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Introduction

A Truth Commission for Women from Colombia
Systematization of the experience

It is essential for an initiative like this in the context of a country like Colombia, 
where the number of victims has massive proportions, and where it is necessary 
to establish a basis from which to know what has happened to women in a many-
year-long conflict, which is still generating victims in the present day. The process 
of truth and memory brings new dimensions with which women analyze the armed 
conflict, its consequences for them, what peace means for women, and in what 
kind of country they would like to live. It also explains how truth and memory, 
if are treated with dignity, are an endless source of reparation and will be a 
solid foundation for reconciliation between Colombian men and women. Marina 
Gallego, National Coordinator of the Women’s Pacific Route.

1. Introduction
In Colombia, the impact of armed conflict and the consequences of sociopolitical vio-
lence in the population has been documented and researched for years now. Most of the 
research takes human rights violations as a reference, together with the legal approach 
pertaining to international human rights law. However, little research has been carried 
out to document specifically the effects of violence in the lives of women, the burdens 
imposed on them, the major vulnerabilities they are subjected to and the difficulties in the 
realization and recognition of their rights.

This initiative of the Women’s Pacific Route blazes trails for the recovery of the historical 
memory of women victims of armed conflict from the perspective of an accompaniment, 
with a feminist approach, by means of the documentation of the facts and narratives as 
told by women. It started in 2010, and the project is currently at the stage of drafting its 
final report. This systematization takes us through the process. It provides an account 
of the work performed by the Route and the teams of women constituted to carry it out, 
all the way from the preparation of the project, the selection and training of women in 
charge of documentation, digit assignment and coding, and those in charge of contacting 
with victims, fieldwork, qualitative coding and building a database with the testimonies 
gathered, to the drafting of the report by the research team.

This paper also describes the collective process that has accompanied the research. This is 
no run-of-the-mill research. It is part of a collective process carried out by over a thousand 
women throughout the country, who have provided their testimonies of the barbarities they 
have suffered and of their resistance and demands. It is also a process carried out as from 
the base of a movement and through a network of women. It is not research conceived 
in an academic space, although it uses the standards of human rights research and of 
such projects as Historical Memory and Truth Commissions. Apart from researching, the 
project has implied rethinking the experience of women, building relationships with the 
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victims and their support networks, and exploring the guts and the heart of the Colombian 
armed conflict at the hands of those who have suffered the horror and fear.

These pages are therefore an invitation to share this process. In these pages you can find 
a description of how this experience was carried out, the challenges and difficulties faced 
as well as the achievements in various aspects. This paper carries out a chronological 
analysis of the Route’s development and focuses on different parts of the research 
process. Each of these sections summarizes the collective experience, but also generates 
numerous reflections and lessons for Colombia and other countries, and for the women’s 
movement in general, occupied as it was in reversing the effects of the war, fighting 
against its causes, including the patriarchal cultures that regard women as subordinates, 
and claiming a protagonist role for the victims and social movements in the struggle for 
human rights and women’s rights.

Women’s Pacific Route

The Women’s Pacific Route is a feminist movement working for peace and a negotiated 
solution to the armed conflict in Colombia, to make the effects of war on the lives of women 
visible and to enforce of rights to Truth, Justice, Reparation and reconstruction of historical 
memory in order to guarantee Non Repetition.

It arose publicly in 1996 in response to the serious situation of violence against women 
in conflict zones, both in rural and urban areas, defending a proposal towards the end of 
the war for a negotiated political Route, to help transform the lives of women and affected 
communities and to build a participatory democracy in the country. It maintains a national 
structure with presence in nine departments (Antioquia, Cauca, Bogotá, Valle, Chocó, 
Risaralda, Santander, Putumayo and Bolivar). It has a structure of regional coordinators and 
its work consists of accompanying women, mobilizing against war and defending the rights 
of women in different fields.

1.1. Towards a Women’s Truth Commission 
This document is a report that accounts for an experience. As a piece of research in the 
field of human rights, it emphasizes the experience of victims, and this is a systematization 
that describes a process. And this is a process that has not yet concluded, and that will 
continue forward after concluding the report that is a part of its objective. The research 
was titled “Colombian Women’s Truth and Memory Commission”, and it was conducted 
by the Women’s Pacific Route.

The research was conceived as a process in which female victims were recognized and 
accompanied, and its objective was to contribute to the search for reparation in order 
to transform the situation of women victims of armed conflict, and thus constitutes a 
contribution towards ending impunity in Colombia. This process began even before it 
had that name. It was proposed by women victims in a forum about truth, justice and 



11

Introduction

Reparation1. Then the idea was adopted by the coordinators of the Route and analyzed in 
terms of viability in a country at war, where the conflict is not only not over, but where 
the strategies of controlling population and territory, and controlling the experience and 
bodies of women have continued being quite active right up to the present.

The discussion between the coordinators of the Forum results described above and sharing 
experiences from truth commissions in Peru and Ecuador, or memory projects like that 
of REHMI in Guatemala2, made research return to the bases of the Route, to the women 
who had talked about it all. With the conviction that such a project can only be carried 
out by taking full care of the process itself and taking into account collective decision-
making, the project was discussed, evaluated, and approved with modifications approved 
by consensus that people from different regions had proposed.

At birth, the idea itself that focused in their name led the initial discussions with people 
close to them and with the international agencies they trusted the most. What does a Truth 
Commission mean for women? Would it not be better to talk of women’s Memory in the 
conflict since a truth commission should be something official, to be carried out later as 
part of the process of social reconstruction after the end of the armed conflict? Are we not 
trying to leapfrog phases? Is this even possible in a country with an open armed conflict? 
These questions and debates showed the difficulty of the process but also the importance 
of preparing the wider future scope of work for a Truth Commission in Colombia.

Moreover, this process begins with the idea of the protagonist role of civil society, in 
this case women, in this work of collective memory and research of the massive human 
rights violations committed in the case of Colombia. Social movements, and not only the 
academic sector or human rights organizations have an important role in the construction 
of these experiences so that they fulfill people’s expectations and activate social networks 
in the process of reconstruction. We wish to uphold a truth that takes into account the 
impacts on women and recognizes their voices and experience; we want this to be part of 
a collective memory, not just an academic study of women victims’ experiences. And we 
wish to propose how things should be done in a Truth Commission’s future work in the 
country; we want it to start as from the experience of women. This work is already a result 
and a proposal with which to move forward in this process.

1  The Truth, Justice and Integral Reparation Forum: an outstanding debt with women victims (El Foro Verdad, 
Justicia y Reparación Integral: una deuda pendiente con las mujeres víctimas), was organized by the Casa 
de la Mujer, Corporación Vamos Mujer, Funsarep and the Women’s Pacific Route, took place on 24th and 25th 
June 2009 in Bogotá.

2  Recovery of Historical Memory Interdiocesan Project (Proyecto Interdiocesano de Recuperación de la Me-
moria Histórica REHMI), see: www.odhag.org.gt/html/d efault.htm
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Similarities and differences between truth commissions 
and the Women’s Pacific Route project

Truth Commissions Women’s Truth Commission and Historical 
Memory

-  Terms of the context: peace process or 
the end of a dictatorship.

-  Creation of the Commission as an of-
ficial and institutional mechanism (de-
cree, law, political agreement).

-  Independent institution and moral legit-
imacy to carry it out.

-  Several professional historical research 
teams or researching human rights vi-
olations.

-  Varying institutional support of the 
state, the UN and other countries.

-  Large infrastructure, creation of ad hoc 
local teams and central organization of 
tasks to be carried out.

-  Methodology focused on researching 
human rights violations with a strong 
legal or historical component and a 
lesser psychosocial ingredient. Testi-
monies from men and women.

-  High-level economic resources, budget 
and finance from the state or internation-
al institutions or foreign governments. 

-  Context of an ongoing internal armed conflict.

-  The Commission as an independent project by a 
women’s organization with a bRoute base in civil 
society.

-  The Women’s Route has moral credibility and legit-
imacy with victims and society.

-  Research team with experience from a feminist per-
spective, working with victims and human rights.

-  No institutional support. Support from agencies and 
institutions worldwide.

-  Local presence of teams that make up the organi-
zational structure of the Route: follow up on tasks 
that promotes a positive local impact. Coordination 
at the national level.

-  Methodology focused on researching human rights 
violations perpetrated on women in the armed con-
flict, with a legal and psychosocial component fo-
cused on women’s experience from a feminist ap-
proach.

-  Scarce economic resources from agencies or insti-
tutions that support the Women’s Pacific Route, to-
gether with its own installed capacity.

What methodology could be useful for us to collect the women’s experience? How to recon-
cile the necessary generalization of the findings with each woman’s unique experiences in the 
interviews? Our project was plagued by many questions from the beginning. We read reports 
from Truth Commissions in other countries, and found out about their limitations in terms of 
including a gender perspective and that of women. In this work we tried to collect the whole 
experience of women victims of violence, based on a methodology that made reference to the 
facts, to the subjective experience and to the consequences of violence, to women’s active 
position, to the meaning they all provided to the facts, and to their demands and hopes.

1.2. Systematizing the experience

This systematization is intended to review and understand the process of searching for 
the truth and the reconstruction of women’s historical memory. That historical memory 
collects the construction of the process itself by means of the description and analysis of 
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its trajectory: the initial decisions on methodology and approaches, the preparation and 
training of interviewers, the documentation and analysis of the violence practiced against 
women in the context of the armed conflict, and the elaboration of the report.

Work began in early 2010, so the systematization of the experience includes the period 
from the beginnings to the completion of the project which was still taking place in March 
2013, covering part of the background, definition and methodological conditions under 
which it developed. The overall objective of this systematization is to analyze the scope 
and practice of conducting a Women’s Historical Memory and Truth Commission from a 
feminist perspective.

The purpose of this document is to share the experience of this project, explaining the 
implemented methodology, the achievements attained and the difficulties encountered as 
well as the key lessons derived for women’s organizations and movements, for human 
rights organizations, state and international institutions interested in experiences of Truth 
Commissions and Historical Memory in general and in Colombia in particular.

This document is organized into three main sections. The first contains a description 
of the process, exposing the conceptual framework of violence against women in the 
context of armed conflict, and the methodology chosen by the Women’s Pacific Route 
for its development. The conditions under which it was decided to think and carry out 
the project are also described: documentation, systematization, coding, analysis of the 
information gathered during the implementation of the project and the main results that 
were recorded.

In the second part, there is a description of the collective process experienced by all 
women who took part in the research, starting with a systematization workshop and the 
exchange of experiences that took place in the final phase of the fieldwork. Also included 
are some of the pages from the systematization notebooks compiled by the women who 
took the testimonies, coded, typed the transcripts or coordinated the project. It also 
includes elements for reflection arising from the experience of documentation and coding 
of 932 individual cases and 9collective cases, mainly showing the lessons derived from 
this experience and the impact of the project on the team and the organization. At the end 
of this section there is a summary of their experiences in documenting cases of sexual 
violence as an example of the significance it has had for the participating women, within 
a context of frequent invisibility. There are also certain conclusions derived from the 
systematization of this experience in the pursuit of truth, justice, reparation and prevention 
of violence against women in the context of armed conflict. Finally, the third part includes 
the annexes to the materials used and produced for the analysis of the evidence.
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2. Approaches to research and working procedures with women

2.1. The first steps
The idea started in 2010, in various meetings held by the team of women coordinating 
the Route, during which certain some international experiences were discussed related 
to Truth Commissions and Historical Memory Projects in contexts of political transition 
or change in different countries. From its inception, this project was designed as both 
a research and a collective process with women. This meant huge challenges from the 
perspective of participatory action research, for a movement of women like the Pacific 
Route which, since its foundation, had been focused on the organization and support 
of women and on mobilizing to defend their rights, and on demanding both a political 
solution to the armed conflict and peace with justice in the country. But the Women’s 
Pacific Route also, because of its nature as a women’s movement, had the experience and 
the necessary networks of trust for the project to achieve its objectives.

The first training workshops and discussion took place between February and May 
2010. During these workshops several international experiences were presented and 
evaluated, such as Truth Commissions from various countries and the Guatemala 
REHMI Project. The role that these mechanisms have played in the process of putting 
an end to dictatorships or armed conflict was analyzed from a critical perspective, while 
focussing on the role played by victims and social movements in their development in 
different countries. The extent to which such experienced had contributed to setting the 
political agenda of processes of change, how they impacted on victims and how they 
prevented human rights violations was also analysed.

An analysis was made of what significance a proposal of this type would have from a 
feminist perspective and the critical role played by women in these processes was also 
studied in several ways:

a. The ways in which such Truth Commissions have or have not taken into account the 
experience of women in both the research process and in its reports.

b. Gender and feminist approaches in the analysis of human rights violations.

c. Consideration of structural violence and patriarchal models in the analysis of human 
rights violations, and in the various forms of violence that women experience in 
different areas during their lives.

d. The methodology adopted, especially in relation to work with victims and field 
research, from the perspective of strengthening the organizational fabric.

e. The Women’s Route planned the process taking into account all the steps and the 
methodology to be followed. An overview of research and of the process is the key to 
ensuring consistency and the results of a research/action of this nature.
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2.2.  Violence against women in the context  
of the Colombian armed conflict

“Silence around violence against women impoverishes the meaning of justice and 
feeds impunity”. Working Group on Women and Armed Conflict, 20063.

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, in its 20094, report, stated that the 
armed conflict in Colombia affects women differently than men, exacerbating the his-
torical discrimination and violence that Colombian women have experienced. Physical, 
psychological and sexual violence against women is frequently carried out with the ob-
jectives of controlling territory, the intention to bring about forced displacement and root-
lessness, and to carry out a social control of the population by armed groups in commu-
nities or territories under their control.

Along with the visible violence, the Colombian armed conflict in Colombia produces 
many unrecognized direct and indirect victims. Moreover, in a context like that of Co-
lombia, chronic impunity, the obstacles in the pursuit of justice especially affect women: 
access to justice is obstructed by fear5, threats and harassment, among other historical 
and everyday barriers for victims as well as by the lack of care and due diligence by state 
institutions in contrast with the victims’ rights.

I am convinced that this is a task of the State. We women are the ones who have to 
enforce our rights. We in Medellin have taken on the task of doing so at a very high 
cost, both politically and in terms of protection. There are neighbourhoods where I 
used to work with women and I can no longer go there. Medellin, C6.

I believe it would be good to generate more proposals on the subject of psycho-so-
cial care. The institutional framework is absolutely horrific in the treatment of 
women, in the specific case of rape. We have to pressure to change those models 
of care to women, it is no longer possible to keep on naturalizing such violence. 
Putumayo, D.

According to Susana Villar, Special Rapporteur for Women in the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights, on her “in loco” visit in 2006, “as for the particular 

3  Women’s Memory - Guide to document and make visible the impact of violence against women, young wom-
en and girls in situations of armed conflict, Working Group on Women and Armed Conflict, 2006 (Memoria de 
Mujeres - Guía para documentar y hacer visible el impacto de la violencia contra mujeres, jóvenes y niñas, en 
contextos de conflicto armado, Mesa de Trabajo Mujer y Conflicto Armado, 2006).

4  Annual Report of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, 2009 (OEA / Ser.L / V / II.Doc. Corr.1 
51, of December 30, 2009, pages 547 and following pages).

5  Ídem.
6  Citations from the women team members will be identified with the letter “C” to identify the coordinators; the 

letter “D” for those in charge of documentation; the letter “T” for transcribers, and others, for example those 
in charge of encoding and of the database.
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situation of Colombian women, the armed conflict has aggravated the discrimination 
and violence that women have historically suffered. The specific needs of women are 
still not receiving comprehensive care from the Colombian state and their voices are not 
effectively incorporated into the design of public policies to remedy the particular impact 
of armed conflict on them7”.

In this context, the process of documentation and analysis of the violence suffered by 
women is of utmost importance. Documenting is to be a strategy to make the impact of 
the violence of the armed conflict in women, young women and girls visible in order to 
prevent it, as well as to seek justice and the protection of their rights.

However in some cases the importance of documenting has been detrimental to the 
relationship with interviewees. Often the victims are interviewed without taking into 
account a minimal process of support and the strong emotional mobilization implied 
when talking about such extreme grief and traumatic experiences hitherto kept in silence, 
without promoting relationships or a space of trust or any follow-up work.

In the project sponsored by the Pacific Route, an attempt was made to combine the 
documentation of cases with rapprochement, acceptance, listening, and support in an 
environment of safety and confidence for women victims. This is a fundamental issue in 
any work that has to do with Historical Memory and Truth Commissions.

In Santander, throughout the process, testifying women had the possibility of 
psychological assistance, as did the women in the team. But not all made use 
of this possibility because not all of them needed it. It was necessary to make an 
assessment, to identify specific needs, and create opportunities and carry out an 
accompaniment. Santander, C.

According to Martha Minow, this process also represents an opportunity for women to tell 
their truths, to finally talk about what they have suffered and experienced8. In this sense, 
the aim is to write the history of the country and collect the memory of those who have 
been affected by the conflict, and contribute to the clarification of the facts9 documenting 
the stories as from women’s voices, from their experiences, from “visible and invisible 
marks left on their bodies as a locus of enunciation of patriarchy, the grief of a war that 

7  Women against violence and discrimination in the Armed Conflict in Colombia, Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights,(Las mujeres frente a la violencia y la discriminación derivadas del conflicto armado en 
Colombia, Comisión Interamericana de Derechos Humanos, OEA/Ser.L/V/II. Documento 67, de 18 de octubre 
de 2006).

8  Minow, Martha. 1998. Between Vengeance and Forgiveness. Facing History After Genocide and Mass Vio-
lence. Boston: Beacon Press.

9  Women’s Memory - Guide to documenting and making visible the impact of violence against women, young 
women and girls in situations of armed conflict, (Memoria de Mujeres - Guía para documentar y hacer visible 
el impacto de la violencia contra mujeres, jóvenes y niñas, en contextos de conflicto armado, Mesa de Trabajo 
Mujer y Conflicto Armado, 2006).
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was not chosen, of the dead, of the missing, of the massacres, sexual violence, femicides, 
displacement, of the predating disaster that wars are for humanity10. Also, a truth that is 
built historically has the ethical duty to look at the serious consequences of the war on 
women victims and at the prevention of human rights violations, since the value of this 
report also consists of preventing violence and transforming the present.

2.3. The significance of having to recall experiences 
For women who have directly suffered the impact of violence, the memory of these ex-
periences can become too heavy a burden in their lives, because these experiences are 
indeed still present in many ways. On the one hand, by means of grief and suffering that 
still remain. At other times, because such experiences are repeated in different places, or 
due to the continuity of the violence experienced in the public and private sectors.

The victims are people who have been stripped of their habitat, their culture, their 
part of life because after leaving they have not returned to their villages, their 
towns where they had everything, and because they discovered they had nothing in 
the places they ended up in. Some have tried to overcome the effects and they have 
been empowered by their rights, they have learned to demand what they are due, 
but they still have not had reparation as this is a never ending story. The conflicts 
continue in order to get organized and to try to earn a place in society, the process-
es have taken a long time and this seems to be a never ending conflict. Bogotá, D.

The women interviewed have had to adapt to contexts that were hardly favourable or 
completely unfavourable without having had the chance to heal the grief from the past. 
Many women do not share what happened because they are afraid of retaliation or new 
forms of terror if they report what happened. In other cases, this is because it hurts to 
remember such traumatic events, and women want to leave those experiences behind or 
avoid public exposure of their privacy. Or because they are forced to not speak in order 
to protect their families, without a positive social space that recognises their experiences. 
This can also happen because they do not know if that could contribute to improving their 
situation.

The grief of having to recall the experience. They did not want to go through that 
again, and bring it back to the present, because, according to them, nobody cares 
about your grief. Sometimes they asked me if I was a psychologist or if I could 
solve their economic problems. Antioquia, D.

10  Itinerant School of Political Education, Education for Peace and Democracy. “Combining knowledge and 
powers” (Trenzando saberes y poderes: Documentación y memoria de las violencias contra las mujeres en el 
marco del conflicto armado) module number 8. Documentation and memory of violence against women in the 
armed conflict, prepared by Marina Gallego Zapata. Publication of the Women’s Pacific Route, 2010.
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However, forgetting also affects victims: the enforced silence and the appearance of nor-
mality about human rights violations are another form of violence, because they make 
women feel even more alone, more vulnerable and sometimes even responsible and guilty 
reference to the facts they had been the victims of11.

She asked me to stop recording. She said: I want to tell you something that hap-
pened to me but I do not want to record it because not even my family knows about 
this. She tells the story, almost whispering, of what they had done, and she ends up 
in tears. I hug her, tell her she is not to blame for what happened, that she is a very 
brave woman. After a while she understands that she is a victim of the fact and 
had no reason to be ashamed. Then she continued with the testimony. Bogotá, D.

These feelings also affected the people who took testimonies or transcribed them. Guilt 
takes the place of meaninglessness and it is a way of trying to control the situation, but 
women are also socially blamed for the violence they suffer.

My uncle heard me transcribing and said, “what are these spooky stories!” For me 
it was an extremely hard experience, that while I was doing this work he was mur-
dered. Returning to work was very difficult. I could not stop thinking that because 
I had moved these energies of murder, rape, displacement ... I had unwittingly 
brought death to my own home. Despite my training as a sociologist and working 
all the time with figures and matters of violence, the situation was very difficult. 
Valle, T.

In this sense, sharing an experience of violence and knowing that there are other women 
who have gone through similar situations contributes to lightening the burden. Thus, the 
narrative can help strengthen people as survivors. When this expression occurs in a con-
text of trust and control, this can be a step towards confronting grief in cases of loss of 
relatives or friends. The account of the facts may represent a motivation to keep going, 
to express what happened in a positive context and it is a way to contribute to restoring 
dignity.

They used to say that telling the story made them feel well, they felt that their trag-
edy was being shared, that breaking the silence made them rest from that choking 
feeling. For them it was a glimmer of hope. Bolivar, D.

When the interview ended, she said: “I feel as if I have taken off a few grams of the 
burden I had on me”. I asked her why and she said that did not comment on this 
often ... but when she did, it made her feel lighter. Santander, D.

11  Women’s Memory - Guide to documenting and making visible the impact of violence against women, young 
women and girls in situations of armed conflict, Working Group on Women and Armed Conflict, (Memoria 
de Mujeres - Guía para documentar y hacer visible el impacto de la violencia contra mujeres, jóvenes y 
niñas, en contextos de conflicto armado, Mesa de Trabajo Mujer y Conflicto Armado, 2006).
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Collectively, as from the women’s stories, the aim is to achieve the recovery of the truth as 
from their voices, so that their experiences can be heard and taken into account. For women of 
the Women’s Route that took part in this project, this has also been a huge listening exercise.

Despite so many shortcomings and despite the pain that war had made them go 
through, many of them were able keep their strength and courage, and the hope of 
living in a different country. Many are not resigned to impunity and oblivion, much 
less to the indifference of an entire country. So many women resist by means of 
community practices as forms of organization and resistance. A strong point in our 
favour is to have with victims’ centre in Valle, where we have been able to continue 
listening to their stories as a form of “listening therapy”. Valle, D.

2.4. Framework and methodologies of the project
For the development and implementation of this project a methodology of research-ac-
tion was adopted, placing the work with the women’s movement and the women victims 
themselves at the centre of the process, rescuing their stories and experiences, taking into 
account their perceptions and contributions in the construction of truth and memory.

A feminist approach
The Women’s Route works with a feminist approach on the role and impact of violence 
against women. This is analyzed from the structural conditions of subordination and his-
torical discrimination of women, which in the context of five decades of armed conflict 
have become worse and multiplied. It involves collecting the stories of women from their 
own interpretation and subjectivity, in contexts in which war shows itself in different 
ways. In turn, the role of women is rescued and promoted as part of an ethical, humanistic 
and emancipatory project.

I believe there are two aspects which are concentrated in the feminist approach 
to the narratives. One is what to do with a continuum of violence because this is 
ratified quite forcefully. It turns from a hypothesis into an evidence, a reality. And 
I think the second element has to do with the marks on women’s bodies. In all 
interviews, or at least the ones I read, out come the marks: disease, the physical 
consequences for women. Feminism’s magnifying glass is finding that the issue of 
violence itself is definitely atrocious, and that women’s bodies are the recipients 
of violence. Cauca, C.

Discussion on research approaches took place in two stages and successively with two 
groups. On the one hand with the coordination team of the Women’s Route, which de-
fined the outline of the type of analysis and a feminist perspective applied to this work, in 
accordance with their experience while facing a qualitative leap in their work. Moreover, 
there was a joint discussion of the coordination team with researchers selected for analysis 
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of the evidence and the wording of inputs for the report. The discussion of this approach 
was central, particularly in the work with the research team to establish common criteria.

Even though all the researchers are part of the women’s movement, they have experience 
in researching and they follow a feminist perspective. This process also involved 
establishing a common language, flexible approaches and changing certain research styles 
focused on an exclusively academic perspective . A project of these characteristics had 
to allow for listening to the voices of women who gave testimony to the Women’s Route, 
while promoting a rigorous analysis so as to draw more generally valid conclusions, as 
well as proposals for Colombia.

Research and collective process

A common problem in this type of project or in the work by Truth Commissions is the lack 
of a common vision in the analysis. Often different parts of the report are written by experts 
from each of the fields and often without a more comprehensive discussion of the relation 
between human rights violations, collective cases, and an analysis of impacts or demands 
arising from the work. In this case, at all times the project strived to have a sufficiently 
large team (researchers, coordinators and support staff) and a strong local base (regional 
coordinators) to generate the necessary cohesion both in the process of working with women 
and in the organizational dynamics of the Women’s Route, as well as in the research process 
and in report writing.

Women in contexts of violence
Women are direct victims of violence as part of the general population. Also because of 
their family and affective relationships, which make them targets of violence by armed 
groups. Many others are targeted because of their leadership roles in their communities or 
their political participation in social movements. In many cases, violence against women 
is part of the discipline to which communities are subjected to by means of terror, fear 
and control of their bodies, the way they dress, and their emotional choices, all of which 
is done with prohibitions and punishments.

Women are also victims when the dead or missing are men. In these cases, women are the 
victims who suffer the impacts of violence that fall on their backs, with the psychological 
and social consequences, maintaining their families or the breakdown of their own life 
projects. This implies that the social, emotional, economic overload goes to the women, 
and, moreover, that there is an extension of the impact of threats, torture or rape on 
women, since they are frequently denied the right to truth, mourning, justice or reparation 
as a result of the obstacles of violence and impunity.

It is important to take into account rape and its impacts not only to make horror visible 
or to put an end to it, but also better to understand the experience of women victims, 
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to help defend their rights and to visualize their proposals. This is also important to 
characterize the modus operandi and the objectives of the perpetrators, since uncovering 
such intentions and dismantling those mechanisms has an effect on prevention.

Another aspect to consider is the frequent re-victimization of women. Not only related to 
human rights violations, but reference to the impunity that follows. Impunity means not 
only the absence of justice, but also new forms of victimization against women in these 
contexts: they are despised, persecuted, threatened in their search for truth or because of 
their attempts to retake control of their lives.

Reading or listening to the narratives means a lot of grief. When I finish collecting 
the testimony a woman embraces me and begins to cry and tells me: I am very 
afraid of what will happen if they find out what I have just done. Bogotá, D.

Moreover, there are more subtle forms of secondary victimization, which we should pay 
attention to. In research processes, subjectivities and intimate experiences of women, 
their identities and their pain or grief are often exposed. This means greater vulnerability 
to social or state responses that stigmatize the affected women or minimize the problem. 
Women are more vulnerable to the negative responses in the social or family context 
against complaints or against the visibility of the violence they have been subjected to. 
This is especially true in cases of sexual violence but not only in such cases. Taking this 
into account implies questioning and broadening the perspective of traditional models 
and androcentric analyses, which do not reflect the needs nor the specific situation women 
are in, or in which the consequences of visibility in the family and social environment 
are not evaluated. Often women victims are once again stigmatized using stereotypes and 
gender discrimination. It is therefore a matter of focussing on women, “being in favour 
of women” (Harding, 1987)12.

Women’s courage to defend their loved ones, to resist abuses and especially their ability 
to recover and rebuild the social life around them, despite the violence, should also be 
made visible. It is a matter of expanding the vision and the consequences and impacts of 
violence on women, but also of perceiving their contributions in order to recognize them 
as valuable subjects for society.

Methodology and women’s experiences
As Sandra Harding13 postulates, the structure of social life as a whole is influenced by 
the experiences of women and, as such, “it must be emphasized that it is the women who 
must first reveal what women’s experiences are and have been”. In this sense, their voices 

12  Is There a Feminist Method? Sandra Harding (Ed.). Feminism and Methodology, Bloomington / Indianapolis. 
Indiana University Press. 1987.

13  Ídem.
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and their narratives are to be present in the development of research and construction of 
memory, because that is where expressive power, symbols, the way in which that refer-
ence on what their experience was like is constructed and that is also where significant 
learning can take place.

The methodology chosen by the Women’s Pacific Route in the elaboration of the project 
was focused as a research perspective that aimed to enhance the contribution of women 
victims in the way out of the long-standing conflict in Colombia, the defence of human 
rights, the reconstruction of their lives and their communities, and not just considering 
this as a study object of the impacts and / or damage in women. Therefore, knowing the 
reality of women who participated in this research action means researching on their 
experiences of violence and on their subjectivities in the context of armed conflict, as 
well as asking them about their personal narratives and their environment. Women were 
considered as subjects participating in the research and contributing to the truth and the 
reconstruction of the historical memory of the armed conflict in Colombia.

The women agreed to testify voluntarily. The most important thing was that they 
wanted to talk to me, the confidence they had on me. Amid grief and recollections, 
women still smile. Support teams were set up in municipalities. We were able to 
collect stories that were not often told. The most import of it all was the apprecia-
tion they had for having been listened to. Choco, D.

Regarding the methodology of documentation and analysis in this research, it necessary 
to pint out that the Women’s Pacific Route came to this conclusion from the perspective 
of accompanying women with a feminist approach, through various strategies:

•  Making women victims’ experiences visible, highlighting their narratives, providing 
them with legitimacy and credibility, providing the facts they went through with sig-
nificance from the perspective of feminism.

•  Explanation of the effects of the violence of the armed conflict on the lives and bodies 
of women.

•  Constituting a social and political space for women to handled their grief and fears. 
Doing this together with women in order to seek individual and collective solutions.

•  Mobilization to denounce the silence the women have been immersed in and make it 
-together with the iniquity that affects women victims- visible.

•  Collection and submission of proposals from women victims to the governments and 
the state and to social actors so as to better face the consequences of the conflict. 
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3. Project trajectory and implementation
This section includes a description of the different stages of the research process. Sub-
sequently, an analysis will be made of its contribution to the work of the Women’s 
Pacific Route, which meant confronting the grief and suffering of victims and docu-
menting their cases. This is where much of the significance of the research and accom-
paniment lies.

3.1. Description of the Process
The project was developed in four phases: 1) assessment of the situation and conditions 
for its implementation; 2) training of interviewers and data collection; 3) organization of 
field work and coordination with the coding and analysis team, and 4) research teamwork 
and preparation of the report. The following table is a summary of the process.

Group discussion in the Route’s Internatio-
nal Forum on TJR: an outstanding debt to 
women.
Proposal to carry out a work of historical 
memory for women.

Discussion among the coordinators of the Route. 
Assessment of Truth Commissions, approaches 
and involvement of women.
Evaluation of project possibilities. Working pro-
posal.

Regional consultations. Local Evaluation. 
Organization and selection of participants.

1 Training of the group of interviewers and 
coordinators (45). Research approaches and va-
lue for the Route.

Regional workshops. Conducting initial 
interviews.

Assessment of interviews and process. Region-
al feed-back.

Review of assessments. Analysis of diffi-
culties.

2nd on-site training with each regional team. 
Monitoring, reinforcement.

Local work program. Team organization. 
Selection of cases. Making contacts and in-
terviews. Start taking testimonies.

Follow up by national coordination team. Pro-
cess evaluation. Analysis of conditions of secu-
rity and psychosocial support needs.

Local monitoring strategy. Strengthening the 
team. Troubleshooting. Local strategies for 
psychosocial support.

Research team training. Research structure, codes, 
criteria and objectives of the research.

Workshop to exchange experiences and for 
psychosocial support: interviewers, codifiers, 
researchers and coordinators.

Strengthening the research team. First few inputs 
and documents. Proofreading and common guide-
lines for researchers.

Draft texts and joint discussion. Advances in 
the report.

Discussion and joint development with resear-
chers and coordinators on the conclusions of the 
report.
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The first phase consisted of project definition activities, through consultation with the 
nine regional sections of the Women’s Pacific Route (Antioquia, Bogotá, Bolivar, Cauca, 
Chocó, Putumayo, Risaralda, Santander and Valle del Cauca). In June 2010, workshops 
were held in all regional sections, to identify objectives, risks and challenges implied in 
embarking on a research project task of the characteristics it was decided to carry out.

Whereas the initial proposal was to gather about 300 testimonies, the Route’s collective 
decision was that each regional section would gather 100 testimonies as an estimate of 
the achievement of the project. This was considered feasible, despite the enormous diffi-
culties implied in a context of violence and fear.

Subsequently, the priority was the training of regional sections and the interviewers, re-
sponsible for the collection of evidence. In addition, workshops were conducted on his-
torical memory. During the field work and collection of information, accompaniment 
meetings were held by the national coordination and support team with the coordinators. 
In parallel, the transcripts were typed out and the information was inserted into the data-
base. This information was systematized for in order to draft the final report which was 
supervised by the Women’s Pacific Route14 Finally, the research on collective violence 
against women was carried out. This entire process is discussed in the following sections 
of this report.

Finally, the final phase corresponds to the publication and dissemination of the results of 
the report, returning to the women who provided their testimony to provide them with a 
copy of the report, and dissemination to organizations, academic institutions, the State, 
human rights organizations, international organizations and to society as a whole.

3.2.  The Women’s movement, Truth and Memory
For the Route as a movement all of this meant enormous challenges. The following table 
summarizes some of them. Some issues that were part of the Route’s work for many years, 
as part of the women’s movement in Colombia, facilitated the project. Among these were 
the existence of teams in 9 different regions, and their insertion and local knowledge 
turned out to be essential to be able to work with victims. Moreover, the Route’s relation-
ship with other social movements such as women’s associations, indigenous and Afro-de-
scendant communities and peasant movement organizations or the victims’ associations 
(MOVICE and others) represent a rich social fabric, which, although overburdened and 
often affected by political violence, also generates a network of supportive relationships 
and trust. This facilitated access to victims in a context of fear and terror like the one still 
existing in Colombia.

14  Implementation activities and transcribing interviews, systematization and codification, all took place be-
tween the months of August 2010 to June 2011.
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On the other hand, the organizational experience of the Route in conducting demon-
strations, urgent actions or marches and in accompanying women in their demands 
for justice or reparation was also a positive basis for the research. Lastly, the intensi-
fication of the conflict and the cumulative impact of human rights violations has made 
the Route -as a movement focused on the search for peace from an anti-militarist and 
feminist perspective- work in recent years with women victims of armed conflict. Its 
grassroots organizations have the experience of accompaniment, teams that care for 
and work with women from different social sectors, all of which has had a positive 
influence in this project.

Feminist Movement Research and Memory Project

•  Regional and national integration.
•  Relationship with other social organizations.
•  Experience and organizational capacity.
•  Confidence with women victims.
•  Experience in accompanying and supporting women.

•  Coordination structure and grassroots 
groups.

•  Marches and community mobilization 
activities.

•  Feminist approach to their work  
and political struggle.

•  Creating an appropriate structure for research: 
teams, personnel, tasks.

•  Need for methodology, training and information 
management.

•  Feminist approach focused on the research and 
its specificities.

However, it also marked a change in the form of operation, priorities, time and workflow. 
Hitherto, the typical operation of the Route had focused on national coordination and re-
gional coordinating structures for their activities and this structure had been important in 
that it had generated local involvement in the research and provided collective guidance 
by the movement. But it also led to generating new research structures, such as inter-
viewers, local teams, and the national coding team or setting up a specific research team 
that might have been part of certain coordinating structures and attracting other women 
researchers from organizations that are close or belong to the Route.

All This marked a change in regional dynamics. While the usual work of the Route 
was maintained, the dynamics of the research focused on the fieldwork phase, con-
ducting and transcribing testimonies and documentation associated to cases (reports, 
forms, etc.).

For the team of researchers who joined later, this also meant questioning some of the 
ways in which research was being carried out and adjusting their experience to the 
Route’s project. For example, the change from usually working with a few interviews, 
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while the project planned on having a huge number of testimonies and a large volume 
of information. Moreover, many pieces of research from the academic perspective focus 
on an interpretive analysis from different approaches or schools of thought. Such models 
turned out to be unsuitable for this project, the purpose of which was rather to describe 
women’s experiences and allow them to be heard.

In this case, the work focuses mainly on analyzing the testimony and narratives from 
the victims, comparing different women’s stories and experiences from different ethnic 
and socio-economic conditions, so as to build a global view of the experiences of wom-
en and their demands. Moreover, the feminist perspective applied to the analysis of the 
women’s narratives is a kind of dialogue with their experiences and not an evaluation 
following a preset pattern. Flexibility is needed in the approach and description of their 
experiences. This approach was collectively built and oriented the whole of the work in 
the project, including everything from the relationship with women, to the structuring 
of the interview script or the later analysis and foci of research work, hypotheses or 
conclusions.

3.3.  Establishing the conditions to make the process possible

The hardest moments were at the beginning of the interview. The women were not 
yet completely comfortable to start with their narratives. Anyway I tried to take 
the time to facilitate tranquillity and confidence. The moments of silence made 
me tense and were difficult to manage. I felt it was my responsibility to make the 
interview productive but at the same time without having the women feel under 
pressure. Risaralda, D.

Given the continuity of the armed conflict in Colombia, the Route project faced enormous 
difficulties to carry out field work, due to insecurity and danger of access to many areas. 
An initial aspect to be considered, in order to carry out a project of this kind, is to build 
a favourable context. In an environment of violence and fear, this aspect is even more 
important. Aspects relating to the protection of women victims and the protection of the 
Route very workspace were therefore essential from the outset.

The hardest part is the collection of testimonies, as we had to travel long distances 
to places where security is very complicated. In two cases, when we were going 
to begin the testimony, they said no. These were the most complicated cases. Pu-
tumayo, D.

In addition to the decisions taken by the Route internally, these difficulties were addressed 
with certain close organizations or institutions that could support the project. This dia-
logue was part of the previous process, including meetings to explain the significance of 
the project, and address the difficulties or fears perceived, together with issues relating to 
the safety and protection of victims in particular.
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Travel to places we had not gone to was problematic. But the confidence inspired 
in the women and the contacts with other social organizations made the process 
more credible. Cauca, D.

The contacts with grassroots organizations, victims groups or other organizations that are 
part of the Route amounted to circles of trust that facilitated access to victims. The deci-
sion of the Route was to work first with the women who already had a direct relationship 
or were even part of the Route. Subsequently, with women victims through other close 
organizations that had some kind of relationship with them.

During the work it was very hard for me to identify the women, but it was now a 
matter of knocking on doors, so the strategy was very effective. This was when we 
presented the project to the organization, as requested by them. It was very diffi-
cult to make it work, but I had emotional support and a sincere hug from the very 
same people who worked there. Bogotá, D.

Contacts were also made with other grassroots organizations or more remote communi-
ties, where conditions of access or safety were more limited, but with whom the Route 
had prior contact and these were cases of very significant human rights violations in the 
regional context. In these cases, there was an attempt to establish a specific communica-
tion and protection mechanism and although there were also some minor incidents that 
generated fear because of the sensitivity of situations experienced.

Moreover, this also meant a process of contacts with international organizations and 
agencies, with the aim of finding ways to support the project and promote a wider 
process of reflection and protection of the work.

Finally, the basic condition to carry out this project was to have direct contact with the 
victims and the shared sense that they had to participate therein. The initial approaches 
were also further consultations to determine to what extent they were willing to give their 
testimony, what were the conditions to do so, if this could be useful for their lives and/
or the potential positive impact on the situation of women victims of armed conflict in 
Colombia.

To carry out the project, a low profile was maintained for this work. Also, through-
out the project a risk analysis was sustained at all times, as well as a log in which 
to register anything related to the safety and protection of both the women and the 
workspace.

The best thing was to see them interested in participating in the conversations 
in our school on “combining knowledge and power”, they were willing to take 
charge of their lives or at least try to rebuild and transform them. This allows for a 
certainty that this was all worthwhile. It was also certain that you sometimes also 
lost the battle in front of grief and horror. Risaralda, C.
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3.4.  The significance of working with victims for women of the Route 

As a transcriber I was working with a testimony and the victim spoke very fast, 
she would join words and this hindered my work because I had make the audio 
go back again and again to try to understand each sentence. There comes a 
moment where I despaired and shouted out loud, “Jeeez, but why on earth does 
this woman speaks like this?”. A few seconds went by and then I heard that 
woman say:

-  Excuse me “yorhighess” you see, I’m from the countryside and this is how I 
speak.

I got up from my chair and thought, “Oh, she heard me” I felt very ashamed. This 
made me understand as a communicator and journalist the respect I need to have 
when a person is giving her testimony, just having patience and understanding 
that not everybody speaks in the same way. Now, when I remember this, I laugh. 
Santander, T.

As in this story, for the coordinators and interviewers and those who transcribed the tes-
timonies or who coded the interviews, working with women victims has meant confront-
ing unimaginable grief and suffering. If something has triggered this work in those who 
carried it out, it was the awareness of the depth and extent of the violence against women 
beyond any discourse that has already integrated a feminist vision or recognized the in-
visibility of women. Both in personal notebooks and in the analysis or systematization 
workshops, the stories of the impact of the experiences of the women who warmly lis-
tened with professionalism were both hard and poignant.

Learning to cry ... it took a lot of effort for me to cry at the indicated time. It is 
important to know that we can cry to exorcise collective grief, to process pain, 
impotence, the desire to rescue life. To love and once again to understand what 
we women are. Thank you for teaching me that it is not only words that express 
themselves. The glances, the senses willing to combine with the others make us 
stronger. Thank you for bringing me to this wild woman, the one that brings me 
back to the mystical bonfire or trance, and for bringing me back to creative inspi-
ration. Antioquia, D.

She is telling about the facts and soon begins to cry and tells me to stop recording. 
I try to reassure her, I offer a coffee. After a while she apologises and says: when 
I recall the wounds open up again, fear comes and tranquillity is lost. Bogotá, D.

Listening to and accompanying traumatic experiences narrated by the victims also had an 
impact on female interviewers, and on those who coded the testimonies.

I simply asked for silence as her crying and sadness went through my body and 
I felt every bone of my being, I had a lot of grief. In some cases I just waited 
patiently until the victim spoke again and offered her a glass of water, then for a 
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interviewer each interview is like living through the process of the victim. I wish 
all of this had not happened because for me these acts of violence shall be in my 
memory for the whole of my life. Just listening to the testimonies of the victims one 
can imagine the smell and feel the grief of this war we are living through without 
being guilty of anything. That grief has stuck to my skin like a sad and painful 
reality. Bogotá, D.

The effect most often expressed by the women interviewed was fear and that was some-
thing the interviewers had to learn to handle. Especially when they had to talk about the 
perpetrators or provide details that could identify them. 

I turned off the recorder in a testimony where a woman did not want to give her 
name but used her alias. And when they wanted to say something that maybe 
would impair someone from official agencies, or government officials. Bogotá, D.

But the interviews also had positive moments, even though the purpose was to document 
human rights violations and violence suffered by women.

There were two very positive moments. One when talking about their coping strat-
egies. And the other to conclude the interview when a closure is made. I always 
tried to get the women not to feel sad, I tried to conclude as calmly as possible. 
Risaralda, D.

Although the interviews were recorded almost in their entirety, there were a few cases 
where women who gave testimony did not want the interview recorded, because of the 
intense fear that caused them.

A very untrusting woman took the recorder and took out the batteries, and with 
much crying asked me to listen. This transcript appears without audio. She told me 
that it was the first time she was speaking of her case. I let her talk and went almost 
secretly about my work, copying data, we were at it for two and a half hours. When 
she realized the recorder was not all that important to me, she released herself 
completely and told me all the facts and told me what was going on in her life. She 
lives in a room with her three children and does not go out on the street because 
she feels persecuted. At the end she said: I am sorry that I did not help you in your 
work ... I replied that on the contrary, she had given me a wonderful gift: her trust 
in me. She hugged me and told me that this conversation had done her good. When 
we realized that certain data were missing in the record I called her and asked her 
to complete them, this time she was much calmer when she gave those data to me. 
We are now about to have another interview, this time she was the one who asked 
for it. Valle, D.

Often that fear was part of the problems addressed in the interview. In some cases, after 
an initial blockage, the person agreed to have the interview recorded.
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In Alto Putumayo there was a woman who when I switched on the recorder she 
just got blocked and could not speak, and went out. And she then took courage 
and continued talking, but when I switched it on again, she got blocked again 
also. In the end I turned off the recorder and we talked about other things. 
When I decided to start again I turned on the recorder and kept it away from 
us. Putumayo, D.

In six cases of 932 testimonials, the interview had to be recorded by means of the notes 
taken by the interviewer.

When I did the interview, some women wept, but they would not let me interrupt 
them. After the interview, I would hug them and we would talk a little about the 
family, and they even asked me about my family. Bogotá, D.

In other cases, respondents sometimes asked not to have parts of their testimony recorded, 
or hesitated to provide information that would point to those directly responsible as still 
felt their pressure or threats.

Fear to name those directly responsible, as many people had been displaced be-
cause of reporting them. Antioquia, D.

Because they were afraid, in testimonies that were compromising for both legal 
and illegal public personalities. Risaralda, D.

In some cases they wanted to talk but somewhere in which this was not recorded, 
fearing the killers found out what they had said on the case. Santander, D.

The ways of recording the interviews had to take into account the women’s reality and 
narratives. In most of the interviews there was a strong emotional mobilization, especially 
when telling of the details of painful or stigmatizing events.

In cases like that of Mrs. Jacinta, whose husband had disappeared and she was 
later called to the morgue because the body of her husband was there. But that 
was not the only serious thing, she was told to leave the town. Seeing that she 
had to leave and could not give a Christian burial to her husband, she felt very 
bad, and even worse when she was told that he was already in a mass grave. 
There I had to turn off the recorder. The weeping of this woman was very moving. 
Choco, D.

Other particularly delicate moments were those that confronted victims with their own 
helplessness or feelings of guilt associated to the stigma of rape.

On one occasion I turned off the recorder because the woman I was interviewing 
asked me to. She then told me that her daughter had been raped and that she had 
done nothing, and she cried a lot. It was an interview that had no file card, but 
that taught me why I was here to listen, to heal and that scared me a lot. Valle, D.
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Many of the interviewers had to turn off the recorder at some point during the interviews. 
This most often happened due to strong emotional mobilization, which entailed leaving 
the interview aside and focusing on the situation of the victim prior to seeing if it could 
be resumed.

We-The-They-Narratives in female. Weaving. It was necessary to turn off the re-
corders because there is no force with which to tell the world about the atrocities 
of war, of the women who know and have their rapists in their daily lives, who they 
see when getting on the bus, the murderer of her son who is a police officer and 
seeing him in the street corner ... that is not recorded in digital media , that has 
been tattooed in the memory of that person I am now. Antioquia, D.

Silence and privacy. Fear and respect for the pain. The interviews were the scene of many 
feelings and experiences that were not only focused on the story told by the women but 
in their own personal situation and in the ethical significance of the work and the accom-
panying testimony.

Keeping quiet provides protection, but it also means perpetuating loneliness. There 
are loud silences that are more expressive than words. Respect to the victim, ethics 
of the interviewer. Personal secrets they did not want to make known. Risaralda, C.

In other cases, despite the pain or crying, women continued telling their story uninter-
rupted continuing with the narrative of their testimony guided by questions from the 
interviewer.

I did not have such a situation when the women began to narrate the facts and did 
not stop talking. The very fact that happened, the anxiety and nervousness due to 
the feeling they were being watched made them talk without interruption in some 
cases. Putumayo, D.

All this meant for the interviewers, and for the whole project of the Pacific Route, a 
process of support and containment, addressing situations of emotional overflow that 
occurred on numerous occasions.

It sometimes happened, the grief came to the surface ... she felt she was suffering 
as a transformation which made a kind of exorcism of her grief at that moment she 
won, she triumphed ... after a few minutes with great force, with an internal strug-
gle, she would then calm down and was able to tell about her nightmare suffered 
in real life. At that time I just kept quiet and took her hand. I remember we both 
gripped our hands hard. Valle, D.

When she explained details of the death, she immediately started crying. Then some 
had severe headaches, others could not breathe well and they often did not want to 
continue. On one occasion, the person lost her voice as she recalled the events, her 
mind went blank and I had to change the conversation, talk about beautiful things 
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she had experienced. I applied the technique of five minutes of deep breathing and 
put pleasant scents in the room for her to calm down. Bolivar D.

These issues had been part of the training process conducted with the interviewers, which 
was helpful, although such training or personal skills and the ability to support that 
many interviewers had did not diminish the feeling of impact from such heartbreaking 
narratives.

As interviewer I did not have, at the right time, the ability to channel all the 
feelings generated during the time I was collecting testimonies, so I felt rushed. 
Bogotá, D.

There were times that we had to work as psychologists due to the considerable 
degree of shock in which the person was. Choco, D.

Since traumatic experiences of violence do not only produce profound grief and suffer-
ing but also often carry a moral stigma, the experiences of shame or stigma also brought 
about numerous testimonies including violence within their families or private sphere.

In the narrative there was also some very cruel information on her personal life 
which although it was not the product of the armed conflict, they were indeed in 
themselves pitiful life situations. In most of these cases, there had been sexual 
violence by parents or relatives. Risaralda, D.

Some did not want to record sexual violence which they would later describe in 
great detail, and besides, neither their partners or relatives knew about it. A young 
woman, a leader of Altavista, was taken out, she was tortured so horribly that you 
could hear her cries for help calling her mother... in the end they murdered her, 
and they buried her. They lick themselves like cats; they clean their mouths after 
playing with the prey. Antioquia, D.

Listening also meant confronting their own fears, and even their prejudices, for inter-
viewers and those in charge of coding.

When the very same murky situation in the country is evident in interpersonal 
relationships. The silences, the vacuums, doubts or inconsistencies in the stories I 
tend to doubt some women and this made me think, “Will this woman be a para-
military? Is it safe to talk about it?”. Valle, D.

Encoding a testimony from Antioquia, the girl starts talking about her father who 
had business with Pablo Escobar. In my position as an encoder I thought they had 
done the testimony all wrong because I believed that she was not a victim of the 
armed conflict. I have to confess that I started encoding without interest. Later on, 
reading the testimony she mentions she was victim because she did not choose all 
of this that had happened in her life, and that people still point at her because of 
what her dad had done. She had to suffer rapes because she looked like her dad, 
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She was denied a childhood, without friends, always changing schools and living 
under strict military control, among many other sorrows. After encoding the testi-
mony I felt bad because I was part of those people who had pointed their finger at 
her. The truth is, we are so busy pointing at people and judging others that we do 
not take the time to listen and understand the others. This testimony is one of the 
most emblematic due to the life story in it and because of the type of reparation the 
victim wants in it. Encoder.
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4.  The process of documentation: interviews,  
testimonies and support for victims

The script I use to lead the story, to place some distance from things can attach me 
to grief, to gather the questions that the victim can take, and which she can answer. 
Those that have no answers must be resolved collectively, we need to see what we 
can do collectively. Bolivar, D.

This section focuses on describing the process of collecting information. As in the above 
testimony, the process of documenting the cases also entails a dialogue of expectations 
between what the project seeks to attain and the hopes and concerns of victims. From the 
definition of the research objectives to the interview script, to the selection of interview-
ers-interviewers, and including their training for the taking of testimonies, the different 
aspects of the process of working with victims and witnesses all have strong implications 
in the coherence of the project.

4.1. Script definition and interview characteristics 
Interviews with women victims are at the centre of the research process. They are on the 
one hand the basic method of gathering information on human rights violations sustained 
and, secondly, they are the key element to establish a relationship of trust and acceptance 
for the women who participated in the project. To define the type of interview you need to 
clearly know what information is to be collected and its relation with the research objectives 
and the expected contribution of the testimony therein. According to various researchers 
(Patrick Ball15 Martin Beristain, 2010), the collection of information is necessary to avoid 
certain biases that allow for both a greater reliability of the information contained in the 
testimonies and a comparability of testimonies. Given the different types of human rights 
violations suffered and the women’s diverse experiences, an attempt was made to reinforce 
that comparability by resorting to the use of semi-structured interviews with an interview 
script based on the bRoute categories of information identified as relevant to the project.

From the beginning I felt that the interview script was appropriate because it was 
possible to approach the testimony in four occasions to enhance communication and 
this allowed us to take precise notes of the order of events, consequences, coping and 
the various responses and demands. It was easy because we had worked on the best 
possible approach and the bonds of trust during the awareness workshop and with 
the drawing session, which is where they began to empathise with us. Risaralda, D.

Four were the initial nuclei in which the interviews focused: the facts, the impacts, coping 
or resistance, and prevention or reparation, as explained in the following table.

15  Ball, Patrick, who did what to whom? (¿Quién le hizo qué a quién?) in www.hrdag.org/resources/publications/ 
QLHQAQ-ES.pdf
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Focus points of the interview script

1. Acts of violence •  Human rights violations and violence suffered.
•  Who the victim was.
•  Context of the facts.
•  Those responsible for the human rights violations.

2. Impact and Consequences16 •  Individual.
•  Families.
•  Collective.

3. Coping, resistance. •  How did you face the facts?
•  What did you do with your family?
•  Was this reported? What were the responses?

4. April. Demands •  Claims: truth, justice or reparation.
•  Prevention.
•  What does the victim consider important to overcome 

violence, to transform her life.

It is necessary to bear in mind that, in addition to a gsood data collection process, it is 
extremely important to create a welcoming space for the victim and avoid frequent forms 
of secondary victimization. That includes exploring the motivations and expectations of 
victims in order to take into account their situation and needs, as well as clarity reference 
to the possibilities and limits of the project.

For the development of these interview nuclei a script with eight basic questions was 
used and included in all the interviews: what happened? when and where? who was re-
sponsible? what effect did that have in your life? what did you do to cope? Why do you 
think that happened?, What was the state’s response?, and what should be done for this 
not to happen again? These questions attempt to collect the whole experience although in 
conducting the interview they need not have a rigid sequence. The idea is that at the end 
of the interview these different aspects are gathered, while also respecting the order of the 
narrative or the women’s expressive needs.

However, given the frequent emotional mobilization that takes place when talking about 
traumatic events or consequences of violence, it is also recommended that the last ques-
tions contribute to partly “closing” the cycle initiated by the witness, helping to assess 
more positive or active aspects of their experience (coping), or the victim’s opinion on 
matters such as prevention or reparation.

16  Since the documentation is not only about a single incident, it will be necessarily related to other impacts and 
causes. The interview should provide a space in which to make this link or relationship.



39

The process of documentation: interviews, testimonies and support for victims

What did you do to face 
the facts?

Why do you think it 
happened?

What were the responses 
of the state?

What to do to avoid a 
repetition of the facts? 

(Prevention, reparation)

Facts

Impacts

Coping
Resistance

Causality State 
Response

What to do?

What happened?

Who was the victim? 
What was her story?

Who was responsible?

What impact did that 
have on your life,  

what happened next?

4.2. The various items in the interview script
Human rights violations and other types of violence suffered
It is necessary to take into account that many victims have suffered several human rights 
violations. For example, those suffering forced displacement are often themselves vic-
tims of threats or torture17. The major human rights violations and violations of interna-
tional humanitarian law were included in the research, the protection of such rights is 
enshrined in a number of international instruments against impunity: (i) the Convention 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), adopted and opened 
for ratification, signature and accession by the UN General Assembly in its resolution 
34/180 dated 18 December 1989, which entered into force on 3 September 198118; (ii) the 
Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women, 
“Convention of Belem do Para”, adopted by the General Assembly of the OAS on June 
9, 199419; (iii) rape as a crime against humanity is also contemplated as a human rights 
violation in a number of international instruments, for example, the Statute of Roma20, 
takes into account the United Nations definition and other contributions from feminism 
to these same categories like the 1993 Vienna Convention and Resolution 1325 of the 
United Nations Security Council.

17  Beristain, Carlos, Handbook on psychosocial perspective in the research of human rights (“Manual sobre la 
perspectiva psicosocial en la investigación de derechos humanos”), UPV-HEGOA, Spain, 2010.

18  CEDAW was ratified by Colombia on January 19, 1982. CEDAW requires countries to guarantee that women 
and men have equal access to health care, including family planning services and the right to decide the 
number and spacing of their children.

19  The Convention of Belem do Pará was incorporated into Colombian legislation by Act 248 of 1995. This 
Convention provides, inter alia, the right to personal integrity. The violation of this right is understood as any 
act or conduct that causes death or physical, sexual or psychological suffering, both in public and in private.

20  Article 7, 1, g) of the Statute of Rome.
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The human rights violations to be considered are defined, including serious human rights 
violations such as that of the right to life or the right to personal integrity, torture, sexual 
violence, violations of personal freedom such as arbitrary detention, forced recruitment, 
forced displacement and forced disappearance. These categories are taken into account in 
the following table (see the definition of these categories included in Annex 1).

HR Violations and forms  
of violence against women

- Homicide, murder and extrajudicial execution.
- Massacres.
- Enforced disappearance.
- Torture.
- Violence sexual.
- Violence against women.
- Forced displacement.
- Forced recruitment of minors.
- Kidnapping.
- Arbitrary detention.

As shown in the table above, the categories included in the analysis refer to human rights 
violations or violations of international humanitarian law in a context of internal armed 
conflict but also include other forms of violence against women. This was a Route team 
decision and it was coherent with the significance of the project with women. From a 
feminist perspective, the Route points to the common continuum of violence against women 
both in private and in public, i.e., in their relationships or in the context of socialization 
and violence in the armed conflict. Although the focus of the research is violence in the 
armed conflict, other experiences were also collected to analyze continuities. That is, the 
categories of analysis attempted to collect these different forms of violence, while at the 
same time maintaining the objective of not sidetracking the project, which was focused 
on the human rights violations in the armed conflict.

In that interview the woman had also been a victim of sexual violence since her 
childhood by her stepfather. These acts were allegedly committed with the conniv-
ance and acceptance of the mother. She asked me to turn off the recorder because 
she was ashamed of these situations of sexual violence and was also embarrassed 
because she “harboured many feelings of resentment and hatred” against her 
mother. She said she did not know why her life had to be so hard. Risaralda, D.

In practice this meant there had to be a balance between the questions in the script, and 
the conduct of the interview. In addition most of the victims had suffered more than one 
human rights violation, and this at different times of their lives.
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Taking into account of the violence suffered by many women

The fact that that women in Colombia are victims of more violence and various armed actors 
was taken into account in terms of the definition of the interview script. That means that the 
last violent incident suffered was not the only piece of information gathered; various other 
experiences of violence were collected for qualitative analysis. The three main episodes of 
violence suffered and recorded in the case files were selected for quantitative analysis. It 
was not a matter of drawing up a hierarchy of violence, dismissing the importance of some 
cases in relation with others. The intention was to collect the violent episodes of which the 
interviewed women had more detailed information in relation to the victim, the place of 
occurrence of the facts, the perpetrators and the types of violence. Since each interview is ac-
companied by a record for each of the victims, it is essential that there is the greatest possible 
amount of information on record.

The complexity of the war in Colombia and of the human rights violations perpetrated 
against women has enormous challenges for research and, in this case, for conducting in-
terviews. In order to improve the collection of information and the proper conduct of the 
interview, the interviewers were advised to pay attention to the following points:

-  Each of the women interviewed may have suffered one or more episodes of violence 
(e.g. massacres, arbitrary detention, displacement).

-  The violence may have occurred once or on different occasions; and these may have 
occurred in one or several places.

-  Each of the cases of violence may have been committed by one or more perpetrators, 
identifiable as individuals or as an organization.

-  Each of those responsible may have committed one or several acts of violence, against 
one or more victims.

These aspects show the complexity of the task when the victims have suffered several 
human rights violations and this was also taken into account in coding the interviews and 
in the qualitative analysis.

Impacts and consequences
Human rights violations, violations of international humanitarian law and their conse-
quences imply traumatic experiences, as they involve a break in the continuity of life, 
marking a clear distinction between the times before and after the facts in the lives of 
those affected.

Generally individual, family and community effects can be identified, and therefore ques-
tions directed towards the identification of the various impacts on the women interviewed 
were also included. Finding out how acts of violence affect women, what changed in their 
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lives, how it affected their bodies, how this was reflected at home and in the communi-
ty is a fundamental part of the documentation process. While the interviewers made an 
initial generic question about the consequences of the human rights violations incurred, 
responses had to do with both individual and family or group effects. An effort was there-
fore made to gather this set of impacts, although individual interviews generally do not 
bRoutely reflect collective impacts. The categories of analysis of impacts are in the table 
below. These correspond to the effects which were subsequently coded by the team. The 
amplitude of such effects give us an idea of the frequent consequences of violence against 
women.

Table 4. Types of impacts

Major impacts collected

Individual

-  Sadness, grief.
-  Culpability or shame.
-  Repetitive / intrusive thoughts. Rumination.
-  Nightmares.
-  Fear.
-  Feelings of anger.
-  Feelings of powerlessness.
-  Feelings of injustice.
-  Impaired vision of oneself, others or the world at large.
-  Health problems / mental health.
-  Consumption of alcohol and drugs.
-  Solitude.
-  Alteration of the grieving process.
-  Loss of memory and concentration.
-  Work / study consequences.
-  Impact on life / political projects.

Specific impacts 
on women

-  Motherhood.
-  Sexuality.
-  Identity as a woman.
-  Intended impacts on the children.

Family

-  Economic difficulties.
-  Family disintegration.
-  Forced separation.
-  Family conflicts.
-  Overload and change of roles.
-  Family uncertainty and inability to rebuild their lives.
-  In-family harassment.
-  Consequences for children.
-  Destruction of property (house, etc..).
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Community

-  Destruction of homes. Destruction of harvests. Material destruction in 
the Community.

-  Trade union, collective and group destruction.
-  Ambivalence, community constriction.
-  Religious-cultural losses and changes.
-  Changes in power relations.
-  Community breakage, disintegration.
-  Complaints among the people themselves. Deep distrust.
-  Harassment to the community.
-  Forced cohabitation with offenders.
-  Women’s.marginalization.

Coping and resilience
Victims are not passive beings, all the contrary, they try to deal with violence in differ-
ent ways. These actions are defined as coping. Thus people try to tackle the problem 
or its consequences, regulate emotions, protect their self-esteem and manage social 
interactions (Beristain: 28, 2010). The question designed to collect this experience of 
victims was: What did you do to address what happened? The ways they faced the 
facts depended on each person, their availability of support and contextual conditions. 
Coping covers both individual or collective forms of action, such as seeking support, 
self-control, isolation, talking about what happened, organizing or making sense of the 
facts. The categories included in the analysis for the qualitative codification of testimo-
nies are in the table below.

Table 5. Types of coping

Type of coping -  Surveillance. Security measures.
-  Complaint or search for information.
-  Self-control and restraint. Resigned acceptance.
-  Isolation.
-  Religious coping.
-  Rebuilding ties and family support.
-  Mutual solidarity. Helping others.
-  Social or political commitment.
-  Political and social disengagement.
-  Talking to others, seeking solace.
-  Not talking about what happened. Hiding feelings.
-  Search for psychosocial support.
-  Organize with women’s groups.
-  Positive reinterpretation and growth.
-  Direct coping.
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Prevention and reparation
In the last part of the interviews, the prevention of human rights violations and the de-
mands and perceptions of truth, justice and reparation were also explored. In this sense, 
the development of the interview script was taken into account that we should identify 
the expectations of the victims, their reflections and demands. However, many women 
interviewed had not thought about what the “reparation”, and believed that the damage 
was irreparable and showed varying degrees of clarity or specificity in their responses, 
depending on their prior experience and participation in organizations or social groups. 
The questions included in the interview script were as follows: What do you consider 
should be done to prevent this from happening again? What would you consider is rep-
aration in your case or what would your demands be? Their demands were codified in 
general measures and major principles of reparation following UN standards.

Table 6. Types of reparation

Type reparation -  Perceptions or demands of general reparation.
-  Compensation measures.
-  Restitution measures.
-  Rehabilitation measures.
-  Satisfaction measures.
-  Guarantees of non-repetition or prevention.

4.3. Selection of interviewers-people in charge of documentation
In the second phase of the preparation for the research, training activities were organized 
for the coordinators and interviewers of the nine regional offices of Route. After defining 
the script and the characteristics of the interview, in each of the regional structures, people 
responsible for performing the collection of testimonies and interviews were selected.

Regional agreements with the interviewers

•  Collective decision process in the regional structures for the election of women proposed 
as interviewers.

•  Initial general training and then in each of the regional structures a more personalized training.

•  Time available, commitment to the Route and to working with women, time management 
and organization of the necessary tasks to carry out the work.

•  Basic economic support for time dedication during the weeks of the testimony-collection period. 

•  Commitment to carrying out the tasks, to the number of interviews and deadlines.
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The selection of the women responsible for the taking of testimonies was based on be-
longing to the Women’s Pacific Route. Thus, confidence facilitated overcoming defen-
siveness and helped facing fear in a country in which armed conflict and socio-political 
violence are still present. Also, it is necessary to keep in mind that in contexts like Co-
lombia, memories are tied up by fear, and the process of collecting evidence began before 
the interview, generating conditions of confidence. The following criteria were defined 
for the selection of interviewers:

1)  Time and availability. Dedicating two days a week for five months. It was necessary 
to gather 33 testimonies per interviewer, which meant six documentations per month: 
contact, welcome, testimony, file documentation, records and recordings.

2)  Commitment to women and human rights work as well as commitment to 
confidentiality.

3)  Basic empathy and listening skills. Prerequisites for listening and interviewing, as 
well as documentation. Strengthening skills with a training process.

4)  Being in a personal situation that allows you to confront witnesses. There must not 
have been a significant personal history of psychological problems and there not be 
serious personal crisis situations either at the time.

5)  Level of schooling and literacy. Preferably at least three years of high school or at 
least up to fifth grade in primary education. A good level in reading and writing.

In each of the nine regional structures of the Women’s Pacific Route, the selection process 
was conducted in a democratic manner, with women members of the same regional struc-
ture deciding on the most appropriate people. According to these criteria, 27 women were 
selected which, together with the coordinators, received basic training for three days, in 
the Route’s national headquarters at first, and then specific training in each of the regional 
structures with the selected interviewers. Due to the difficulty of the task and its practical, 
political and emotional implications, some of the women who participated in the first 
training were substituted in their work, and therefore the second on-site training was, if 
anything, more important in these cases. It had clearly strengthened the initial selection 
process in other experiences.

In a country like Colombia and with the type of work carried out by the Route, a portion 
of the female members of the regional offices had on occasion suffered experiences of 
violence or had been victims of violence in the armed conflict like people in many sec-
tors of the population. While the general rule was to avoid having interviewers that had 
themselves been victims in the past, in some cases women victims with a great deal of 
capacity of recovery and commitment assumed that task. Some of them were selected as 
interviewers because of their capabilities and especially because of the confidence they 
generated in many victims. During the training, preparatory work was carried out to pre-
vent the impact of listening to the testimonies from being too strong for the interviewers. 
Measures of self-protection and psychological support for the documentation team were 
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some of the strategies implemented in general, although these impacts took place in dif-
ferent grades and increased resources were necessary for psychosocial support during the 
field work, as these were available only in some of the regional structures.

After the interviews, we had an integration activity in a spa, we did relaxation 
therapies and made friends. Putumayo, D.

As noted, prior knowledge of the Route and the victims’ trust was a key factor to carry 
out the work. The first question many women made was what it was all for, and what 
the Route intended to do with the report. Without that connection to the victims, the task 
of documenting the cases would not have been possible. Moreover, there were a few 
cases in which the victim was well known to the interviewer, which led to certain minor 
difficulties, since it knowledge of the facts was assumed and it was later necessary to 
explain these facts in order to document the case.

There were many positive moments because we managed to build a bond of trust 
with each woman. This allowed them to talk and say what they thought and at the 
same time think about what had happened. Cauca, D.

4.4. Training of interviewers and basic skills
The approach of the research was directed to providing good documentation of cases as 
well as a positive space for the victims and also respect for them. The key characteristic 
is that the process starts from each of the women, from the experience they had lived 
through and how they had felt it, always having as one of the objectives that the whole 
exercise should be positive for them, that it should help them to make sense of feelings 
and expectations, and provide an active stance from their own positions directed towards 
recovery, strengthening their ties and providing greater clarity on their claims for repara-
tion. Therefore, communication skills were part of the training. This section summarizes 
some of these skills as well as the basic criteria for conducting interviews.

Contributions for a good conduction of the interview

•  Presentation (saying your name, reminding the interviewee about the project, giving a 
simple explanation of the process, allowing time for the interviewee). Information on how 
the interview is to be carried out, on the subjects to be covered, permission and reason for 
recording.

•  Identification of the limits of the interviewer and her commitment regarding the victim.

•  Clear language to convey information.

•  Listening skills (avoid positions of authority, the position of the interviewer should not be 
opposite the interviewee, especially no table in the middle, there should be eye contact).
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Emphasis was made during the training process on aspects such as 1) The impact of 
human rights violations and the situation of women victims. 2) The Route project: ap-
proaches, design, methodology. 3) Key concepts on human rights violations and on his-
torical memory. 4) Type of interview, script and case files to be used for quantitative 
information. 5) Basic interview management and communication skills with victims. 6) 
The interviewers’ difficulties, fears and concerns. 7) Recommendations for specific sit-
uations in interviews (dispersed interviews, emotional breakdown, difficulties with the 
recording). 8) Organisation of the interviewers’ work.

Subsequently a collective training was performed using a sociodrama for the visualiza-
tion of common issues and training in communication skills and in the documentation of 
cases. This training was essential for the proper development of any project of this kind. 
The training of interviewers and the adjusting of data collection methodology for the first 
phase ensured reliability in the documentation of cases. More so in contexts of violence 
like this one, in which unforeseen circumstances are common, and building trust with 
victims are basic requirements.

Finally, the training workshop for interviewers included a practical exercise with the con-
duction of an interview by them, which was assessed by the team responsible for the 
training.

Training Exercise: Sociodrama 

Objectives: Representing the rapport between interviewer and victim, interview management 
and addressing the different situations that arise. Work on communication skills: listening, 
managing expectations and conducting interviews for the documentation of cases.

Step 1: Select two participants and guidance to prepare a sociodrama on the violence 
suffered. A participant assumes the role of the victim and a companion is the interviewer. The 
preparation of the roles is done collectively in two groups. There is also a group of observers 
for each role. One person develops each role. The aim was that each person would be able 
to tell their experience from the victim's perspective in a training environment under group 
observation.

Step 2: Conduction of the interview for 40 minutes.

Step 3: Evaluation of the experience and descriptive dialogue about what happened between: 
a) the two roles: interviewer and victim, b) the observers assigned to each of the roles, c) the 
rest of the group makes a general comment.

Step 4: Identification of the strengths and weaknesses of the interview. Recommendations 
for a good documentation of individual cases.

The assessment of the sociodrama provided elements with which to emphasize certain 
aspects to be considered by the interviewers and their teams, such as: a) the degree of 
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involvement implied in listening, b) communication in the interview, c) handling situ-
ations of greater emotional impact, d) the positive effect of discharge and containment, 
and e) the likely cumulative impact against which it is necessary to develop strategies of 
protection and stress management.

•  Psychologically we will probably be affected, both the victim and the interviewer. It 
is necessary to see how we will get information and how we will experience it, and 
prepare the protection strategies that we will employ.

•  These things were important: the listening, the gestures, it was good, this showed her 
warmth, it is important to asses oneself with closeness. I do not know if it is pertinent 
to approach her and embrace her, should we have such contacts or not? An exercise 
in self-control in relation to everything you hear, and what to do when facing a crisis.

•  I did not see the victim’s face, the way she told the story, I was living almost reliving 
the facts together with her, and one can not stop the tears from coming out.

•  The more she recounts and the more she speaks, both grief and a kind of relief are 
perceived, because it is becoming as a process of healing, there was a very key point 
when she told about the separation from her children.

•  I fear that when a person receives twenty testimonies, the dimension is incalculable. I am 
concerned that the human being is more than just letters, inside me there are other things.

In addition, training in these skills provides tools for the interviewers to handle difficult 
situations in the interviews, to understand the responses of the interviewees and provide 
a comfortable environment for victims and generate trust. Especially important is the 
management of grief and suffering that is inherent in the type of traumatic events to be 
found, especially when in most cases the victims have not talked about their experiences, 
sometimes not even within their immediate environment. These skills are essential to 
provide the necessary support for the victim, which, although limited in time, contributes 
to the interview itself having a positive effect of catharsis and solidarity in contrast to the 
generally hostile environment and isolation in which many victims live in Colombia, and 
also produces a good set of documentation:

a. Promoting a favourable context
It is necessary to ensure a suitable environment that allows people to sit calmly, 
with enough privacy, and without noise, to allow for communication and listening. 
It is necessary to guarantee the privacy of the interview and the confidentiality of 
the data.

b. Explain the procedure and conduct of the interview
It is necessary to take into account time and disposition, and prepare conversation by 
means of guiding questions, etc.. It is convenient to periodically check on the under-
standing or agreement with things and to clarify doubts both about the use of the infor-
mation, and the conditions of confidentiality or security, etc..
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c. Information collection: recording and taking notes
Recording of the interview was used to avoid losing any significant information. The 
interviews were later transcribed. The difficulties this could mean were addressed, as 
were possible solutions and how to agree on them and explain them to the victims. On 
occasions two people worked on an interview, especially in the initial training period, 
one who conducted the interview and the other focused on the recording of information. 
In several of the regional structure teams it was possible to carry out teamwork and 
subsequently evaluate the interviews between the two people.

To facilitate the interviews, the interviewers were recommended to follow the guidelines 
found in the table below, facilitating the balance between listening, the narration of the 
experience and the use of questions.

Basic skills for interviews

1. Facilitate the narrative
Besides listening, the interviewer must have skills to facilitate the narrative in the interview.

b)  Use of silence and low reactivity with respect to the victim’s account. This is especially 
important in situations of emotional stress or conflict.

c)  Bodily Contact in a moment of emotional overflow, this conveys empathy and under-
standing. Especially in the case of women, it is perceived as a positive and a sign of 
closeness and empathy.

d)  Paraphrase. This consists of repeating part of what the person has said, with similar 
words: “so at that time you felt ...” in order to confirm an expression and continue a 
little later.

e)  Recapitulate. The interviews have moments of narrative and expression, but also mo-
ments of summarising the issues raised so as to allow to sort them out or synthesize 
them: “I would like to go back on things I have not quite clearly undertant”. This is a 
recapitulation about things that have happened, whether it is to keep on with the narra-
tive or go back to clarify things left behind.

f)  Clarify. “Let’s see if I understand this well, because I think there are three issues that are 
present in what you said”. The victim does not follow a narrative of fact “by subjects”, 
things tend to get mixed and the interviewer needs to have more clarity on occasion to 
resume the interview.

2. Balanced use of questions
Questions are used to collect and structure information. Their purpose is to encourage 
people to tell their story, and to guide towards the type of information that is relevant to 
the research. For example, details on the facts, identifying the perpetrators, exploring the 
victims’ perception of the difficulties of reporting the incident, or the consequences of rape. 
The questions used in the interviews were open questions such as what happened, who was 
the victim, what were the consequences, etc.. Moreover, on several occasions the interviewer 
has to ask some questions to narrow down the: Did they wear uniforms or not? Did you tell 
me it was a group of many people?
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It is necessary to take into account that when working with people affected by human 
rights violations, there may be frequent situations of emotional stress. In this sense it was 
foreseen with the interviewers that the interviews could generate blockages or crying, and 
in such cases the following procedures were advisable:

a.  Allow the victims to express interpersonal negative emotions

During the taking of testimonies or during the work with victims, feelings of sadness 
or anger may appear brought about by the facts. People can tell a part of their story, 
protecting certain aspects of their identity or of their grief, and then later tell about 
others, depending on factors such as trust and the positive assessment of the capacity 
to understand and accept. It is important not to assess these “hurdles” as samples of 
distrust.

b.  Face painful aspects

Talking about traumatic events can be very valuable for the victim, but this also 
has an emotional cost because it can renew the feeling of loss and stir negative 
emotions. It is necessary to explore carefully the most painful aspects that can have 
an emotional impact, such as cruel or appalling details. In these cases it is recom-
mendable to:

1. Anticipate to the person the type of question that will be made so that she can pre-
pare for it, and do so emphatically.

2. Explain the meaning and the importance it has with respect to the common re-
search objective.

c.  Pay attention to the interviewee’s answers.

Often what victims of human rights violations describe can elicit reactions from the 
interviewers. These reactions are due to their sense of empathy and listening, but can 
also affect their values, and can contrast or reinforce their own traumatic experiences or 
mourning, or affect matters about which the interviewers are particularly sensitive. It is 
important that the interviewers know their own limits. The interviewers should have a 
good knowledge of their capacities and act while being aware of their own involvement 
in the case.

In this regard, the coordinators were advised to pay attention to the possible impact of 
the interviews on the team and create collective mechanisms (spaces of mutual support 
and sharing) and individual strategies to manage the potential impact (nutrition, exercise, 
relaxation, communication ...).

4.5. The documentation process in regional structures
After the initial training process, the regional teams established their work criteria, con-
tact with victims and support networks, and took the first steps for the collection of evi-
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dence. This process involved three steps: a) conducting pilot interviews, b) strengthening 
of local training and work supervision, c) development of field work.

Pilot interviews
In each of the nine regional structures, a working team was established for the project, 
made up of the regional coordinator, three interviewers and one encoder. It was therefore 
expected that every interviewer would conduct approximately 33 interviews, and that an 
encoder would carry out the transcription of the one hundred audiosof the interviews, 
although this was sometimes distributed among other people because of the level of work 
and the impact involved.

Each regional team selected one or two people to carry out the pilot interviews. 
After coming into contact with these two women, the purpose of the project was 
explained21. In addition, an interview report card was filled, and the transcription 
thereof was made. The audio recording, the report card and transcript were sent to the 
research advisory team for analysis.

Included within the positive aspects is the good and comprehensive documenta-
tion of the facts and the ability of the women to tell their experiences, some of 
them in a very accurate manner, and other in a very detailed narrative. There 
was also an attempt to preserve the emotions that surfaced to the utmost, togeth-
er with the emphatic manner with which some of them expressed certain matters. 
Risaralda, T.

The analysis phase and evaluation of the pilot interviews
Once they had analyzed the interviews, the advisory team gave its feedback to each of the 
regional structure teams, focusing especially on: a) the consistency of the interview with 
the objectives of the research; b) the use of guiding questions and their assessment of the 
interview content; c) the advice and matters relating to the conduct of the interview d) 
areas for improvement for the development of the rest of the work from then on. Although 
the first interviews had many positive aspects, the advisory team’s feedback focused on 
certain aspects yet to be improved. A summary of the problems encountered initially be 
seen in the table below.

21  The first pilot interviews were conducted between the months of August and September 2010, and the feed-
back was provided during the month of October 2010.
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Problems found in the initial pilot interviews

•  Some interviews produced very dispersed information.

•  Certain questions were too direct, prompting the answers.

•  Some interviewers did not focus on any of the four key points: facts, impacts, coping and 
reparation.

•  Interviewers should avoid giving their opinions during the interviews.

•  Poor communication activation with limited responses in some instances.

•  Excessively rigid use of the interview script.

•  Some interviewers did not have clear concepts, which showed in the way in which they 
filled in the interview report cards.

•  The report card and script are erroneously perceived as two very separate tools when 
they should go together. The card allows for collecting quantitative data and identifying 
gaps.

Enhanced training and initial support
Based on the analysis carried out by the nine regional structure pilot interviews, the 
working plan was readjusted in order to strengthen the training of the Pacific Route 
interviewer and encoder teams. In order to do this, each of the regional structures was 
visited by the advisory team. The visit and enhanced training was necessary because 
of the difficulties encountered in practice by the regional structures and interviewers 
to do the job, which turned out to be more complex than initially anticipated. For three 
weeks, nine cities in the country were visited in order to strengthen the working teams 
in each regional structure.

The agenda for each of the visits included the analysis of the pilot interview experiences 
conducted, enhanced training for conducting interviews, issues such as interview 
preparation and induction, the interview script what and how to ask, and what and how 
not to ask, concepts of human rights violations and reparation, and information on the 
criteria for interview transcription.

There was an attempt to clarify information regarding the protection of victims and 
the interviewers, as well as explain fundamental aspects such as discretion and data 
protection. There was also at least one training interview conducted in each regional 
structure.

This on-site training, which was able to assess specific difficulties while conducting 
a practice testimony-taking session with a member of the advisory team, was very 
important in order to be able to correctly carry out the work later.
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Conducting the interviews and documentation of cases

As a main principle for conducting interviews, the priority was to keep a low profile in the 
initial stage of the project, involving only the Pacific Route, the interviewing teams and 
women victims. Thus circles of trust, through which the testimonies would be collected, 
were established. First, women with a close link to the Pacific Route or that had been part 
of it. After them came the women known by the Route and who had participated in some 
of its activities. And then, in fewer cases, with women that were known by the Route 
through contacts with community leaders or organizations.

To make a selection of testimonies in order to show a spectrum of the situation 
experienced in the east. The challenge of getting evidence from Catatumbo was 
to be hard work in order to make it to the area, but it was also a time of great joy. 
Santander, C.

The rate of collection of information on each of the nine regional structures was dif-
ferent but, once started, the interviews were conducted in a systematic way, with 100 
predefined interviews being concluded in most of the regional structures before the 
deadline. The recording and subsequent transcription of testimonies allow for a more 
reliable analysis and stores the voices of these people for future research. Finally, we 
must highlight that the entire process of collecting evidence was developed without 
important situations of insecurity developing22 and in accordance with the adjusted 
deadlines in the working plan.

According to the specific conditions of each Regional structure, the project continued 
with different rhythms and with the development of the programmed activities. Some 
Regional structures, such as those in Santander and Valle del Cauca, completed the 
fieldwork phase earlier than others, yet all of them completed at least their 100 prede-
fined interviews with a total of 932 individual interviews23. The greatest difficulties to 
reach the target set were due to both external and internal reasons: in regions distance 
and geographic dispersion is greater, whereas in others the regional teams were less 
consolidated.

22  However, one of the people who would have testified for the project was killed the day before, showing the 
fragility and risk in which the work was carried out.

23  The number of interviews does not correspond with the number of interviews transcribed (about 0.6% did not 
authorize the recording. To analyse these interviews the notes taken by the interviewer were used).
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The experience of regional structures

In order to achieve a rapprochement with the women, an awareness workshop in which they 
could learn about the importance of recovering the memory of their affectations within the 
context of the armed conflict, with the fundamental basis being the realization of their bodies 
in a drawing that contained their stories in terms of the violence they and their families had 
suffered, showing the damages they had suffered in that silhouette. These workshops were 
conducted with the whole of the working group. Risaralda, C.

The most difficult issue was to gain the confidence of the women, to reach out to them and to 
get them to really trust us so we could have all these testimonies ... and to feel in them that 
they had found support in us, a lifesaver to whom to download all that which was in them, 
being finally able to speak. Valle, C.

In general the process followed in the different regional structures to carry out the testi-
mony-collecting work followed these steps:

1st.  Contacting with known victims or organizations.

2nd.  Socialization of the project and identifying women who wanted to provide their 
testimony.

3rd.  Set the successive appointments with women to conduct interviews and determine 
the most accessible and secure place in which to do so.

4th.  Conducting the interview, recording and filling the interview cards.

5th.  Sending audio interview to the transcriber.

6th.  Transcription of the audio recording.

7th.  Sending the audio transcription and interview card to the central office in Bogota.

Security management, protection and mutual support

Taking into account the context in which the research was conducted is a scene of violence 
directed against the civilian population, the following rules for the protection of women vic-
tims and interviewers were defined.

Conducting the interviews

-  Limited to Departments with Pacific Route presence.

-  Start with those women with whom they have a relationship of trust.

-  Conduct the interviews in a place that ensures confidentiality.
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-  These activities were carried out with a very low profile.

-  No socialization activities with other organizations during the fieldwork.

-  Avoiding contact with the victims if this compromises their safety.

Protection of the information

-  Information encrypted with a secure software (pgp).

-  Audios and written documents shared electronically and, upon receipt, files deleted in the 
computers in each of the regional offices.

-  Concentration of information in the central office of reference, which was later externally 
relocated.

-  Regular file back-ups.

Management of the participating people

-  Psychosocial support workshops for both interviewees, interviewers and transcribers. 
These activities depended on the existence of local resources.

-  Creating opportunities for the discussion of the damages between teams from each regio-
nal structure (fortnightly meetings).

-  Performing activities that allow for a periodic psychological disconnection (excursions, 
rewarding or distracting activities).

-  Reorganization of the work in situations of greater participation (lengthening the availa-
ble time, rotating tasks).

4.6. Transcription of interviews and use of case files
Taking into account the large number of testimonies collected and their geographic 
dispersion, it became necessary to establish a mechanism to centralize the information. 
Along with the recorded interview, the interviewer filled a case file for each victim, in 
which the most significant information from the reporting victim and the victims of 
her family environment (see case file model in Annex 4) was included. Therefore the 
total number of case files exceeds the number of women interviewed, since most of 
the interviews had more than one victim in the facts recorded. The case files included 
information on the victim, the perpetrator, basic impact categories, coping and demands. 
Because they are a closed instrument, it was necessary to consider the greater difficulty 
in their use by the interviewers, as well as a mechanism to review the case files before 
their processing.
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To take into account in interview checking

You need to maintain a careful control of the information collected in the interviews, espe-
cially when it comes to such an important amount of interviews. In addition to preventing the 
loss of information, it is also necessary not to confuse or mix the information gathered. In this 
sense, it is necessary to identify not only the staff that collected the information, but also a 
good numbering system for all interviews (a different and unique number for each interview).

The control system used by the Women’s Pacific Route attributed: 

1st.  One number to each regional structure.

2nd.  One number to each interviewer.

3rd.  One number to each interview, per regional structure - which corresponds to the same 
number of audio recording and interview card.

In accordance with the defined control system, the transcribed interviews were sent to the 
central office of the Women’s Pacific Route, only with the attributable code and without the 
interviewee’s name. The files of all the project information are identified only with regional 
and interview numbers to facilitate access to information and the preservation of the wom-
en’s identity. The necessary references are in the case files, together with the authorization for 
the recording and use of the information collected. Backups of all the collected information 
were made.

4.7. Specific features in some regional structures
This section highlights certain regional particularities, as an example of the complexities 
involved in the documentation of cases and the degree of representation thereof. In some 
cases these features were given by the characteristics of the context of violence in the 
different parts of the country but in others they are due to the emphasis given by some 
interviewers to various types of violence.

For example, in the testimonies from the Antioquia region is comparatively higher reference 
to violence against women coming from their family narratives and sentimental lives. In 
addition to the socio-political violence, many of the testimonies collected and went in 
depth into violence against women within families, so it is probable that the interviewers 
were more sensitive to that type of violence against women. However it was necessary to 
be vigilant in order to avoid losing the main focus of the research.

What is noteworthy in the Bogota regional structure is that most of the women interviewed 
suffered at least one displacement. Many of them had been leaders and had suffered vi-
olence because of that condition; they are politically involved and know the means of 
access to justice. Most of the victims that were accessed were victims of forced displace-
ment, which is a common pattern in the city. Their relationship with support networks 
was therefore likely to lead to different ways of coping in comparison with other regions.
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In the analysis of the Chocó region, some testimonies include short answers and there is 
information that is not very systemised. In this case we are dealing mostly with a popula-
tion of African descent. There were several interviews with women who had been victims 
of the Bojayá massacre that had taken place in 2002.

In Cauca several indigenous women victims from the Naya massacre were interviewed, 
which gave a greater prominence to ethnic perspective. They were a major source of in-
formation on the collective case from this regional structure. Moreover, the intensification 
of the armed conflict in the Cauca region during the fieldwork implied greater difficulties 
in its implementation, together with a greater effort by the Women’s Pacific Route to 
maintain their advocacy and reporting-related activities.

In Putumayo women from several very badly affected municipalities were interviewed and 
who had been victims of more violence, most of them also with several displacements 
within the same department behind them. It is necessary to take into account the wors-
ening of the armed conflict in that region and the difficulties implied in maintaining a 
sustained work in various areas due to the large distances involved, the level of insecurity 
and the precariousness of existing means. For security reasons, in this regional structure, 
the interviews were conducted by pairs of interviewers.

From the Risaralda regional structure, in general, the testimonies follow the fundamental 
facts of the interview scripts, such as the facts, those responsible, coping and reparation. 
These are peasant women or women from urban areas, but in some of the interviews, the 
interviewers delved into topics that had little to do with the main event but with other 
circumstances of the victim. This resulted in longer interviews and more transcription 
work and coding. All case files were sent with the drawing each of the interviewees had 
made in a collective dynamic group experience previous to the interviews and that had 
been held with the interviewees.
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5. The encoding process

The vertical relationship between the researcher and “research objects”, the “vi-
sion from above” must be replaced by the “view from below”. The relationship 
between men and women is one of the oldest examples of the view from above; 
therefore, the request for a systematic “view from below” possesses both a scien-
tific and ethical-political dimension. Maria Mies (1999).

In this chapter the methodology of the encoding process of the 932 interviews conducted 
is described, together with the period of activities, the criteria, the codes used, and the 
difficulties and perceptions of the encoders responsible of the analysis. The codification 
process is critical to the drafting of texts by the researchers and to the structuring of 
the analysis. Here we describe the process, resources and constraints, analyzing both 
the problems that proceded from the interviews themselves as well as the difficulties in 
encoding.

It is necessary to bear in mind that this project has a huge amount of information and it is 
necessary to define the methodology and analysis tools beforehand for the entire process 
to be consistent. Obviously this methodology had to be defined from the start, with the 
previous discussion on the emphasis of the research, the aim of documenting the vio-
lence suffered by women in the context of the Colombian armed conflict, and its contrast 
with the previous experiences of scripts of interviews and analysis methodologies used in 
Truth Commissions throughout Latin America.

There is then a description of all the process previous to encoding the testimonies, and 
the choice of tools. The second part describes the codes used as well as the encoding 
process.

In the second part, there is a description of the encoding process itself, with the decisions 
taken and the work by the group of encoders, the main codes present in the testimonies 
with emphasis on the types of human rights violations suffered by women as well as the 
information regarding the lines of analysis of impact, coping and reparations.

Finally, the process is analyzed from the working team’s experience, and both the indi-
vidual and collective impact of confronting the grief and suffering in the women’s testi-
monies or the workload and dilemmas generated by the process, and the ways found to 
be able to manage24.

24  This includes citations from coded interviews, identified with atlas.ti program references in Annex 2.
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5.1. Definition of codes and construction of the instrument
The types of codes for analysis of the interviews were determined as from the big ques-
tions or topics included in the interviews. In order to do so, Atlas, the computer tool de-
signed to facilitate the qualitative analysis of large volumes of textual data, was used. The 
encoding process also depends not only on the need to have the information organized 
and to facilitate qualitative analysis as from different categories but also to avoid the risk 
of losing information.

The process of defining the codes that would be used for the analysis of the interviews 
was done collectively between the advisory team and the coordinators of the Route. This 
instrument emphasizes the information deemed most relevant to the analysis taking into 
account the basic principles of human rights research, and the feminist and psychosocial 
approach that addresses the experience of victims, as well as the experience of the women 
team that are known by Route. An initial proposal of codes was analyzed and discussed, 
evaluated, extended and finally adopted by the team coordinators as the tool for the next 
phase. The definitive version can be seen in Annex 2.

This coding guide or thesaurus makes it possible to extract information that includes 
testimonies without leaving relevant aspects without being “captured” for analysis. The 
scale of the project meant having a list of codes large enough to respond to the experience 
included in the testimonies, but also being able to use an instrument that is manageable 
by the encoders and later, in the analysis phase, by the researchers.

To prepare the thesaurus the starting point was to create a document containing the main 
categories of analysis from the interview script. After circulating it among the coordina-
tors of each of the Women’s Pacific Route regional structures, it was definitively approved 
with 207 codes. Once approved, the code guide was reassessed and adjusted during the 
first few weeks of the research project25.

The final thesaurus, applied to 932 testimonies, consists of several parts. The categories 
included were intended to systematize information on the types of human rights viola-
tions, the modus operandi of those responsible for the attacks, the effects of the human 
rights violations in the lives of women, impacts on families and communities, coping 
strategies, state responses, perceptions about the causes, continuities of violence in their 
lives, and the types of reparations identified by female victims interviewed.

25  The eight researchers are specialists in different topics studied in depth in the report (context, victims, types 
of violence, sexual violence, the impact of violence, ways of coping and reparations) for the preparation of 
the final text.
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Main categories of analysis26

-  Human rights violations.
-  Other forms of violence against women.
-  Places where the facts took place.
-  Those responsible.
-  Modus operandi.
-  State Responses and access to justice.
-  Causality of human rights violations.
-  Effects / individual consequences.
-  Specific impacts for the women.
-  Family consequences.
-  Community Consequences.
-  Level of personal involvement.
-  Coping strategies.
-  Prevention and Reparation.

The importance of qualitative coding lies in the selection of narratives, sentences or texts 
that describe the different items to record. This subsequently made it possible to put to-
gether all the accounts of the women’s experience in all the different items, providing an 
overview of such expressions and experiences to be analyzed together, which are to be 
elements that can be used to “feed” information to the researchers.

The breakdown of the interview into codes assigned to different sections of the text of the 
interview implies a risk of losing the general perspective of the testimonies, but is the only 
way to carry out a comparative analysis of all qualitative data in the context of a huge vol-
ume of information and interviews. In addition, the researchers who then have to work with 
different codes could also read the testimonies they considered important in their entirety.

5.2. Selection of the women in charge of encoding
In the preparation stage of the coding process, four women were selected to join the team 
working centrally. These encoders were selected on the basis of their experience working 
on gender issues with a feminist approach, their practical skills in the use of IT tools and 
their commitment to the project. After forming the team, they underwent encoding train-
ing taking into account several aspects such as the presentation and general description 
of the project; the legal framework of the concepts with which they would be working in 
the draft report; on the use of the management tool, the code guide and the Atlas code, 
the knowledge of the testimonies and case files used for the quantitative analysis; and the 
guide with the description of items for the qualitative coding of interviews.

26  See Annex for the categories and subcategories of codes defined for the analysis of testimonies. 
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To carry out the encoding about 240 interviews were assigned to each of the encoders. 
As support material they were given an analysis guide of the different codes, where the 
content of each of the items to be considered is specified; and a document describing the 
legal framework of each of the human rights violations listed in the case files and inter-
view script (see appendix).

The originally planned duration for the task of encoding was estimated at 3 months (cor-
responding to an estimate of encoding five interviews a day). However, the encoding time 
depends on the complexity of the interviews, their extent, the type of discourse of the 
interviewee and the number of codes with which one is working. Admittedly, this work 
was emotionally very hard, reading shocking cases, so it was not possible to define be-
forehand a rigid scheme consisting of a number of testimonies per day. Considering these 
factors and the particular characteristics of certain regional structures –the interviews of 
which were longer, with more or less typing errors– in the end, the encoding work took 
about 5 months.

What was most difficult for me to believe is that just in a single narrative there are 
twelve victims, each of whom had experienced more than three or four rapes. It’s 
shocking how violence intersect and then you have to separate them. At this level 
of the armed conflict we are living through it is becoming impossible to live and 
think that when experiencing violence you are only experiencing a specific type of 
violence. Violences intersect, intertwine and operate together and it shows in the 
case files. Encoder.

5.3. Atlas.ti: a tool for qualitative coding
For the qualitative coding the application used was Atlas.ti. It allowed for integrating 
all the information we had, facilitating its organization, search and retrieval, the estab-
lishment of relationships between elements and the use of models by means of graphs. 
It allowed for the selection of all available information on each of the codes (items) and 
joining it together under different codes (code families) if considered necessary for the 
different areas in the research analysis.

Below there is a very brief description of this tool. An Atlas-ti file is denominated Herme-
neutic Unit (hpr file) and is composed of the following elements:

a.  Primary documents– These are the basis of the analysis, and correspond with each 
testimony27.

27  It is necessary to bear in mind that the texts must be in “.rtf” format, and one must always remember to keep 
the original version as a safety mechanism in prevention of the risk of loss or changes in the documents al-
ready included in this tool.
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b.  Quotes– The quotes are significant fragments of primary documents. It is like an 
initial selection of the base material.

c.  Codes– These are the basic unit of analysis. They are understood to be 
conceptualizations, in order to group quotes.

d.  Annotations– Comments made by the analyst during the encoding process and can 
range from reminders, working hypotheses and conclusions.

e.  Families– These allow for grouping document elements, codes and annotations. 
These groups can be the first step towards joining together different elements of 
analysis.

f.  Networks– These allow for presenting complex information by means of graphic 
representations of the various components and relations established between them.

To facilitate the analysis of the results and the identification of quotes from each testi-
mony, a code was attributed by each regional structure and a number to each interview. 
For example, in the following quote taken from an interview conducted by the regional 
structure in Cauca (04), identified as P378: 04.80.rtf – 318:14 [in time ...] (48.48): 
“When the paramilitaries arrived here I was pregnant, (...) a pregnancy in my early 
youth, I was 15, and at that time there were many massacres. The fear of taking to the 
streets, you went out to the street and it was a problem (...) we couldn’t even go to the 
park, nothing, because there were people of the same village who got there in those 
things then, they just accused you for the sake of accusing, they accused people who 
had nothing to do with anything, they killed them, many innocent people died because 
of the war, (...), I don’t know, they said every indigenous person, every a person of col-
our, like when one is like an Indian, everyone was a guerrilla: he is guerrilla and they 
would come and shoot him, they killed, there were many people from Naya killed here, 
from El Ceral, they killed people from many places here in Timba, people that would 
come down here”.

Identification of quote P378: 04.80.rtf – 318:14 [in time ...] (48.48) is interpreted as 
follows:

P378. Corresponds to the document number in the atlas.ti file;

04. Corresponds to the regional structure (Cauca);

Corresponds to the number of the interview (both the file and the interview have the 
same number);

378:14 and (48.48) correspond to the number, paragraph and document lines.

Although such details are focused on coding, its knowledge is important for researchers 
in the sense that they can help them identify the sources of the quotes, the place and tes-
timony reference they correspond to.
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5.4. Technical difficulties of encoding
As an encoder perhaps one of the things I needed to make the biggest effort to 
understand was that the codes were an analytical and methodological attempt 
which attempted to gather the women’s grief. But not all grief could fit into a 
single code, but all selected fragments showed some of the violence, their levels 
of involvement, their ways of coping. And in order to systematize and analyze the 
information, a single code made more sense than one that looked similar. Encoder.

Although the task of encoding interviews is carried out individually by each of the encoders, 
a constant dialogue between them was established for consistency in the use of criteria and 
coding categories. By means of this teamwork, an in-depth analysis was achieved, especial-
ly during the first weeks of work. The encoding work also benefited from external advice in 
the evaluation of the work carried out and the clarification of the encoders’ doubts.

When I started encoding, I made mistakes with several regional structures, I felt bad 
because I thought I had it all clear. I am also very critical of my work. When re-en-
coding I learned to manage the program and codes better. One definitely does learn 
by trial and error. Something else that helped quite a lot were my encoding com-
panions, because we talked a lot and exchanged doubts. Encoder.

In addition to reading the testimonies, it was necessary to read and use the “Analysis 
Code Guide”. However, as in all research processes that build up together with the reality 
with which it interacts, the reading of the first testimonies and the difficulties in identify-
ing some codes or placing the women’s experiences, led a discussion on the issues that 
caused confusion. This was a decision-making process of the group itself, in consultation 
with the research coordination team. Below is a description of some of the main decisions 
taken during this process.

Defined criteria for encoding

1.  Specificity in encoding, trying to make it as precise as possible.

2.  Quotes identified in each interview should be explicit and clear and provide 
sufficient information28.

3.  A quote must generally have a code and never more than three, prioritizing the 
information that is the clearest.

4.  Quotes must be understandable for someone who has not read the entire interview.

28  For example, if it is a matter of identifying those responsible for a human rights violation the simple reference 
“it was the paramilitaries” is not qualitatively encoded because that information is already included in the 
case record card for quantitative analysis and it provides no important information from the point of view of 
qualitative analysis.
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Some examples of these decisions were about handling unrecorded interviews29 or the 
encoding of unanticipated issues that began to emerge in some cases, without increasing 
the already huge number of codes.

While most of the doubts in encoding arose on the use of similar codes (effects on 
health, severe impairment or impact on sexuality could easily go together in numer-
ous quotes concerning sexual violence), in other cases the difficulties were related 
to more general aspects of considerations made by the victim or their reflections on 
their experience.

Whenever one thought, advanced or went backwards in the process, new doubts 
or new approaches arose Why was it so hard for women to recognize themselves 
as victims? I mean, if you asked a woman if she was a victim or a witness, most 
recognized as themselves as witnesses, i.e. they had witnessed events of people 
external to themselves, despite being victims because they are the ones who have 
had to experience displacement firsthand, or it is against them that they have their 
relatives disappear or be extra-judicially executed, etc.. Encoder.

Another aspect to consider is the relationship between the experiences of the victims 
with the categories used in international law, for example in aspects of reparation. 
While the encoders had an ample section of codes on this issue from different cate-
gories of international human rights law and the experience from other countries on 
reparation programs in contexts of political violence, numerous references to women in 
the interviews were generic, and depended on the degree of knowledge or reflection of 
the victim about these issues, so many of them were codified in a comprehensive code 
of “general reparation”.

What this reading shows is that women are far from recognizing themselves as 
bearers of rights. If it is hard for women to recognise themselves as victims of the 
conflict, it is even harder for them to identify how they could be repaired and the 
contributions they could make in a later phase of reconstruction and reconcilia-
tion. Encoder.

The following table summarizes some of the main difficulties of the encoding process 
agreed with the team. The main difficulty was to establish the specificity of the codes in 
the context of the complex violence existing in human rights violations against women in 
Colombia, and with the level of in-depth research the project required.

29  In cases where the women interviewed did not allow a complete recording the entries that were sent by 
interviewers were coded (in total 6 cases, corresponding to 2 interviews in regional structures of Antioquia, 
Bolívar and Putumayo).



66

Memory for life

Difficulties in encoding

1.  Compliance with the previously defined deadlines to encode the interviews by each encoder 
(three months were extended to five months of work).

2.  Need to review most of the interview case files due to the complexity of the relationships 
that exist in the testimonies (victims’ data, interviewee, witnesses). The final revision by 
the encoding team attempted to overcome difficulties and prevent errors from inducing a 
biased analysis of the information in the interview.

3.  Differences of terms for different regions. For example, the term “militia” could refer to 
“paramilitary”, “guerrilla” or “criminal gangs or unidentified armed groups.” Hence this 
term was interpreted and coded according to the information contained in the records or as 
a general reading of the testimony.

4.  Interviews that addressed some issues that had little to do with the main event, but with 
other circumstances of the victim, which led to longer interviews and more transcription 
work and encoding.

5.5. Confronting grief and suffering in the encoding process
This section analyses the encoding team’s experience. Included are reflections on how it de-
veloped, the difficulties encountered and what it meant to work with all of the testimonies.

The work of encoding is not an automatic task; it is a matter of working with women’s 
words and voices without seeing their faces, their expressions or the context in which the 
interview took place. However, such interviews allowed for the possibility of seeing real-
ity as told by every one of the women. The silences transcribed, half-formulated questions 
and their strength to face the facts, for example, get mixed with the codes identified for 
interview analysis. This was how the coding process developed.

All of this makes the process go beyond the allocation of codes to quotes located in inter-
views. These, because of the nature of the painful facts but which at the same time were 
revealing in terms of the women’s ability to cope, find their way into the lives of those 
who do this work. Therefore, caring for the team and finding coping strategies became 
part of the encoding work.

Individual coding process
The people who encoded the interviews began to receive training in the Atlas.ti program, 
as well as general information about the project and the main objectives of documenting 
cases of violence suffered in the context of the Colombian armed conflict.

The analysis of the interviews started slowly, as tests were being made with the program 
and testimonies, in order to avoid making mistakes or losing any significant but unencod-
ed information which would then become irretrievable by the researchers.
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At first I thought it would be a mechanical job and the most difficult thing would 
be to learn to handle the Atlas.ti program. I never imagined that the job would be 
on such a scale: “Encoding about 1000 testimonies of women from 9 regions of 
Colombia that have been victims of armed conflict”. The difficulty was not in how 
hard it would be to learn to use the program, but in having to “encode” women’s 
narratives of grief and sadness. Encoder.

I must confess that I was shocked to see so many codes. At the beginning of the 
work it was essential for me to support myself on the codes and even more so on 
the printed document which detailed each type of violence. As the days passed I 
was able to identify the codes without looking at the paper. Encoder.

As seen in the encoders’ different perceptions, the main concern was to fit all the in-
formation from the interview into each one of the codes. The codification demanded 
a certain interpretation of the women’s words, and to place them in the context of the 
entire interview. Such interpretations were as generally agreed upon as possible and 
noted, in case of doubt, to facilitate the attribution of meaning in the following phase 
for the researchers.

It was from this moment that I grasped that the task would not be easy: how to “pi-
geonhole” so many data in a code? What would the correct code be?: efecinpvida 
(effect of the fact in the life projects of women) or mujermisma (effect in her identity 
as a woman). Not to forget other relevant codes that, without doubt, were easier to 
identify, such as the place in which the facts had happened, that it had happened 
during an individual displacement, but all of this was then clouded with grief and 
the effects on that woman that would bring back to her memory events from 15 
years ago in her native Rio Sucio. Encoder.

It was also necessary to be aware of the frequency of small computer problems that gener-
ated delays in the work. It was therefore convenient to take certain precautions.

What we called “tinkering” with the program allowed me to identify key tabs which 
were the most commonly used, especially in times of tension when the Atlas.ti sud-
denly shut down and did not keep what was already encoded. This made me be 
cautious and made me save the information at each step I took. We even had to 
reinstall the program. Encoder.

In general the coding process took place without major problems, although in one case it 
was indeed necessary to correct errors; it was therefore appropriate in those cases to rein-
force the initial review and not only respond to the difficulties identified by the encoders.

As an encoder, the mistake I made at the beginning was a macro error and I only 
found this out very later on. The people who reviewed the processes of transcrip-
tion, the files, the encoding, should have provided feedback at the beginning to 
avoid making mistakes, as well as the time to review and correct. Encoder.
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The impact of the encoding work

Having to confront the interview information, the testimonies of situations of was system-
atic and painful violence was part of the daily work of the women who did the encoding. 
There are different types of impacts that reading such testimonies brought about for each 
of the encoders, and this is also reflected in the different ways they were affected. Below 
are some of these effects that arose during the reading and analysis of the testimonies. 
The following examples are not only significant in the encoding process, but also show 
the significance of the project.

a) Impact on the identity as a woman

This process of reading and encoding that had seemed mechanic, was in reality 
a process that involved a professional and “objective” level, but as the con-
cept of objectivity is increasingly reassessed in social sciences, every minute 
that I invested in my job I was more convinced that, despite being an objective 
process, this objectivity went through my subjectivity and feminine identity. Un-
doubtedly, every time I read a testimony about sexual violence, I felt my body 
tearing up, could not understand how women could narrate these facts with any 
such tranquillity and endure so many indignities. I wondered every day why 
we women continued being a spoil of war and why the most common weapon 
for the paramilitaries to attack women and men was raping “women who were 
affective companions of enemies”; why the guerrillas had to take their toll for 
war by recruiting minors; why women were forced to do work they did not want 
to do and which seemed to be a mere extension of the domestic role that culture 
imposed on them. Encoder.

b) Confronting the reality of the Colombian conflict

This process lead me, and I dare say it lead all of us, the encoders, transcribers, 
programmers, to an internal reading of what it meant and implied to be a woman 
in a country in conflict, in the middle of a state that does not fulfil its role guaran-
tor of rights and a culture that often does not see, does not hear and does not listen 
to the specific interests and needs of women. Encoder.

Each passing day there was more grief in the lives of women, because the truth 
was that these were women who had survived threats, physical and psychologi-
cal torture, and various unspeakable forms of sexual violence, multiple displace-
ments, murders of their children and their sentimental partners, forced disappear-
ances of relatives, abductions, massacres, the kinds of violence all those ordinary 
people believe they know are happening in Colombia; but when you hear or read 
the words of these women, it all seems as if it were drawn from a horror movie. 
The amazing thing is that women are able to remember these traumatic events and 
that some of them have even been able to cope with a change of gender roles in 
their lives. Encoder.
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c) The confrontation with the continuum of violence

And when they were approaching the end of their testimony, that is, when the wom-
en were asked whether they had in addition to the previously mentioned atrocities, 
and which were directly related to the armed conflict, suffered some other type of 
violence within their own families, it was disheartening to see that most of them 
had to say “yes”, a yes marked with a tinge of shame and guilt. Encoder.

As if that were not enough to know about the armed conflict and its atrocities, when 
inquiring about the women’s private lives, I realized that we were dealing with 
domestic conflicts that were as miserable as war. It is very disheartening to realize 
that the house turns out to be the first and foremost dangerous space for women 
and girls. The sexual, physical and psychological violence that are hidden in a 
home can be endless, sometimes one does not know how to categorize them, each 
narrative of abuse that I encoded was even more unfortunate and frightening than 
the one before. Encoder.

d) Encoding some interviews that had not been conducted in the best way.

For me it was shocking to find sometimes a question that induced responses be-
cause this paper aims to reflect the feelings of the women based on their truths. 
That a woman does not know what reparation is, well, that would deserve some 
information, but that is not the same as asking a victim if she wants housing for 
the death of her loved one because that made her hesitate and answer, yes a house, 
but in reality it was not her first thought. I even admire the work of several inter-
viewers who managed to make the question without persuading the interviewee. 
Encoder.

e) Identifying the impact on oneself when it accumulates.

The hardest part for me was feeling like I did with each narrative, as if it was the 
beginning of the work because of the complexity of some testimonies. It took me 
some effort to realize that my body was somatising my work. At the end I was ex-
hausted and felt a heaviness on my left side. Encoder.

f)  Also recognizing that personal experiences are reflected in the analysis of the interviews.

Sexual violence against girls, even though I am still frightened by that which 
happens to adult women, made me even more alert in the street. At some point 
we have all been sexually abused or at least in my case, the street has always 
been a threatening space. These facts refreshed my memory of several situations 
where I had to bear seeing men masturbating in a corner and showing me their 
phalluses as if they were desirable trophies and I had the obligation to please 
him. Or those times when some men intimidate me with their eyes to come close 
and say something about my body in a tone of voice that sounds both vulgar and 
dirty. Encoder.



70

Memory for life

g)  Ethical dilemmas. Finally, there have been moments of uncertainty over the use of 
codes or the cruelties of the descriptions, questions regarding encoding because of 
the fear of leaving out something of importance. These difficulties show in some 
cases ethical dilemmas that were confronted and treated explicitly and openly in the 
encoders’ group.

One of my biggest challenges was to identify when violence belonged to the Mo-
docruel code: cruelties. I found it strange to think that I was discarding some part 
of the testimony that for the victim was painful, it’s like being endorsed to dictate 
how cruel violence can be, when violence of itself is cruel. Encoder.

It is necessary to bear in mind, however, that encoding is not a process of judging the 
content or validity of the expressions, but a way of structuring information. Collective 
decision-making helps to unify the criteria used and make these decisions explicit in the 
next phase of research, especially reference to the researchers.

Individual and collective impact coping mechanisms
One of the project areas where the impact of the reading and analysis of the testimonies 
was concentrated was the encoders’ team, given the enormous amount of testimonies 
worked on by every person. Recognizing this impact as well as the difficulties of this 
work is the first step towards knowing how to use it. During the project, the team devel-
oped individual and group work tools to address such challenges constructively.

There were many positive moments. These had to do with sharing and socializing 
difficulties, the team relied on constantly finding solutions and constant encour-
agement when feeding the case files into the software. A learning process and 
meeting beautiful women on the team, sharing the work space but also getting to 
know each other, sharing anxieties and joys and supporting each other. Very many 
big thanks to the team! Encoder.

According to the encoders, recognizing the impact is not easy and this shows in each 
person in different ways and at different times. The fact that the encoding team was in the 
same physical space facilitated not only share queries about the work but also expressing 
feelings related to reading the interviews. While they were identifying the signs of stress, 
such as difficulty in sleeping, nightmares, fear of walking alone in the street, among other 
things.

From another perspective, I refer to a phrase that I heard an interviewee saying: 
“life is a tango and the one who is playing the music is crazy”. There she was, 
in the midst of an enormous drama and she was able to joke about it. Seeing the 
quaintness of our country reflected in testimonies from several of the regional 
structures, as I saw it in a case from Valle del Cauca. The woman answers a ques-
tion and says: there were my sister, my uncle, my mom and my own personal self. 
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Just as well!, I could not stop laughing until I shared it with my co-workers, we all 
laughed and... so did my own personal self! Encoder.

Among us co-workers we used the codes to refer to our personal situations, Efecin-
drumi30 was one of them, which we used and abused to the point of exhaustion. 
Encoder.

Each of the encoders resorted to reflection to identify the level of impact they suffered. 
Alternatives were sought to handle individual stress, which ranged from rest or relaxation 
activities such as cinema and dances, to physical exercise.

When in a conversation with a friend I told him what my current work was, he said 
“you’re a professional reader of the words of other women.” It was true, I analyze 
sadness, violence, and the grief of others. Encoder.

This individual and subjective-objective encoding required us to fill the grief of 
women with academic and research content, and this process lead us encoders to 
create coping strategies such as humour. I mean, to be able to laugh at something 
that at first glance deserved crying. Such was both the level of exhaustion with 
each passing day that we ended up making questions about concepts and codes 
that seemed obvious. Encoder.

As mentioned before, the process of codification is not a mechanical job. It takes time; it 
depends on the length of the interview, the degree of complexity of the information, the 
mood of the encoders, among other factors. Since such differences in time between en-
coders can be a source of stress, the decision was taken to reorganize the times according 
to the pace of work of each encoder.

On the other hand, communication spaces were collectively sought in the office. Sharing 
the physical space and the breaks also represented the possibility of rapprochement in the 
team which, in a way, allowed for being aware of the impact and for standardizing many 
reactions but also, realizing the need for professional support in some cases.

It was important to have psychological support from the beginning of this work 
and for the whole team. I personally believed that this work would not affect me, 
and oh surprise! It affected me a lot. Guided by a professional and by resorting to 
other activities, “escape mechanisms” are generated to contain so many feelings 
that arise. Encoder.

Finally, two psychosocial support workshops were conducted with the encoders’ group 
that wanted to participate. The space was opened, and in it, an attempt was made to see 
what the work was representing for each of the encoders, the burden it could mean and to 
look for openings for personal sources of stress and ways of handling it.

30 “Efecindrumi” refers to the individual impact of having repetitive thoughts, ruminating.
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It should also be noted that humour became part of the collective forms of stress man-
agement, and some sources of relaxation even came from the very work of analysis and 
encoding. Below are some of the situations that generated that group catharsis and certain 
highly expressive popular forms.

“The Parascos, yeah, them, the parascos”.

“I am a woman aspiring woman and my son was very aspiring young man”.

A woman said: “Yes I am the desperate one”. At the beginning of the story I 
thought “ah how sad, I thought, I imagine she must be that sad because of all she 
has been through. When I finished encoding the testimony, I reviewed the case 
record sheet of the case to check the data and I noticed with astonishment that 
“desperate” was not her current condition but her nickname.

“Then I morninged” (I was an early riser).

“When I youthed” (When I became an adolescent).

Some repeated examples of interviews, allowed the encoders to understand the context of 
regional structure, but also led to discussions with moments of relaxation.

The result of encoding testimonies from regional structures was that I could un-
derstand, for example, how the inhabitants of the Magdalena Medio region call 
motorboats “The Johnsons” in reference to the engine brand. People coming from 
the countryside have this particular way of naming things, always using diminu-
tives and possessive adjectives, so amid so much grief there were also expressions 
of affection: I had my little chicks, my little bit of land, my mister husband, or my 
little brother, my little husband. Encoder.

“Putting in papers” is a phrase that I noticed in all the testimonies when asking 
the victims about reparation, there were always answers like “Yes, they told me 
to put in papers for that” or “I went there and I put in the papers” in reference 
to the typical formalities the displaced have to do in order to legalize their status. 
Encoder.

Finally one of the ways to deal with the impact and encoding work was to strengthen the 
individual and collective sense of this work.

The stories of violence never fail to impress and generate feelings of powerless-
ness or hopelessness, but it is also true that allows us to reaffirm ourselves in our 
struggles, our goals and our collective dreams. Encoder.
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From encoding to analysis

The drafting of the final report is supported by a group of eight researchers, specialists in 
different topics dealt with in depth in the report, including two Pacific Route coordinators 
(types of violence, those responsible and modus operandi in the various types of violence, in-
dividual impacts, family and collective violence, ways of coping, reparations, reporting and 
access to justice) who got together to prepare the final texts. This phase is part of the process 
of collective work. Inputs are processed following a method of qualitative analysis of testi-
monies, developing the various aspects which are more relevant in the testimonies in terms of 
the women’s conceptual framework and experience. The research team works together with 
the coordinators of the encoders who have a clear outlook on all the testimonies, collective 
cases and materials included in the database. Such a coordination is essential to prevent the 
construction of the report becoming just a matter of different specialists working on different 
topics. In spite of the lack of resources and high demands in terms of work, collective dynam-
ics were always an important part of the project.

In 2012 the researchers had quarterly meetings with the National Coordinator of the Wom-
en’s Pacific Route and the Commission’s advisory team to review the text and continue with 
the process of drafting report inputs. These inputs are collectively reviewed by the Route’s 
coordinators in order to ensure the integrity and consistency of the process.

This joint elaboration process is being carried out at the same time this systematization is 
published. The present systematization the first material written together with the Route to 
publicize their experience.
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6. The database
For the documentation of individual cases, each interviewer, in addition to performing 
and recording the interview, filled out a form for each victim, which included the most 
meaningful information from the interviewed victim and the victims from their family 
environment. Each case record card collected the main information on the crimes suf-
fered, the impact of violence, various forms of coping, the type of reparation demanded 
and access to justice, together with the biographical data from the interviewed victim and 
from each of the victims (age, sex, ethnicity, education).

Having documented the violence and filled the victim case file, computer tools were used 
to store the information securely and to enable quantitative analysis. For the choice of the 
database, the main concern was to protect the information from loss, theft or destruction 
as well as the carrying out of backups on a secure server.

6.1. Choosing and managing the database
In this context, the database was created based on the Benetech Human Rights Program 
(HRDAH in English), which develops human rights research technologies31. It is nec-
essary to bear in mind that in the evaluation of the database it is convenient to assess 
which is to be the program that is going to be used for quantitative analysis, as various 
researchers may be familiar with other programs or types of data (SPSS, for example, for 
statistical analysis). The forms of data conversion data in the manner that will be later 
used by the research team should be decided from the beginning, and if applicable also 
the methods for moving data between different programs. In this case, what was finally 
used was a SPSS data matrix that not only allows for frequency profiles but also com-
plex analysis such as correlations of variables and factor analysis that will be used in the 
report. However, there were problems of compatibility of the files used by the database 
(XML) and their transformation for a SPSS data matrix, which were later solved.

All the case file data were fed into the database especially created for this project. In this quan-
titative coding the presence or absence of the various items on the interview cards were 
pointed out (by marking “yes” or “no” or “absent” in the cards).

Once the information had been collected, processed and recorded in the database, the 
reports that support the report were generated. However, difficulties in the manage-
ment of case file data were quite habitual for interviewers, which implied the need to 
strengthen the review of information and the consistency between the case file data 
and the content of the testimonies. In order to do this, the qualitative coding previously 
carried out was also used to complete the case files in which some information was 
missing, before feeding the data into the data base. With this list of codes and those 

31 For further information see www.hrdag.org



76

Memory for life

included in the case files and reviewing the interviews in cases of insufficient infor-
mation case files, the encoders’ team fed the data into the data base. Although that 
meant an extra workload at this stage, the quantitative analysis conducted on the basis 
of such case files improved considerably (see the card used for quantitative analysis 
in Annex 4).

I had some tough times trying to figure out how to complete and update the the 
victims’ information. Some records did not have full information on the violence, 
dates, or places of kinship between the victims. Although it was difficult this was 
also what allowed me to read the interviews and get to know the testimonies from 
various women. Encoder.

6.2. Using the case files
The training of interviewers to conduct the interviews included training on completing 
victims’ case files. According to the methodology chosen, the interviewer should take 
notes on the key information for the case file and fill it in only after the interview, which 
means that both the script and the file should be easily managed so as not to turn the inter-
view into a survey. A file was filled in for each woman interviewed – the interviewed vic-
tim file and a case file was also filled in for each of the victims of the family environment, 
which resulted in a number of files much bigger than the number of interviews conducted. 
Despite being apparently simple, managing the files implied certain difficulties that had to 
be overcome by verifying and completing the information.

We needed clarification with the file even in the midst of gathering the information, 
especially in the section on victims, how to address issues such coping and repa-
ration, which then generated extensive correction work. Antioquia, C.

Too many files without information on all the victims, with the need to review the 
interviews, which meant double the work. Bogotá, C.

The process of encoding at the same time brought with it the work of reviewing the files. 
After this review in the central official in Bogota, after the files had been checked by the 
coordinators of each regional structure, the main difficulties were related to the fact that 
the files contained errors that it was necessary to re-evaluate. These errors proceeded from 
the difficulties in the use of instruments such as the closed files and the complexity of re-
lationships that exist in the testimonies (victims’ data, interviewee, witnesses). The final 
review by the encoders’ team tried to avoid mistakes that could lead to biased analysis in 
the next stage. The most frequent errors detected were:

•  Identification of the woman interviewed as “interviewee” which meant she was not 
the victim of any violence but that during the interview it was discovered she had been 
the victim of several forms of violence. In these cases the identification of the woman 
as interviewee was changed to that of “victim”.
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•  Less files filled in than the number of women interviewed. During encoding and sys-
tematization victims files on which there was information in the interview were filled 
in, thanks to the use of transcripts.

6.3. Working Strategies
Some of the strategies implemented to overcome these problems in the use of the files were:

a)  Keep one’s own record

At the end of the working day, it was agreed that the transcriber would deliver the 
recording of the testimony. This information was also passed to a database and 
contained the interview number, the date of the interview, where it was held, the 
interviewers’ codes, the number of files per testimony and a report on how many 
recordings had been sent . This strategy enabled clarity of information and the 
immediate availability thereof. Risaralda, C.

b)  Correction and verification

Another successful strategy was to receive and review the records with the tran-
scribers and make the corrections once and for all. There was also the delivery of 
the audio recordings in the dynamics of the meeting, in order to verify their con-
tent and deliver it to whoever had made the transcription. Santander, C.

c)  Working Team

It was not easy, the organization that had been made from the coordination was 
very useful, a meeting space every week or two to look at how we were going and 
to clarify any doubts with the files. It was a team effort by everybody. That is suc-
cess. They did not leave us to alone. Santander, C.

One of the key aspects was that each created a regional structure created a mechanism to 
carry out a follow-up process with the victims, the interviews, and the transcription and 
to review the material.
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7. Documentation of collective cases
In addition to the testimonies from individual cases, the Pacific Route project collected 
collective cases showing different patterns of violence against women or their forms of 
resistance. Each of the Pacific Route regional structures documented one collective case. 
For the identification of each case they took into account the criterion of which new 
aspects the case provided with reference to the individual testimonies already collected. 
Group interviews were conducted and this was done by means of focus groups in the 
respective regional structures, in order to identify instances of violence, individual and 
collective impacts on women, forms of collective coping, and perceptions of the group in 
terms of the reconstruction of the social fabric and the women’s demands.

In Quinchía, the women in collective case were from rural areas and there is only 
one road that brought them into the hall where we were meeting. There were times 
of endless waiting. Many of these women did not know how to write and we had to 
listen and interpret their emotions. There were also positive moments, the strategy 
of drawing, avoiding the trauma of telling about painful facts and the consequenc-
es of critical events. Risaralda, C.

Working with groups opened a space in which to carry out three tasks:

1.  Develop case analysis: objectifying the facts, comparing information between partic-
ipants, having a more global view of the case in its context and orally reconstructing 
collective history. All this was recorded and transcribed together with the materials 
produced by the group.

2.  Strengthen the process: maintaining the collective process for as long as possible and 
building a demand for reparation together, strengthening the sense of identity and 
lessons for future generations. This happened in various ways in the various col-
lective cases, because some of them were cases in which whole communities were 
affected, while in others there were people who had experienced the same event 
without having a previous common identity. The relations of each of these cases with 
the Women’s Pacific Route was also different.

3.  Develop mutual support: recognizing feelings, expressing them with confidence, 
giving collective meaning to experiences. It is necessary to bear in mind that in 
many occasions, the group had not met together seen since the violence, because of 
the displacement, stigma or fear, and it provided the possibility of recognising each 
other as a group with the other women and thus favour a supportive space.

7.1. Focus Groups
Focus groups are indicated in the research of collective facts as this facilitates the recon-
struction of events that were experienced collectively. The focus groups also included more 
experiential workshop methodologies in order to facilitate the expression of the facts, and 
promote a positive context, collect the group experiences and not only register the 
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information. By conducting consensus dynamics it was possible to reconstruct the events 
and the most important collective impacts. As part of this process the group provides the 
possibility for people to express themselves in a context of trust and it also makes it possible 
for the participants to contrast their visions of the facts. However, it was also necessary to 
overcome the phenomenon of “false consensus”, as what some people express what may 
not be assumed as the truth by the group, if it has not been clearly contrasted.

Certain good practices were taken into account as well as recommendations for the work 
of the group to be useful and for the group to develop itself in an adequate manner32:

a)  Conditions: available time, people who identify with each other, having had common 
experiences, and not a very large group (10-12 people, or alternatively to work in 
subgroups). In the majority of cases the groups worked for two days.

b)  Taking care of the previous phase (summons and explanation) and of the start of the 
group meeting (presentation time at the meeting, participants, etc..). During the group 
meeting various activities were carried out. On the one hand, there was a session dedicat-
ed to collectively answering questions from the interview sheet focusing on key aspects 
clave33. In addition, other expressive activities were carried out, such as drawing, games 
and others, which helped the group express their experiences and create a suitable cli-
mate. The group also offered the possibility to doing at the end some kind of collective 
assertiveness meeting (Showing the list of the dead, doing something symbolic, etc..).

c)  Working with animators with distinct tasks, one in charge of group dynamics and the 
other focused on collecting information. The groups were coordinated by an advisor 
of the Women’s Pacific Route.

In addition to the discussion of the facts and of the reconstruction experiences either 
orally or by means of a shared analysis, the methodology facilitated playful, corporal and 
verbal expression, accompanied by a facilitator and the coordination team. From a col-
lective perspective, different types of violence were identified by the women participants 
and their relatives, and there was reflection on the meaning of being a woman / relative of 
a victim of such violences, the impact suffered and the forms of coping.

7.2. The collective cases
The cases were chosen by each regional structure after a discussion led by the group of 
coordinators on the different forms of violence suffered by women, and the necessary 
qualitative representation and variety thereof. The proposals from the regional structures 
were approved by the Women’s Pacific Route coordination and the research team, helping 

32  Carlos M. Beristain, 2010, Handbook on the psychosocial perspective in human rights research, (Manual 
sobre la perspectiva psicosocial en la investigación de derechos humanos) page 151 et seq. Hegoa, 2011.

33  The general script covering background information, facts, impacts, coping, victims’ demands and reparation, 
which was adapted to the circumstances of each group and collective case in particular.
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out the regional structures in making decisions when necessary, when there were doubts 
about the case to choose. The criteria for deciding the cases were: a) that there should 
be an ample representation of different types of violence against women or in which the 
specific consequences thereof were made visible (displacement, massacres, urban opera-
tions, extrajudicial executions, kidnappings), b) accessibility and respect for the victims, 
and a relationship of confidence with the Women’s Pacific Route, c) the status of the col-
lective process, i.e. if the group still existed, what were the internal relations of trust like 
and their expectations or response to the Pacific Route’s response.

For me it was not so difficult because we worked on the women who had been 
victims of the massacre at Naya, so that for me was not so difficult because it was 
something that I knew about. I wanted to know more and they knew me. I wanted 
to know what had happened, and I felt I was fit for the job. What happened to 
me was not what had happened to the next one along. My companion could not 
even bury him, whereas I was able to, and I looked for ways how to overcome the 
situation, whereas this companion in the group is just stuck there. Because other 
companions had to go on forced displacement but then returned. We are not all in 
one place, we are dispersed. That was the part of working with women from Naya 
and I was also part of the collective case. Cauca, D.

The decision on the cases was taken based on these three criteria, ie the interest, the 
feasibility and the care of the process. The interest of the case should be consistent with 
the significance and status of the participants, minimizing the risk of performing a group 
process, with a pure research-related objective, that did not ignore the potential impacts 
on the expectations or on the emotional collective mobilization of the group. Below is a 
summary of collective cases collected by each regional structure.

Antioquia. The Women of AMI

“Operation Orion” was the military operation carried out between 16th and 20th October 2002 
by members of the Armed Forces, the National Police with the support of the Air Force and 
conducted jointly by public officials and members of other armed groups in the  Commune 
13 in Medellin.

The headquarters of AMI -the Association of Women of the Independence- a women’s organi-
zation located in Commune 13, was bombed during this operation. Three social activists and 
community leaders were previously threatened and held without charge after reporting human 
rights violations committed in the area. One of the female members of the organization was 
later murdered. Several members of the organization left the country because of threats.

The tragic impact of Operation Orion led to deaths and disappearances, mass arbitrary arrests, 
prosecutions of people and displaced hundreds of people. The prior presence of militias or guer-
rilla groups in the area was replaced by paramilitary control after the operation. An analysis is 
made of the consequences in the AMI organization and the impact on the lives of the women.
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Bogotá. Mothers of Soacha

In 2008 it was discovered that members of the armed forces had extrajudicially executed doz-
ens of young men from Soacha, a town of a low socioeconomic level, near Bogotá. The victims 
were falsely portrayed by the military as “guerrillas killed in combat” and the executions were 
carried out in collusion with paramilitary groups or criminal gangs. The young had been taken 
to the north of the country with promises of employment. Those who participated in the execu-
tions were paid as a reward for having “killed a member of the guerrillas.” The discovery of the 
mass graves where some of the young were buried generated shock and numerous allegations 
by relatives. The mothers of Soacha began to get organized and demanded an investigation of 
the facts, and that those responsible be tried and convicted. The group explored the experience 
of these mothers and families that have become a symbol in the search for truth and justice, and 
also documented the harassment that they have been subjected to during their activities.

Bolívar. San José de Playon

Twice, because the paramilitary incursion in Cabeza de Juancho Dique and the murder of 
some people who had been accused of collaborating with the guerrilla, the community went 
on a massive forced displacement to nearby towns and to Cartagena.

Faced with such displacements, a group of women decided they were not going to taken away 
from their land and they all moved with their young children to the same street of the village 
just north of Bolivar.

At night, in the midst of the fear brought about by the dark, they started storytelling activities 
and the children started to play. They talked about their problems, strengthening the col-
lective process. They thus overcame the fears, supported each other and did not leave their 
territory. This is a case of resistance of women confronting armed conflict and displacement 
as a strategy of dispossession.

Cauca. The women and the massacre at Naya

The massacre at Naya directed against indigenous people, took place in April 2001, and was 
carried out by paramilitary groups led by Alias HH, the paramilitary commander of the Cali-
ma Bloc of the AUC, who has now been extradited to the USA. The paramilitary incursion 
affected at least 15 villages in the region, leaving over 3000 displaced people and over 100 
murders, of which apparently only about 45 bodies have been found. Most of the victims 
were from indigenous communities. The Council of State attributed responsibility to the 
security forces in the massacre, by omission and because they did not avoid the paramilitary 
incursion, and ordered the State to compensate the moral damages and severe impairment 
of living conditions, and it also ordered the State to publish a synthesis of this sentence in a 
national newspaper.

To date, over 50 people from the Naya region remain missing. The group of indigenous wom-
en shared their experience of the facts and the consequences these had on their lives and that 
of their families and communities.
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Chocó. Displaced women from El Baudó

Since 2001, there have been several cases of forced displacement in this county as well as 
homicides that have been perpetrated there, together with forced recruitment, disappearances 
and threats to members of these communities. In 2001 the first guerrilla attack took place 
and, since then, the presence of armed groups in the region generated distinct and continuing 
human rights violations, such as mass displacement, murder of 27 municipal leaders and a 
considerable impact on the lives of the women in the region.

The women spoke about the effects of the displacement, the impacts that the deaths of their 
leaders had had, the destruction and degradation of their territory, and specific effects such 
as those on black women.

Putumayo. The guerrilla raids in Puerto Colon

In the village of Puerto Colón, located in the municipality of San Miguel and on the border 
zone with the Sucumbios province (in Ecuador), there have been about 106 guerrilla raids 
and many harassment attacks. The impacts of the armed conflict in the communities of this 
district are innumerable, with clear consequences in levels of their daily lives, in their phys-
ical and emotional health, among other things. Regarding the presence of legal and illegal 
armed groups, historically there has been a presence of the ELN, the FARC, the Paramilitar-
ies, the Army, Navy and Police. An analysis is made of the women’s experiences as victims 
of frequent and systematic violations of their human rights, resisting the presence of armed 
groups in the village for many years.

Risaralda. Massive arbitrary detentions and their impact on women

In 2003, with the installation of Alvaro Uribe Velez’s first period of government, “Operation 
Liberty” was carried out. This operation led to the arbitrary detention of 136 people (includ-
ing 4 women), among them the mayor, municipality officials and many peasants.

The operation took place on September 28, 2003 with the participation of 1,000 uniformed 
personnel from the Police, the Gaula Battalion and the Army, with 120 vehicles, three Black 
Hawk helicopters and support from other aircraft. Most of the detainees were kept under 
custody for 22 months, accused of kidnapping, rebellion, terrorism and murder, only to be 
subsequently released for lack of evidence.

In addition to the arrest of the four women, the mass detention of their relatives had an 
enormous impact on women that has not been taken into account. The consequences of the 
ensuing stigma, of the imprisonment and of the reintegration difficulties show the impact of 
this operation both when the facts took place and in the long term.
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Part II

Santander. Displacement of Afro-Colombian women in Bucaramanga

In the capital of the Santander department, some of the displaced women from the Pacific 
Caribbean region are Afrodecendants, in a city and a region that is not characterized by hav-
ing black indigenous communities. Why did these women come to this city? What have their 
lives been like in a context that does not match their cultural values? Have they managed to 
successfully reintegrate themselves into the urban dynamics that characterize a departmental 
capital? These and other concerns are addressed by Afrodecendant women of different ages, 
mothers, daughters, widows, recounting the events that led to their displacement, their arrival 
in a big city, their location and how they earn their living, their everyday lives, their relation-
ship with their places of origin, their relationship with their children, their dialogue with the 
Santander culture or the way they are treated by public authorities. The contrasts between an 
idiosyncrasy that is not peculiar to this region and the impact of violence and displacement 
are highlighted in the stories of these women.

Valley del Cauca. Family members of kidnapped women

The kidnapping of 12 deputies of the Assembly of Valle del Cauca was carried out by guerril-
las of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) on 11th April, 2002, after which 
they were taken to the mountains. At 10.45am on 11th April, the guerrilla group entered the 
building shouting that there was a bomb threat, took the 12 deputies and led them out of the 
building and kidnapped them.

After five years, and after a series of videos distributed by the FARC in which the kidnapped 
deputies sent messages as evidence of their survival, on 28th June 2007 the same guerrilla 
organization announced that eleven of the twelve members had died as a result of a confron-
tation with an unidentified group that had attacked the camp they were held in, although other 
versions said it was the FARC themselves who had killed them. The women relatives of the 
deputies, mostly their wives and children, were the most affected by this kidnapping, show-
ing signs of individual effects, suffering from family breakdown and polarization, as well as 
from a social stigmatization by the community.

It should be noted that all collective cases were developed in a positive manner for the 
women. With the completion of the collective case workshops in the nine regional struc-
tures of the Women’s Pacific Route, it was possible to analyse how collective memory is 
constructed as from women’s voices, and see what women felt in practice, how they han-
dled the situation and its consequences including the impact they had to suffer, as well as 
the impact on their families and on their vision of the communities and on their demands 
for prevention and reparation.
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8. Collective space and systematization of the experience

This is a space in which to review the experience. It is already an achievement 
to be able to do so. This is also to know how we can help each other to process 
all of this, not to leave it for when the report is published. As part of a process as 
important as the Women’s Truth Commission, we needed you to help us process 
this evolution. It was a necessary space, which we women were looking forward 
to, in which to discuss, analyze, mourn, hug, listen, and recognize our own stories.

8.1. A collective space: systematization and mutual support
Once the field work had been completed, and while the process of systematization was 
still being carrying out and the work of the researchers was focused on the completion 
of the Women’s Pacific Route’s final report, it was decided to conduct a meeting of all 
women who were participating in the process. A group workshop lasting three days34 was 
organized to build a shared vision of the research experience and the collective process 
associated with it,. The workshop took place three months after the end of the field work 
with the individual interviews and just after the collective case focus groups had com-
pleted their work.

The idea was to promote a meeting between different women and working profiles who 
had participated in the project: coordinators, interviewers, transcribers, encoders and re-
searchers. It is necessary to take into account that all of them, from their different roles 
and tasks, had been working on this collective experience, without knowing the people in-
volved in the project in other regions of the country or having a global view of the project. 
This knowledge and meeting provided the conditions in which to analyze the collective 
experience and validate many of the results of the systematization included in this work. 
This was an attempt to build an outlook on their experience, not from the top down, in a 
common language that matched their experiences.

The meeting place was designed to make it possible to share experiences, grief and learn-
ing, what the project had meant for each of them, as well as the challenges that arose for 
the Women’s Pacific Route and for Colombia as a whole. This space was also the most 
important collective moment in which the participants were able to publicly express, in 
an atmosphere of trust and mutual support, the impact that the work had on each of them. 
That is, it also had a component that the women defined as a “healer”.

The issues addressed in this group workshop were:

-  The characteristics and the situation of the victims interviewed.

-  The feminist perspective of the project, from the point of view of the participants.

34  The workshop was held in the city of Pereira, on 18th, 19th and 20th May 2012.
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-  The impacts and learning resulting from their participation.

-  Next steps: dreams and challenges.

As part of the process prior to the workshop, participants were given some notebooks 
for personal reflection prepared by the advisory team and the regional structure of An-
tioquia. These books provided a lovely and expressive tool in aesthetic terms, with some 
questions for reflection for the women who participated in the project. These notebooks 
were produced prior to the workshop meeting and was part of the process of preparation. 
The expressive power of these notebooks has made us include a selection of a few pages 
from each one in this systematisation. In the notebooks it is possible to see the capacity 
of expression, the reflections and the most significant experiences reported by the women 
who participated in their different roles and tasks. This selection is included below (see 
Section 9).

The contents of the group workshop were geared to reflecting on the experience of partic-
ipation to extract the lessons learned in the process. Each of the quotes that are included 
below represents a part of the analysis or vision of the participants. Consensus agree-
ments and shared experiences are prioritized, or those that shed light on the work carried 
out and on the challenges for the future. This systematization will respect this diversity of 
views and an effort is made to reflect the participants’ perceptions. The quotes do not have 
specific references in this chapter, as they were part of the collective work.

To carry out the workshop, five working groups were formed. Each activity had a dura-
tion of two hours for discussion within the group and then the main findings were shared 
and socialized with everyone. Between each of the discussion groups there were recrea-
tional activities with symbolic and expressive characteristics. There is also a description 
of the main results on the process of working with women and with the Women’s Pacific 
Route teams, as well as of the impacts and lessons learned.

8.2. The interviewed women
I have met many of you because of this work. For me it was really cool because 
I now know many places that I had previously had no access to, hidden places in 
which much of this information inhabited, many women come from these places, 
and have been able to access that history of the country. It was good to have had 
this contact, to have learnt from the work of the others.

The meeting between different regional structures allowed them to share the vision on vic-
tims and their similarities and differences in different contexts. The profile of the inter-
viewed women in the project was that of women from the working classes and, to a lesser 
extent, the middle classes, who had suffered serious human rights violations. While the 
dynamics of violence in the country has had important differences and although there are 
also ethnic differences between the victims themselves (rural, indigenous, Afro-descendant 
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women), there were also common elements in most of the cases, allowing for a detailed 
analysis as part of the collective construction of women. Regarding the type of women 
interviewed, the following were identified as common features:

•  These are women who in most cases do not recognize themselves as victims but as 
relatives of other victims.

•  The women interviewed were generally very affected in their health and suffered a 
major psychological impact.

•  A considerable involvement because of their gender and with forced changes in their 
situation, family lives and social roles, with numerous losses that changed their vision 
of themselves and their roles.

•  Many of them were displaced women and were afraid of being victims of future violence.

•  Very disturbed mourning processes in women who had been unable to mourn because 
they had not found their loved ones, nor did they have any information that allowed 
them to know what had happened.

•  Women struggling to talk about the violence they had suffered, especially in terms of 
the details of the horror, or the perpetrators of sexual violence.

•  Women who were often blamed for what had happened or who had experienced feel-
ings of guilt, especially those who had been victims of sexual violence.

•  Some women did not complete their testimonies because of the cruelty and horror of 
the violence they had suffered.

•  These are mostly women who value positively knowing the reality of other women 
who had also been victims, and they attributed the testimony and interview a positive 
value of discharge and support, wanting to contribute to rebuilding the memory of the 
violence that had been perpetrated.

The consensus agreement between all the interviewers from different regions of the 
country indicates the systematic and widespread nature of the violence practiced 
against women in the armed conflict, and as a result, the following were quite common 
characteristics:

•  Many women victims of various armed actors.

•  Women suffering multiple human rights violations in different times of their lives, 
girls, adolescents and/or adults; violence in their family relationships and with their 
partners and also later in the conflict; therefore, analysis models focused only on one 
fact or human rights violation are unsuitable.

•  Situations in which the impact of war and the acts it represents end up becoming 
something considered natural.

•  Women who choose silence as a protective measure.
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This meeting also made it possible to assess how the women interacted with the State and 
other institutions and services:

•  Women who have no confidence in the State because they have undergone many ex-
periences of victimization or impunity.

•  Many women interviewed felt forgotten by the state.

•  A large part of them do not file complaints because of fear and lack of confidence in 
the ability of the State’s protection.

•  Women who do not know about the right to reparation, and have no information on 
these issues, although they do want to accede to support and reparation measures. 
However, know what they want in order to feel that there has been a response from 
the State focused on reparation.

All this process has made us face a reality that goes beyond what is written, that outweighs 
all the statistics on suffering, which describes the huge impact suffered by women. It also 
exceeds any previous research on violence practiced against women in the context of the 
armed conflict, in which several of the researchers or the Women’s Pacific Route have been 
involved. This leads us to point out that these collected testimonies must be the basis for a 
process of greater incidence and a response that is at the same level as the impact produced. 

8.3. The meaning of the feminist perspective
The beginning of this project was oriented as from the options of the Women’s Pacific 
Route. These were anti-military and peacebuilding options. The idea was to carry out a 
study from the perspectives of feminism that are directed towards a discourse and prac-
tice of empowerment of women in a society where they are socially, economically and 
politically marginalized, and where a patriarchal culture is dominant. The intention was to 
carry out an evaluation of the multiple forms of violence that affect women, where there 
is a sense of continuity of such violence in both the private and public spheres, albeit 
with different impacts and responsibilities. The process of research and work also meant 
identifying the practical significance of the feminist perspective for those women who 
worked on the project.

a.  Listen to women’s voices

•  This makes it possible to present women victims as speakers, protagonists and actress-
es of their own stories.

•  It means recognizing the importance of emotionality, taking it as one of the great 
achievements of feminism and of the building of relationships of reciprocity.

•  It shows the different perspectives that women give to the different elements of anal-
ysis like the facts they have experienced, the impacts that affect them, their resilience 
and reparation demands from the perspectives of their lives and experiences.
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•  It makes it possible to identify what charges and costs survival and the care of the 
family have for women within the armed conflict, and in situations of displacement.

b.  Knowing, characterizing and understanding the conflict from the women’s 
perspective

•  Speaking among women allows the interviewees to speak more freely about violence. 
The exercise of women interviewing other women facilitates listening.

•  The cohesion of the Women’s Pacific Route teams’ process allowed for maintaining 
internal trust and for such trust to be shared with the interviewed women.

•  Recognizing the ability to listen and validate the experience of other women allows 
for sharing the episodes of violence they suffered more easily.

c.  Visualizing the effects on women’s bodies

•  The body is the main place of expression of the violence suffered and many of the 
impacts and assaults experienced by women are reflected on it.

•  Recognizing women’s bodies as their first territory of peace as part of the respect for 
the dignity and lives of women. It is necessary to confirm this directive as part of the 
movement.

•  Including the differential focus on bodies and lives, in order to reveal what are the specif-
ic effects in the lives of women, how to increase them, how to deepen them.

d.  Recognizing the severity of violence and women’s contribution to truth and 
women’s empowerment

•  Recognizing the need to make the impact and extent of violence against women visi-
ble in both the public and private levels.

•  Researching from a rights and justice perspective that allows for denaturing violence 
against women, attributing such violence the gravity it has as well as recognising its 
huge impact on the lives of women and the degeneration of the social fabric in the 
country.

•  Retaking women victims’ visions in the process of enforcement of truth, justice and 
reparation.

The work of memory and victim support is a contribution made from a feminist perspective 
to the reconstruction of the social fabric. It should be oriented not only towards lessening 
impacts, but should also imply a contribution to change in the socially subordinate role that 
has been traditionally assigned to women, recognizing their role in social reconstruction and 
peacebuilding in Colombia.
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8.4. A view from us and about us

I thought I knew what had happened, but when I read the stories my first feeling 
was one of bewilderment. I knew what had happened but in a very theoretical 
manner. I knew only part of the story and this is why it was very important for me 
to know what had happened from the women’s point of view, and my feeling was 
one of solidarity with the women in processes of truth, justice and reparation.

The work of documentation and assistance to victims has also had a huge impact on the 
women who participated in it. Most of this impact was identified by interviewers, tran-
scribers and encoders, who had a closer relationship with the testimonies. In general there 
were various feelings, such as impotence, guilt, and surprise when seeing the depth of the 
conflict in the country and its impact on women, how they feel overwhelmed and seek 
support. There have also been other impacts of the research within the very teams who 
carried it out, in terms of the difficulties of fulfilling the objectives defined in the initial 
schedule. Finally, the collective impact on the Women’s Pacific Route and the organi-
zations in their environment is also very important. Below is a detailed summary of the 
main results of these shared discussions:

a.  Ethical Dilemmas and guilt

Impotence is what I feel, however much you perceive that something has changed, 
I think I will die with the grief of these women. I do not know what to say to these 
women.

I felt I had my share of responsibility in this case because the girl opened up again 
all the grief she had experienced. I got her an appointment, she got some support 
for the responsibility she had had. It is a shame for the armed groups and the state 
that they not been able to solve the situation.

Confronting the victims’ grief, feeling that something should be done for them, all of this 
is reflected in the interviewers’ feelings of responsibility and ethics. Such impacts appear 
at various times: when you are with the victim, but also when returning home, when you 
go back to a routine and to the places in which you feel at ease. The significance given 
to collecting testimonies is greater when you are with the victim, for example, when the 
encoder who works with texts does not know what to do with those feelings, when she 
finds it difficult to process them. From the participants point of view, it was noted that:

•  The interviewed women living in poverty that generated feelings of responsibility 
and sadness in the interviewers, in view of their inability to improve such situations.

•  The project also led to know the stories of victimization suffered by some women 
who worked in the Women’s Pacific Route, co-workers who were also victims and 
had never shared their experience so far. People tended to feel guilty for not knowing 
the terrible life stories of their companions with whom they had been working for a 
long time.
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•  There are a number of ethical and political debates and contradictory feelings be-
cause it is felt that information is obtained without giving anything in exchange to 
the interviewed women. Although the project was designed from the perspective of 
research-action, the role of memory and proximity to women victims, the enormous 
economic and social difficulties of many of the women interviewed raised the need 
to find productive or psychosocial support for them, even though it all exceeded the 
possibilities of the women’s movement, which did not have their own projects like 
NGOs or aid agencies do.

•  Feelings of responsibility for the victim and anger against the armed groups and against 
the State, which had not been able to accompany the victim or avoid the violence.

b.  Somatic impact and consequences on health and body

After some of the interviews I got sick. One of the testimonies gave me fever, I vom-
ited. At the time of the interview I felt nothing but I felt awful later when coming 
home. You get to feel afraid when you get home.

There were cases that did not allow you to sleep because of how strong they were, 
you look at the horrors of war, and especially in cultures that are peaceful; it is 
a big shock. Especially because of the degree to which it has become completely 
common and natural. Talking about these issues leaves a big mark on you. It is not 
easy to be removed from your body and mind in such situations. I wonder what the 
country does to confront such barbarism? We did not think we were going to hear 
such awful stories.

•  Impacts on the body and mental and physical health (nausea, headaches, cramps, 
nightmares, difficulty in sleeping, among others).

•  In some cases, fear and feelings of persecution or perception of being monitored, due 
to threats against victims and the risk involved in this work.

•  Memory gaps as unconscious protection mechanisms, but also as a sign of the impact 
of repeatedly listening to traumatic events.

•  The need for psychosocial support in all their regional teams was acutely felt. While mu-
tually supportive activities and relaxation were carried out at different times in the project, 
and in accordance with the different possibilities of the regional teams, the importance of 
reinforcing such possibilities was also noted. Early in the process the coordinators were 
given indications on the importance of support networks for victims or interviewers, but 
the absence of local or economic resources limited this to internal activities of mutual 
support, which were very important when they were indeed carried out.

•  Feelings of disgust, especially the stories of sexual violence. The stories of sexual 
violence, both in the context of the internal armed conflict, as in the violence in their 
socialization process or within relationships, brought with them a strong impact on 
most of the interviewers and encoders.
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In interviews I saw the anger, the fear and I made an effort not to allow that to 
affect me, to work mechanically. When I finished I felt bad for not allowing myself 
to be affected by that. Eventually I let myself go more and I even got to hug them. 
In the end all my crying and tears came out in the last 3 interviews (She cries).

I came to this space believing it was all under control, but no, the whole matter 
wasn’t over, no. I felt bad about being more affected than those who had suffered 
it all directly.

•  Many interviewers revived their own experiences which they had considered over-
come. Emotional mobilization in these cases can lead to reliving some aspects of their 
own past experiences. When that happened, work with the testimonies was cut down 
and support was sought.

•  Knowing about stories of violence in places that were once characteristic because of 
their peaceful everyday experiences caused more anger and grief because they direct-
ly affected the people’s community life.

•  Many interviewers acknowledged a sense of humanity associated to considering 
themselves weaker before grief than they thought they actually were.

•  The interviewers suffered impacts due to facing not only the pain of physical annihi-
lation, but also because of the links thereof to daily life and to the community in the 
lives of women.

•  Sometimes continuing with the routine was difficult, and thus the need for a change of 
activities and strategies to process the grief and to rest from work.

c. Organizational stress

As a coordinator, what brought about the most stress was the delay in the tran-
scriptions, since the initial goal was fading and it was impossible to finish with 
100% of the testimonies. For technical reasons we had some confusion in some 
recordings and that upset me quite a lot.

The complexity of the task, the practicalities, and the difficulties of achieving the goals 
set in the difficult organisational conditions under which the work was carried out, gen-
erated stress. This collective impact was assessed on a regular basis, trying to reduce 
problems and improve collective work strategies.

•  There were internal conflicts in the teams because of the non-fulfilment of deadlines 
at different levels and lack of skills or commitment to carry out the goals. Different 
visions, dedication and accomplishments were sometimes a source of conflict, which 
is normal in all working groups.

•  The monitoring of safety measures in relation with the collection of information, espe-
cially the changing of patterns in the use of computer systems while always encoding 
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the information produced occasional work overloads and some conflicts due to the 
different levels of responsibility in the task. The issues of security and information 
management need to adapt to the working procedures and regular patterns of behav-
iour reinforcement need to be established.

•  It was also necessary to manage conflicts with organizations that were requested sup-
port in contacting with victims, but with which it was not possible to share the most 
sensitive details of the project, due to safety-related and protection matters at different 
times.

•  The economic contribution in some regional structures generated conflicts and com-
petition because of the number of interviews to be conducted, all of which was condi-
tioned at times by the work of one of the teams.

Taking care of team dynamics

When I finished all the testimonies, there was as an altar-like piece of furniture next to the 
computer. It was a mystery, everyone passed by and nobody touched it, because of all the 
storied that lived therein.

•  Deadlines in regional structures were established differently because of the different 
contexts, which conditioned the implementation of commitments.

•  In order to manage better the impact of the sense of responsibility and establish cer-
tain relationships of reciprocity with them, accompanying workshops were promoted. In 
several of the regional structures, they were invited to the meetings and to symbolic or 
self-care activities.

•  In many regional structures, interviewers the women met every week to assess both work 
and emotional impact, and they shared coping experiences.

d. Lessons and challenges for the future

Have we grown as people or are now more insensitive women as a form of pro-
tection against the horror? How do we recognize these more positive lessons, not 
only individually but as an organization or a group?

The experience of working in a project on the memory of women in the context of an 
armed conflict does not only imply a huge task of documentation and both profession-
al and careful work with the testimonies, it is also an accompaniment to victims albeit 
limited in character, and confronting grief and suffering. It also is a set of individual and 
collective learning experiences that leaves it imprint on the women who participated in 
it, in the women’s movement itself and in other stakeholders interested in experiences of 
collective memory or input from victims and social movements in peace building con-
texts. The following summarizes some of these challenges and dreams as expressed by 
the women who participated in the process.



96

Memory for life

At the individual level

Getting out of the river so they can leave all the bad experiences and bad energies 
behind.

•  They learned to be stronger, to listen, to acknowledge the grief of the others.

•  The project enabled women to picture themselves, to think about the others, to stop 
criticizing others, prompting closer bonds of solidarity among women.

•  Many women also released themselves from guilt and fears that were the product of 
the patriarchal system and the violence.

•  Sisterhood was strengthened.

•  Many women armoured themselves so as to not have to feel the burden of the grief 
and suffering of those interviewed.

•  Self-management was strengthened. Activities were sought to cope with stress and 
impact, such as dancing, rumba, sports or rewarding activities.

•  The women managed to transform grief into hope. They learned to value their families 
and life itself.

•  Women who have been victims and who in turn participated in the project, said they 
it had served them as an exercise in recovery, because it strengthened them to know 
about similar cases, and understand they were not alone and it allowed them to weave 
networks of solidarity with other women.

At the collective level

This work has consisted of much reflection and of feeling what the victims’ prob-
lems are like. Before we did not give them the importance they deserved, but 
seeing the dimensions of the narratives, be have become more sensitive to the 
grief of others. With the armed conflict we have lost community relations, such 
as happens with the people in Choco. This work was resumed such relationships 
once again.

•  Knowledge of the surrounding realities experienced by women in different regions. 
A wider and deeper view of the conflict, thanks to the women’s narratives, was 
promoted.

•  The awareness of reality, is not only evidencing horror, it is also something that allows 
for a better understanding of the situation and is also recognition of women’s experi-
ence and of their dignity.

•  The collective work contributed to handling negative feelings, anger and anxiety. The 
impacts, which were in any case quite normal, implied by this work, found a support-
ive space and a significance in the collective aspect of the work.
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•  It allowed the women to reach remote places, hidden grief, unrecognized experiences 
and to make certain problems visible, problems that had not been documented. This 
careful visibilisation, carried out by the victims themselves, is a positive example of 
how memory can not only be an instrument of denunciation or to put forgotten real-
ities on the political agenda, but also can help to generate new social ties especially 
among women.

•  New forms of protection in terms of security have been set up. This project has been 
made possible even in a context like that of Colombia, where threats, terror and every-
day situations are life threatening in many affected areas. The protection of the work-
space, mutual support, care and victim participation and local knowledge, all made it 
possible to carry out the task. It also shows the level of risk and the need for protection 
strategies when working with victims so that they are not once again exposed to new 
forms of victimization.

•  It allowed the participants to understand how horror and extreme cruelty are used 
as part of a control strategy and how the female body becomes a military target. 
This awareness allows for the identification of war strategies and mechanisms that 
enable horror and violence against women. Dismantling such mechanisms should 
be part of any proposed peace building efforts, in order to arrive at an effective 
demilitarization.

•  Recognition of the existence of a social fabric that is re-emerging from grief with new 
forms of struggle and reconstruction. Although both individual and collective impacts 
were analyzed and studied from the perspective of human rights and the psychosocial 
and cultural impact, also from the victims’ experience, new knowledge emerges to-
gether with the women’s resistance practices. Women have faced not only the conse-
quences of grief or suffered a huge emotional and social burden, but have also called 
into question their socially assigned roles, they have become the key point in the 
rebuilding of their families and communities, or have come out to express with their 
voices and silences a questioning of the war together with their proposals for society 
and for the state.
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Dreams and Challenges

•  Opening new collective spaces. Self-care, expression and creativity workshops, seeking 
how to channel grief by means of popular education.

•  Practicing elements of feminism for women’s empowerment, attributing a new significance 
to the words “justice”, “truth” and “reparation” from a women’s approach.

•  Transcending from demands for care to political demands to go on to filing complaints 
since women are not only recipients and beneficiaries of welfare policies but also political 
subjects that have a social incidence.

•  Attributing a new meaning to the term “victim”, breaking the stigma made by the media.

•  Relating violence against women in the conflict with the violence experienced in the so-called 
private spaces, without this leading to obscuring the responsibility of the State.

•  Making alliances with organizations to ensure psychosocial support to victims that provide 
continuity, monitoring and support to women in their process of filing complaints and fight-
ing for their rights. Such alliances should also work in the personal and family recovery 
levels.

•  Need to support women in terms of acceding to the restoration of their rights. In that sense, 
it is necessary to provide them with the tools and support necessary to enable them to en-
force their rights.

•  Listening to women victims’ organizations and hearing their demands, establishing consul-
tation processes to make support measures meet the needs, perceptions and views of these 
women.

•  Encourage the participation of women in situations of trust and social impact like the Wom-
en’s Pacific Route activities, those of other women’s movements or of the community.
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9. Experience notebooks

The women who participated in the project carried out their own personal and collective 
reflection as part of the process of research-action, by means of “Experience Notebooks”. 
These notebooks were prepared by the advisory team and a team of the Antioquia struc-
ture of the Women’s Pacific Route, and included some questions for personal reflection, 
as a personal notebook with an expressive and aesthetic component, which contributed 
to reflection on different aspects, impacts, relevant experiences and lessons experienced 
in the Commission for the various women participating. The notebooks were sent one 
month before the completion of the afore-mentioned collective workshop.

In the first part of this section the content of the Notebook is included as it was sent to 
each of the participants. The second part includes at least one sheet from each of the 
notebooks, as expressed by the women, dealing with the different aspects mentioned. The 
contents of these notebooks have also been used for the analysis and systematization of 
the experience, and many of the quotes in other sections came from these texts written by 
the women who participated35. The third section includes a systematization of the ques-
tion on the documentation of cases of sexual violence, as a way of making these forms of 
violence against women, which are often invisible, visible.

9.1. The experience notebook: reflection and sharing

This notebook is intended for reflection or  for the personal expression on the experience of 
working on the research for the Colombian Women’s Truth and Memory Commission.

We ask you to answer questions or to provide the reflections suggested in the notebook in as 
much length as possible. This notebook has a dual purpose. On the one hand, the intention is 
to contribute to personal reflection and expression of the experience of women participating 
in the project, as interviewers, transcribers, encoders or coordinators. On the other hand, the 
intention is also to contribute to systematizing the collective experience of the women invol-
ved in the project so that it will enrich the Women’s Pacific Route, as well as the experience 
of other women’s movements that can learn from this experience.

35  Numerous references included in these notebooks can be seen throughout this work, both in the description of 
the project and the methodology, including the summary on the systematization and mutual support workshop 
referred to in item 9.1. Section 3.4 What has working with victims meant for the women of the Route? And 
section 5.5. Confronting grief and suffering in the encoding concentrated many of these references. Not to 
mention the already referenced point 9.3 on documenting cases of sexual violence.
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The notebook consists of two main sections. In the first part, there are several questions on 
your personal experience. In the second part there are some reflections on the women and 
testimonies you have worked with. There are also several blank pages where you can collect 
your reflections, poems, drawings or any other form of expression that you like. The ques-
tions included in the headings of some pages are suggestions for reflection.

1.  What has this process meant for you? Please list some of the experiences which you 
consider most relevant for you in this work you have participated in.

2.  Narrate some of the stories that have affected / impacted you. Tell us the details of the 
situation, what was important, what impressed you.

3.  Narrate some of the stories from which you have learnt the most. Tell us the details of 
the situation, what was important, what lessons you learnt.

4.  Thinking about your work (as an interviewer, encoder, transcriber, coordinator) ... what 
was the most difficult for you? Would you change anything if the work started today?

5.  Have you learned something for your own life? Has this job changed your life or way of 
looking at the world or at other women? What?

6.  The work you have done also implied confronting the grief and suffering of women, how 
have you striven to address that? What things were useful for you to channel the grief or 
anger? If applicable, how did your own previous experiences of violence affect you or 
the work you have carried out?

7.  What would you like to share with the other women who participated in the project?

About the impact of violence on women and the testimonies

8.  What do you think about women victims who have contributed with their testimony to 
the project?

9.  What thoughts do you have about the types of human rights violations that have been 
documented? What is your opinion of these women’s experience.

10.  Can you describe some difficult moments and positive moments in communicating or 
working with victims and with their testimonies?

11.  For interviewers: have there been situations in which you had to turn off the recorder? 
What happened or what was said at that time?

12.  If you have documented cases in which there has been sexual violence ? what im-
pressed you the most of these experiences?
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FROM YOUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

For me it has been a chance to see the realities facing us, not only those of the women but 
also those of the territories and of the children. It has also allowed me to see the looks of 
sadness and the stories of great, deep sorrows but also of hope and trust in a process such 
as the Pacific Route in Colombia.

It has meant commitment, self care, co-responsibility, conviction and dedication. It has 
also meant sadness, anger, helplessness. And at the same time strength to be a voice of 
hope for women victims.

9.2. The experiences of the women in research-action
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If you have documented cases in which there has been sexual violence, what is it that 
impressed you about such experiences?

How often the women did not know it was rape and that they had been raped. “If my 
husband wants to, well, that’s why he married me”.

I’m impressed by the grief and the number of women affected by war.

I wish radiant faith joined us once again.
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Can you describe some hard moments and positive moments in the communication 
or in the work with victims and testimonies?

One of the most difficult moments was in Tibu, feeling the presence of outlawed people 
near us while we were actively working on documenting such difficult cases as that of 
Surdary’s, with a full-fledged persecution and who was telling me her story at the time.

Apart from all the worrying of knowing what to do with all the information we had when 
we they actually came to arrest us, one thousand things went through my mind, even to 
destroy the recorder. And all the tension until we left Tibu and reached Cucutá.
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Tell us about some of the stories that have touched / affected / impacted you the most 
or the deepest in your heart. Give us some details of the situation, why it was impor-
tant, why it had such an impact on you.

The story of the woman who received the head of her relative, that made me have night-
mares of all kinds.

For many days and even today, it was both the impact of actually seeing the head in one 
thousand different ways when it was delivered, packaged, in envelopes, wrapped in gift 
paper, in a box. The impact was so strong that I had to seek psychological help and I think 
that was the last complete transcript that I had read.

For days I thought that this was the “epitome of cruelty” and when I told the story in Bo-
gota in one of our meetings and it turned out was more common than thought, that filled 
me with terror.

I dreamt with the head of this human being and could not think of anything else (I do not 
want to repeat any more about it... NO! I DON’T WANT TO! I CAN’T!)
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Have you learned something for your own life? Have you changed your life or the 
way you see the world or the way you see women with this job? In what way?

Reflection or distress.

It is very difficult for a woman victim of armed conflict to integrate into society! How-
ever, it is still not too late to remember. Memories push forward. Solidarity, support and 
organization.

A woman who among women allows those who have always silent to speak, to col-
lect from oblivion those dark female heroines who were direct victims of this social and 
armed conflict.
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What thoughts do you have on the types of human rights violations that you have 
documented? What is your interpretation of these women’s experience?

In my work I consider this to be like a golden document in which I officially carried out 
40 interviews now that I think of it, there were more than 40, and there was always the 
matter of the burden of guilt: Why was I not there? Why did I not stop him? What if I had 
not angry with her? There are human rights violations that could well have been avoided.

They are persecuted and historically we have been persecuted, excluded and affected in 
such a way that the women themselves conclude that: some were before and some after 
that ...
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FROM YOUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

It is very touching to know the suffering of women as a result of the armed conflict; be-
fore this project I did not know about the pain and humiliation through which innocent 
women had to go through because of a twist of fate and being in the wrong place at the 
wrong time. But I also wonder about the strength these women have to move forward and 
overcome losses, displacement, abuse ...

The significance of this project for me is to have come out of the ignorance in which 
the mass national media immerse people. These stories will never be the title story in a 
news program nor will it appear in newspapers in spite of them being important stories, 
at the same level and with the same importance as the Holocaust, it is clear that this is not 
convenient for the national government, they do not want these stories to be in the public 
domain, because one of its main functions is not to cause panic in the population, with the 
collaboration of a convenient silence in the media.
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There are many stories. It’s me.
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Have you learned something for your own life? Have you changed your life or the 
way you see the world or the way you see women with this job? In what way?

My life changed completely from the first interview in the presence of the entire team, I 
knew every testimony was to become the gateway to the unknown, if I may call it that way.

Every woman is different and in each world I was transcribing their stories, looking for 
this to be some small form of reparation for them.

Personally I feel that I grew up and discovered that really this was an issue which implied 
that each one of us felt we were wholly responsible to them.

The grief caused by the invisibility of human rights violations is a shared grief and this is 
to be shouted out, to make them be heard and so they do not feel they are alone.

I realized that as part of the Pacific Route I was creating a non-violent country.

My feminist strength and training towards reducing violence, grief, the ugliness of war in 
scenarios of social construction.
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ON THE IMPACT OF VIOLENCE ON WOMEN AND ON THE TESTIMONIES

What do you think of the women victims who have testified for the project?

I think these women are admirable. The way they have responded to the ravages of the 
conflict are proof of courage and of their capacity to cope. These are women who need us, 
women of different ages, rural women, indigenous women, professional women and also, 
Afro-Colombian women who denote wisdom in their journey through the world. Humble 
women in whose hearts we planted a seed of hope despite the fact that many of them did 
not have very clear horizons. A hope that tells them that Colombia is all of us and that if 
we do not unite and if we do not raise our voices to say no to war, probably another 1000 
women will join us with their colourful clothes and begin to weave these bonds of justice, 
peace and love between us. They are admirable women, women who have shown me life 
as from their own lives.
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THE COLOUR OF LOOKS1. Please colour the story that you remember the most 
and send the strength of this mandala to that woman.

Mandala coloured for: Mrs. I.

I met her at: Quinchía, Risaralda.

This woman today is strongly affected by the consequences of Operation Freedom (col-
lective case).

1 Fairies with big eyes
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FROM YOUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

•  Save the past from oblivion, using memory.

•  Recovery of the lost pieces from all the women interviewed.

•  The struggle of these women under terror.

•  Women victims of time and silence.

•  Oral testimony as a source of analysis.

•  Testimony as familiar tool that women use spontaneously in their daily lives.

•  Recovery of the social-political and human voice of women.
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of the situation, 
why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

This question has multiple answers because after every story what was left was the grief for what 
they had lost and the lessons derived from the effort to rebuild their lives again.

I remember the story of the woman who worked in one of the mines of Buenaventura where they 
extract gold; everything was fine until the bulldozers arrived and with them their owners and their 
ways of seizing the lands and their fruits. She says that even when the seam was found -the search 
for which is done by the women seamers and the men in the men in the gallery- peace is over be-
cause the men came to take away all of the gold they had found. She told us about the many times 
confronted them and the humiliations she was subjected to for doing so; she was brave! One day 
they left her out in the sunshine with water and without food and then, at night, she escaped.

I can summarize some of the lessons in a phrase I found in a book: “I will never forget that I have 
roots, but I also have wings”.

They recognize their roots in their lands, in their farms, in their friends, in their families, in their 
loves, in their animals and then “they pull out their wings to leave it all and start from scratch”. 
Some leave and return to the territories, not only once, but the important thing is that in this flight 
they take their sons and daughters and their memories with them.

Another important part of learning WAS TO RECOGNIZE COURAGE IN THE MIDST OF 
FEAR. They all claim to have lost their lives, but they are willing to redo it again as from the strips 
torn from their skins and from the pieces of their loneliness. Displaced women taught me lessons in 
Stoicism, like a Phoenix rising from the ashes, they are all afraid of the present but they fear for the 
future of their children even more (we are all afraid of this, but they more so).

I learned that I’m afraid of not fulfilling my part with them: if we can not even find truth, nor justice 
and even less so reparation, will we have created false expectations?

How horrible!
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What would you like to share with other women who participated in the project?

Gallery of drawings made by women who gave their testimonies from Caldas and Risaralda.
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FROM YOUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

Well for me it was a privilege to be part of this great project, because my life has changed 
emotionally and I have known about the other side of what we women are going through... 
for a moment I thought I had been the only one who had been victim of a heinous barbarity 
as I had been a victim of in my unpleasant past. I believe that life has given me an opportu-
nity to sow, to leave a trace, a part of history, a memory that was so difficult to write, and to 
listen to... work that transforms, that ... hurts ... stays in our memories... I think that this is a 
real alternative to the opposition of those who smear make up on us women and handle us 
as they please… we are the majority but they decide for us ... the time has come to wake up, 
react and act on a reality from many years ago ... no more grief ... no more indifference ... 
no more passivity ... I am convinced that these stories are told from women who are going to 
impact and transcend our beloved Colombia ... for many generations this is a work that was 
carried out thinking that our generations are entitled to live in a different world.
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The work you have carried out also involves confronting the grief and suffering of 
women. How have you attempted to address that? In order to channel grief or anger, 
what things were useful for you? If applicable, how did your own experiences of the 
violence you experienced affect the work you have carried out?

During work on several occasions I felt very sad and depressed. In some cases, after in-
terviews I needed to cry to vent the anger or sadness I felt for the tragedies I had heard.

As coping strategies the best were commenting my impressions of the cases with the 
team, crying with them and expressing my emotions with the team.

Confronting in the narration of others the violence applied on me generated reflection 
and awareness of what is happening in the country as well as the tranquillity of having 
processed the situation rationally.
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What would you like to share with other women who participated in the project?



Memory weavers Spinning life

ON THE IMPACT OF VIOLENCE ON WOMEN AND ON THE TESTIMONIES

What do you think of the women victims who have testified for the project?

They are very strong women who don’t want their families’ memory to die off with time. 
They are seeking the truth from the facts they have experienced and they don’t want the 
government to remain silent with respect to these deaths.
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What thoughts do you have on the types of human rights violations that you have 
documented? What is your interpretation of these women’s experience?

That war has been tested on the bodies and lives of women of all ages. It is possible that 
this will continue to happen. This has to stop ... women are raped, sexually harassed, as-
saulted, they are courted, humiliated, manhandled, raped, murdered, maimed, prostituted, 
displaced, their properties are stolen, they are discriminated, tormented and there is ab-
solutely no problem. And the most frightening: 30 men raped her in front of her children, 
and then they murdered her and burned her body and then: What about the mental health 
of all those women who have been victims and who still are victims? And with the women 
who witnessed these atrocities? There are many questions that still need to be answered.
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Abuse

Resignation

Overcoming
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ON THE IMPACT OF VIOLENCE ON WOMEN AND ON THE TESTIMONIES

What do you think of the women victims who have testified for the project?

That they are inventive, creative, wonderful and transformative women: in spite of what 
they have gone through and suffered, they have coped, and they now recognize their 
rights as women, and they have transformed truth and justice: therefore you women are 
really valuable people...
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Have you learned something for your own life? Have you changed your life or the 
way you see the world or the way you see women with this job? In what way?

As for my own life, I there is one very big lesson: I have never suffered in this life. The 
grief of war on the bodies and lives of women, that is really pain and grief.

It changed my table of values, it helped me sort out reality from utopia.

It reinforced my heartfelt admiration for our women victims, because it revealed how 
important their memory can be confronted with our reality in order to promote transfor-
mation. These women have an inner strength and power that the dark forces of war are 
trying to crush every day, but they have not succeeded.
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The work you have done also implies confronting the women’s grief and suffering. 
How have you attempted to address that? What things were useful for you in terms 
of channelling grief or anger? If applicable, how did your own experiences of vio-
lence turn out to be useful in the work you have carried out?

These women’s grief made me start writing poetry again and I think that generated in me 
a certain rift that kept me alert and attentive, talkative but analytical, thoughtful and that 
impregnated my heart.

What helped me the most were the examples of the women themselves, who were vic-
tims, yes, but active participants, not all of them, that is true, but the vast majority.
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The work you have done also implies confronting the women’s grief and suffering. 
How have you attempted to address that? What things were useful for you in terms 
of channelling grief or anger? If applicable, how did your own experiences of vio-
lence turn out to be useful in the work you have carried out?

Reading a lot, walking.
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The work you have done also implies confronting the women’s grief and suffering. How have you 
attempted to address that? What things were useful for you in terms of channelling grief or anger? 
If applicable, how did your own experiences of violence turn out to be useful in the work you have 
carried out?

Psychologically you follow the process as told by each of the women, it’s like everything was hap-
pening to you and you step into these women’s shoes.

I feel the same as they do with an experience of violence but I am still not able to confront it and 
speak about it.

These experiences have affected me psychologically because I believe at night I had violent night-
mares, related to the topic, I thought (I felt) that someone was following me.

It affected me to know about the experience of a woman who suffered and who has silenced her 
grief to many people they know and who also is a great woman and friend of mine.
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Can you describe some hard moments and positive moments in the communication 
or in the work with victims and testimonies?

A difficult time was not knowing what to say, what to do; impotence both paralyzes and 
dehumanizes.

Positive moments are when the women themselves recognized and exalted the work I 
was doing on behalf of women’s rights, when they ask us not to falter before so much 
violence: because many women are required to guide, help, and accompany others.
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Have you learned something for your own life? Have you changed your life or the 
way you see the world or the way you see women with this job? In what way?

Reference to my life, there are many things that have changed: I analyze situations more 
thoroughly; I face reality more, I have more of a sense of belonging (which already exist-
ed before), I am much more sensitive ...

I think that, in reality, like every human being, a lot has happened in my life, but (I think) all 
these stories compared to mine, my grief or suffering is almost nothing compared to theirs.
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of 
the situation, why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

Women are brave in the midst of grief.

Their strength, their will to keep up with the struggle, the urge to keep on talking even in 
grief, in mourning, and in suffering.

To keep up the struggle for me is to continue living.



Memory weavers Spinning life

What thoughts do you have on the types of human rights violations that you have 
documented? What is your interpretation of these women’s experience?

It is painful to see that one of the theories of feminism is quite true: The continuum of vio-
lence in the lives of women. One brief statistic: Over 90% of them have suffered multiple 
experiences of violence and many of them with their spouses or at home, and sometimes 
they claim that such violence at home has marked them more that the violence experi-
enced at war. Despite being in the 21st century, we still have a serious problem and when 
I hear the witnesses providing their testimonies, I am assailed by the question of whether 
all the effort and work of prevention against violence has had an impact or not. There is 
still the need to continue working to decrease it.
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House of happy women.
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Thinking about your work (as a documentalist, encoder, transcriber, coordinator) 
... what took you the most effort? Would you change anything if the work started 
again today?

What took me the most effort in this job is having to know so many stories of violence 
that have transpired in the lives of these women victims of armed conflict.

And what I would transform or change would be having to listen to so much violence 
and impunity that affect the women who have lived through all of that and to whom the 
cruelty of war is listening.
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of 
the situation, why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

Generally when this type of work performed it is difficult not to have certain expectations 
by the women in terms of possible benefits. There were some women who only wished 
they were heard; when we were in Tibu I did a fairly long interview, I do not remember 
the name of the woman. But when I stopped recording, she continued talking and talking, 
again repeating many of the things he had lived through as if she wanted them not to exist 
anymore. When she said goodbye she said we may not meet again but thank you, thank 
you very much for listening. Her story was about what she and her family and a whole 
community had lived through during a paramilitary raid on La Gabarra.

“Just by listening, you can do a lot of good to people”
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FROM YOUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

It means dreaming, loving, resisting, enjoying, mourning, thinking and reflecting, learn-
ing to listen, sharing, recalling.

It also means a chance to start what “before” was considered to be a utopia.

And it means that in the midst of the grief, we can build a new “Motherland”.

The training (at the beginning) was too much.
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ON THE IMPACT OF VIOLENCE ON WOMEN AND ON THE TESTIMONIES

What do you think of the women victims who have testified for the project?

They are the women of strength and persistence
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FEELINGS_REASONING

This is the space for sisterhoodlike and creative creation. A space for the ancestral 
woman inhabiting us, who is struggling to survive in humanity and weave the char-
acters of barbarism and oblivion, one lump of sugar at a time, and it has a name: 
MEMORY. Now this takes your hand and, as if she was your partner for life, whispers 
in your ear not to let the years and silence bury more and more the history of women ...

Let us take the hand of the ancestral woman; of that old woman and predecessor to 
us who has left us a legacy and inhabits within us, to celebrate life, dreams, history 
and above all to make an act of resistance against imposed amnesia.

THE SMELL THAT LIVES IN YOUR MEMORY

Describe your feelings as from the sense of smell ... what was the smell of history that 
remember the most?

The smell of the countryside ... to feel the fog, the cold, I see many trees ... running at high 
speed ... silence ... but I can hear the cries.
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Tell us about some of the stories that have touched / affected / impacted you the most 
or the deepest in your heart. Give us some details of the situation, why it was impor-
tant, why it had such an impact on you.

I was struck by the story of Yenedith, because listening to her is like living through it all, 
she cried with so much grief when she witnessed how they killed her spouse and brother, 
her brother aged 16, she did not understand why they caught him by the neck and they 
pushed him up against the wall. And he was saying: Don’t kill me! Don’t kill me!

She uselessly told them not to kill him: with a knife he was beheaded, she said that having 
seen the jets of blood from the body of her brother and the body of her husband lying there, 
she ran, leaving her baby, and she fainted. She lost her memory for a week. For me it was 
important because I did not think a woman, after having seen a scene like that, would have 
the courage and strength to move forward, although when he was a child she saw her mother 
hanging from a rope where she had committed suicide. She is worthy of admiration.
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Ethnic Diversity
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We want peace



Memory weavers Spinning life
Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of the situation, 
why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

This is the story of a woman: one day, without explanation, gunmen arrived at the school where she worked as 
a teacher to give her a deadline to leave the village, she left with her family and took refuge in another town.

After a while when she manages to form a new life project, there comes a warning in which they are informed 
that they are going to kill all the townspeople; some fled others did not believe it was true, and they stayed.

She leaves with her family, tells about all the suffering and anguish experienced after they found out that 
all those who remained in the village had been killed, with the women raped before being killed in front 
of their families.

She tells us about how terror seized her when one day some men came and retained them within their own 
home for eight days until luckily they managed to flee. They moved to another town but nobody wanted 
to help, they had to sleep in the street, suffering from hunger, after a few days a lady who offered them a 
room, but someone told them they had better leave, as it was a trap, they would be killed as in that house 
there were paramilitaries. Not knowing what to do, they flee.

She decides to call a brother and tell him what was happening, he tells her to go and live where he is and 
help him run a business, she turned out to be very good manager, the business grew, her children attended 
school, all seemed well. She thought that finally this suffering was over but her tragedy begins again, 
unable to pack anything it is again time to flee.

She then arrives in Bogota, with her husband and four children, her ordeal began again, sleeping on the 
street, going hungry, they are far from their land and far from what they know how to do. But this brave 
woman coped, she did not let fear take hold of her, with her husband and children she began to recycle, in 
order to pay for a room, thus she managed to pull out their four children. This woman did not let injustice 
in this country put an end to her and her family.

It is better to be with fear, than to stop being because of fear.
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Have you learned something for your own life? Have you changed your life or the 
way you see the world or the way you see women with this job? In what way?

I knew about some imprints that the war had left in the department of Putumayo, but 
after listening I could understand the seriousness of the matter. Families suffer endless 
grief and anxieties and the state can do all the reparation it wants, we will never be able 
to restore tranquillity in these women, who suffer in silence and their grief somatises in 
their bodies with all kinds of diseases like cancer, gastritis or something in all of the body.

Changes in me: I live life very happily, I try not to complicate things, my decisions are 
directed towards preventing abuse or violence from me and from my family.

The women: This reaffirmed that patriarchy has imposed on us suffering for many years 
and for many more. This has enabled us women to realize: I am happiness. That I have to 
seek my own happiness and wellbeing, and we expect others do and say and decide for 
us. Until when?
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FROM YOUR PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

1.  In the personal sphere it meant learning in capital letters because I understood that there 
are women who really suffer in life and I really do not know how they cope in order to re-
main standing. There are no words to define so much ... no, I do not know how to call it...

2.  As work experience, since I transcribed the first testimony I realized the significance that 
a project of memory contributes to the peace accords. It is an honour to be part of this 
process. And as a social communicator and journalist this project has given me more than 
what I learned in the academic sphere. If you want to know which country you live in, 
you have to talk with victims, this is an issue that the mass media are no longer interested 
in, here, he who steals, murders, traffics and lies makes the headlines. For these reasons it 
is important to spread the word and invent 1000 ways for the average citizen to know at 
least the way and the macabre form in which wars are carried out as well as all the forms 
of violence; how ruthless and cruel humans can be, but especially how each act of evil, 
murder, rape, kidnapping and disappearance, although they may seem the same, none of 
them is the same as another. Furthermore, we can see that this violence has no reason to 
justify its existence. Each time a victim testifies, you conclude that war has no reason to be.
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Can you describe some hard moments and positive moments in the communication 
or in the work with victims and testimonies?

Hard:

The moment I read the first testimony about torture and the first testimony on displace-
ment. It was hard to read a testimony of a woman who after 10 years was still looking 
for her missing spouse and clung to her faith. It was hard to read about sexual violence.

Positive:

The testimonies of the women who had family and community support and enough inner 
strength to go on with their lives and into new projects to continue living, willing and 
smiling.
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What would you like to share with other women who participated in the project?

I would like to share how well I have felt to be able to work on this project

•  It thought it was very nice how the text reflects the way that each woman participated. 
It is always important to see how the encoder encodes, why the interviewer asks ques-
tions in this way or why she delves deeper into a topic, and to see how respondents see 
themselves: as victims or not.

•  It was very nice for me to see how each part of the project affected the next, how each 
part was independent but in the end all of them together fulfil the project requirements, or 
rather how these requirements adapt to what has already been collected as information.

•  The wonderful time I have spent with my colleagues both inside and outside the Pacific 
Route house.
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What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

Having been part of this process fills me with dreams and desires to make the women’s 
voices be heard like thunder in this phase. Every word, every gesture of the women made 
me reaffirm what I was born for, what I trained for and why I decided to conduct my life 
on a path of personal and collective pleasure and grief: that path is feminism. Today more 
than ever I can say I am following the road of feminism, that was where I learned to rec-
ognize and acknowledge other women, that is where I understood the dialectics of society 
and it is also where I learned to split from society. So that is why today I walk holding 
hands with women victims to make our voices heard and our truth is not dropped into the 
shadows of Colombian history.

Experiences to share? Loads of them ...
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Perks and promotions

This struck me in a horrible way, because there is this mother who tells us that she 
looked for him all over heaven and earth, she reported him as missing and after several 
months no one gave her any news whatsoever about this loved one of hers. But as she 
well says, from heaven to earth nothing can be hidden. You can imagine, when corpses 
appear in a mass grave in Ocaña and she has to travel to make sure they unearth them 
so she can look among these rotten, stinking bones and then recognize after this search, 
with the stench of rotting human beings, and recognize that these smelly remains were 
really her son.

Without the women’s voices there can not be a new America!!
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of 
the situation, why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

I think I learned a lot from the story of the lady for whom I painted the mandala.

She is a woman who showed me, by means of her story, all the possibilities there are to 
face such difficult situations as the ones she experienced.

The eldest son of this woman was made to disappear and was then found dead with a 
guerrilla uniform on. From that moment, her younger son went into a depression and 
became addicted to drugs, and he too was killed in a gang fight. Elisabeth has visited 
several psychiatrists because of her diagnosis of depression, until she realized that her 
ability to cope consisted in breaking the silence she had maintained for many days. Today, 
Elisabeth has filed claims against ...
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Can you describe some hard moments and positive moments in the communication 
or in the work with victims and testimonies?

The hardest moments were seeing these women cry and how you forced yourself not to 
cry even if you wanted to because you did not want them to feel even worse.

The positive moments were when listening to many of these women tell their story and 
seeing how they took like burden off their shoulders, as many of them had not reported 
the facts out of fear, nor had they found anyone in their same situation.
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of 
the situation, why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.
From the testimonies that I have read and codified the one that taught me the most was a teenager 
interviewed by the regional documentalists in Santander. It concerns a young woman who was 
kidnapped by a faction of an illegal armed group and who was enslaved for nearly three years. She 
was forced to be a sex slave for some members of the group and she tells us that during this period 
she was supporting her family emotionally so they did not rush and report the facts, thus risking 
their lives. It is the example of resilience against bad times. Once released, she was diagnosed with 
cancer of the uterus, after all those rapes and ill-treatment, but she always struggled to heal herself 
and never lose hope of finding a cure. Today she is the mother of a child and community leader.

She now fights for the rights of children and works in training young people and adolescents in pre-
venting Sexually Transmitted Diseases, which makes you believe that by means of positive coping, 
you can make use of a negative experience to work on prevention with young people.

I was shocked by so much maturity in such a young girl.
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The work you have done also implies confronting the women’s grief and suffering. 
How have you attempted to address that? To channel the pain or anger what things 
have helped him? If applicable, how have they affected your own experiences of 
violence experienced at work you have done?

In confronting the grief and suffering of these women, the connection and harmony of the 
working group was of immense help for me, this allowed me to socialize the concerns, the 
impotence, the disgust and the questions that occurred to me after each transcription. Be-
ing heard out by Sonia, Ana Leticia, Erika and Tina allowed me to channel and transform 
these feelings, in such a way, especially, that they did not affect me. This also allowed me 
to ponder over the personal, family and group experiences of the women who had been 
interviewed.
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Thinking about your work (as documentadora, coding, transcriber, coordinator) ... 
what it cost you more? Did you change anything if work started today?

I really had no inconveniences to type out the transcripts from the regional structure.

It is true, however, that repeatedly hearing the voices of many women break down is 
not easy, getting to know about the human rights violations they had suffered much less 
so, and more so in a state that is supposedly follows a social rule of law, however, hav-
ing heard the strength and scope of their actions and their position on the current con-
text helped me continue with my role and made me want to convey their emotions and 
thoughts in text in the best way possible, because they deserve to be heard, read and 
understood.
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of 
the situation, why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

One of the stories I have learned the most from is the lady who, despite losing her five 
family members and having had to face many situations at that time, still struggles to go 
ahead with her life, always saying that “God” is justice.
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What thoughts do you have on the types of human rights violations that you have 
documented? What is your interpretation of these women’s experience?

The armed and political conflict facing Colombia needs negotiation – quickly... each 
passing day in this country thousands of people continue to suffer as a result of disposses-
sion. We are losing everything. It takes unity, lots of shouting and demanding your rights 
especially by women; this needs to stop and a revolution of the system is necessary but 
also a revolution of subjectivities and dreams.



Memory weavers Spinning life

The work you have done also implies confronting the women’s grief and suffering. How have 
you attempted to address that? To channel the pain or anger what things you have served? 
If applicable, how have they affected your own experiences of violence experienced at work 
you have done?

For women, historically, access to words has been a constant struggle and has been a great achieve-
ment, as this is how to socialize sadness, the impacts, the grief that come up when reading some 
interviews and reading the cards has made it possible to socialize with one’s colleagues at work and 
with friends all that work of expressing and sharing those sorrows which were read and that impacted 
on you. This made it possible to confront the grief brought about in the stories in a very assertive way.

In addition, they have allowed us to dream about our projects, about other forms of conceiving life, 
they have allowed us to dream a better world, confronting the grief from the political-collective 
proposals they made, they allowed us to think critically about the work being done with women and 
on the effectiveness of institutional or state projects.

I have confronted grief using the spaces that I share with other women, sharing with the women 
around me and listening, trying not to judge and having deterministic positions on life and on the 
spaces occupied by women.

I have confronted grief by wondering about my relations with these women and about my possibil-
ity of dreaming up a better world for women.
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of 
the situation, why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

•  It was a sunny afternoon and the mother was told that her son was snatched from home 
by some men, she follows them but she never sees her son again, they lied to her saying 
they had him nearby, somewhere else and they were all lies, and this is now many years 
ago and it is uncertain whether he is alive or dead, there are several versions, all I know 
is that this mother will not rest until she knows the truth about the whereabouts of her 
son, she does not lose hope, she just cries and begs God for a lot of courage and strength.

•  I learned that one should never lose hope and that one should always be with God.
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Tell us about some of the stories you have learnt the most with. Tell us the details of 
the situation, why it was so important, what lessons you obtained from it.

The most valuable learning from my work as coordinator was the perseverance of many 
women in search for punishment, reparation and in many cases for justice. I especially re-
member the story of a woman with a lesbian sexual orientation, who was a victim of armed 
actors and who ever since the incident occurred has sought justice and attention. Also in this 
story I learned the importance and value of maintaining principles and fighting for what you 
want, she always expressed in her story the fight against discrimination and acceptance of 
LGBTI people, and also her struggle to keep her mate in safety and free from any risks. She 
fought for these issues in spite of the consequences that could bring for her and her integrity.

Another story from which I learned to maintain happiness and hope in spite of how tough 
life can be was that of a woman from Tibu, Yulerdis, who was struggling for a better life 
despite the risks against her integrity and that of her children. She was always cheerful, 
hopeful and this allowed her, in my opinion, to reach her ultimate goal of saving her chil-
dren from forced recruitment by the FARC.
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What has this process meant for you? List some of the experiences that you consider 
more relevant in this work you have participated in.

This process has been a complete learning process for me. And I have learned to listen, to 
smile, to be observant, to have more solidarity, to find and know myself.

As significant references:

•  Political responsibility before my country.

•  Getting to know places that are so close geographically and so far away from the life 
of the rest of the country.

•  Getting to know each of the other women in my team.

•  Reinforcing the importance of working with women and of recognising their rights.
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9.3. Documenting cases of sexual violence

I was shocked when the interviewees were asked whether they had experienced 
any sexual violence. The silence ... then there is some crying, the voice changes 
immediately; here is a woman who was speaking about this for the first time. Her 
testimony was hurting and I still hear the shout she had expressed when crying 
seemed hopeless. Rape is such a vile, despicable act, I do not understand how the 
offender can continue sleeping peacefully How can he go on with his life knowing 
the damage he has made? One automatically starts to burden oneself with that 
grief, with that fear, one is always alert in the street, because a woman, for the 
mere fact of being a woman, can be raped. Encoder.

Probably the experience of violence that made the most impact on the interviewers and 
encoders was sexual violence. As stated in the above quote, the senselessness of the horror 
and the use of contempt against women as a strategy of war entails an enormous impact 
not only on the direct victims but also on the people who listen, on those who are also hurt 
and moved by the experience. Besides, for the women in the project and for in general, 
this meant an increased awareness of their gender’s vulnerability in a power environment 
dominated by men turned into victimizers.

For the interviewers it brought about a greater emotional containment when trying to keep 
calm in front of the horror, while attempting to contribute with empathy to the victim’s 
account of her testimony.

What impressed me the most was the woman raped by a member of the police force 
at age 15. Her pregnancy, the product of that rape, the persecution by that man 
when he realized about that pregnancy with death threats. This was very hard to 
hear. I had stomach cramps. I remember the interview ended with me badly affect-
ed. I wanted to cry but could not because the person who was next to me, well, my 
job was to give her a lot of strength. I also remember that while she had had two 
glasses of water I was already on my fourth. Still now, when I am writing this, I’m 
crying. Putumayo, D.

The documentation of sexual violence also questioned the naturalisation and invisibility 
that still occurs in such human rights violations. The impact of the stigma, guilt or shame 
in women victims, is transmitted as an even greater injustice and senselessness for any-
body who listens to their stories.

Perhaps what most impacted me and still impacts me and continues impressing 
me in documenting cases of sexual violence, is, without doubt, that this is still a 
powerful strategy of war and that women continue naturalizing it, feeling guilty 
or ashamed of this type of experiences. Many may recognize their negative expe-
rience and victimhood as a mere consequence of the war and their lives as wom-
en, not as a violation of human rights and a premeditated act by armed groups. 
Encoder.
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The documentation of cases confronted not only with the grief or injustice of the facts, it 
was also a puzzle in confronting war strategies that make up the collective modus operan-
di of the perpetrators, and the way in which such actions are taken individually. If now the 
logic of war is directed to controlling territory and population, the case of sexual violence 
binds these two objectives in the same strategy as the bodies of women are considered a 
territory to be controlled.

In cases of sexual violence, I was impressed, all the way in which violence is exert-
ed on the body, how offenders feel they have control of women’s bodies, how they 
humiliate and belittle women as from their bodies. I was impressed by the state in 
which battered women find themselves after the facts. It is a way to annul women, 
their lives, dreams and their lives with their couples. Encoder.

The documentation of cases also involved, for many of those involved in the project, a 
thorough examination of the complaint and resistance, of the social and cultural construc-
tions that naturalize such violence and which also imply a strategy of control over the 
autonomy of the women.

The female body has historically been raped and violated; it is on the female body 
that aesthetics and imaginary powers have been woven. Again, even if we take up 
and repeat feminist slogans, such as “My body is mine, this body of mine is not to 
be used, not to be killed, whether naked or dressed you must respect our lives”. 
The androcentric, patriarchal construction on the constant sexual availability of 
our bodies, is a very deep and strong social construction that has made it impossi-
ble for our autonomy and our decision making on our bodies to become a reality. 
Encoder.

In their reflections, many of the interviewers or encoders noted the huge impact on wom-
en victims, and the impression that this impact leaves on anybody who listens to them.

Of the cases of sexual violence what impressed me was the indelible impact on the 
body, bodily feelings, memories, sensations, fears, and impotence. Sexual violence 
used by armed groups as a form of terror and generating submission through sexual 
access by force, is accompanied by other multiple forms of violence and women 
have to live every day with the murder of relatives, friends and acquaintances. 
Database.

The use of sexual violence as an act of extreme suppression, i.e. as a form of torture, is a 
huge conditioning factor in the lives of women and a permanent reminder of submission 
and contempt they were subjected to, questioning even the ability to enjoy and care of 
their own bodies and identities.

With corporal memory. Memory will prevent, in most cases, the eroticism of the 
body, will deny pleasure and will promote sexual inexplorability for the rest of 
their lives. Antioquia, C.
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I consider sexual violence to be one of the most aggressive violences against the 
female body and, however, they are the ones who are still standing and have gen-
erated processes to overcome memory and grief. Database.

In addition to grief, suffering and the impact on the body and on sexuality, most women 
have faced frequent feelings of guilt associated with a negative response and the blaming 
of victims that takes place on a more general level (Did you care of your children al-
ready? and what was she doing there?)

That women feel guilty about what happened, as if it was their fault, that made me 
feel very bad, that they had done nothing and in spite of that felt guilty. Bolivar, D.

Therefore, the documentation of sexual violence in interviews always came in second 
place, like a hidden place where women have saved that experience protecting themselves 
from prejudice or stigma. Only under conditions of maximum confidence would such ex-
periences surface and be shared in a context of empathy. These experiences show the need 
for specific research strategies and support conditions that generate sufficient confidence 
in women. The implications and impacts of sexual violence in the armed conflict prolong 
themselves in everyday-life affective and sexual relationships.

What impresses me is the silence of women in front of such a situation: “I have 
never discussed this with anyone; I am ashamed, I’ll tell you, because I know I can 
count on your discretion. This situation is only known by the lady doctor and now I 
am telling you. This is very difficult; it destroyed my relationship with my partner. 
When he touches me, I remember everything. He does not know, I have never told 
him nor will I tell him”. Bolivar D.

Silence is not only a self-protective response against a stigmatizing context, it is also part 
of the strategies of war and control over women.

In addition, there were actions of intimidation to accede to women’s bodies. The 
persecutions and threats that are made after committing the rape. That in spite of 
the grief, women have become used to this violence, and the fact that shame and 
fear are other variables that silence the truth. Cauca, C.

As noted below, prejudice and negative responses that many-times women have had when 
they have tried to share their experiences, have made sexual violence not only a more inti-
mate experience, but often have encapsulated it as a form of preservation and protection.

Women do not like to talk about those experiences. They prefer to shut up and live 
with the grief, this is better than anyone knowing. They do not want to be judged 
nor do they want to be pitied. Putumayo, D.

The way women’s bodies were used ... I was shocked to see the impotence, the 
feeling of helplessness, the inability to do anything and to have helped them ... but 
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something that I value and cherish from them is their courage... they were very 
brave ... very brave. Valle, T.

The continuum of violence against women can be seen in an emblematic way in cases of 
sexual violence.

What struck me is that there were cases in which the person who had incited sex-
ual violence was their father and that the mother was complicit in that she knew 
about this, but since she was blackmailed by the husband she could not say or do 
anything. Putumayo, D.

Her cousin told us she was a beautiful African woman who had been raped in 
front of her teenage children by various militia members of the FARC; she was 
then burned alive in the village basketball court. This is a case of absolute, wild, 
unjustified and wanton cruelty, for which there has not been any justice. What 
happened to those traumatized children? What did that woman do to deserve 
that?, Clearly nothing. She was punished for being a beautiful poor woman. 
Choco, D.

Those feelings of stigma and shame also tell the experience of some women who collect-
ed testimonies of victims. In some cases the experiences of sexual violence represented a 
common thread in the experience of many women.

Now I am no longer ashamed to acknowledge and accept that I come from a family 
in which the grandfather has raped the women, and that this has been a progres-
sive process, because my brothers, out of fear, or embarrassment, said nothing. In 
spite of that; I transformed my life and I owe it to this process because it has given 
me the opportunity to confront, mull and discuss this with my sisters. Without 
shame, I approached my mother, which I used to blame for doing nothing ... when 
she was also a victim. Antioquia, D.

For this reason I said to my team mates, that I was not going to document sexual 
cases. But in the middle or at the end of the interview, they always told me of the 
sexual violence. This violence marks you for life. In such cases as in which wom-
en recognise those effects, they never want to have sex anymore, because of the 
cruelty of the rape they had been subjected to and because the grief outweighs the 
grief caused by the absence or loss of loved ones. The indifference of the State not 
to prevent, recognize and punish those guilty. Antioquia, D.

Expressions of cruelty are also found in other cases of torture, but in cases of sexual vio-
lence they include a symbology of contempt and power over women that affect the whole 
of society and especially women.

I was struck by the cruelty that occurs. The nonexistent consideration for women, 
the violence of the act, the helplessness felt by the woman, the audacity of the per-
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petrators, the evil. How little they leave to the woman, how difficult it is to recover 
the body, the mind and the soul after such a heinous act. Putumayo, D.

I was very impressed by a woman that was raped in the village of Salao. After 
killing her, he introduced a stick into her vulva. Bolivar D.

In addition to the silence and the cruelty, the widespread nature of many of these collected 
experiences shows the importance of mechanisms of research, prevention and support 
that do not dissociate sexual violence from the conditions of violence against women as 
a whole.

Although a total of 35 cases can not be taken as a representative sample of Co-
lombia, it is an important example for a single municipality. 35 documented cases, 
29 women have been sexually abused. This proportion is terrifying, but the per-
petrators were not always armed actors. Yes, it is evidence of what women and 
their bodies mean for men, and for local society, which somehow tolerated such 
violence. Most impressive is how this has become naturalized not only by society 
and by the families in particular, but by the female victim. This has made it possi-
ble for it to happen several times to the same woman. Risaralda, D.

What impressed me the most of sexual violence is how it has become so massive 
and repetitive. It happens to almost anyone and it happens often. There was a case 
in which ALL the relatives of the interviewee that was speaking had raped her. 
Database.

The documentation process also involves reflections on the need to foster experiences 
and violence prevention that have their own support networks and women’s movements.

Having spaces of refuge (like the Casa Matria shelter for women...) where for dif-
ferent types of actions can be developed (mental health, alternative health, among 
others) with female victims of sexual violence. Antioquia, C.

This also entails a review of passive images of women victims. If anything highlights the 
documentation of cases collected by the Women’s Pacific Route is the capacity of resist-
ance and the need to have perceptions and demands from the women in these processes, 
and not just take them to the attention of people generating pity, but producing admiration 
and respect.

What most impressed me is the strength with which they have managed to deal 
with the situation, the wisdom with which they have expressed their grief and how 
they have tried to overcome it. Choco, D.

I was very impressed at the way they did it with this woman. And the force with 
which the woman tells the story. This is a strong woman. Risaralda, D.
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10.  Epilogue. Emerging elements of reflection  
on the development of the project

Violence kills desires. It kills life. A person who does not have wishes, does not 
live. Antioquia, C.

Carrying out a project of the dimensions presented here, both reference to the team of 60 
people working, the volume of information of 1000 individual and collective testimonies, 
and the regional presence of the Women’s Pacific Route in 9 regions of the country, was 
a huge organizational and personal effort, which also implies learning and challenges for 
the future. Contact with such serious human rights violations practiced against women, 
increasing the workload of the Route, the recognition from other organizations and the 
level of expectations of the women interviewed in relation to the Route, are elements in 
the reflections resulting from the development of the project over nearly three years of 
activities. This epilogue includes some final thoughts from the coordinators as an overall 
evaluation of the process.

As a team we were able to demonstrate a link between professionalism and hu-
manity. Everybody’s commitment contributed towards making a great contribution 
in terms of logistics, learning and research. We became complicit in our affections, 
we found support among ourselves, we felt the grief of the war in the voices of 
our women, with whom were equals, and finally we articulated training processes 
geared towards having a valuable team that minimally contributed to reparation, 
as you listen to the women who gave their valuable testimony of life and strength. 
Risaralda, C.

The importance of the protection of information and of the victims is also pointed out, 
in a context of insecurity and violence where the goals are often limited by contextual 
difficulties, all of which shows the importance of the organisational process to make this 
work possible.

The impact has to do with the fact that we are all very responsible and we like 
things to go as planned and when we have planned them. Within the regional 
structure we set up a sub-team and that allowed us to see an impact on the 
whole regional structure and handle sensitive information when it is best to do 
so in this manner. This was the right decision for the objectives of the project. 
Santander, C.

All of that meant both a shock and a confirmation for the Women’s Pacific Route as a 
movement. It was a shock in terms of confronting the horror experienced by women, a 
hitherto unknown dimension even for the Route itself, as well as a confirmation of the 
victims’ option of being active women in the process of reconstruction, personal and 
collective recovery and peace building in the country. No peace nor reconstruction is 
possible without taking into account such issues.
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From the point of view of learning and challenges, the considerations included in this 
systematization should be taken into account in any process to be developed in the future 
as a contribution to peace and to the respect for the rights and dignity of women. The 
conditions and methods that have made this project possible should also be ensured in the 
future Historical Memory, Truth Commissions and human rights research work, hope-
fully in better social and security conditions than those experienced in this work. In this 
sense the Women’s Pacific Route’s project has brought about a series of lessons regarding 
organizational conditions, local integration and participation of victims in such processes, 
in order for them to fulfil an effective role, not only in documenting cases, but also in the 
reconstruction of the social fabric. In organizational and training terms, there should be 
a commitment to: defining team selection criteria; preparing teams by means of training 
workshops; the need to closely follow up the teams’ work and monitoring the conditions 
in which the activities are carried out.

The development of the project could be carried out thanks to the commitment to work 
and to accompanying women victims, despite a context of violence and limited resources, 
as a contribution to society by women’s movements and by the victims themselves:

This project comes from the National Coordination of the Women’s Pacific Route, 
and a series of training sessions have been carried out, as well as accompaniments 
in the regions and guidance in terms of protection and self-protection. The work is 
not easy, the whole issue of resources is not easy, the reality of the conflict is not easy, 
but here is a valuable project of seeking truth from whatever the conditions are. This 
Commission is an exercise in terms of reporting facts, not to generate more blame 
on us women, because we did not create this war, it is a consequence of the atrocities 
that, for the most part, are the responsibility of the State. National, C.

With respect to Women’s Pacific Route itself, the impact of the project can be seen both 
within the organization and in its relations with other movements and networks of women 
in the struggle for peace, or with the institutions of the country. The development of the 
project made it possible to approach women victims of the armed conflict in Colombia.

Recognizing that the armed conflict affects all of us women, it is a reality that 
happens in the capital of the department and in nearby municipalities and that 
such events are relatively recent. Besides, sharing with women victims of war in 
the country in which they have overcome so many difficulties allowed for the rec-
ognition of their ways of thinking, acting and assuming the violent context, with a 
resilient attitude that sets aside the conception of “ weakness” that people have of 
women in the Colombian context. Risaralda, C.

Meanwhile other coordinators emphasize the challenge implied in returning the memory 
and the support and assistance work to the victims of violence in the contexts.

The project’s impact on the group’s dynamics was positive. It made it possible to gen-
erate a greater proximity between the participants; it also allowed for an approach 
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to the various social issues that affect women victims of conflict. In the end, what we 
believe is that we are indebted to each of the women who were interviewed and who 
had the fortitude, generosity and courage to face their memories and their experienc-
es in order to contribute to this Truth Commission being a reality today. We believe 
that, given that debt, we have to provide new hopes we have to regain the affections 
established in the process and return their narratives towards a real transformation 
of the reality that each of them is living through in this conflict. Antioquia, C.

The impact of the project in the regions so far has been tempered by its low-profile and 
the protection conditions in which it developed. Its visibility will be greater as the dissem-
ination of results approaches.

Its impact is not yet fully in sight, not because it will not have an impact but 
because we have not done anything to display the results. But if you can see the 
impact on women who gave their testimonies. Some expressed feeling much relief, 
feeling that it was the first time they could tell what had happened to them, the first 
time they could trust somebody as to what they would do with their testimonies. 
One can not say what the impact is like, but one knows there will be one. Cauca, C.

Likewise with the development of the project, there is clearly a more comprehensive 
approach and participation of women in the Women’s Pacific Route.

There were many women who were able to tell their stories and likewise let go of 
many burdens they were carrying. So far there are women who want to do the ex-
ercise of telling their stories; women who did not want to start the project because 
they were not feeling able and ready, and upon seeing the result obtained by their 
companions, they now ask us to do the work. This has opened the space for wom-
en, allowing them to vent it all out, to drop the emotional baggage that had been 
heaving for so long. We say it is a work of considerable importance and of great 
political significance. Choco, C.

Among the challenges of the project is the possibility that these women’s voices are 
heard in the country, thus unifying support for the victims, with research of the facts and 
a search for solutions to the political conflict.

At the time they were doing the whole process there was a huge interest and lots 
of expectations. There were women who felt like we had done a great contribution 
to the country and to women in general. I think the impact is that it allowed us 
women to know we have something in our hands that will be useful for us in the 
work we are doing, and obviously also that we have to raise our voices. One of 
the companions said that at long last women are going to be heard and not the 
perpetrators. Cauca, C.

Another key element in this process was the relationship of the Women’s Pacific Route 
with other organizations. The relationship with ideologically-close organizations was a 
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facilitating element, and was quite a challenge in terms of having a higher incidence and 
more collective work in the country.

We also require work and including alliances in these new discoveries and con-
tributions. Sharing our feminist approach, maintaining a dialogue and enriching 
ourselves with allies. We need to develop partnerships in our work, not only with 
victims but also with accompanying organizations. They were the first to have be-
lieved in us, they were able to work with the victims they accompany. Everything 
we have done with them has been through the trust they had on us. Now those 
ceilings of trust can contribute to taking the next few steps in the long way ahead. 
Bolivar, C.

About experience with other organizations, we had a little of everything. There 
were some very open relationships, without problems, they spoke with women to 
convince them to provide their testimonies. They asked for a bit of an exchange, 
and finally the relationship had no problems at all. Some women decided to give 
their testimonies. Bogotá, C.

In the context we are living through now in Colombia, the Women’s Pacific Route report 
project has contributed to placing the issue of violence against women in the context of 
armed conflict in the agenda.

It goes far beyond the victims, because the political work demonstrates the trans-
formation, it is a cultural transformation, and effectively putting on the table vi-
olence against women and a such taboo subject as sexual violence which no one 
wants to talk about. Nobody wants to admit that the armed conflict and the pa-
triarchal society have turned women into the eternal victims, putting that on the 
table is definitively a contribution to the transformation of the social and armed 
conflict. Putumayo, C.

The requirements for the Women’s Pacific Route in terms of an agenda supporting vic-
tims and finding a political solution to the conflict are now on the table in the context of 
hope and uncertainty brought about by the negotiations that have started with the FARC. 
Together with enormous difficulties, this context provides a framework of significance 
and opportunity to hear the voices of experience and perceive how important it is to 
take into account these methodologies and processes in the construction of a process that 
addresses the atrocities committed, that listens to victims, and that places particular em-
phasis on the women’s experiences and needs.

The definition of this work should be a national educational model as a basis for a 
new political school. It is the basis of a political university of women and it has all 
the elements for women to learn to carry out a different policy. Valle, C.
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Annex 1. Basic concepts of human rights violations

The categories of human rights violations that were considered were:

a.  Homicide or Assassination36

It is deprivation of the right to life or an attempt against life in all its forms.

b.  Extrajudicial Execution

It is murder perpetrated by state agents, or with their acquiescence. This generally has 
political goals. The qualification of arbitrary or extrajudicial execution (terms which 
can be used indistinctly), should be reserved for cases of deprivation of life as a conse-
quence of killings by state agents or with their support or tolerance. This also includes 
deaths in custody or imprisonment, as a result of torture, ill-treatment, lack of medical 
treatment or otherwise.

c.  Massacre

This is the cruel and barbaric murder of defenceless people. Two characteristics should 
be taken into account in connection with massacres:

1.  The death of several people in the same event; the collective character is brought 
about by a plural number of victims that share the same characteristics, the circum-
stances in which it was carried out, the time and place.

2.  The defenceless victims. The dead people should be found in a state of helplessness 
or vulnerability, not being armed combatants nor being involved in armed actions 
(civilian population).

d.  Forced disappearance37

Forced disappearance is considered deprivation of liberty of one or more persons, in 
whatever manner, perpetrated by agents of the State or by persons or groups of per-
sons acting with the authorization, support or acquiescence or negligence of the State, 
followed by an absence of information or a refusal to acknowledge that deprivation 
of freedom or to give information on the whereabouts of the person, or to carry out a 

36  The Statute of the International Criminal Court in Article 8.2. (C) and (i) consider these are war crimes in 
relation to non-international armed conflicts, serious violations of common article 3 of the 1949 Geneva 
Conventions.

37  In Colombia there are about 51.000 disappeared of which are 16,907 are presumed to correspond to forced dis-
appearances (figures corresponding to November 2011 according to information from the National Institute 
of Legal Medicine and Forensic Sciences – INMLCF). The loss does not only affect women directly, they 
are also the main survivors of loved ones who have to live with the condition of looking for their relatives in 
the ascertainment of truth and justice and the consequences of affective and social overload. In Article 7, the 
Statute contains an explicit reference to forced disappearances as part of crimes against humanity. I.e. it is 
treated as one of the most serious international crimes.
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timely search (within 72 hours), which prevents investigations to ascertain their where-
abouts and the exercise of legal remedies and procedural guarantees.

e.  Torture38

Torture means any act intentionally performed by means of which physical or mental 
suffering is inflicted on a person, either with the purpose of criminal investigation, as a 
means of intimidation, as personal punishment, as a penalty, or any other purpose. The 
application of methods designed to obliterate the personality of the victim or to dimin-
ish the victim’s physical or mental capacity will also be understood to constitute torture.

f. Violence against women

Violence against women means any action or threat of action or omission thereof that 
affects the physical, psychological, sexual or emotional integrity of a woman; including 
anything that may diminish their freedom in a manner that limits their power of deci-
sion. In the definition of violence against women, the responsibility of various actors 
who exercise it and the ways in which it is expressed is recognized, and State parties 
that have ratified the Belem do Para Convention have a series of obligations related to 
violence against women independently of who perpetrates it.

g. Sexual violence against women

All and any behaviour with a sexual connotation that is exerted on a woman because of 
their gender; by means of coercion, threats, intimidation or use of force. The aim is to 
dominate, destroy, rape, assault, degrade or humiliate women taking into account the 
place they occupy in the sex / gender system as well as the order which it prescribes for 
women. It can materialise in the following ways, among others:

-  Rape;
-  Touching, non-consensual manhandling, violent sexual intercourse, non-consensual 

oral sex;
-  Sexual harassment;
-  Slavery (exercise of the attributes of ownership over a person, or some of them, 

including the exercise of such power in the trafficking of persons, especially women 
and children);

-  Social and sexual control (violence against women’s bodies that is brought about by 
the codes imposed by armed groups including compulsory measures as to how to 
dress, mobility, controlling their emotional or social life, punishment, among others;

38  The Convention against Torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading punishment (CCT) was ratified by 
Colombia on December 8, 1987, thus including in the penal code the ongoing commitment to eradicate 
and ensure the protection of all persons against all forms of torture and other cruel, inhuman and degrading 
punishments, including violence. The Committee against Torture has considered violence against women, 
particularly rape and other forms of sexual violence, as acts of torture based on gender.
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-  Persecution because of sexual orientation;
-  Sexual violence against girls;
-  Forced contraception, forced abortions, forced pregnancy.

h. Forced displacement39

This consists of forcing a person or a group of people to abandon their residence or ha-
bitual place of work mostly in a non-voluntary nor free manner by means of violence or 
the threat of violence. It is defined as an act of coercion that generates a non voluntary 
exodus of people from their territory. That act of coercion can be produced by the use 
of arms, threats, intimidation, or appropriation of property.

i. Kidnapping40

Kidnapping is any deprivation of liberty of a person in which someone else is forced to 
do something in order to ensure their security or release.

j. Recruitment of children and adolescents41

This consists of forcing children and adolescents to belong to illegal armed organizations.

k. Arbitrary detention

This is any deprivation of freedom carried out either because the person was arrested 
due to any cause not established by law; there is no arrest warrant issued by a judicial 
authority; the order was issued by an authority that was not entitled to such powers; the 
authority that ordered such deprivation of freedom did not have the competencies to do 
so; once arrested, the person was not immediately delivered to the competent authority; 
and the deprivation of freedom was conducted in a manner unauthorized by law or in 
the case of preventive detention, such detention exceeded its legal limits.

39  Forced displacement is expressly prohibited by Article 17 of Protocol II to the 1977 Geneva Conventions. In 
Colombia, the Consultancy for Human Rights and Displacement, CODHES, believes that the actual figures 
exceed 5 million and over half of the displaced people of Colombia are women (UNHCR information, ac-
cessed on January 22 2013). The Constitutional Court issued a sentence (Sentence 092 in 2008) which clearly 
defines the risks and vulnerabilities that women are exposed to, unlike men, in forced displacement.

40  Hostage taking is expressly prohibited by several international standards, including common Article 3 to the 
four 1949Geneva Conventions, applicable in non-international armed conflict in its paragraph 2, letter b) and 
Article 4, paragraph 2, letter c) of Additional Protocol II to the 1949Geneva Conventions.

41  The Geneva Conventions and their additional protocols; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights; the Declaration of the Rights of the Child; and the Paris Principles and the International Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989 among others, 
are included in the existing international legal framework on recruitment of children or adolescents.
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List of codes and code number of citations per

Facts

Violations of the right to life

Murders and/or individual 
extrajudicial executions

1,752 Survivors of attack/Massacre 144

Massacres 229 Threats 672
Forced disappearance 541 Persecution or harassment 273
Wounded people 144

Violations of the right to personal integrity

Torture general descriptions 265 Extreme individual isolation  
or confinement

7

Blows without using instruments  
or blows with instruments

160 Insufficient food  
and/or food deprivation

2

Public punishment or scorn 16 Surveillance, telephone interception 21
Blindfolding and use of hoods 5 Lack of medical care 1
Hanging and / or extreme positions 5 Unsanitary conditions and / or 

deprivation of Hygiene
2

Drowning in water 6 Overcrowding 3
Drug use 0 Sleep deprivation 0
Use of electricity on the body 2 Witnessing torture of third parties 92
Use of animals 8 Threats to kill relatives 57
Burns or cuts 52 Abuse 58
Extreme temperatures 4 Other psychological torture 58
Forced work 32 Other physical torture 40

Violations of the right to personal freedom

Arbitrary detention 75 Taking of hostages (kidnapping) 178
Confinement 114 Forced recruitment 297

Violations of the right to freedom of movement

Single Forced Displacement 178 Collective forced displacement 201
Family Forced Displacement 1.197

 Violations of the right to sexual integrity

Rape 173 Forced prostitution 9
Witnessing rape 13 Torture during pregnancy  

and forced abortion
6

Threat of rape and/or sexual violence 45 Forced to use her body to get 
information

3
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Manhandling in the body 4 Seduction or insinuations  
of a sexual nature

93

Marks on the body 10 Requisitions and violation  
of women’sprivacy

4

Blows on breasts and / or genitals 8 Assault and / or verbal mockery  
of a sexual nature

25

Sexual Mutilation 2 Forced photographs of sexual content 1
Forced Nudity 8 Other forms of sexual violence 41
Sexual slavery 15

Other forms of violence against women

Physical aggression in childhood 253 Psychological abuse during adulthood 375
Physical aggression in adolescence 72 Sexual violence in childhood 187
Physical aggression during adulthood 328 Sexual violence during adolescence 75
Psychological abuse in childhood 211 Sexual violence during adulthood 85
Psychological abuse during 
adolescence

76 Impacts of these or other violence 671

Causes

Attribution of causality

Do not know 263 A fair world 11
Power of the army, guerrillas or 
paramilitaries on people

294 Due to accusations 291

Previous intergroup conflicts 
(community, roles, etc.).

41 As punishment 133

Interpersonal: envy, etc.. 92 Confession or information 55
Robbery enrichment 159 Humiliation. Discrimination 6
Socio-political: government 126 Because of being a woman 61
God 54 Attributes the cause to being a leader 158

Unfair World 177 Others 197

Effects

Individual

Sadness grief 703 Alcohol and drugs 40
Guilt or shame 60 Loneliness 112
Having repetitive thoughts. Ruminate 229 Alteration of the grieving process 214
Nightmares 28 Memory and concentration loss 78
Fear 1.189 Extreme hunger or disease due to 

difficulties of survival
113

Feelings of anger 129 Serious mental health problems 164
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Feelings of helplessness 268 Criminalization 42
Sense of injustice 149 Employment or school consequences 140
Impaired view of oneself, others or the 
world - . Attempted suicide Ex

224 Impact on one’s life plans 1.565

Health Problems 916 Loss of political projects 30
Gynaecological problems or infertility 70 Fatigue 47

Family

Economic difficulties 771 Family uncertainty and inability  
to rebuild life

119

Family disintegration 330 Family Harassment 92
Forced separation 364 Impacts on children 776
Family disputes 200 Destruction of property (house, etc..) 95
Overload and changing roles 528

Community

Destruction of homes, crops, 
community material

93 Community rupture, disintegration.  
It was impossible to live there

149

Destruction of Trade Union, collective 
group destruction

67 Complaints among the people 
themselves. Deep distrust

41

Ambivalence, community constriction 715 Harassment of the community 250
Losses and religious-cultural changes 10 Forced cohabitation with offenders 134
Changes in power relations 41 Women’s Marginalization 97

Estrategias de afrontamiento

Caution. Surveillance. Security 576 Political and social disengagement 3
Complaint or search for information 424 Talking to others, search for comfort 274
Self-control and restraint.  
Resigned acceptance

158 Not talking about what happened. 
Hiding feelings

267

Isolation 158 Search for psychosocial support 200
Religious coping 68 Organizing with women’s groups 383
Rebuilding family ties and support 394 Positive reinterpretation and growth 54
Mutual solidarity. Helping others 1.042 Direct coping 651
Social or political commitment 172 Attempt to forget. Denial 69
Political and social disengagement 98 Transformations in her role as a woman 437

Truth justice and reparations

General - descriptions of reparation of 
the damage suffered

578 Disabling of public officials 0

Land 68 Disappeared. Investigate whereabouts 
or fate of the victim

33

Goods 29 Security. Reassure the Victims  
and Witnesses

71
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Return: voluntary, safe and dignified 48 Reintegration. Promote programs 
reintegration

5

Employment 181 Compensation 198
Health. Health care 47 Compensation material: housing, etc.. 359
Psychosocial. Psychosocial care 47 Actions aimed at preventing Violence 

against Women
62

Legal. Legal or legal assistance 10 Changes. State and Legal Changes 185
Education. Educational measures  
for victims and/or their children

233 New generations. Education  
in human rights

27

Recognition. Recognition of the facts and 
ask for forgiveness for what happened

55 Gender. Gender equality and focus  
on gender in education

19

Symbols. Monuments and symbolic 
forms of memory

41 Measures against impunity.  
Training of operators

16

Truth. Knowledge of Truth 199 Demilitarization. Dismantling of 
Armed Groups and Demilitarization

117

Justice. Judging those responsible 234 Social changes.  
Changes in social structures

64

Records 2 Irreparable 364

Reporting and acces to justice

For the dignity of the victim 68 Fear or threats 235
As a way to do something with the 
anger and grief

15 Lack of confidence in the judicial 
system

63

So that there is no repetition 3 There was no way to report,  
It was impossible

22

Others 134

Perpetrators

Paramilitaries 1.183 Police force 478
Guerrilla 827 Others 344
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Annex 3. Main encoding results

Here are, from top to bottom, examples for codes that were most quoted in the interviews. 
Although several quotes may have been provided in the same testimony, these examples 
represent the stories included in the testimonies through the various codes. The following 
example corresponds to the “female victim” code.

And this was a woman who always held to her principles, she defended women a 
lot, and due to things that she was not willing to accept, they threatened her and as 
she ignored the threats, and therefore she was murdered in her own house, in her 
own bed. She was found dead, tied with barbed wire and well, they gave her some 
ugly treatment. P127: 02.29.rtf.

a) Acts of violence and human rights violations

On the facts, the main codes were murder, disappearance, displacement, rape and torture.

•  Murder / extrajudicial execution (1,752 citations)

At the same time, a few days after his death, they killed his son named Ebert, the 
child was distressed by the death of his father, there was a party and he went to 
that party and started talking about the death of his dad, but not knowing that the 
owners of the death of his father and they were there listening to him, and in front 
of everybody they went and caught him, they put him on a boat and took him away. 
Then in the boat they took him downstream and they cut him to pieces and threw 
him into the river. P430: 05.25.rtf.

•  Family forced displacement (1,115 citations)

Forced displacement and exile, apart from being human rights violations that take place as 
the “principal” violence, they are also due to the impact of other human rights violations.

So he was the one who told us: “They are insulting me, brother” ... and then they 
... they said “Well, it is time for them to go” ... well, we had to come over here and 
we had to leave everything there for them, then and the brother-in-law said: “So 
come on, let’s go, what are we going to do here,” and then we all came here to 
Dosquebradas. P669: 07.76.rtf.

•  Threats (672 citations)

Threats and security issues are part of the hazards surrounding the victims of human 
rights violations. The threats are frequent violations that are related to others and are 
frequent reasons for displacement.

When one day they knocked on the door, I opened it. I thought they had forgotten 
that (...) It was early morning, I opened the door and I see these guys coming from 
Tumaco, who came to the farm. The same guys. They were not 30 but about 8. He 
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told me, we are everywhere in the country, you know what? We don’t want to see 
you here anymore and they gave me about half hour to get out. And they said this 
phrase to me: “or is it that you want us to do to your child the same we did to you? 
P199: 02.103.rtf.

•  Disappearance (541 citations)
In some of the interviews the victims interviewed reported the forced disappearance 
of relatives and the level of terror that entails. This is frequently associated with other 
human rights violations, such as forced displacement.

The wife of an official who is now working on registration, in a notary’s office, she 
still has not found the body of her husband, and she knows who killed him there. 
(...) I am telling you that they dug a mass grave where there might be thousands 
of corpses, a pit made with a backhoe, then, well, the panic and the threats to our 
children who they said would end up there, made us leave Guerrero – Guayabal. 
P199: 02.103.rtf.

•  Massacre (229 citations)
These are mass killings involving numerous deaths. In the interviews, there are numer-
ous accounts of massacres committed in the context of the conflict, as can be identified 
in the following testimony

Yes ... that was like on 29th May 29, something like that, it was a Sunday ... the 
day of the massacre was like six p.m. and I felt something ... like God alerting 
me. Look, ropes, the air, I could hear the ropes buzz shuuu! and there almost no 
wind, one could hear a lot of roosters singing, you heard things, you felt ... the 
atmosphere felt heavy ... But the bullets, the bullets that had never heard either; 
that morning when the paramilitaries came! ... We entered the church and that 
there were a lot of deaths, what the press says is a great big lie, that’s why I do not 
believe them ... The press said there were 30 dead, or something, something like 30 
deaths. There were too many dead, there were far more than 30 deaths, that was 
... there were dead everywhere; by the entrance, all around us, everywhere. There 
were some on top of others in the amphitheatre or ... in the box, there were some 
on top of others. P780: 08.88.rtf.

•  Rape (154 citations)
Rape is an assault on women’s very integrity, privacy and dignity, and generates a tre-
mendous impact on the body, health and psyche. In the interviews we conducted there 
were cases of sexual violence against women in the context of the conflict attacking 
women’s sexual and emotional autonomy.

That, to me, is rape, after they penetrate any part of your body, that is rape. After 
doing to me whatever they wanted, they hit me, they groped me, they teased me, 
and they told me to look at their faces, you will not forget. We are not easy to for-
get. P137: 02.39.rtf.
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Threats and sexual insinuations are also frequently identified, even with minors, when 
encoding testimonies (93 citations).

She talked to him was because she was afraid of that guy, because the same friends 
had told her he was in a militia, then she said no way. What will I do with that boy 
every time I come out of school he is there and since they used to live in the school, 
they would come in when they wanted into the school and then my mother came 
and said that boy did nothing but follow me and she tells me that I am supposedly 
a very nice black woman, and she is afraid he is going to rob me and that she is 
very afraid of that. P88: 01.88.rtf.

b) Acts of domestic violence

As for domestic violence, it was possible to identify in the interviews the practice of 
violence against women by partners, relatives, or people close to the victim. About 60% 
of the women interviewed in the project were victims of some form of physical, psycho-
logical or sexual violence during childhood, adolescence or adulthood (which means a 
total of nine codes42).

•  Psychological violence in adulthood (375 citations)

Let’s not say verbally, instead he goes and speaks with the other one, he treats him 
badly. He says that somebody us impotent, that I am not able, that because am not 
going to work, this and that and everything. Let’s say that he lives like, humiliating 
me, always saying I am insignificant. P878: 09.80.rtf.

•  Physical violence in adulthood (328 citations)

Blows from my partner ... at that time I felt I did not count for him, because he ill 
treated me, I was abused twice, after that he promised never to do it again and he 
really fulfilled that, he did not do it right up to his death he never did it again, she 
realized she was pregnant and that completely transformed me, he never did that 
again, in fact, he tried to make things better but the truth is that left its mark on 
me. P483: 05.78.rtf.

•  Psychological violence in childhood (211 citations)

One can say violence, in fact the Dads of the past, either because of tradition or 
because of custom, they would always ill-treat you beating you with words or with 
drastic punishment, not like now, that people are already different with punish-
ments, if they are punished you do not speak of abuse, because they used to punish 

42  The codes identified for analysis of domestic violence committed against women are: childhood sexual vio-
lence, sexual violence in adolescence, sexual violence in adult age, physical violence in childhood, physical 
violence in adolescence, physical violence in adulthood, childhood psychological violence, psychological 
violence in adolescence and psychological violence in adulthood
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us in a really ugly manner, and then they would always say words that would mark 
you, the words that were said the most were: you idiot, you are good for nothing; 
then those words, one always feels they have marked you for life. P345: 04.47.rtf.

c) The impacts of violence in the lives of women

Human rights violations and their consequences are traumatic experiences in the sense 
policies that they involve a break in the continuity of life, changing the lives of people 
affected and therefore, for the analysis of these consequences, a set of codes has been de-
fined for individual, family and collective impacts. Here are some examples of the codes 
that appear the most in the interviews:

•  Individual impacts

Impact on life projects (1,565 citations)

I said now that I do, but I have always liked to work as a hairdresser but before this 
I used to work as one but I never meant to open a business. If you told me, Irene 
come and cut my hair, I would go and cut it and you felt good about it… sometimes 
I got paid two or three thousand for each time. But when this happened to me and 
the doctor told me you can not have children because you were selfish and how 
was I to know that this would happen to me because I could go and have a child 
later. He said you can not work, not even mopping or sweeping the floor, when it 
was the last straw, they took away all those things. P591: 06.100.rtf.

Fear (1,189 citations)

Well, fear, fear, fear. Fear, because in any case they go and tell you, go away, go 
away, well, you have so much time to leave, and the first thing you think about is 
your life, in such situations one does not think in material things, or anything but 
one’s life and what you do is you get out. We left at about 5 in the morning. Exactly, 
we arrived here, the next day at noon. P856: 09.58.

Impacts on their physical and emotional health (916 citations)

Both descriptions of diseases and other consequences in terms of emotional impact on 
women’s bodies are included here.

In my body well yes, it is reflected every minute because actually the sadness never 
leaves me, the disease is due to so much sadness, so much anguish, having so many 
things that today we can not have, then that is where so many diseases come from, 
then that is reflected a lot on me, there is no more joy for me. “ P430: 05.25.rtf.

A lot, in fact I have sugar problems, I have sweetened blood and this is from so 
much stress and thinking that at what time they will come because the rumours 
continue every day and am now speaking of the guerrilla and they were seen on 
Saturday in the village, they were loading twenty cylinders, and there were like 
two hundred men and women, and that affects you a lot. P536: 06.33.rtf.
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Impotence (268 citations)

Maybe I think what you feel throughout the body is impotence, that is what one 
really feels and that is reflected all over your mind, in your heart, in all your body, 
not being able to do anything when they are there. P267: 03.67.rtf.

Impaired vision of oneself (224 citations)

I hate men. Even my son. Two months ago my son said, “Mom I’m not a rapist nor 
do I hit women. I was a victim like you. Because do not forget that I have always 
said that I saw they were doing all those things. You have taught me that one does 
not beat women nor does one reject them. So I do not understand why sometimes 
you reject me. P199: 02.103.rtf.

Alteration of the mourning process (214 citations)

The mourning I had consisted in everything from finding a plastic to give the piec-
es to my companions to cover the place so they didn’t get wet, to getting the food 
for the kids who were saying, mama I am hungry; and there was nothing, so that 
kind of distracted me, it changed what had happened to me and made me like go 
to another level to deal with a need that was present. You can imagine me locked 
up crying and with hungry people, no, I was not like those people. P310: 04.12.rtf.

•  Impacts on the family

Changes in children (776 citations)

“For example my little son speaks of killing, they will kill us at all times, then it is 
not like with other people who can live peacefully, who can live well, in fact, that 
is what I want for my family, for my children, for my tranquillity. My dream is to 
go to another country”. P108: 02.10.rtf.

Changing economic conditions (771 citations)

The events affected me too, because I used to live very well, now I have to think 
hard since I get up until I go to bed: what am I going to have for breakfast, what 
am I going to have for lunch and what am I going to have for dinner. Before I did 
not have to do that, my children ate what they pleased, now I can not ask them 
what they want to eat ... now we barely have enough to do this and that is all we 
have to eat. No one now can say “here I want this, I want that” so it was a radical 
change. P429: 05.24.rtf.

Changing roles (528 citations)

Well I had to take on the role of mom and dad, I’m mom and dad and this changes 
your life because you ... I had to interact with my three children, teach-them sex, 
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when I imagine those are men’s things. I did a good job because I learned to do 
both roles. P429: 05.24.rtf.

Well, right now I have to play the role of mom and dad, This can be quite hard!, 
Working to sustain them, and now right now because I’m alone ... P670: 07.77.rtf.

•  Collective impacts

Ambivalence and community constriction (715 citations)

Then that was when the neighbours told me they were the bosses, the ones who 
lived in that store, the ones who had taken possession of the store were also from 
a self-defence squad. They came and took possession of all the houses, the best 
houses, the paramilitaries arrived with their families and they got the best homes 
where there were the best things, the best equipped houses: they kept those houses. 
P780: 08.88.rtf.

Harassment of the community (250 citations)

When they detonated the bomb, she was completely destroyed, with the limbs on one 
side, the body on the other side, then that was it, it caused quite a negative impact on 
the population, well, that is, repudiation of that form of using women for example, 
no, to do that kind of violence, for example that too, that is, caused a lot of fear, fear 
in the population, and from that follows and from then on it was like in Samaniego, 
with bombs going off every now and then, they planted one in the school, then anoth-
er next to the school, they put them in school entrances, no, and then there begins to 
be like a chain of bombs, using that kind of weapons of war. P349: 04.53.rtf.

Forced cohabitation with perpetrator (134 citations)

A month ago we went for a walk every since things were changing a bit in the village, 
all that, then we went for a walk when ... we went over there to a place where they 
sell wood, I saw one of them come out, the who gave the order to kill my uncle and 
the man who gave the order to kill my brother. Then I saw him, I was scared, I said 
God those people will come here because we were there, I said, Let’s go, let’s go! 
Well we came back. So that why I am afraid. Because they live there. P789: 08.97.rtf.

d) About how affected they are

Knowing how women feel after being victims of violent acts was also included in the 
coding of the interviews. For this purpose the levels of severe effects, still affected, and 
recovered women were identified.

Women with severe effects (311 citations)

Everything hurts. I do not know. I takes aromatic water to see if I can remove it 
all, and nothing. At night I can hardly sleep, I turnaround in bed, then I have a 
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nap, then I wake up, a horrible life. Life is very hard. But well, it is God’s will. 
P49: 01.49.rtf

Women still affected (505 citations)

Sometimes they come and tell me, Violet, you have your children here, because 
it was cruel and I have my children here, really here, and I told my kids, some-
times people ask me why do you want your kids to be locked up, and I tell them 
because we live a cruel, cruel life, then we can not be having so much fun. 
P201: 03.01.rtf.

Woman recovered from the effects (232 citations)

We have already forgotten much of that case of violence. We do not have what we 
used to have over there (...) I do not have any of that around here, but anyway, my 
kids have been making headway, because they have been studying, I have 3 in the 
University, but anyway there is nothing like one’s own stuff, living with things from 
others is a very hard thing ... with the family, but I say: “Day by day, life will be 
changing us, even more”. So be it. P603: 07.10.rtf.

e) The perpetrators

With respect to those responsible, the frequency of citations on the perpetrators depends 
on each regional structure, probably associated with their presence in different areas. 
The perpetrators of violence are the paramilitaries (1,183 citations), the guerrillas (847 
citations), law enforcement (478 citations) or other (344 citations). The collusion between 
paramilitaries and army is noteworthy and described in many accounts.

When the paramilitaries arrived, logically they came over with a listing of peo-
ple and they had us written in there, and it was all very weird to us because we 
were wondering how they did it, or when they had put that list together; because 
we have always came to the conclusion, and since then, once the massacre was 
over, we realised we had become displaced people because we could not believe 
that we had moved when we saw all the displaced people and then we said, of 
course, there must have been a dialogue between paramilitary and the army. 
Why? that list had been made by the army months ago, six months ago, and then 
the AUC appeared with the same list there and calling out for people and I was 
on that list then, hardly anybody managed to escape and unfortunately the peo-
ple who were there, who died there, they were on that list and they killed them 
all. P310: 04.12.rtf.

We were living on a farm we had rented with my uncle. I lived there with my chil-
dren, and then, the guerrillas had already warned us three times ... They told us 
to vacate the place .... Anybody who does not sow coca has to vacate the region. 
So we did not obey that, right? And one day they appeared there, in the month of 
August, I can not remember the date, but it was in 2002. They arrived and told us 
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to vacate it all, without the right to take anything and leaving everything behind. 
P896: 09.98.rtf.

f) Modus operandi

The modi operandi of armed groups against the civilian population are included here. 
Victim-blaming and forcing the involvement of civilians were the most commonly iden-
tified codes in the interviews analyzed. Below is an example of interview on blaming the 
victims (484 citations).

Because our brothers allegedly were guerrillas, my brother, after they had killed 
him they dressed him or rather they left him half naked left and with the other half 
dressed as a guerrilla and the clothes with which he was working as a peasant 
were left on one side. The day they went to collecting him they found him there like 
that and therefore he died and counts as a guerrilla. P224: 03.24.rtf.

Forcing the involvement of civilians (382 citations)

They took me. They took me out of the first aid post where I was, in the early hours 
in the morning they took me, we need your services, we need people and I don’t 
know what else and they took me against my will. They took a lot of things from 
my first aid post. P774: 08.82.rtf.

g) Coping

When people face traumatic experiences they seek for ways to confront stressful events. 
The main functions of coping are facing the problem, regulating emotions, protecting 
self-esteem and controlling social intentions. The following examples are from some of 
the most common forms of coping.

Reconstruction of family ties and support (1042 citations)

What did you do to address these facts or their consequences? I had a lot of 
support from my parents and my family. For me this is all that I have on earth”. 
P38: 01.38.rtf.

Caution, monitoring and security measures (576 citations)

The operations became stronger, there was persecution, because they started to 
look for me in my house, my house had two floors and had stairs outside because 
the idea was to make another house above, then these guys would climb up the 
stairs to the balcony of the house and looked for me with flashlights through the 
windows of the house, so I did not sleep in my house, I slept in my family’s house, 
I would go out and wherever I got help, that was where I often slept ... often in 
the closet, because I would get there very late so then I would get into the closet. 
P594: 07.01.rtf
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Positive transformations in their role as women (437 citations)

And many of them told me, if they had a chance, they would not come here, be-
cause here all the time, you had a latent threat against your life, then I said, no 
I have to do something. Then I can not just accept that, it happened to me, and 
I have to do something for this not to happen to other women, or at least the 
issue of them not leaving these places, and somehow , providing them with an 
opportunity here, so they have no need to go to those places into prostitution, 
or to work, even in kitchens, working in many activities that seem harmless, but 
the reality is that they lead to them suffering things like that which happened to 
me. P74: 01.74.rtf.

Religious coping (394 citations)

Well I, I have to admit that I approached God, because the truth was that I got out 
of there very badly. I mean, I, I, I thought I would die there, I was not going back 
there, I said, that guy is going to kill me here, and what can I do about that? And 
when I left, I said, dear God no, no, no, people have spoken to me about you, that 
you are a superior being, that you are a powerful being, that you can do impos-
sible things, and I need you to do something for me, and get me out of here. And 
I really felt that this presence helped me out of that place, it helped me become 
almost invisible to them, because I went by right there in front of them, in the last 
part of the escape, and they didn’t even notice I was leaving, or that I was carrying 
suitcases, nor who I was or anything. P874: 09.76.rtf.

Getting organized with women’s groups (383 citations)

I got to the women’s association looking for elements to understand. This situation 
in which I felt, and I think that what this dynamic of working with women teaches 
us is empowerment, to understand this patriarchal culture. Understanding the dis-
advantaged position that women have in this society, understanding it is our social 
responsibility not to continue that way, changing this culture. Then it taught me to be 
a better person, a better human being, a better woman, to accept my condition as a 
woman which had been very complicated before that. I did not like the pregnancies, 
I don’t like the days of menstrual period at all because the menstruation is abundant 
and it is complicated. But accepting I am a woman is something I have been able 
to achieve thanks to all these processes and I think that helped me a lot in life not 
to let me go, not to feel sad or depressed, to assume a position in life as normal and 
calmer in situations that although I can help to change it and understand that it is a 
culture and that we have men and women immersed in it, and that it is not something 
everybody cares about. Because that’s the way we were brought up. P637: 07.44.rtf.

h) Demands for truth, justice, reparations or prevention

The testimonies include the expectations of the victims, their reflections on their own 
personal, family and collective process. Perceptions of the interviewed women are de-
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pendent on prior knowledge of their rights or reflection on their own experience, either 
individually or collectively.

We are not talking here in the territory or at the Kiwe kite town hall, we are 
not talking about reparation because reparation sounds like we are talking about 
damaged objects, we compare it with a car; we speak about restitution, that repa-
ration that we are changing like the word restitution, that restitution may not take 
us back to the point we were in before it all happened, but there must be a little 
compensation for the suffering, both there and here. P310: 04.12.rtf.

It is also important to note that a large part of women, when asked about reparation, 
say the damage suffered is irreparable (364 citations) or see reparation in a very generic 
way, without going into the measures that are more important (578 citations). Often, 
after an initial moment of perplexity or confusion, many women reported measures 
such as the restitution of land or property, financial compensation, justice and measures 
for their children, such as education, guarantees of non-repetition, or the knowledge of 
the truth.

Financial compensation (359 citations)

How I can they give us reparation, imagine us (...) the government should give 
everyone a house, reparation, some money with which to work, start a business, 
yes, we would conform with that. P294: 03.94.rtf.

Expectations of Justice (234 citations)

To pay me for my son and to punish whoever committed the crime, that justice is car-
ried out because I am suffering much, very much with whoever did it. P440: 05.35.rtf.

Educational measures for children (233 citations)

I as a person, as a woman victim of violence, I know that they are not going to 
repair for us all the damage they did to us, all the evils they caused us but at least 
they should recognise education for their children, health and employment, that 
one should not have to beg walking around in this town as I do, because I am un-
employed, I have no husband, but I live with my kids. P471: 05.67.rtf.

Truth (199 citations)

Yes, and to know the truth one day, why they took his life without a reason. (...). 
For my life to ask, for someone to tell me, to tell me the truth because they killed 
him, that’s all I ask. Perhaps that would relieve my grief a little. P825: 09.27.rtf.

Demilitarization (117 citations)

The best I could listen to was that all these people in the conflict giving in their 
weapons, stopping all this, so that no one else has to shed tears for what they do 
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so badly, that would be the most wonderful thing, to be able to hear them say, as 
you hear so many times that so many guerrillas have surrendered their weapons. 
They will go back to social life, because that would be the most wonderful thing, 
because a person that gives in a weapon, means many people he will no longer be 
killing. P828: 09.30.rtf
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Annex 4. Testimony case sheets

Regional Structure Testimony Nº.

Interview data

Date of interview Location (Village/District and Municipality)

Interviewer

(Put the number that was assigned HERE)

No. 

The person who provides this testimony allows digital recording of the interview?

Yes  No 

1. Interviewee case sheet

ALERT: Fill in when she is NOT a Direct Victim

Names Surnames

Other names or nicknames

 

Identity document

Date and place of birtho

Dd/mm/yyyy 

Current Age Nationality

Marital status

Married  Free Union  Single  Widow  Separate 

Location Contact Form

Education

Primary  Secondary  University  Others  Which one?? 

Ethnicity

Afrodescendant  Indigenous  Mixed  Others  Which one?? 

Profession or occupation Current occupation

If you participate in any organization

Yes  No 

Name of organization Type organization Role
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Relationship to victim

Mother  Daughter  Sister  Aunt  Premium 

Family  Female friend  Others  Which?? 

Provides documentation or evidence related to facts43

Yes  No  What? 

Meet other eyewitnesses

Si  No 

Name and contact information of those other witnesses

Name  Contact 

Name  Contact 

2. Victim case sheet

ALERT: Fill in if she is a Victim

Names Surnames

Other names or nicknames Identity

Date and place of birth

Dd/mm/yyyy 

Current Age Nationality

Marital status

Married  Free Union  Single  Widow  Separated 

Location Contact Details

Education

Primary  Secondary  University  Others  Which?? 

Ethnicity

Afro  Indigenous  Mixed 

Profession or occupation Current occupation

Exercises authority or public office

Yes  No 

Which??

She has daughters and sons

Yes  No 

How many sons and daughters?

Women  Men 

43  Newspaper clippings, personal belongings, documents, photos, reports, statements, etc.
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44  Newspaper clippings, personal belongings, documents, photos, reports, statements, etc.

Worked with an organization

Yes  No  No know 

Type organization Name of organization What role?

Provides documentation or evidence related to the facts44

Yes  No 

Knows other witnesses

Yes  No 

Name and contact information of those other witnesses

Name  Contact 

Name  Contact 

Do you give permission for your name to appear in the report?

Yes  No 

First Name 

Last Name 

Signature  ID Card No. 

3. Type of violence (categories) case sheet
3.1. Right to life

Extrajudicial Executions – (Murder, homicide)

Collective Extrajudicial Execution – Massacre – (Complete one form per victim)

Forced Disappearance

Attempt on the Right to Life – (Wounded people or other facts even if not wounded

3.2. Torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading punishment

Torture physics

Blows without using instruments Blows with instruments

Punishments Public scorn

Blindfolding and use of hoods Asphyxiation with plastic bags

Hanging and/or extreme positions Other forms of suffocation

Drowning in water Use of electricity on the body

Drug use Use of animals

Burns or cuts Forced work

Extreme temperatures

Other physical torture (physical torture where the source does not specify the mode)
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Psychological torture

Extreme solitary confinement Insufficient food and/or food deprivation

Monitoring Phone Tapping

Lack of medical care Unsanitary conditions and/or hygiene deprivation

Overcrowding Sleep deprivation

Confinement Witnessing torture of a third party

Death threat to family Slander against relatives

Abuse Listening to loud music

Other psychological torture What?

Sexual violence

Rape Blows on breasts and / or genitals

Forced Nudity Manhandling

Sexual slavery Threat of rape and / or sexual violence

Affective violence – Family Control Forced Abortion

Forced pregnancy Sexual Mutilation

Witnessing sexual violence Trafficking in persons for sexual exploitation

Forced prostitution Electric shocks in breasts and/or genitals

Marks on body Forced photographs with sexual content

Torture during pregnancy Domestic slavery for sexual services

Forced sterilization Forced to use her body to get information  
from the sides in conflict

Sexual Content Seduction or sexual insinuations  
to female minors

Impediment to wear certain garments

Other forms of sexual violence What?

3.3. Personal Freedom

Arbitrary Detention Take Hostage

Confinement

Forced Recruitment
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3.4. Forced displacement

Type displacement

Individual  Family  Collective 

Location from which the person was expelled 

Relocation 

Direction of travel

Rural  Urban Urban  Rural Intra (within the same city)

Rural  Rural Urban  Urban

3.5. Number and type of violations – when and where they occurred:

N
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Place Date

1 dd/mm/yyyy

2 dd/mm/yyyy

3 dd/mm/yyyy

4 dd/mm/yyyy

Specify the number and type of violations suffered by the victim ... When and where will it happen?

3.6. Access to justice

The fact or facts were reported to some authority?

Yes  No  Do not know 

Given what authority

Police  Army  Attorney  Personality  Ombudsman 

Others authority  Which one??  Do not know 

The fact or facts were or are being investigated by judicial authority?

Yes  No  Do not know 

If yes and if known and indicate which state of research

Attorney  Judged 
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4. Suspect case sheet

ALERT: Fill in ALL of the suspects identified

Names Surnames

Other Names - Nicknames - Alias Sex

Male  Female  Other  Which one? 

Approximate age at the time of committing the act of violence

Under 18  Between 19 – 25  Between 26 – 35  Between 36 – 45  Between 46 – 55  Older than 56 

A membership group that at the time of the violence

Paramilitaries  Guerrilla  Police force  Others  Who?  Do not know 

Rank or position when the facts

Commander – High Command  Fighter  Militiaman  Other  Which one??
structure or welded   

Block Front Units Other – Which one

What is the responsibility in the fact

Author intellectual 
Person who planned  
the fact

Perpetrator 
Person who  
executed the fact

Accomplice 
Person who participated  
in any way in the fact

What human rights violations are held accountable

Lifetime  Freedom  Freedom of movement and residence 

Integrity  Access to justice 

Name superior or commanding when the facts do you do and

where responsible now?

Know if you participated in other acts of violence? – In what?

Yes  No 

At this point, take a break to rest and recover
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5. Consequences and coping case sheet

ALERT: This form is to be completed by marking YES or NO in the boxes

Careful! Do not induce responses

5.1. Impact

Individual Yes  No  Specific impacts as women Yes  No 
Family Yes  No  Group Yes  No 

5.2. Indicate if after the facts there has been

Physical abuse Yes  No  Threats Yes  No 
Burglary Yes  No  Requisitions Yes  No 
Reporting / Monitoring Yes  No  Destruction of property Yes  No 
Others 

5.3. Have there been consequences as a result of the events described?

Emotional or psychological impact

At the time of events Yes  No  Identity as a woman Yes  No 
Social stigmatization Yes  No  In economic conditions Yes  No 
Truncated life project Yes  No  In sexuality Yes  No 
Affective condition Yes  No  Deterioration of living conditions Yes  No 
Separation and abandonment Yes  No  In the social conditions Yes  No 
Consequences in public or private life, at work, on the street or at home  Yes  No 
Immediate physical damage as a result of the HR violations suffered is Yes  No 
She is still greatly affected today Yes  No 

Description of disease, injury or property damage

Fractures Yes  Do not  Eating or sleeping disorders Yes  Do not 
Chronic Pain Yes  Do not  Disability physical or sensoryl Yes  Do not 
Injuries Yes  Do not  Hospitalizations Yes  Do not 
Addictions Yes  Do not  Disease Yes  Do not 

5.4. Coping

What did she do or how did she try to face the facts?

Denounce Yes  No  No talk Yes  No 
Focus on your family Yes  No  Make sense Yes  No 
Religious coping Yes  No  Organize to defend their rights Yes  No 
Search Psychosocial support Yes  No  He went to women’s organizations Yes  No 
Another  Wich one? 
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Existence of forms of resistance from women

In public In the private
Is she a member of a  
women’s organization

Yes  No Emotional and financial support 
from the family

Yes  No 

Transformation of the role played  
in the family

Yes  No 

5.5.  Violence within the family and/or domestic violence before the situation in the context of the armed conflict

ALERT: This information may have multiple answers

Physical abuse in childhood Psychological abuse in childhood

Physical abuse by an intimate partner Psychological abuse by an intimate partner

Any form of sexual violence in childhood, adolescence or adulthood

Any form of physical or psychological abuse by family members

(Brothers, uncles, aunts, stepfathers, stepmothers, etc..) In adolescence or adult life

Others Which?

ALERT: Make sure you place the information on the various types of violence of 
which the person is a victim before the fact in the conflict: when she was 
a child or a young girl, violence by partner or domestic violence

Occurrence of 
violence

One time 
dd / mm / yyyy

Multiple Deaths 
Between mm / yyyy and mm / yyyy

How many?

Location Acts  
of Violence

Site

Public  Private 

Municipality Barrio/Vereda

Marital Status of Victim  
at Time of Acts of Violence Married  Union  Free  Maiden  Widow  Separate  

Make a cut at the last minute to enter

6. Reparation case sheet
6.1. What should be done to repair the damage

Measures of restitution

Return land Yes  No  Returning properties Yes  No 
Others  Which one?? 



195

Annex 4. Testimony case sheets

Rehabilitation Measures

Health care Yes  No  Educational measures for herself or her children Yes  No 
Psychosocial care Yes  No  Legal rehabilitation measures Yes  No 
Employment support Yes  No  Measures to prevent violence against women Yes  No 
Another  Which one? 

Measures of satisfaction

Public Forgiveness Yes  No  Memory Book Yes  No 
Sculptures Yes  No  Exhibition of artists on violence Yes  No 
  against women

Knowledge of truth Yes  No  Forms of memory from the victims Yes  No 
Judge those responsible Yes  No  Investigate victim’s whereabouts or fate Yes  No 
Another  Which one? 

Compensation measures

Financial compensation Yes  Do not 

What should be done to stop these facts from happening again?

Changes in the state Yes  No  Protection of victims Yes  No 
No legal changes Yes  No  Dismantling armed groups Yes  No  
  and demilitarization

Others  Which?? 

Observations

At the end it is recommended
1. To read the data from the entire record again and supplement them if possible ...

2. If certain data are missing, agree on a new date to complete the record and the interview.
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This systematization focuses on the project of a Women’s Truth Com-
mission of Colombia. This was an initiative by the Ruta Pacífica de 
las Mujeres de Colombia, for the recovery of the historical memory of 
women victims of armed conflict, combining research with accompani-
ment, from a feminist approach, and documenting the stories and facts 
as told by over 1000 women victims of armed conflict in Colombia. 
The testimonies were collected by the women themselves, documented, 
transcribed, coded and analyzed for the construction of a collective his-
tory in which women feel represented. This is therefore an expression 
of their voices. The project also aspires to be a part of the way leading 
towards a future Truth Commission in Colombia, which should start 
from these women’s experience. This work is already a result and a 
proposal to move forward in that process.

As a result of this work, a few months after this Memory for Life, the 
Pacific Route published its report titled “The Truth of Women” (Vol-
umes I and II), based on 1000 testimonies from women victims and 
on the analysis of 9 collective cases with women. The report was pre-
sented and disseminated broadly both within Colombian society and 
internationally, and it became a reference on the collective experience 
of women for a future Truth Commission in Colombia. It showed the 
consequences of war and as well as women’s struggle in the defence of 
life. Additionally, a summary of the report was also made. The proce-
dure followed to return their testimonies to the women was conducted 
as part of a process of participatory action research, and the effects of 
the testimonies and participation in the process was very positively as-
sessed in terms of the effect they had had on their lives.
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