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Abstract
In protracted conflicts, armed groups frequently fragment, re-emerge, or transform their own identities. Due to this complexity, observers frequently agglutinate armed groups into categories that may do poor justice to their current identity, generating flawed labels and mistaken empirical expectations. In this article, we argue that current characterisations of post-2016 Colombian conflict are a prime example of this distortion. We introduce what we call a “genealogical approach” to study multiparty and fragmented civil wars. Our approach entails tracing armed groups across four dimensions: ideological lineage, organisational lineage, social networks composition, and patterns of violence. Rather than freezing groups into static snapshots, this framework allows researchers to track how continuities and ruptures manifest empirically over time. Drawing on published research on Colombia, we show that this approach provides robust answers to long-standing puzzles on matters such as group survival, patterns of violence, and fragmentation. We conclude that accurate descriptions of the armed landscape are not merely an analytical exercise, but a precondition for any meaningful peacebuilding strategy.
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RESUMEN
En conflictos prolongados, los grupos armados suelen fragmentarse, re-aparecer, o transformar su identidad. Debido a esta complejidad, frecuentemente los analistas aglutinan a estos grupos armados en categorías que no siempre reflejan su identidad, generando categorizaciones defectuosas y expectativas empíricas erróneas. En este artículo, argumentamos que las caracterizaciones actuales del conflicto colombiano post-2016 son un ejemplo clásico de estas distorsiones. También introducimos el concepto de “aproximación genealógica” para el estudio de guerras civiles fragmentadas y con múltiples actores. Nuestra aproximación se basa en el rastreo de la trayectoria de los grupos armados en cuatro dimensiones: herencias ideológicas, herencias organizativas, configuración de redes sociales, y patrones de violencia. En lugar de congelar a los grupos en una imagen estática, este marco permite a los investigadores rastrear la manera en que las continuidades y rupturas en la trayectoria de estos grupos se manifiestan en el tiempo. Basados en investigaciones disponibles sobre Colombia, buscamos demostrar cómo esta aproximación provee respuestas robustas a importantes preguntas sobre la supervivencia de los grupos armados, sus patrones de violencia, y sus procesos de fragmentación. En conclusión, afirmamos que una descripción adecuada de la guerra no es sencillamente un ejercicio analítico, sino una precondición para cualquier estrategia seria de construcción de paz. 
Palabras claves: Genealogía de grupos armados; Guerra civil; disidencias de las FARC-EP; EGC; posconflicto


THE MESSINESS OF THE CURRENT CONTEXT… A COLOMBIAN PARTICULARITY?

The signing of the Peace Agreement between the Colombian Government and FARC-EP was not followed by a post-war era, but by the proliferation of armed groups. How many of them exist today? How many of them are criminal groups? What are their politics, if any? Is there still paramilitarism? The answer to these questions will vary notably according to the responder. And that is not unjustified, since multiple groups have emerged, re-branded, and some have disappeared in the process. At the same time, there are also important continuities such as the ELN and segments of the FARC-EP that did not demobilise (Gutiérrez-Sanín, 2020; Gutiérrez, 2025; Gutiérrez & Voyvodic, 2025; Trejos-Rosero & Badillo-Sarmiento, 2025).
We acknowledge that this “messiness” is not uncommon in civil wars. Armed groups quite frequently behave differently across territories (Arjona, 2016), adopt different political and strategic goals (Staniland, 2012), transform their own institutions over time (Bultmann, 2018), and take advantage of secrecy and poor monitoring (Lewis, 2020). Also, conflict actors, including states, have an interest in pushing certain narratives that place them in a more favourable light while lambasting their enemies (Sweet, 2026). Civil wars, then, are not only convoluted scenarios because of the violence, but also because of the difficulty to accurately describe what is happening. Nevertheless, because of Colombia’s civil war longevity and the number of organisations monitoring it, we have extensive real-time and historical data, as well as high-quality published analyses. Why, then, are we stuck with poor labels and descriptions of the armed groups in the Colombian civil war?
In this article, we provide some answers, before proposing a way to tackle this problem. We argue that poor descriptions of Colombian armed groups stem from three problems. First, the uncritical adoption of state labels to describe the conflict; second, a flawed Manichean assumption about a clean break between pre- and post- peace agreement periods; and third, an alternative assumption about armed groups being merely continuations of their predecessor groups.
After discussing these problems, we introduce the notion of genealogies of armed groups. We understand armed groups as institutions that, just like political parties or states, have histories that both precede and outlast any founding moment, continuously shaping their identity. Based on this, we propose four dimensions that can help better describe an armed group in a protracted conflict: ideological lineage, organisational lineage, personnel and social networks composition, and patterns of violence. Instead of assuming that everything is new or that everything is just the same as it used to be, a genealogical approach questions specifically how these lineages manifest in the present, and how and when they have been altered.
We based our approach in multiple authors that have already discussed how pre-war social networks shape the organisational structure of rebel groups (Starn, 1991; Parkinson, 2013; Staniland, 2014; Shesterinina, 2016) and how splinter groups may change behaviour with respect to their parent organisations (Robinson & Malone, 2024; Johnson, 2021). We put together and adapt these discussions in the context of the Colombian civil war. We finish the article with some reflections on how this can help to build better peacebuilding strategies.



THE PROBLEM WITH LABELS IN THE COLOMBIAN CIVIL WAR

As already mentioned, civil wars are convoluted informational environments. It may be hard to tell apart actors with a primarily private/economic motivation from others with a primarily political stance, such as rebellion (Cramer, 2002; Kalyvas, 2003; Lewis & Rangazas, 2025). More importantly, these are not always neat, discrete categories, and actors often evolve during conflict (Gutiérrez & Gutiérrez-Sanín, 2025; Gutiérrez, 2025), so these processes are not necessarily obvious from day one (Lewis, 2020; Lewis & Rangazas, 2025).
Maybe because of this apparently chaotic scenario, commentators, policymakers and scholars alike have lumped together various armed groups in Colombia with remarkably disparate characteristics under unifying, often officially-sanctioned, labels like BACRIM (abbreviation for criminal bands, bandas criminales), GAOs (organised armed groups, grupos armados organizados), or criminal or drug traffickers (grupos multicrimen), etc. For certain groups, such as all those formed after the FARC-EP demobilisation that share some link to the pre-2016 organisation, the preferred label is Dissidents. Most of these labels have been contested by the same armed groups or commentators.
This is not the first time that we have a labelling problem in Colombia. After the period known as The Violence (La Violencia), a bloody civil war in the 1940s and 1950s, Sánchez & Meertens (2001) estimate that over 100 such groups were active in 1964. It was, and it still is, hard to define them: many were local self-defence groups regarded as legitimate by rural communities, while for the government they were just bandits preying on civilians (Rempe, 1995; Castillo Gómez, 2021). The FARC-EP, one of the most important rebel groups in Colombia’s history (and arguably, the hemisphere), derives from those so-called bandits (Pizarro, 1991; Karl, 2017).
The period after the 2016 peace agreement has many parallels to the early 1960s: as one cycle of organised violence gives way to another, there is a proliferation of groups (Gutiérrez-Sanín, 2020). Nonetheless, we believe that in contemporary Colombia, information scarcity is a poor explanation for inadequate labels. Some of the groups labelled as merely criminal have been around for over a decade and have thousands of combatants, networks, public political discourses, and widespread governance activities among local communities. We argue that, other than merely reflecting lack of evidence, our inadequate categorisation of them is the result of three prevalent phenomena.
First, journalists and researchers have uncritically adopted state officials’ labels to describe contemporary armed groups. Thus, the descriptions we tend to reach for are systematically biased: either we see these groups as they were classified by actors with the most power, or as they appeared at a particular time, mistaking a frozen image with a stable identity. This analytical problem is what Thaler et al. (2024) call the tendency toward ‘snapshots’ rather than ‘panoramic’ views of civil wars. The most consequential effect of this inaccurate description is that frozen classifications generate false expectations about how groups behave.
For instance, the FARC-EP sectors that never demobilised and that have been in a process of convergence for a decade have been labelled by the media as the Central General Staff (Estado Mayor Central, EMC). This is a name they have never themselves used, being only one of the top commanding structures of their military hierarchy. Indeed, the term started to be used by the media because their statements were originally signed by the Estado Mayor Central of the FARC-EP. The name they have always used to designate themselves is simply FARC-EP, because in their eyes they represent a continuity with this guerrilla (see Gutiérrez, 2020; Gutiérrez & Voyvodic, 2025).
The Colombian government is, of course, free to call an armed group the way they choose; however, assuming an active part in a conflict as the arbiter on labels may make us replicate narratives more than facts, obfuscating analysis and understanding (Sweet, 2026). As researchers, we are both expected to have rigour in naming the subject we research, and to understand what these names tell us about their identities, or the identities they want to project, as well as of their ideology, structure, networks, and objectives.
Second, there is a Manichean tendency to think that the 2016 peace agreement marks a clean break between two totally different and mutually exclusive contexts: (political) armed conflict and criminality-ridden post-war. In this view, before the peace agreement, we had ideologically motivated guerrillas, while now we only have criminal groups (eg. Loaiza and Schuldiner, 2025) -a view that replicates somewhat the post-Cold War paradigm of the New Wars (Kaldor, 2001), which has been already robustly criticised (Kalyvas, 2001). Referring to the non-demobilised FARC-EP as EMC (a name that, as we discussed, has never been embraced by them) attempts to create an artificial distinction between these supposedly purely criminal groups and the ‘old’ ideologically-motivated FARC-EP. Paradoxically, what today is considered an ideologically-motivated group (the “old” FARC-EP) was lambasted for decades as a criminal, greedy armed group in the same way as their heirs today are treated (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2013). This take on insurgencies that do not demobilise is, of course, not a Colombian peculiarity. In Ireland, Danny Morrison criticised sharply in his famous 1985 pamphlet The Good Old IRA the hypocrisy of those who criticised the actions of the IRA in the 1980s praised similar actions of the IRA in 1920 (Finn, 2019).
We argue that there is no clean break, nor two completely separate moments in the history of the armed conflict that are easily distinguishable like night and day. Important continuities between some of these groups should not be overlooked. The non-demobilised, ‘dissident’, FARC-EP has gone to great lengths to emphasise these continuities in terms of their foundational documents (the Agrarian Programme and the Bolivarian Platform), their chain of command and organisational structure, their statutes, the symbolisms, the ideological references, their taxation system, and their coexistence manuals, among other things. These are not cheap talk -they all incur into costs for this organisation, and they impose a series of boundaries and organisational effects and consequences that make no sense from a purely criminal perspective. Therefore, accepting the assumption of a ‘clean break’ does not help to explain why they have managed to grow spectacularly precisely in many of their areas of solid pre-2016 control by mobilising pre-existing social networks, recruiting massively among the same constituencies (peasants and indigenous). 
Third, there is also an opposite tendency to encapsulate the current landscape of violence as a simple continuation of old patterns, as if decades passed were irrelevant and conflict actors did not evolve. For instance, the Gaitanista Army of Colombia (Ejército Gaitanista de Colombia, EGC) is routinely described as a paramilitary or neo-paramilitary organisation, given their origins from the ashes of the paramilitary United Self-Defences of Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, AUC). Nevertheless, they clash frequently with security forces, a behaviour that no paramilitary framework would predict. The snapshot, thus, has become inadequate to understanding this empirical reality. Even naming this group becomes problematic: many commentators exclusively use the label Clan del Golfo (Gulf Clan) to refer to the EGC, a name they have never used, being a governmental invention (Badillo-Sarmiento & Trejos-Rosero, 2023). This name clearly alludes to a drug cartel rather than a political-military organisation, as Pedro Sánchez, current Minister of Defence, explains: 
Sometimes it's also good not to call them what they want to be called, because that's kind of creating them as a symbol. (…) At one point, it had an ideological reason, so to speak. Now, it has a purely drug trafficking interest. (…) it is a threat that does not respond to an ideology. It is a criminal enterprise (Infobae, 2025)[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Another controversy over this name stems from Gloria Gaitán, daughter of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán -a popular liberal leader assassinated in 1948 after whom this organisation is named-, demanding that the government does not refer to them as gaitanistas (Suárez, 2025).] 

While this group undoubtedly comes from the paramilitary tradition and developed its organisational features and networks from those of the AUC, they have evolved to accentuate their relative autonomy, absorbed other actors in the process (including a not insignificant number of demobilised FARC-EP personnel, particularly in parts of Antioquia and the Caribbean coast) and have developed regional discourses that are not simply expression of a counter-insurgent ideology (Badillo-Sarmiento & Trejos-Rosero, 2023). The same way there is no clean break, there should also not be assumed that it’s all the same as it was before by default.
This equivocal use of labels and classifications, we believe, is often underpinned by poor empirical work, intellectual idleness and the tendency to replicate the priorities and narratives of powerful actors in national politics. Referring to groups by their real name does not mean necessarily to support them, nor should be regarded as moral judgement over their names being a just and fair description of what they actually are. It is likely that some of them knowingly use some names to alter their image in the public opinion, as the paramilitary army of the AUC did by calling themselves “self-defence”. However, it is simply an exercise in rigour, since the names often describe intentions, identities, trajectories and goals that are important to consider. For instance, the government labelling of rebels as narco-terrorists or criminals made peace negotiations harder to achieve due to a lack of legal frameworks to negotiate with criminals (Palma, 2020), while it also seeded the soil for politicians to exploit the label in order to undermine peace efforts (Machuca, 2022). Labels can actually determine what can be negotiated, therefore having direct consequences over conflict resolution.



A GENEALOGICAL APPROACH TO COLOMBIAN ARMED GROUPS

Instead of fixating on finding correct labels, we propose a genealogical approach to understand these groups. We use the term genealogy in its most straightforward sense: the systematic tracing of an organisation's lineage. A person's genealogy does not provide all the information needed to understand that specific person, but it can reveal patterns and situate them within particular ecosystems and traditions, while also providing insights into the departure points from those traditions. Similarly, tracing the genealogy of an armed group will not answer every question about its present behaviour, but it will generate observable implications against which existing descriptions can be tested. Rather than accepting classifications at face value, a genealogical approach asks questions regarding the organisations’ origins, evolution and what we should expect to observe. The genealogical approach asks how the lineage of a group is expressed, reproduced, or transformed across specific dimensions of the organisation. 
We propose that armed groups in protracted conflicts must be understood through two distinct periods: pre-formation, covering the organisation's lineage prior to its official founding, and post-formation, covering the transformations it has undergone since. Pre-formation concerns the sequence of predecessor groups. In conflicts extending over decades, ‘new’ armed groups are rarely new, typically emerging from the disappearance of prior organisations or as their splinters, carrying inherited traits that a snapshot label cannot capture.  Post-formation concerns what happens after a group's creation. Armed groups continue to evolve, and scholars must therefore trace the critical junctures that provoke significant ruptures in their trajectory. 
The formation of an armed group, we believe, should be understood as the moment in which they adopt a public name, statement, and declaration of structure. We acknowledge that groups exist before they go public (Lewis & Rangazas, 2025). This moment of official formation, though, provides a tractable and analytically useful cut-off: it is the point at which the group's own self-definition becomes available for comparison with its predecessors. What happened before the adoption of that public name is what we consider the pre-formation period. For the post-formation period, the same framework applies, but now the comparison is internal. When a significant change occurs along one or more dimensions (a new ideological constitution, a shift in targeting, an influx of new recruits), researchers can ask how the organisation relates to both its earlier self and its more distant predecessors.
Across both periods, we argue that genealogical analysis should attend to four dimensions. Of course, these are not the only dimensions of an armed group; however, we believe that they are the core dimensions to understand, explain and predict behaviour. Researchers can study one or more of these dimensions at the same time, but together, these dimensions constitute what we understand as a genealogical profile: a richer and more historically grounded basis for classification than the labels currently in use.

IDEOLOGICAL LINEAGE 

Following Gutiérrez-Sanín & Wood (2014), we understand ideology as a set of ideas that identify a constituency, define the challenges a group confronts, specify its objectives, and outline a programme of action. Ideology shapes patterns of violence (Weinstein, 2007), organisational institutions (Mampilly & Stewart, 2021), and military capacity (Balcells & Kalyvas, 2026). Rather than assuming a new group simply inherits the ideological commitments of its predecessor, we treat this as an empirical question: how do ideological programmes differ (or not)? Comparing public statements at the moment of formation with those of the predecessor organisation allows researchers to have a more nuanced understanding of the groups’ identities, and to ask whether the new group is moving toward or away from the ideological positions of its lineage.
An example of this can be found in the comparative work of Badillo-Sarmiento & Trejos-Rosero (2023) on the different constitutions of the EGC (2009, 2013 and 2017) with the AUC constitution, discussing the ideological divergence with the latter in relation to counterinsurgency/anticommunism. Likewise, Gutiérrez (2025) studied the ideological evolution of ex-FARC-EP personnel who engaged in primarily criminal enterprises after demobilisation, vis-à-vis their pre-2016 predecessor and their non-demobilised FARC-EP rivals. In this case, even if some observers may argue that their political discourses were self-serving or cynical, with instrumental purposes in mind, the adoption of a political discourse, in its own right, has consequences in organisational terms, as well as imposing boundaries on the group’s behaviour.  

ORGANISATIONAL LINEAGE

Building an organisation requires defining chains of command, mechanisms of dispute resolution, leadership structures, and the distribution of capacities. Groups coming from parent organisations have an advantage, as they inherit structural templates from their predecessors they can use during their early stages (Perkoski, 2022). The same logic applies outside of armed groups, as business (Erikson & Chetty, 2003), political parties (Levitsky, 2003), and even states (Mahoney, 2010) use past experiences to model their new organisational structures. However, these organisations are not necessarily copies of their predecessors and can alter the structures according to their own strategic goals (Perkoski, 2022). Understanding which structures were retained, changed, and why, is essential for predicting and understanding these groups’ institutional behaviour.
Examples of this type of analysis can be found in Gutiérrez & Voyvodic (2025) work in Cauca, Colombia, where the FARC-EP non-demobilised and remobilised units have gone through great lengths to display an organisational and governance-functions continuity with their pre-2016 predecessors, and  where the population uses the temple of previous rebel-governance to evaluate the merits or shortcomings of the present arrangements. Also, Gutiérrez-Sanín (2024) explores the organisational continuities and discontinuities of the various post-2016 armed groups to discuss how the narrow criminal lens to understand the current cycle of violence is deceptive.

SOCIAL NETWORKS LINEAGE 

This dimension interrogates where individual combatants are drawn from, and what is the constituency they rely on. A group composed predominantly of former members of a predecessor organisation carries with it not only the know-how and practices of that organisation, but its social networks. A group recruiting primarily in a fresh constituency faces different socialisation challenges (Hoover Green, 2018) and is likely to develop a more distinct identity over time. The armed groups’ social networks and personnel background affect wildly divergent outcomes, such as the group strategies for governing civilians (Bautista et al., 2024; Gutiérrez & Roberts, 2026), their military capacity (Staniland, 2014), their legitimacy (Gutiérrez, 2025), or their ability to face more powerful armed groups (Badillo-Samiento et al., 2025). Tracking personnel composition helps researchers determine how much continuity with a predecessor is real and opens questions about how changes in rank-and-file composition interact with continuities in command structures.
This empirical question is one of the hardest to answer, as we do not have necessarily access to information on new recruits or support networks among the population. However, careful qualitative analysis, as well as patterns of geographical presence and aggregated data on membership should help to unveil some variation. An example can be found in Badillo-Sarmiento et al. (2025) with the Autodefensas Conquistadores de la Sierra Nevada, in Santa Marta, Colombia, in which the authors discuss how the longevity of this group is linked to their reliance on the same social networks of support for four decades, despite their changes in labels and denominations. Boulanger Martel (2022; 2024) discusses the case of a Colombian guerrilla, the M-19 (demobilised in 1991), and how the variegated political origins and the academic, middle-class, background of their founding nucleus affected their organisational formation, structures and effectiveness.

PATTERNS OF VIOLENCE LINEAGE 

Charles Tilly (1978; 2003) pioneered the research on repertoires of violence. Gutiérrez-Sanín & Wood (2017) expanded this approach, defining the patterns of violence of armed groups as composed by the repertoires of violence they deploy, the targets they select, the frequency of these attacks, and the techniques they employ. Armed groups develop particular organisational identities that explain their reliance in certain patterns of violence and not others (Feldmann, 2024). Similarly, organisational variables help explain restrain in civil wars (Stanton, 2017) as well as compliance with international law (Jo, 2017). We argue that comprehending how and why inter-generational patterns of violence persist or change is a central task for researchers interested in understanding armed groups. Some groups rely on certain repertoires of violence over others. Guerrillas in Colombia were more likely to use kidnapping (Gilbert, 2022) while paramilitaries were more likely to carry massacres or forced disappearances (Feldmann, 2024). However, these patterns remain understudied in post-2016 Colombia, even though we can assume all groups have developed some organisational identity that should manifest this way. Comparing the violent behaviour of a new group with that of its predecessor, therefore, provides one of the most empirically tractable tests of genuine organisational continuity or change.
Feldmann’s (2025) work discusses how some of the criminal groups that emerged from the ashes of the AUC still used similar repertoires of violence as the paramilitary organisation. They, for instance, generally refrained from using kidnapping or bombings, but relied on summary executions. This kind of analysis could be helpful to make sense of the patterns of victimisation that we observe across Colombia.



WHY TRY TO UNDERSTAND AND STUDY ARMED GROUPS

In this article, we have argued that current analyses of the Colombian civil war are generally misleading in the way that they describe and label armed groups. We propose that a better way of understanding these groups is through a genealogical approach, which can be conducted through four dimensions of analysis: ideological, organisational, social networks, and patterns of violence. We do not expect any single article to resolve all these questions, as each dimension represents a substantial research agenda in its own right. What we do claim is that for most groups active in the Colombian conflict, sufficient public information exists to make this exercise tractable. Instead of rejecting all the snapshots we have had during the past two decades, we make them talk to each other, as recommended by Thaler et al. (2024). Instead of freezing our observations to a moment in time, we believe we should be able to track the entire lineage of organisations that have been around for at least a decade.
However, a natural reaction to our argument is to pose a different question: why, in the first place, should we study and try to understand the fragmented landscape of armed groups that exist now in Colombia? 
First and foremost, because we do not believe that these are mere armed ‘remnants’ in the process of disappearing. These groups have demonstrated a remarkable dynamism and capacity of adaptation to the new circumstances -even significantly developing their combat skills and capabilities, as with the so-called ‘dissident’ FARC-EP’s use of drones. They have also demonstrated an incredible capacity to recruit and expand, frequently resorting to the old social networks of some of their predecessors. We can also see that these groups are already in processes of convergence, consolidation, aggregation, alignment and differentiation and that clear winners are emerging. We are in a new cycle of conflict (Gutiérrez-Sanín, 2020) and this is a new period (although inter-twinned with the previous ones) that requires us to understand it in its own terms. 
Second, because we do believe that, recent disenchantments notwithstanding, it is possible to find a negotiated solution to the armed conflict in Colombia. This requires dialogue over some of their key grievances and to take their claims seriously. Some groups may have grand structural grievances, such as an agrarian reform. Others may have more specific requests, such as regional development or a clear path to civilian life for its combatants. Issues such as a security doctrine not based in the idea of the internal enemy, and most importantly, decisive action (transformative in nature) over the red lines drawn by the previous government during the 2016 negotiations, are also likely to emerge. While the state should not uncritically accept these demands, and while many of them are part of broader political and national debates with other actors that necessarily need to be included, peacebuilding will require at the very least to understand the nature of these grievances, so a path forward can be imagined. This political dialogue will simply not be possible until we engage seriously with these groups (instead of their caricatures), and we get to understand their persistent nature, their implicit and explicit goals and their constituencies. 
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