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Abstract 

This paper analyzes the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) across 

different dimensions of strategy in order to better understand how the FACR has managed to stay 

in the field for decades, yet is not closer to its objectives unless it opts to continue with the peace 

negotiation. This paper seeks to explain: Why this guerrilla organization has survived for over 50 

years? Why has not reached its main political goal using guerrilla warfare? Why the political 

negotiation is a better approach? These questions will help us understand the military and 

political divide within the FARC that has not allowed them reach their political goals. This 

leaves peace negotiations as the best option to increase political gains that cannot be achieved 

militarily. 
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Introduction 

The oldest significant, and likely the best known, guerrilla group in Latin America, the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) has maintained a constant state of warfare for 

50 years. However, the FARC has never been truly close to achieving their ultimate goal of 

taking power and changing the political, economic, and social structure of the Colombian State. 

This failure is due to the fact that, in spite of being an effective guerrilla organization in strictly 

military terms, the FARC’s use of immoral methods has overshadowed their political objectives. 

For instance, the economic sustainability of the FARC has been based on activities such as the 

trafficking and production of narcotics, extortion and kidnapping. The FARC has also employed 

unconventional weapons such as land mines, bomb cylinders, and resorted to terrorist attacks, 

while allowing the recruitment of child soldiers and frequent gender violence, such as forced 

abortions, within its ranks. These practices have subverted the FARC’s ability to achieve its 

political goals, as they have delegitimized the group in the eyes of the Colombian public.  

Therefore, having lost the ability to turn military action into political victory, the peace 

process currently taking place in Cuba is the best way for the FARC to obtain their objective of 

changing the social structure of the state, vindicate their group, and return to Colombian society. 

In short, the FARC’s methods for economic sustainability and social control have contributed to 

their survival as an organization, but cannot bring the final victory over the Colombian 

government, because these result in a fundamental lack of support from the Colombian masses.  

In order to justify this conclusion we will examine the FARC across different strategic 

dimensions that play a role in the military realm and bring sustainability to the FARC. This will 

be followed by an analysis of the military and political divide regarding recruitment, social 

practices, funding and nonconventional tactical actions which have disqualified their political 
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goals. Finally, we will observe how this political-military divide places peace negotiations as the 

best option to increase political gains that cannot be achieved militarily. 

I) Dimensions of Strategy 

In order to understand how the FARC has achieved its long sustainability, we will 

analyze the organization using a theoretical framework originally developed by Colin Gray in 

Modern Strategy.1 Gray presents a series of dimensions that provide a relevant and effective 

framework for understanding the FARC in a military context and how their military actions 

relate to their political goals. Gray assembles these dimensions in three main categories; war 

proper, preparation for war, and people and politics.2 From those categories, a series of elements 

can be analyzed to observe and understand in detail how the FARC functions militarily and 

politically. 

First, War Proper refers to practices and realities in military operations.  For Gray, this 

category involves: military operations, command, geography, friction, chance, and uncertainty, 

adversary and time. These elements are separately analyzed and explained to conceptualize their 

strategic relevance. Military operations present the relationship between strategy and tactics to 

understand operational military activities and outcomes, command, refers to the quality of 

military leadership, which can significantly affect the army’s capacity to do harm or exploit 

advantages.3 Geography affects conflict because it sets the conditions of the terrain, climate, and 

sheer distance, effectively limiting the strategic and tactical scope. Friction, chance and 

uncertainty are different players that cannot be predicted but are an essential part in the 

battlefield. Knowledge of the adversary could secure or deny an advantage in the warfare realm. 

                                                           
1 Gray, Colin S. Modern Strategy. Oxford University Press. 1999. 23-43.  
2 These categories are organized in a different  order as the ones presented by Gray to match  the argument here. 
3Gray, Colin S. Modern Strategy. Oxford University Press. 1999. 40. 
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Finally, time is an essential part of the military planning which can be decisive to achieve 

victory. 

Second, Preparation for War explores economics and logistics, organization, military 

administration, information and intelligence, strategic theory and doctrine, and technology. 

Essentially, these dimensions are part of the administrative affairs that are critical to sustain the 

military campaign and the army itself. It is important to note that strategy depends upon 

economic and logistical performance, to be successful.4 Organization “provides institutional 

safeguards that help offset individuals’ failings.”5 Military administration include “activities of 

military preparation that eventually provide suitable armed forces ready to be moved,”6 such as 

“military recruitment, training and armament.” Furthermore, information and intelligence are 

two elements that bring into account the relevance of deception in warfare and present key 

advantages over the enemy. Technology can be important when giving a tactical and strategic 

advantage over the adversary. Ultimately, Strategic theory has the role of “educating the mind 

by providing intellectual organization,” while doctrine teaches what to think on the subject by 

defining beliefs and methods of the combatants. 7 

The last category is People and Politics which includes the roles of people, society, 

culture, politics and ethics. This is the human side of strategy that plays a key role “so basic and 

obvious that it often escapes notice by scholars with a theoretical bent.”8 People includes the 

human dimension, from the top leadership to the most novice combatant. Society is defined as 

the relationship among the “commander and his army, and the government.”9 Besides, the 

                                                           
4 Ibid. 32 
5 Ibid. 33 
6 Ibid. 34 
7 Ibid. 36 
8 Ibid. 17 
9 Ibid. 28. 



5 
 

political dimension gives meaning to warfare, affirming the “importance of political purpose for 

defense preparation and the use of force in war.”10 Ethics is a relevant aspect that provides the 

just cause and gives the “value of moral superiority in war.”11 

 

Table 1.  Gray’s Strategic Dimensions. 

CATEGORIES WAR PROPER PREPARATION FOR WAR PEOPLE AND POLITICS 

Dimensions 

Military Operations Economics and logistics People  

Command Organization Society 

Geography Military Administration Culture 

Friction, Chance and 
Uncertainty Strategic theory and doctrine  Political 

Adversary Information and Intelligence Ethics 

Time Technology _ 

 

II) FARC by Dimensions 

Gray’s dimensions will be used to set framework of analysis to study the FARC’s 

strategy and how it has maintained itself as a fighting force for decades. We will illustrate those 

dimensions that highlight the key elements that are relevant for this study. In War Proper we will 

focus on military operations, geography and time. Preparation for War is the most relevant 

category overall because from analyzing those structural elements we will observe the FARC’s 

military strength and how it has maintained sustainability for five decades. Finally, from People 

and Politics, we will focus on people, and ethics. People will concentrate to observe the main 

commandants and their role to give cohesion of the group and their social relations with lower 

ranks. Ethics will be analyzed in the military and political divide section where we lay out the 

reasons why the FARC does not have support from the masses. 

                                                           
10 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 30 
11 Ibid. Pg. 31 
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1) Key Elements of War Proper 

Military operations express the relationship between strategy and tactics to recognize how the 

belligerents fight. Guerrilla warfare by definition works differently than conventional warfare 

because it avoids sustained battle and evades confrontation via “hit and run” tactics. 12 This tactic 

is regularly used by surrounding the enemy until either they are defeated or reinforced, and then 

leaving the battlefield. In this sense, the FARC regularly perform ambushes against the 

Colombian army and police by martialing a large group of combatants to overwhelm smaller 

military bases or police commands before quickly returning to the jungle or mountains. This 

does not mean guerrilla groups cannot operate in mass as their capabilities grow and allow a 

more aggressive posture. During the years where the FARC had increased their power, they 

became more confrontational. For instance, an attack perpetrated in El Billar (Caquetá) in March 

1998 was executed by one thousand guerrillas against one hundred and fifty-three army officers. 

Sixty-five soldiers died, nineteen were injured and forty-three were kidnaped, leaving only 

sixteen survivors.13  In addition, August of the same year, the FARC attacked the municipality of 

Miraflores (Guaviare) with a force of approximately 1,200 combatants, resulting in the death of 

nineteen civilians. One hundred twenty-nine members of the armed forces were captured.14  

Colombian geography facilitates guerrilla warfare because of the terrain, climate, 

distances, and international borders. These elements effectively limit strategic and operational 

                                                           
12 Lidell Hart, Basil Henry, “The Classics Book on Military Strategy.” Second Revised Edition. Penguin Books USA. 
1991.Pg. 365. 
13 Henandez Mora, Salud, “Las FARC, una historia plagada de crímenes atroces.” 
http://www.elmundo.es/america/2012/10/18/colombia/1350529868.html (accessed March 8th 2013) 
14 “Seis asegurados por ataque a Miraflores (Guaviare),” Fiscalía General de la Nación. 23 de marzo de 2011 
http://www.fiscalia.gov.co/colombia/noticias/seis-asegurados-por-ataque-a-miraflores-guaviare/ (accessed March 
8th 2013) 
 
 

http://www.elmundo.es/america/2012/10/18/colombia/1350529868.html
http://www.fiscalia.gov.co/colombia/noticias/seis-asegurados-por-ataque-a-miraflores-guaviare/
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scope of the government’s armed forces.15 Furthermore, the country’s topography offers a 

distinct tactical and strategic advantage for the FARC. This is due to the vast rugged and forested 

areas which supply “the best by nature for the security of the guerrillas,” increasing elements of 

seclusion and surprise. 16  Therefore, the FARC build camps in forested areas to hide from the 

military. One of the tactics employed by the FARC is the maintenance of discrete sniper 

positions in the forested mountains. These tactics have the goal of “one shot, one kill,” and are 

low cost, but highly precise and commonly deployed against high ranked military officials. 17 

The FARC also utilizes Colombia’s rural border zones with Brazil, Ecuador, Panama, 

Peru, and Venezuela as shelter from pursuit by the military. While FARC does not hesitate to 

clandestinely cross international borders, the armed forces are limited by international law and 

protocols. For instance, the settlement of FARC’s camps in the border with Ecuador resulted in 

the worst diplomatic crisis faced by both countries. This was due to the launching of an aerial 

bombing attack by the Colombian forces, known as Operation Fenix, into the bordering area of 

Angostura, Ecuador, in 2008.18 In this attack, one of the members of the FARC Secretariat, Raul 

Reyes, was killed along with one Ecuadorian and four Mexican students. This incident led to a 

broader diplomatic crisis in the region, (afterwards Venezuela also ended diplomatic relations 

with Colombia) and bilateral relations between Colombia and Ecuador were broken for two 

years.19  

                                                           
15 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 40 
16 Lidell Hart, Basil Henry, “The Classics Book on Military Strategy.” Second Revised Edition. Penguin Books USA. 
1991.Pg. 366 
17 Hincapié, Laura Marcela,“Francotiradores: El arma letal y precisa que utiliza las FARC.” Períodico El País.com.co 
Agosto 27 de 2012. http://www.elpais.com.co/elpais/judicial/noticias/francotiradores-arma-letal-y-precisa-
utilizan-farc (accessed March 8th 2013) 
18 This military maneuver was known as Operation Fenix. 
19 “Ecuador y Colombia superaron etapa de restablecimiento de lazos diplomáticos,” 12 de Enero 2012. El 
Espectador .com http://www.elespectador.com/noticias/politica/articulo-320579-ecuador-y-colombia-superaron-
etapa-de-restablecimiento-de-lazos (accessed March 9th 2013) 
 

http://www.elpais.com.co/elpais/judicial/noticias/francotiradores-arma-letal-y-precisa-utilizan-farc
http://www.elpais.com.co/elpais/judicial/noticias/francotiradores-arma-letal-y-precisa-utilizan-farc
http://www.elespectador.com/noticias/politica/articulo-320579-ecuador-y-colombia-superaron-etapa-de-restablecimiento-de-lazos
http://www.elespectador.com/noticias/politica/articulo-320579-ecuador-y-colombia-superaron-etapa-de-restablecimiento-de-lazos
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In addition, time is an essential part of military planning and operations as it affects 

different strategic levels.20 Sun-Tzu emphasized that “the side that knows when to fight and 

when not to will take the victory.”21 In this sense, the FARC has taken advantage of errors 

committed by the Colombian army managing time and responsiveness. For example, in Arauca, 

a group of army soldiers camped for almost five nights in the same place, despite orders to stay 

for only two nights. Consequently, the entire group, consisting of ten soldiers and their 

commander, were killed in a nightly attack. The army’s poor understanding of the importance of 

time management cost them dearly and gave the FARC an easy victory.22 Furthermore, the 

FARC are experts in creating distractions to buy themselves more time to achieve operational 

objectives. During the past peace process negotiation (1999-2002), they gained time to rearm for 

attacks executed the following year, affirmed the Commanding General of the Colombian 

Army.23 In this sense, the FARC use time as a strategic advantage, because they do not have the 

pressure to show immediate results as the Colombian military does.  

2) Key Elements of Preparation of War 

It is important to recall that strategy depends upon economic and logistical performance, 

to be successful.24 In consequence, this dimension is fundamental to the strategy, because 

without resources, the FARC would have not been able to maintain their guerrilla campaign. 

Since the decline of their major benefactor, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), the 

FARC had to find the ways to sustain their activities. The Information and Financial Analysis 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
20 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 42 
21 Sun-Tzu, “The Art of Warfare,” The Modern Library. New York 2000. Pg 80 
22 Montaño Gomez, Jhon Willam, “Errores y falta de rigor' causas de muerte de 11 militares en Arauca,” El 
Tiempo.com http://m.eltiempo.com/justicia/11-militares-muertos-y-2-heridos-dej-emboscada-de-las-farc-en-
arauca/11377021 (accessed March 9th 2013) 
23“FARC preparan ofensiva para el próximo año: General Mantilla,” El Espectador.com 
http://www.elespectador.com/noticias/judicial/articulo-394033-farc-preparan-ofensiva-el-proximo-ano-general-
mantilla (accessed March 9th 2013) 
24 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 32 

http://m.eltiempo.com/justicia/11-militares-muertos-y-2-heridos-dej-emboscada-de-las-farc-en-arauca/11377021
http://m.eltiempo.com/justicia/11-militares-muertos-y-2-heridos-dej-emboscada-de-las-farc-en-arauca/11377021
http://www.elespectador.com/noticias/judicial/articulo-394033-farc-preparan-ofensiva-el-proximo-ano-general-mantilla
http://www.elespectador.com/noticias/judicial/articulo-394033-farc-preparan-ofensiva-el-proximo-ano-general-mantilla
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Unit (UIAF) considers that the amount of economic resources which FARC obtains from 

different illegal activities, bring enough resources for at least 16.672 members.25 These resources 

are primarily directed to annual basic equipment of two uniforms, two pairs of boots, machete 

and backpack. FARC has promoted the establishment of mobile hospitals for the different blocs 

and fronts in order to improve heath of their combatants. Another source of spending is 

communications equipment, composed primarily of prepaid cellphones and minutes. Also, the 

FARC devotes resources to the education and preparation of its members at least seven schools 

designed for guerrilla formation. In contrast, the FARC spends fewer resources on political work 

and propaganda. They hold 15 to 25 national events that last about three to five days each. 

Additionally, the FARC’s has around 12 active web pages and five radio stations for keeping its 

members and supporters informed and to spread propaganda.  

Another element is the organization or structure that “provides institutional safeguards 

that help offset individuals’ failings.”26 The FARC has political bodies, management bodies 

(political-military), and military bodies.27 First, the political body is organized in cells or 

squadrons. Each has a political secretary and a propaganda secretary, but there are no ranks at 

this level, everybody participates, and the decisions are made by majority of votes. For the higher 

level, there are General Assemblies of Front that meet once a year to discuss the proposals from 

the secretariat. For the top level, the National Guerrillas Conference is the highest level and is in 

                                                           
25 A special administrative unit ascribed to the Ministry of Treasury and Public Credit, which purpose is preventing 
and detecting money laundering in the different economy sectors. 
26 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 33 
27 The information about the FARC’s organization is taken from the book. Ferro, Juan Guillermo. Uribe, Graciela. “El 
Orden de la Guerra: Las FARC-EP Entre la Organización y la Política.” Centro Editorial Javeriano. Pg. 48 
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charge of delegating the directives of the Central High Command. The Conference is 

democratically led by delegates elected by lower ranks.28 

The FARC have a controlling organism that manages and coordinates political and 

military issues, the Central High Command and its secretariat. The Central High Command is the 

superior management and authority organism comprised by 25 members. The Command 

appoints the Secretariat, adjusts the plans for the conference, makes financial decisions, and 

designs the commandants of fronts and blocs. Furthermore, main strategic objectives are 

developed in blocs and fronts. Lastly, columns, guerrillas, and squads are the tactical organisms. 

In addition, the Secretariat of the Central High Command is the highest authority, consisting of 

seven commandants, and is in charge of enforcing the guidelines, plans and objectives of the 

Conference. From the directive organisms emerges a structural hierarchy that starts with the 

commandant of the Central High Command, followed by the bloc commandant, front 

commandant, column commandant, guerrilla commandant, and squad commandant. In order to 

be able to have a position in this hierarchical structure a person needs to have at least two years 

in the organization. They are promoted to higher ranks based on their personal performance in 

different tasks like teaching communist doctrine and military strategy, plus they have to deal 

with financing and logistics. 

Table 2. FARC’s Organizational Bodies. 

                                                           
28 Ferro, Juan Guillermo. Uribe, Graciela. “El Orden de la Guerra: Las FARC-EP Entre la Organización y la Política.” 
Centro Editorial Javeriano. Pg. 48 
http://books.google.com.co/books?id=t97gkuN_QoQC&pg=PA48&lpg=PA48&dq=requisitos+para+ser+comandant
e+de+las+FARC&source=bl&ots=uiYrLMiwL1&sig=wsxnvy1dqh9jNx7QWsyV40Ft16g&hl=es-
419&sa=X&ei=YK0rUcfqJubkyQHC_oHwAw&ved=0CEUQ6AEwAg#v=onepage&q=comando&f=false (accessed 
February 27th 2013) 

http://books.google.com.co/books?id=t97gkuN_QoQC&pg=PA48&lpg=PA48&dq=requisitos+para+ser+comandante+de+las+FARC&source=bl&ots=uiYrLMiwL1&sig=wsxnvy1dqh9jNx7QWsyV40Ft16g&hl=es-419&sa=X&ei=YK0rUcfqJubkyQHC_oHwAw&ved=0CEUQ6AEwAg#v=onepage&q=comando&f=false
http://books.google.com.co/books?id=t97gkuN_QoQC&pg=PA48&lpg=PA48&dq=requisitos+para+ser+comandante+de+las+FARC&source=bl&ots=uiYrLMiwL1&sig=wsxnvy1dqh9jNx7QWsyV40Ft16g&hl=es-419&sa=X&ei=YK0rUcfqJubkyQHC_oHwAw&ved=0CEUQ6AEwAg#v=onepage&q=comando&f=false
http://books.google.com.co/books?id=t97gkuN_QoQC&pg=PA48&lpg=PA48&dq=requisitos+para+ser+comandante+de+las+FARC&source=bl&ots=uiYrLMiwL1&sig=wsxnvy1dqh9jNx7QWsyV40Ft16g&hl=es-419&sa=X&ei=YK0rUcfqJubkyQHC_oHwAw&ved=0CEUQ6AEwAg#v=onepage&q=comando&f=false
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The military organization inside the FARC is composed by Tactical Combat Units (UTC) 

that execute short and specific missions, and are drawn from the blocs as needed. The Squad is 

considered the basic unit with 12 men including their commanders. The Guerrilla has two 

Squads and their commanders. The Companies are made of two Guerrillas and their 

commanders. The Columns have two or more Companies and their commanders, and they are in 

charge of tactical matters. Fronts are composed by more than one Column and there is not a limit 

in the number of personnel. Blocs of Fronts have five or more Fronts which coordinate and unify 

the Front’s activities in a specific zone in order to develop and execute strategic plans. They 

work under the direction of the Central High Command and the Secretariat. Additionally, the 

General Command is supposed to be in action when the conditions provide an opportunity for an 

offensive approach at the national level, as directed by the grand strategic goals of the FARC.  

Therefore, FARC’s organization is focused on uniting the political and military activities 

by empowering the combatants from the lower levels to participate directly or indirectly in the 

election of their leaders, giving sustainability to the organization. In addition, this level of 

organization within the FARC has given them the ability to remain militarily effective. Since this 

organizational model improves their way to manage a system based on independent cells that 

operate independently, but act under the general command.  

POLITICAL ORGANIZATION MANAGEMENT ORGANISMS

NATIONAL CONFERENCE CENTRAL HIGH COMMAND

High Bloc Commands Blocs of Fronts (5 or more fronts) Bloc Commandant

High Front Commands Fronts (more than one column) Front Comandant

Column Comands Columns110 people) Column Comandant

Company Comands Companies (54 people) Company Comandant

Guerrillas Commands Guerrillas (26 people) Guerrilla Comandant

Political Cell Squads Commands Squads (12 people) Squad Comandant

Tactical Combat Unit (6 people)

 NATIONAL SECRETARIAT (Executive)

MILITARY ORGANIZATION

GENERAL COMMAND

General Assemblies of Front

TACTICS

STRATEGY

GRAND STRATEGY
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Additionally, military administration relates to the “activities of military preparation 

that eventually provide suitable armed forces ready to be moved,”29 such as “military 

recruitment, training and armament.” This dimension primarily affects the tactical and strategic 

levels, charged with enlisting men and women, and setting the supply of weapons for the combat. 

FARC’s recruitment procedure starts with a visit from three or four combatants from the Masses 

Working Commission to families that live in rural areas where public services are inefficient and 

there is a weak presence from the Colombian government. After they establish trust with or in 

the family, they observe which children or teenagers are appropriate for the combat and convince 

them to join the FARC’s forces.30  

The FARC has training centers where the new combatants receive military and political 

instruction. These courses last from one to eight months, and are designed learn military 

techniques, use explosives, land mine building procedures, and bomb making. Another part of 

the preparation is directed to learn communist ideas as well as courses in intelligence, computer 

programs, special operations, and masses management.31 The FARC acquires most of its 

weapons from illegal trafficking, mainly from neighboring countries such as Ecuador, 

Venezuela, Brazil and Peru. These weapons are smuggled to Colombia from over multiple 

borders, and originate from a range of countries including the United States. Overall, the FARC 

has a robust military administration for the recruitment of combatants, military and political 

training, and the provision of weapons. These activities ensure their ability to continue with a 

constant movement of personnel and weapons incrementing their stability to combat the 

Colombian armed forces. 

                                                           
29 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 34 
30 Peña, Andrea, “Así reclutan las FARC,” Revista Semana.com 17 Julio 2006 http://www.semana.com/on-
line/articulo/asi-reclutan-farc/79954-3 (accessed March 9th 2013) 
31 “Las Escuelas de las FARC.” February 22th 2013. http://www.verdadabierta.com/component/content/article/80-
versiones/4451-las-escuelas-de-las-farc (accessed March 10th 2013) 

http://www.semana.com/on-line/articulo/asi-reclutan-farc/79954-3
http://www.semana.com/on-line/articulo/asi-reclutan-farc/79954-3
http://www.verdadabierta.com/component/content/article/80-versiones/4451-las-escuelas-de-las-farc
http://www.verdadabierta.com/component/content/article/80-versiones/4451-las-escuelas-de-las-farc
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Other relevant factors, which have better grand strategic role in guerrilla warfare, are 

strategic theory and doctrine. Strategic theory has the task of “educating the mind by providing 

intellectual organization,”32 and doctrine teaches what to think on the subject by defining beliefs. 

The FARC’s strategic theory is primarily based on Mao Tse-tung’s and Che Guevara’s 

revolutionary guerrilla warfare. The doctrine has evolved over the past 50 years and can be found 

in the book of Marulanda and the FARC for beginners.33 This book contains the FARC’s 

political foundations, criticizes the relationship between the Colombian and the United States’ 

government which labels the FARC as narco-terrorist organization.34 In this document, 

Neoliberalism is displayed resembling a vampire, and the text recounts the Colombian history 

from the revolutionary perspective, and explains the relationship between the FARC and the 

communist party.   

Furthermore, information and intelligence are two elements that are central to deception 

in warfare and guerrilla movements require both to survive. For Clausewitz, information is the 

“knowledge which we have of the enemy,” therefore it becomes the “foundation of all our plans 

and actions.” 35 In that sense, to deceive the enemy it is necessary to comprehend its world view 

and learn when to use the element of surprise. According to Clausewitz this enables a superior 

strategy and facilitates victory.36 The FARC have developed information and intelligence in 

order to plan and execute terrorist attacks or ambushes against the Colombian military. For 

instance, a car-bomb attack to the military forces’ War Superior Academy in 2006 injured 

twenty-three people and threatened the Chief Commander of the Colombian Army. This required 

                                                           
32 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 36 
33 The authority of this book is unknown, but is probably that Marulanda contributed to its construction. 
34 “Marulanda y las FARC para Principiantes.” http://www.scribd.com/doc/101979562/MYLFPP-espanol (accessed 
February 24th 2013) 
35 Clausewitz, Karl Von, “On War,” The Book of War. Modern Library Paperback Edition, United States of America, 
2000. Pg. 319. 
36 Gray, Colin S. “Modern Strategy.” Oxford University Press. 1999. Pg. 35 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/101979562/MYLFPP-espanol
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a significant level of intelligence to be aware of the presence of the General. 37 Also, the FARC 

must have knowledge of the protocol of the armed forces to be able to frequently ambush army 

battalions. This is what happened to a peloton in 2006 that was walking around a rural zone and 

was surprised by the FARC column “Gabriel Galvis.” Seventeen soldiers were killed, four 

injured, and one kidnapped.38 These types of ambushes are common and show the degree of 

intelligence developed by the FARC before launching a suppressive attack. 

Another dimension within structural sustainability is technology which gives a tactical 

and strategic advantage over the adversary. The FARC have used technology to have better 

communications, diffuse propaganda, and improve development of non-conventional weapons. 

The internet has been used constantly in the last 10 years, creating at least 8 web pages, 

leveraging the ability to reproduce their ideas in a public realm where the State’s control is 

limited.39 Furthermore, the FARC have been trained by terrorist groups like ETA in the use of 

new technologies for improving the employment of explosives. According to demobilized 

members FARC-ETA collaborators visited on various occasions to give training in the 

management of timers connected to explosives, in the use of cars and motorcycles-bombs, and in 

the employment of various explosives components.40  

3) Key Aspects of People and Politics 

                                                           
37 “23 personas resultaron heridas en atentado en la Escuela Superior de Guerra en Bogotá” El Tiempo.com 19 de 
Octubre 2006. http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-3290947 (accessed March 12th 2013) 
38“Error de inteligencia,” Revista Semana.com December 2nd, 2012. 
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Another component that has given sustainability to the FARC are the individuals who 

plan and execute the strategy. These personalities provide leadership within the organization and 

maintain the group’s cohesion over time. At this point we will analyze the profile of the last three 

Chief Commandants, the Central High Command Secretariat (Secretariado Estado Mayor 

Central), as well as the background of the regular forces. It is important to recognize that the 

commanders of the FARC must have political and military capacity to gain power. They need to 

have the faculties to politicize people and achieve military goals and are required to have the 

ability to produce results in both areas. 41 Manuel Marulanda Vélez was the Chief Commander 

since 1990 until he died in 2008. He was considered the “oldest” guerrilla guy and was 

commonly named “Tirofijo.”42 He was one of the founders of the organization who had strong 

political foundations and peasant roots. Tirofijo inspired the name of the book, Course of 

Political Formation: Marulanda and the FARC for Beginners.43 He is also seen as the FARC’s 

grand strategist who followed the political ideals of Simon Bolivar 44 to “build the great Latino 

American native land.”45  For his long standing military career in the FARC, his ideology, and 

maintenance as the head of the institution for eighteen years, Tirofijo can be considered one of 

the main strategists of this organization.  

After Marulanda’s death in 2008, Alfonso Cano became the Chief Commander of the 

group until his death in 2011. He was another leader who generated cohesion among combatants 

due to his education and experience in the guerrilla. Cano came from a middle class family and 
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studied anthropology at the National University in Bogotá, where he became involved with the 

guerrilla’s Marxist ideology and later joined the group.46 He was considered one of the FARC’s 

main ideologists and embodied the energy of the youth in the 1960s and 1970s who rebelled 

against the authoritarianism and fought to change the political regime and enact political 

reforms.47 Finally, the current Chief Commander is Rodrigo Londoño Echeverry, alias 

“Timochenko,”  has also great recognition among the rebels. He studied medicine and completed 

his graduate studies in Moscow. He also received military training in the former Yugoslavia and 

has been in the organization for 47 years.48 Timocheko, despite being the general commander, 

has an inclination to be more strategic due to his experience in intelligence and 

counterintelligence.  

Another organism that attempts to build legitimacy within the ranks is the Secretariat of 

the Central High Command. This is the highest authority in the FARC and is comprised of seven 

commandants. Ivan Marquez, who was one of the favorites to become the Commandant Chief of 

the FARC after the death of Alfonso Cano, is considered the grand strategist of the group. He is 

the leader in the current peace negotiations where he is hoping to introduce the FARC’s grand 

strategic goals in the agenda. He studied law at the National University (considered the best of 

the country) and philosophy at Southern Colombian University.49 Afterwards, he became a 

philosophy teacher and a Senator during the constitution of the Patriotic Union Party. In contrast 
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to Timochenko, Ivan Marquez is considered the FARC’s new chancellor for his important role of 

promoting the organization abroad. 50  

The dimensions observed in War Proper and Preparation for War set the framework to 

understand the FARC’s military approach has given them the ability to remain since 1964. 

Aspects that include: logistical performance; organization’s structure in different blocks, fronts, 

columns, companies, guerrillas, squads and tactical units; military recruitment, training and 

armament; intelligence capabilities to launch successful attacks; new technologies in 

communications, propaganda diffusion and the development of non-conventional weapons; are 

aspects that give the necessary capabilities to the FARC for operating militarily without having 

to discontinue their warfare over decades. In addition, People and Politics regarding the human 

dimension of the FARC’s leadership and how they influence the ability to maintain cohesion in 

the combatants to keep fighting is another element that gives sustainability to that organization. 

III) Military-Political Divide 

After observing the different strategic dimensions, there is a question that comes to mind. 

Why FARC has not reached its main political goal using guerrilla warfare? According to Gray 

“strategy is the bridge that relates military power to political purpose,”51 therefore military power 

and political purpose are inseparable elements of strategy. In this sense, the lack of one or the 

other will generate the failure of the strategic goals. In the following pages, we will present how 

this applies to the FARC, explaining the gap that exists between their rhetoric and practice. 

                                                           
50 Iván Márquez. Dogmático de las FARC. El Tiempo.com http://m.eltiempo.com/politica/perfil-sobre-ivn-
mrquez/12206228 (accessed February 27th 2013) 
51 Ibid. 17 
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The FARC’s political objective is to “overtake power along with Colombian population 

and, social justice”.52 This means to change the political, economic and social structure of the 

Colombian State. It also includes its member’s participation in governmental decision making,53 

and becoming relevant political actors to pursue social justice in the country. In addition, the 

FARC is not willing to change the government into a communist dictatorship, or a “people’s 

democratic dictatorship,” their goal is mainly related to maximize political participation of the 

FARC’s leaders to acquire power to govern. Therefore, the political purpose of the FARC does 

not end with the sign of an agreement or the demobilization of combatants. It requires several 

modifications to the Colombian state that will guarantee the visible participation of the group.54  

Furthermore, the FARC’s strategic theory is primarily based on Mao Tse-tung’s and 

Che Guevara’s conceptualizations of revolutionary guerrilla warfare. Mao emphasizes the 

relationship between guerrilla warfare and its ability to mobilize the people as the political goal, 

and failing to generate mass mobilization will result in the defeat of the war.55 Mao also presents 

the organization for guerrilla warfare, and explains how they are formed, the methods of arming 

bands, and the elements that constitute them.56  

Additionally, Che Guevara describes “hit and run” as the general guerrilla strategy and 

defines it as the “objectives to be achieved in the light of the total military situation and the 

overall ways of reaching these objectives.”57 He also defines guerrilla tactics, describes the 

combatant profile, the organization of the guerrilla front, among other warfare activities. For 
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instance, the Cuban revolution begun with an insurgent army which started as a small guerrilla 

group, and grew with the inclusion of combatants into an army supported by the popular masses 

of workers, peasants, and students. This insurgency defeated the dictatorship in 1958 and took 

power of by installing the commander, Fidel Castro, as leader.58  

This is a clear example how insurgencies to be successful need the support of the masses, 

something that the FARC lacks of. This affirmation is supported with the fact that on February 

4th 2008, more than 14 million people and in more than 193 cities around the world marched 

“against FARC.”59 This march is not comparable with any of the protests against violence made 

in the last 16 years in Colombia, and shows the public’s opinion towards the armed group. In 

consequence, the FARC are disregarding Mao Tse-tung’s affirmation that “guerrilla warfare 

basically derives from the masses and is supported by them and it can neither exist nor flourish if 

it separates itself from their sympathies and cooperation.”60  

This response against the FARC is based in the rejection to violations to International 

Humanitarian Law and Human Rights. According to Gray, in spite that “ethics is a formally 

neglected dimension of strategy,” it is a relevant aspect that provides the just cause and gives the 

“value of moral superiority in war.” 61  However, this is not observed in the FARC’s way of 

proceed. Different condemned practices include the use of child soldiers; coercion of women to 

have abortions or kill their newborns; the employment of non-conventional weapons (land mines 

and bomb cylinders); and terrorist attacks. Furthermore, FARC’s financial sustainability is based 
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on drug trafficking, extortions, kidnaping and theft, all of which have contributed to the public 

aversion for this guerrilla group, even as, they claim to fight against inequality and social justice.  

 The recruitment of child soldiers is a common practice within the FARC and is one of 

the elements that reinforce the military-political divide. Since the FARC seeks “social justice” 

the recruitment of children does not go along with the principle of justice. Recruitment starts 

with a visit from three or four combatants from the Masses Working Commission to families that 

live in rural areas where public services are inefficient and there is a weak presence from the 

Colombian government. After they make trust linkages with the family, they observe which 

children or teenagers are appropriate for the combat and convince or force them to join. 62   In a 

recent study, Natalia Springer, a Colombian political scientist, calculated that 50.14% of the 

adult combatants in the FARC entered the group when they were still children. Also, the study 

affirms that as of 2012 four out of every ten combatants were children, meaning that 42% of 

FARC forces are comprised of them.63   

In the FARC men and women have the liberty of having various sexual partners, as long 

as children are not produced. Sentimental relations among combatants are allowed, but they must 

have permission of the commandant and can only meet on certain days. Feelings are subordinate 

to the cause and should not be mixed. This is because when couples start to think about having a 

family, they pursue the option of leaving the guerrillas.64 Therefore, when females fall in love 

and break the law of not having children, they face sanctions - not only physical punishment but 

                                                           
62 Peña, Andrea, “Así reclutan las FARC,” Revista Semana.com 17 Julio 2006 http://www.semana.com/on-
line/articulo/asi-reclutan-farc/79954-3 (accessed March 9th 2013) 
63Springer, Natalia. “Como Corderos entre Lobos. Del uso y reclutamiento de niñas, niños y adolescentes en el 
marco del conflicto armado y la criminalidad en Colombia.” Taller digital Image Printing Bogotá, 2012. Pp.27-30 
http://www.centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/descargas/informe_comoCorderosEntreLobos.pdf (accessed 
February 27th 2013) 
64 Manrique, Diana. “Los Hijos de las FARC.” Colombia, Sociedad. Pg. 46 
http://dianamanriqueperiodista.files.wordpress.com/2012/07/los-hijos-de-las-farc-355.pdf (accessed February 
27th 2013) 

http://www.semana.com/on-line/articulo/asi-reclutan-farc/79954-3
http://www.semana.com/on-line/articulo/asi-reclutan-farc/79954-3
http://www.centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/descargas/informe_comoCorderosEntreLobos.pdf
http://dianamanriqueperiodista.files.wordpress.com/2012/07/los-hijos-de-las-farc-355.pdf


21 
 

also public humiliation.65 Furthermore, they are forced to have abortions or other members of 

the group will have to kill newborns when abortions are unsuccessful. Mothers cannot protest 

against it, or they are sent to a “War Council” where the offense of resisting FARC’s rules is 

punishable by death.66 This is the case of regular women soldiers, but the ones who are lovers of 

the male commandants can continue their pregnancy with the condition that the child has to be 

given to somebody else after birth.  

In addition, the commandants, due to their rank, have more privileges than regular 

soldiers. For instance, a demobilized female relates that the maximum commandant of her Front 

asked her to bring young virgin guerrilla girls between 12 and 13 years old to sleep with him, 

because he was afraid to contract any STDs.67 Besides, the units that escort commandants can eat 

the best food (chicken and meat); in contrast, the people from the base do not have such benefits, 

they suffer and go through a lot of painful activities. 68 Furthermore, alcohol consumption on 

several occasions can lead to face death penalty.69  Therefore, forced abortion, nonconsensual 

relations with children, and death penalty within the ranks are serious crimes that should be 

punished and increase the rejection of the FARC by the Colombian population, increasing 

demobilization rates among combatants. 
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Furthermore, the FARC denies their influence in the production and trafficking of illicit 

narcotic drugs and affirm that they only charge a “tax to cultivation.”70 Nonetheless, some of 

the members of the secretariat are wanted by the U.S. government for drug trafficking violations. 

Also, the FARC uses extortion to finance their warfare. This method is used by threatening the 

person about hurting their family members, themselves or their property; then, they ask the 

victims for money to avoid the harm. According to information from Colombian security 

institutions, FARC is responsible for 31% of these felonies.71 Another practice made by the 

FARC is the kidnaping of civilians and military forces. It is estimated that from 2002 to 2011 

FARC kidnapped 2,678 people and in March 2012, numbers showed that 405 were still 

captive.72 Besides, the FARC denies to have tortured the people abducted, but the survivors have 

a different version; they affirm to have been tortured and chained for several days.73 This is the 

case of members from armed forces that have been captive for more than 10 years waiting for a 

humanitarian exchange, or who have escaped from the jungle and have survived. In 

consequence, these illegal financial methods reinforce the argument that the FARC are not a 

belligerent group, but instead they are drug-traffickers and criminals. Therefore these financial 

activities that keep up with the military survival, but have increased the disconnection with their 

political ideals. This generates rejection by the Colombian population, enhancing political costs 

for the group who originally seeks to “overtake power along with Colombian population.”  
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Furthermore, the FARC regularly uses non-conventional weapons to include landmines 

and bomb cylinders, these types of weapons violate International Humanitarian Law. There have 

been more than 10,200 victims of land mines in Colombia since 1990.74 In addition, it is 

calculated that there are still more than 100,000 mines buried in the land.75 Additionally, 

cylinder bombs are commonly used in attacking police stations, but civilians are often affected 

because those weapons lack of precision. One of the most recognized cases is the “Massacre of 

Bojayá” in 2002 where seventy-nine civilians died. This was during a combat against 

paramilitary forces when the FARC launched a cylinder bomb which destroyed a church where 

locals were sheltering form crossfire.76 Those attacks against civilians only increase despite and 

hatred by the Colombian citizens who are aware of the actions perpetrated by the FARC, which 

instead of supporting their guerrilla warfare observe this group as violators of International 

Humanitarian Law increasing their discredit. 

Other practices that undermine public support are terrorist attacks, using explosives not 

only directed to military targets but also affecting civilian population. Regularly the FARC 

launches these types of strikes against governmental offices, police stations, and critical 

infrastructure that include bridges, oil pipes, and electrical structures. As a result, civilians are 

not only injured or killed for the attacks, but they end without electricity or supplies for days. 

This is because the roads get closed until a new bridge is built or the infrastructure is repaired. 

Besides, shop owners lose their capital, and the environment can become massively 
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contaminated from oil spreading. These actions are also condemned and increase negative views 

generating greater political losses than the military effects of attacking military and 

governmental structures. Instead the FARC gains discontent of the local populations in the areas 

under attack. 

Conclusion 

Therefore, the gap between FARC’s rhetoric and practice generates the military and 

political divide due to the lack of support by the masses. Therefore, what is left to the FARC in 

order to achieve its political goals? The best possible way for the FARC to achieve its political 

goal of changing the structure of the Colombian state can be better accomplished in the peace 

negotiations taking place in Cuba, not with the perpetuation of the conflict. Because continuing 

with practices such as recruitment of children, forced abortions, the use of unconventional 

weapons, terrorist attacks and illegal methods of financing, will only create more rejection from 

the Colombian people delegitimizing even more their political claims for social justice. 

Within the agenda of the peace negotiation there are five main points being considered 

with the Colombian government where the FARC could make desired gains. First, a rural 

development policy directed to the democratization of access to the land, legalization of 

property, and reduction of poverty of 11 million peasants who live in critical conditions.77 

Second, political participation is once again one of the most important pillars, because it is 

directly connected with the FARC’s strategy. A similar effort was made and turned into a failure 

in the 80’s, due to the extermination of the members of the FARC’s political party, Patriotic 
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Union. This party was formed after a peace process with the FARC.78 In addition, political 

participation remains an important concern because current Colombian legislation prohibits the 

participation of people in government who are wanted by the judiciary.79 Third, the end of the 

armed conflict and the reincorporation of the FARC’s members to civil life guaranteeing their 

security from other right wing armed groups. This is a key condition stated by the guerrillas, 

regarding other left and right wing organizations that have enmity towards the FARC.80 Fourth, 

they seek a solution to the drugs problem in Colombia. This is mainly an issue in the rural areas 

where the government needs to find alternatives for nearly 63.000 families sustained from coca 

harvesting.81 Finally, regarding the reparation to victims, the FARC consider themselves the 

“first victims” of the Colombian armed conflict.82Within these points in the agenda the FARC 

has more options to reach its political goals by being included in politics, supporting the 

peasant’s rights, gaining security against other armed groups, and being able to demobilize 

combatants who can rejoin the civil life. In doing so, the FARC will be able to contribute to end 

an internal conflict that has taken many lives and has left scars in about three generations of 

Colombians. 
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