also say there is enormous output coming from Colombia in the aligned fields of Peacebuilding, Conflict Resolution and Transitional Justice Studies as well. A quick glance at the last ten years' issues of any leading journals in these fields will demonstrate the volume and quality of research production on Colombia specifically. This of course raises some questions about the preponderance of research on just one country which often purports to, or at least aspires to, generate insights about conflicts globally.

These trends, identified by Juliana Tappe-Ortiz (2023), derive from a systematic literature review of the English-speaking literature on Colombia. But the English language literature did not suddenly discover in Colombia a pristine, virgin case-study where everything was to be done from scratch, but could (or perhaps more accurately should) build upon a strong local tradition of solid and robust research in the Spanish language. For decades, local institutions in Colombia, such as the Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular (Centre for Research and Popular Education, CINEP), or the Instituto de Estudios Políticos y Relaciones Internacionales (IEPRI) of the Universidad Nacional de Colombia (National University of Colombia, UNAL), have produced excellent, often pioneering and innovative research in the fields of conflict and peacebuilding, based on their experience. These centres themselves did not start in a vacuum but rather built upon the various formal and informal commissions that have been researching violent conflict in the country since the publication of one of the earliest reports, La Violencia en Colombia (Violence in Colombia), written by German Guzmán, Orlando Flas Borda and Eduardo Umaña in 1962 (Guzmán et al. 2005). Most of the scholars crucial for the emergence of Conflict and Peace Studies as distinct fields in Colombia during the 1980s, known colloquially as violentólogos (or violentologists) had also been part of the now legendary Comisión de Estudios sobre la Violencia (Commission for the Study of Violence) that produced its famous report Colombia: Violencia y Democracia (Colombia: Violence and Democracy) in 1987 (Comisión de Estudios sobre la Violencia 1987).
 
More recently, countless foundations and think-tanks such as the Observatorio de Tierras (Land Observatory) have produced excellent research on the Colombian conflict. A public institution, Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica (National Centre for Historical Memory, CNMH) has produced an incredible amount of research on a range of issues and on a number of regions on the armed conflict, typically published as stand-alone volumes. These institutions, and other universities in Bogotá and other cities, have begun academic journals on conflict and peacebuilding that should be a mandatory reference for anyone interested in Colombia, but in these two fields more broadly as well: journals like Controversia, Análisis Político, Colombia Internacional or Estudios Socio-Jurídicos, to name but a few of the better-known and representative among these. Colombian scholars have pioneered important debates for the field on issues such as state-building and conflict (e.g., Uribe 2001, González et al. 2003, Gutiérrez-Sanín 2019), the local-turn and regional case-studies (eg., Ortiz 1985, Molano 1987), and the agrarian dimensions of conflict (Fajardo 1978, 2014, Zamosc 1986, Reyes 2009, Gutiérrez-Sanín 2025). They have also problematised the link between illicit economies and armed conflict (e.g., Jaramillo et al. 1989) with far more sophistication than the later and much cruder New Wars (Kaldor 2001) or Greed and Grievance paradigms (Collier and Hoeffler 1998), and they have also innovated in terms of methodologies to better understand the complex and differential nature of the conflict throughout Colombia’s geography, particularly on qualitative and participatory methodologies (e.g., Fals Borda 2010). Colombia, given the depth and robustness of its intellectual production on the field, is far more than a mere case-study and its scholars are far more than gatekeepers, having rightly earned a reputation for academic excellence among its most prestigious and longest-standing scholarly and research institutions.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  There were also many foreign scholars who contributed to these various debates over the last half century, and who were immersed in and co-shaped the local/national scholarly tradition, such as Catherine LeGrand, Paul Oquist, Daniel Pecaut, to name but a few. ] 

While Colombia is hardly the only Latin American country that has suffered from protracted or even endemic armed conflict, Civil War Studies elsewhere in Latin America have not received anything like the same level of attention and most certainly have not enjoyed the same outpouring of research outputs. This is an interesting phenomenon, for Latin America has been the scene of some of the most brutal civil wars of the 20th century. Maybe this is just a matter of timing, as the field, as such, emerged clearly since the end of the Cold War -in the previous decades, the field of Civil War Studies would have been more closely linked to studies of revolutions or counterinsurgency studies, where the work of pioneers such as Timothy Wickham-Crowley (1987, 1992) shed important light on topics that returned to the centre of the debates from the mid-2000s onwards. However, most of the civil wars and most experiences of armed struggle in Latin America came to an end in the 1990s: the dictatorships of the Southern cone all came to an end between 1983 and 1990, Shining Path in Peru was largely defeated in 1992, the civil war in El Salvador came to an end in 1992, the Sandinistas revolutionary experience in Nicaragua came to an end in 1990, and the civil war in Guatemala was ended with a peace agreement in 1996. So, the main period of civil war (and its subsequent brutalities) had mostly come to an end by the mid-1990s. Of course, there are still remnants of Shining Path in Peru, which have shown remarkable dynamism over the last few decades (Palmer and Bolívar 2011), and there are still some armed struggle groups of little significance here and there, but two cases go against this post-Cold War trend: Colombia and Mexico.

In Mexico the Zapatista insurgency came into being on the day that NAFTA came into existence, in January 1994, with the declaration of the Lacandon jungle. The Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (Zapatista National Liberation Army) seemed totally at odds with the main global trends but nonetheless managed to capture the imagination of a left-wing that had been left orphaned after the fall of the USSR and the Eastern Bloc, by reinventing it, as they said, from below, placing emphasis in autonomy and indigenous rights (Khasnabish 2010). Mexico, however, has received far more attention in Social Movement Studies than Civil War Studies and there are good reasons for that - the level of armed confrontation by the Zapatistas is minimal to non-existent, the armed phase of the insurgency lasting for a few days only, and the EZLN has operated more as a broad social movement, bringing together peasants, the indigenous, NGOs and environmentalists which made it a very different movement from traditional guerrillas and, paradoxically given their name, from other national liberation movements (Zugman 2008). More recently, the increasingly militarised, US sponsored, response to the issue of illicit drugs in Mexico has brought some attention from scholars (e.g., Mercille 2011) and has also drawn some comparisons between the Colombian experience and the Mexican context (Jenss 2023).

Colombia has been a different matter altogether. While most of these other civil wars on the continent were coming to an end, in Colombia the war was escalating during the 1990s, particularly with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, Ejército del Pueblo (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, People’s Army, FARC-EP) despite a series of peace agreements signed with some of the armed actors between 1990 and 1994 (Medina 2009, Leech 2011, CNMH 2014, Gutiérrez 2019). Colombia has become a dominant case-study for a number of reasons, including, contrary to expectations, relatively easy access to foreign researchers that thanks to the help of an army of devoted think-tanks in Bogotá or Medellín, can be very safe in the main cities while studying the hinterlands without the need to venture directly there. Also, it is the longest conflict in the Western Hemisphere, and with the Myanmar civil war, arguably one of the longest on the entire planet, with extensive intervention of the US through the highly debated Plan Colombia in the 2000s and extensive presence through a series of military bases, and the discursive amalgamation of counter-narcotics and counter-insurgency (Rojas 2015, Tate 2015, Lindsay-Poland 2018).

It is therefore unsurprising that Colombia has featured so prominently in Civil War Studies, as well as in other aligned disciplines and fields, and to a lesser degree Mexico - which for the reasons already discussed features far more prominently in Social Movement Studies. Both countries have active conflicts well past the Cold War, Colombia with a much higher intensity, but both countries have also experienced this amalgamation of counterinsurgent tactics and counter-narcotics strategies. This is an approach that under the current US administration we see expanding throughout the region, with destructive and lethal results (Gamio et al. 2026). While much has been advanced in relation to the study of armed conflict in both case studies, agency remains an underexplored concept, and this is where this Special Issue makes an empirically rich and theoretically sound contribution. 

The Collection: New Contributions on Agency in Armed Conflict

The collection of articles in this Special Issue brings together a range of new contributions on the issue of (civilian) agency in civil wars, challenging some of the state-centric biases in the discipline. While the field has already highlighted how civilians are rarely mere spectators of civil wars and how their agency often shapes outcomes and trajectories in armed conflict, in this Special Issue the various papers take stock of this role from a range of different angles, including civilians’ violent responses to insurgency, the structural opportunities to exercise agency, hybrid governance in conflict, how civilians can shape rebel policies, how former combatants decide individually to demobilise and thus become civilians again, and, finally, how agency can be exercised and captured in the research process. 

First, the work of Angela Navarrete-Cruz discusses the role that peasants and indigenous peoples had in forming counter-insurgent armed groups, and specifically, a particular variety which is distinct to auxiliary forces or militias, the Civilian Defence Forces (CDFs). While there is some literature on the peaceful forms of resistance to rebel governance among some communities in rural regions of Colombia (Arjona 2016, Kaplan 2017, Masullo 2021b) there has been little in terms of their participation in violent forms of resistance. Some of the literature that already exists on this topic, focuses on the opposition from landlords and politicians, that is, civilian segments of the elites (rural and urban) to insurgency (Medina 1990, Hristov 2009, Zelik 2015, Vargas and Gutiérrez-Sanín 2017, Gutiérrez Sanín 2019). This article discusses the role of non-elite sectors in violent opposition to insurgency. This, however, as the author notes, is also linked to class differentiation among the peasantry and the rural population, so class remains a critical category of analysis here. While this has been discussed in the Peruvian case (de Gregori et al. 1996, Starn 1998, Fumerton 2001, Mason 2004), this is a very welcome addition to the Colombian context.

Then, José A. Gutiérrez's contribution discusses the need to understand not only the structure of incentives or motivation of civilians to participate in rebel governance, but also the structure of opportunities available for them to make their participation effective. Drawing from Social Movement Studies (cf., McAdam 1986, 1988, Schussman and Soule 2005), the author highlights how the concept of biographical/structural availability can help us understand why a particular segment of the peasantry in Colombia became the backbone of the insurgent project of the FARC-EP (and here we have to engage again with processes of peasant differentiation, which brings us to the need to have a deeper dialogue with the political economy literature). Here the author mentions that smallholders’ control of their time (as both a resource, but also as a texture) made it possible for them to engage in time-consuming rebel governance, making time availability a necessary but not sufficient condition for the support of this segment of the peasantry to insurgency, thus engaging in forms of resistance beyond the so-called weapons of the weak (Scott, 1985). 

The work of César Niño, Claudia Pico and Hugo Fernando Guerrero-Sierra highlights an issue that the literature on rebel governance started to explore in terms of the existence of hybrid governance and the overlap between power-wielders (Loyle et al. 2021, Gutiérrez 2022, van Baalen and Terpstra 2023). This has been also discussed in the literature on criminal governance, which from its earlier iterations has a strong focus on another Latin American case, Brazil in this case (Arias 2006, Moncada 2016, Lessing 2021, Barnes 2025). This article, however, brings together the legacies of conflict and the widespread criminality in one particular Colombian port-city, Buenaventura, and the fields of criminal and rebel governance by showing how the interaction between politicians, state officials and army officers, and criminal gangs, shaped by a long history of conflict in the region, has produced hybrid forms of governance and shared sovereignties. As such, this article builds on the strong Colombian traditions on violence and state-building, as well as on the focus on regional case-studies.

Then, moving to Mexico which serves as a good complement to the Colombian case-study and broadens out the horizon of this Special Issue, Srinjoy Bose and Henry Nott discuss the peculiar trajectory and experience of the EZLN. This group moved from being a guerrilla organisation which launched a campaign on New Years Eve of 1994 only to give up its campaign after a mere 12 days of combat, turning itself instead into a broad social movement with almost non-existent armed engagement with the state. These authors note the influence and pressure, the agency of civilians in shaping behaviour, but also the goals, the organisational formats and the political content of a rebel group which is underexplored. They argue that the influence of the indigenous (mostly Maya) communities on the EZLN leadership made them move from being a traditional guerrilla group, modelled on the national liberation movement of the 1960s into a much broader social movement fighting for autonomy from the state, affecting deeply the interactions between the rebel group and their base of support. This level of influence, however, remains exceptional, and requires further investigation in order to understand organisational and ideological aspects that made this level of malleability possible in the first place (on these conditions and the way in which order under rebel governance is negotiated, see Worrall 2017). However, the case-study, despite its particularities, highlights the need to understand agency beyond the binary support-resistance.  

In a long-term conflict such as Colombia, there is a steady flow of combatants reintegrating into civilian life sometimes through individual demobilisation, which in itself is another form of agency. Colombia has, indeed, some of the most sophisticated reintegration programmes in the whole world to deal with thousands of demobilised ex combatants – as such, these programmes have been the object of an abundant literature on issues like the security of ex combatants, civilian perceptions of demobilised former combatants, or the demobilised's satisfaction with their programmes of reintegration (cf., Nussio 2018, Oppenheim and Söderström 2018, Meernik et al. 2021). Here, Michael Jonsson and Jan Pettersson look into the results of the reintegration process on a number of indicators of political, economic and social reintegration. While exercising caution over their conclusions, their data seems to strongly suggest that demobilised former combatants were doing even better than the average population on some key indicators from the social, political and economic dimensions of reintegration. There is an important discussion here that can be started about agency and the scope provided by it, thanks to the skills and social capital acquired by demobilised actors during their combat years.  

Finally, the last contribution to this Special Issue, comes from a very different angle, and instead of just discussing agency in civil wars, it engages with the question of how to capture it in research through the use of creative methods. Here, the author discusses the experience of Memory Workshops using creative methods (memory web creation, collective drawing of timelines and emotional biographies) in Colombia as a means to capture agency in conflict, by allowing the participants to exercise that same agency in the course of the research project by becoming co-producers of the outputs. In Colombia there is a long history of work around historical memory and armed conflict, which has been spearheaded by nearly two decades of research by the CNMH, and the author has a wealth of experience from where to start addressing this issue. Most importantly, the article reflects on the fact that very often it is the methodologies used to collect data that contribute to the invisibilisation of participants’ agencies by treating them as passive subjects in the research process, this piece brings back the debate to some important methodological questions whose importance to the field we cannot overstate.

Some Takeaways from These Contributions

While heavily centred on Colombia and Latin America, with one important contribution from Mexico, these articles offer insights into some crucial debates in the discipline of a theoretical, epistemological, methodological and ethical nature. In particular, they further our understanding of the complex nature of agency in three critical ways: structural determinants, the role of ideology, and methodology. Certainly, there is far more work that needs to be done, particularly in terms of the empirical understanding of some of the conflict dynamics post-peace agreement and a better understanding of the moment that Colombia is going through at present - one that is certainly not the ‘no peace no war’ scenario described by previous literature on post-peace agreement societies (cf., Richards 2004, McGinty 2006), but one with a clear new cycle of conflict taking shape over the past decade (Gutiérrez-Sanín 2020, Gutiérrez 2020). 

Something is happening in Colombia that can help our understanding of post-peace agreement societies and the limits of liberal peacebuilding as well as the dynamics of post-Cold War conflict. The discussion of these takeaways will be more in terms of ongoing debates and future research agendas, and possible avenues for future research to address some of these wicked issues for Civil War Studies and our fellow travellers from Peace, Conflict, Social Movement and Transitional Justice Studies.

Agency and its Structural Determinants: Bringing Class Back In

There are often very good reasons why distinctions between combatants and civilians have been highlighted with bright red-lines in the literature, mainly because of the need to create clear categories that are amenable to International Humanitarian Law. This is something, of course, we all believe is a valuable tool to humanise conflict and to create certain boundaries in the behaviour of armed actors, state and non-state alike. However, in practice, this can be a messy exercise that comes at an analytical cost. In particular, it is important to understand that these bright red-lines used by the literature between civilians and combatants are, more often than not, rarely so clearly demarcated on the ground as we would like to believe. Often, there is a continuum in which civilians and combatants interact. After all, these types of internal conflict are called “civil wars” for a reason. 

The interaction between civilians and combatants does not happen in a vacuum though, and there are powerful social structures and forces that shape it. Alas, one of the casualties of the epistemological shifts after the Cold War was the old and revered sociological concept of class. While studies of criminality, resources, ethnicity and gender proliferated in conflict studies, partly fuelled by the New Wars (Kaldor 2001) and the economicist paradigm (Collier and Hoeffler 1998), the issue of class has been largely absent in most debates on the Civil Wars field. 

However, the articles here, in particular those of Angela Navarrete-Cruz and José A. Gutiérrez, place the emphasis on why we need to look into processes of peasant differentiation to understand some of the dynamics of conflict: in particular, the dynamics of conflict among various strata of the peasantry and vis-à-vis smallholders and rural elites. These processes of peasant differentiation determined the behaviour of segments of the rural population in relation to the guerrillas, but also their likelihood (and even possibility) of participating in rebel governance. The very material conditions of existence of this peasantry needs to be understood to make better sense of the choices and the opportunity structures available to them. Class not only determines the predispositions towards these groups of segments of the peasantry, but also determines even the possibility of their participation in governance spaces. 

The importance of class goes beyond armed conflict as such, and can have important implications for post-conflict reconstruction: to what extent, one may ask in the case of the article by Michael Jonsson and Jan Pettersson, have the opportunities available to demobilised ex combatants intersected with their own class background and put them in a position of relative advantage against other segments of the Colombian population? Likewise, Niño et al.'s article opens up a space to further explore these hybrid overlaps and coalitions and shared sovereignties from the perspective of class alignments and how they reproduce (or not) processes of state-formation at the local level. 

While there is an emphasis on understanding the indigenous participation in conflict mostly from an ethnic lens, indigenous groups are also part, in Latin America and also elsewhere, of processes of peasant differentiation and occupy a particular place among rural society based on modes of production, forms of tenancy and socio-economic relations. Thus, many conflicts that have been traditionally understood as purely ethnic, such as Rwanda, also allow for agrarian interpretations (Verwimp 2013) and indeed we can benefit enormously from this perspective in terms of understanding conflict dynamics (Gutiérrez 2026b). The work of Angela Navarrete-Cruz here, points to the conflictive relation of Colombian guerrillas to some indigenous authorities/communities, although, at the same time, in predominantly indigenous regions such as Cauca, their forces are overwhelmingly composed of indigenous fighters. In the case of Mexico, Srinjoy Bose and Henry Nott's article also discusses the importance of the indigenous grassroots in shaping (in a very distinctive way) the trajectory of the EZLN, but there is much here in terms of future research on the differences and potential conflicts between indigenous and other rural actors, but also why the indigenous were positioned (structurally and/or biographically) to have such a determinant influence over the fate of the Zapatista rebellion. 

Agency and the Role of Ideology: Active Processes and Legacies.

After being largely dismissed as irrelevant during the 2000s, ideology has made an important come back in Conflict Studies (Gutiérrez-Sanín and Wood 2014, Wood and Thomas 2017, Leader Maynard 2019, Luna and Van der Haar 2019, Basedau et al. 2022, Schwab 2023). Obviously, the understanding of ideology is far more complex than simply explicit political doctrines (an important component of it nonetheless), including the ways in which people articulate their experiences and particular world views into the narratives and justifications of conflict (Malešević 2006). But the ideational world in which combatants and civilians inhabit is no longer regarded as inconsequential to the outcomes and the process of civil war. 

Here this Special Issue also contributes to understanding the role that ideology has, not only in terms of making sense of active armed conflict, but also to understanding the legacies of civil wars and rebel governance (cf., Loyle et al. 2021) and why some narratives and ideologies persist even after a cycle of conflict has ended. As such, it helps us explain the relapse of society into conflict and the narratives that often accompany this process. Angela Navarrete-Cruz is particularly insightful on this point, discussing how liberalism and communism articulated the experiences of a differentiated peasantry in the Colombian case, and how this cleavage moved the conflict from the 1940s into the 1960s and further beyond, distributing allegiances spatially across the territory, in a way almost as Marx observed in 1852 when he said, ‘the tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living’ (1979, p.103). Of course, according to her work, there are other pre-conditions that have an impact on the civilians’ form of engagement or not with rebels, many of them ideological in nature or deeply connected to ideology, such as previous participation in organised violence, the legitimation of violent responses and the co-optation or neutralisation of conflict-resolution mechanisms that can provide a channel for the non-violent resolution of divergences.

In the case of the EZLN, as discussed by Srinjoy Bose and Henry Nott in this collection, the question of their ability to accommodate the demands of the indigenous communities where they operated and to substantially change the course of their actions also requires an ideological discussion of why these radical shifts were possible for such a group to an extent that would be unthinkable for other rebel groups (despite the fact that all of them, one way or another are open to pressure and influence from below). While the experience of the EZLN may seem an outlier and rather exceptional, this is more so because of the degree to which the process took place, rather than because of the process as such, which seems far more widespread. This perspective invites further contributions on how civilians’ agency shapes the agenda and even core ideological aspects of rebel groups. In particular, concepts such as ‘autonomy’, which appear strongly in the Mexican case, but increasingly in the Colombian case as well (see Gutiérrez in this Special Issue), are also concepts that have important ideological implications that go beyond political programmes and relate to day-to-day practices and how politics are embodied and practically engaged with in these practices. As such, there are also politics and ideological frameworks even at the most basic level of participation in governance mechanisms, as discussed by José A. Gutiérrez. 

Ideology may also shape engagement at other levels. In the sample of demobilised former combatants in Michael Jonsson and Jan Pettersson’s article, we notice differences in terms of trust in the institutions, the perception of the process and some indicators on reintegration, some which may be anchored in issues such as class and gender, but others which seem to be related to the ideological background of the groups to which the combatants used to belong. Although different combatants may have had different levels of commitment or awareness of ideological processes in their respective groups, broadly speaking we may suspect that ideology here may be playing a part as well, one we need to explore and understand much better. 

Likewise, even if many groups engage in similar illicit activities as described by Cesar Niño et al., they do it from different perspectives, for different reasons, in different ways and with different outcomes, as discussed extensively in previous literature about the systems of incentives in civil wars (Weinstein 2007). The fact that some groups decide to claim a continuity with previous groups, also reflects ideological choices, some that are intimately linked to issues such as legitimacy building, particularly in contexts where there is fierce inter-actor armed competition (e.g., Gutiérrez 2025). But the processes of alliance with political actors and of state-formation, particularly when imbricated in such an ideologically charged concept such as sovereignty, as in Niño et al., this also requires further exploration of how alliances and alignments, and the mere notion of sovereignty, is affected by the ideological choices of the actors in question. Here ideology cannot be understood merely in instrumental terms, as it also has significant normative implications (Gutiérrez-Sanín and Wood, 2014).

Agency and Methodology: Problematising Knowledge Production in Civil Wars

Studying the agency of civilians requires overlaps with other disciplines, and in these contributions, we can clearly see crossovers with Peace Studies, Social Movement Studies, Transitional Justice, while the contributions bring together the fields of Political Economy, Politics and IR, Sociology, Anthropology and History. Of course, this interdisciplinary approach requires methodological innovation, and we are now witnessing across much of the field far more of this, with a wider range of tools than those that were available to researchers a couple of decades ago. Visual methods (Montoya-Arango and Arango Rendon 2008, Loken 2021, Clark 2024), participatory tools such as mapping (Wood 2003) and even singing (Quiceno Toro et al., 2017) have been used to produce data that has enriched our understanding of conflict as a complex subjective experience and to uncover dynamics that are simply not observable in databases. 

Here Colombia has also been critical to this shift from (almost exclusive) macro-level, large-N data studies of civil wars to micro-level data, leading to a greater use of experiments, although statistics and surveys remain predominant methods of research over the previous years (Tappe-Ortiz 2023), which, as the pieces by Niño et al, and Jonsson and Pettersson show, can still provide very valuable and interesting insight into macro-dynamics and trends related to conflict. Here, as discussed, issues like easy access and a solid local academic tradition with a great deal of emphasis in regional studies, but also the opportunities provided by extensive peace programmes and peace negotiations/agreements, have proved invaluable for international and national researchers alike.

Although this renewed interest in the micro-foundations of conflict has led to much research focusing ‘on very specific geographic and historical contexts, tending to create very narrow research parameters that cannot be applied to other settings – not even within Colombia’ (Tappe-Ortiz 2023: 402), without much attention to causal mechanisms and hurting the perspectives on how generalisable their conclusions are, this research has opened important opportunities to explore from various angles some of the standard problems of the field, bringing a breadth of fresh air and new outlooks. While day-to-day studies were late to come to Civil War Studies for obvious reasons, including practical difficulties in conducting this type of research (Gutiérrez 2023), day-to-day interactions have allowed us to look into big sociological processes such as state-building with granular detail (eg., Ballvé 2020). This has set new opportunities for ethnographic work, despite the very valid cautionary notes some researchers have discussed about crass empiricist positivism (Lottholz 2018) and the ethical and epistemological dilemmas behind this work, that requires an analysis of the pros and cons and the relative benefit of engaging in high-risk research based on the good or harm that can derive from this work (Krause 2021, Ibrahimi and Malejacq 2024). José A. Gutiérrez offers an example of the use of ethnography to discuss the structures of opportunity and availability of civilians to participate in rebel governance. Of course, while looking into fresh puzzles, this is building upon the previous and pioneering research of anthropologists, ethnographers and sociologists working in conflicts as diverse as the Balkans, Congo and Northern Ireland (Sluka 1990, Nordstrom and Robben 1995, Sriram et al. 2009), but also, upon the politically engaged Cold War research of people like Basil Davidson on African insurgencies (1981). 

Here we cannot overemphasise enough that looking into the micro-foundations of conflict through questions such as individual incentives and motivations, cannot obscure also that they operate within broader social structure where that agency needs to be made sense of. In short, we should avoid not seeing the forest for the trees. James Worrall discusses the tensions behind the negotiation of order under rebel governance and how civilians and rebels constrain one another and shape their relationship, through the interplay between structures, key agents and the mass of smaller and/or weaker players: ‘the role of agency is enhanced by structure but wishes also to recognise that most structures can be (slowly) re-shaped by agency’ (Worrall 2017: 719). Understanding this interplay between agency and structure, and the fact that neither is unlimited, is key to understand the shaping of these ordering processes and how micro and macro foundations shape and constrain one another, as well as to better grasp peculiarities such as the EZLN in Mexico as discussed in this Special Issue. As put forward by one Colombian scholar in his seminal research on right-wing paramilitaries: ‘this very greedy war (…)  cannot be understood as a simple market-like transaction of individual appetites (…) The Colombian paramilitaries were rapacious (...) in a structured manner; and this structure was provided both by themselves and their environment’, which included ‘powerful social actors and state agencies’ (Gutiérrez-Sanín 2019: 48).

Methodological issues also emerge in the process of grasping the extent of agency in this process, as pointed at by Daniel Gómez-Uribe in this Special Issue: as Civil War and conflict researchers often delve into past events, they often need to rely on the memories of participants, which are intrinsically ‘unreliable’ from a factual perspective. Narratives are imprecise, unclear, sometimes clearly invented, particularly if delving into traumatic events, so here the objective is not to produce a unified truth, but to focus on ‘generating a space for the hidden and the ambiguous to manifest and facilitate communities to express the agency that we aim to study. Such an approach entails an epistemological engagement with the different forms of knowledge that civilians express.’ (Gómez-Uribe 2026, pp.169). This work on memory owes much to the robust work produced by the CNMH over nearly two decades, and to the work of previous researchers on the Colombian case such as Ana Arjona (2016). 

Like memory, participatory approaches to research, which have been greatly advanced in the context of victims and/or survivor research in Colombia, also need to be problematised: as previous research has discussed, participatory approaches can also reproduce local hierarchies and reinforce power relations, they can produce fatigue and end up being ineffective, they are time-consuming and they are risky because they depend on strong facilitation skills (Nelson and Wright 1995, Cooke and Kothari 2001, Pelling 2007, Mercer et al. 2008). While we need to approach these methodologies with the same degree of caution as any other methodology, they stand in a long and venerable Latin American tradition, particularly oriented towards change, co-production of research outputs and action-research, such as that of the Brazilian Paul Freire (1972) and the more localised and highly influential work of the Colombian Orlando Fals Borda (1987, 2010), without ignoring fellow travellers such as Joanne Rappaport (2008). From an epistemological point of view, potential shortcomings notwithstanding, an important aspect of this type of engaged and participatory research is what Michael Burawoy mentioned in his work on the Extended Case Method, that one can only discover the properties of social order by mutual reaction between the researcher and research participants (1998, 14). In this epistemological quality, as well as in some normative aspects of the participatory research agenda, is where, in my opinion, their advantages really lie. 

Either working with memory or with ethnographic observations in real-time, immersion is a fundamental part of the dialogue within Civil War Studies in relation to agency (Krause 2021), and many of these new (but informed by long traditions in the social sciences) approaches contribute angles, and fresh perspectives that are only starting to gain international visibility over the last 15 years.

Conclusion: Agency in Civil War and in Peacebuilding

Most civil wars researchers don’t research conflict just because they have an abstract, purely intellectual interest in this sort of thing. Most conflict studies scholars (with some exceptions I suppose) genuinely want to use their knowledge and expertise to help build a more peaceful and equitable society. I think that is our own way, as researchers, to exercise our agency in the face of armed conflict. One of the reasons why I decided to start academic research on Colombia, after some years working on development education and human rights, was precisely because I found that much of the economicist literature of the 2000s provided no tools for effective peacebuilding and often described a conflict that I (with some access to conflict zones) could simply not see reflected in the reality on the ground. As such, my own return to academia was largely determined by a strong normative commitment to peacebuilding, since I knew that we could not build peace in Colombia if we did not understand well enough the nature and the dynamics of this particular conflict. Among these dynamics, agency had a central role, and many researchers understand now that we need to problematise the naïve view of civilians in civil wars as solely innocent bystanders or mere spectators to external struggles. Understanding how civilians exercise their agency in civil war contexts, also gives us a window through which to understand peacebuilding strategies and the role civilians can play in it. 

Cross-pollination between Civil War Studies with other fields, such as Peace Studies, Social Movement Studies, Transitional Justice, and Political Economy are also avenues worth exploring that can help us illuminate some of the ongoing questions in the field related to the issue of civilian agency in civil wars. Although some of these discussions are advanced in the articles within this Special Issue (structural determinants, class-related questions, highlighting the relevance of ideology after decades of systematic academic attacks, methodological innovation) they are not exhausted, and in my humble opinion, there is still far more work to be done on the question of civilian agency in conflict and in peace. Colombia has also become a veritable laboratory for transitional justice initiatives and for peacebuilding more generally. The participatory components of the 2016 peace agreement, that place agency at the centre of peacebuilding strategies, are one of the most valuable (and still little understood) contributions of this particular experience for conflict resolution. 

Moreover, the importance of Colombia, or Latin America for that matter, lays beyond its passive role as a provider of gatekeepers and convenient case studies for North American or European researchers. There is also an important and robust local tradition of research, that has pioneered many of the contemporary theoretical and epistemological debates in the field. This is well reflected in all of the articles here, which are an attempt to understand the wicked nature of civil wars and ongoing conflicts in order to provide rigorous and robust tools to help overcome the mechanisms that reproduce these conflict dynamics. I am glad that in this Special Issue, we also have a piece on Mexico, as we sorely need more comparative work between Latin American cases, as well as a focus on other cases that receive far less attention, such as Peru or Guatemala. Hopefully this inclusion signals a broader focus on the region from the perspective of Civil War Studies, as there are a wealth of lessons to learn from our troubles and our often painful history. In order for us to leave this heavy burden behind we must study those lessons all the more intently.
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