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Framing a Revolution

Rhetorical contests about how to frame a war run alongside many 
armed con�icts. With the rise of internet access, social media, and 
cyber operations, these propaganda battles have a wider audience than 
ever before. Yet, such framing contests have attracted little attention 
in scholarly literature. What are the effects of gendered and strategic 
framing in civil war? How do different types of individuals - victims, 
combatants, women, commanders - utilize the frames created around 
them and about them? Who bene�ts from these contests, and who 
loses? Following the lives of eleven ex-combatants from non-state 
armed groups and supplemented by over one hundred interviews con-
ducted across Colombia, Framing a Revolution opens a window into 
this crucial part of civil war. Their testimonies demonstrate the impor-
tance of these contests for combatants’ commitments to their armed 
groups during �ghting and the Colombian peace process, while also 
drawing implications for the concept of civil war worldwide.

Rachel Schmidt, PhD, is a senior national security analyst and a research 
fellow at the Norman Paterson School of International Affairs. She is 
an expert in armed con�ict and human rights and has done �eldwork 
in Colombia, Ecuador, the UK, and Canada.
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For my beloved father, Rudy Wiebe (195132021),

who taught me to live and love with joy.

You are deeply missed.
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I wonder what it’s like to be talking of killings day in and day out 
for so many years? What does it do to you, to your understanding 
of the things in the world?

Michael Taussig, Law in a Lawless Land: Diary  
of a Limpieza in Colombia
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Preface

When we spend entire careers thinking and writing about war, it can be 

easy to lose sight of the individual people inside it. As social scientists, we 

are generally trained to see patterns, to build and test theories, to be rig-

orous and scienti�c – objective, even. War studies often focus on nations, 

borders, organizations, and balances of power, which can reinforce this 

(false) sense of objectivity. If we do study people, they are called respon-

dents, participants, subjects, or samples.

But feminist and critical security scholars have long challenged these 

ideas of scienti�c objectivity, recognizing that who we are and our posi-

tion in the world inevitably affect how we analyze and interpret events 

around us. My work builds on these traditions. Feminist and critical 

security scholars have challenged the mainstream, engaged with it, and 

contributed to it – things that I strive to do with this book. But there is a 

tension here. To quote Nimmi Gowrinathan: “Where feminist arguments 

are generally gathered inside sanctioned space for women on bookshelves, 

the thinking of men on violence is nestled into a political canon.”1

While this book is based on empirical social science research methods 

and theoretical analysis, with the aim of building a theory around framing 

contests, desertion, and reintegration, my other goal is that people’s sto-

ries shine through. The book is structured around organizational framing 

competitions in war, but it is people who create and contest these frames. 

It is people – mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, �ghters, peacemakers – 

who �ght and die in these wars, and who try to make sense of them. And 

the people presented in this book know more about war than I ever will.

 1 Nimmi Gowrinathan, Radicalizing Her (Boston: Beacon Press, 2021), 57.
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xvi Preface

The ex-combatants, civilians, and military of�cers in this book spoke 

to me because they wanted me to share their stories. They do not care 

about framing theory or snowball sampling or literature on desertion 

patterns. Most do not know or care what the academic research says 

about Colombia’s civil war. None of that matters when you are living 

through it. What matters is that people see you, that they hear you, and 

that they might even care enough to help you.

I hope, by sharing their stories, that readers will see and hear at least a 

few of the people inside Colombia’s many intersecting con�icts. It is very 

easy to consider certain people as evil, lost, beyond hope, undeserving of 

sympathy – until you sit down and share a meal with them, hear their life 

stories, meet their children, and understand how they got to where they 

are now. As Kimberlé Crenshaw has said: “We must contextualize any 

violence of the resistance in the violence they were resisting.”2

And �nally, I hope that the experiences re�ected here help us to under-

stand what “post-con�ict” life in Colombia – and beyond – really looks 

like, and what it can teach us about building sustainable peace.

 2 Gowrinathan, Radicalizing Her, 66.
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