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Introduction: The Challenge of Non-State
Armed Groups

KEITH KRAUSE AND JENNIFER MILLIKEN

Non-state armed groups pose a direct challenge to the Westphalian project of
constructing sovereign states that possess both the Weberian legal and practical
monopoly over the legitimate use of force within a given territory. They have tradition-
ally been considered relevant to scholars and to the international community only when
a group becomes capable of directly challenging this monopoly. This restricted vision
of the scope and significance of armed groups is essentially limited to ‘state-like” actors
engaged as insurgents in a civil war-like context, and is increasingly distant from
the reality of contemporary armed groups and the conflicts in which they engage.'
The world is populated by armed groups that do not mount direct challenges to the
Weberian state, but that are still relevant for their violent and destructive capabilities,
the predatory and rent-seeking behaviour in which they engage locally, regionally, and
trans-nationally, and the damage that they inflict on human rights, public security, the
rule of law, and prospects for inclusive social and economic development. Many
so-called ‘non-state’ armed groups are also deeply entangled with state power and
state agents in complex ways. Thus, the label ‘non-state’ represents a barrier to under-
standing their multiple roles and functions.

From a social science perspective, the research agenda for armed groups should
thus be broadened not only in regards to which groups to study, but also how — with
what frameworks, methods and approaches — we should study them. Current work,
by scholars such as Stathis Kalyvas and Jeremy Weinstein, focuses mainly on
micro-level and modelling approaches to the dynamics of armed groups.” There are,
however, other approaches in our social science toolbox. Ethnographic fieldwork can
give us insights into how armed groups build support, operate, and use violence,
adding depth to more conventional approaches. Process reconstruction within a socio-
logical framework can enrich our knowledge of the political context of armed group
formation, and how different contexts support the emergence of different types of
armed groups. A political economy approach can help us understand better how the
‘sinews of war’ are brought together by non-state armed groups. And grasping the
broader implications of armed groups for contemporary warfare requires an historical
perspective on the state’s relationship to armed groups.® Only if we can grasp how
armed groups are related to the states in which they take form, and how states are
shaped through conflict with non-state armed actors, can we have gain perspective
on the evolution of conflict and future trends in armed violence, and, perhaps most
importantly, how these trends could be accentuated, checked, or reversed.

The different contributions to this volume represent these various approaches, and
touch on a variety of specific themes, including non-state armed groups and the
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changing nature of warfare, case studies of non-state armed groups, the economic
dimensions of contemporary armed conflicts, and forms of engagement with armed
groups. They are diverse in subject matter, method and approach, which is not
surprising given the different disciplines and approaches brought to bear by the
authors. But they share a common view that the study of non-state armed groups
should be expanded and expansive, in order to foster a better understanding of
some of the dynamics that underpin the use of force and violence in contemporary
world politics. This introduction will survey some of the central themes, highlight
their significance for our understanding of the dynamics of armed groups, and
provide an overview of contributions to the volume.

Non-State Armed Groups: Broadening the Scope of Inquiry®

The basic definitions of non-state armed groups — both as objects of study and sub-
jects for engagement — differ between international lawyers, social scientists from
different disciplines, and practitioners from international governmental and non-
governmental organizations. Among scholars, traditional definitions revolve around
the idea that an armed group is ‘an armed, non-state actor in contemporary wars . ..
[with] a minimal degree of cohesiveness as an organization (to be distinguished
as an entity and to have a name, to have some kind of leadership) and a certain
duration of its violent campaign’.’ This understanding finds an echo in (and is
conceptually linked to) the equally narrow legalistic focus on groups that can be
considered subject to international humanitarian law (IHL). IHL, which ‘imposes
obligations on certain parties to an internal armed conflict irrespective of any recog-
nition granted by the state they are fighting against or by any third state’, is crucial for
determining which armed groups can be treated as subject to THL.® The threshold
conditions that are generally accepted include: the armed forces or organized
armed groups are under responsible command; they are able to exercise control
over territory to carry out sustained and concerted military operations; and they are
able to implement Additional Protocol II to the Geneva Conventions. The effect of
these threshold conditions is to restrict formal engagement to armed groups fighting
in internal wars. The jurisprudence on the issue explicitly excludes ‘internal armed
conflict’ banditry and other criminal acts such as riots, internal disturbances, and
unorganized and short-lived insurrections.’

Nonetheless, other definitions can be found, both among practitioners and scho-
lars. For example, the working definition used by the UN Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan (UNAMA), which is responsible for organizing the disarmament and
disbanding of armed groups, estimates that there are 1,800 armed groups operating
in Afghanistan alone, most of which would not meet the narrow definitions above.?
In Indonesia, a large proportion of armed groups are effectively paramilitary organ-
izations affiliated (loosely or tightly) with different political factions; sometimes
working with state actors, sometimes in opposition to the state.” It is hardly surprising
therefore that there is no consensus on a definition of non-state armed groups, or on
which groups are of interest (and to whom)."’
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At the risk of over-simplification, discussions on which armed groups should be of
interest can be summarized in terms of five categories of armed groups: (1) insurgent
groups; (2) militant groups; (3) urban gangs and warlords; (4) private militias, police
forces and security companies; and (5) transnational groups.'' Although a taxonomy
is not a definition, it is a step towards a broader conceptualization of armed actors.

Insurgent Groups

While the category of insurgent does not carry binding force in international law, both
practitioners and researchers working on armed groups still mainly focus on groups
having effective control over some part of a state’s territory, and possessing the
organizational means to carry out sustained attacks against state forces. This tra-
ditional concept of armed groups is also associated with notions of armed groups
as ‘proto-states’ or ‘states-in-formation’: these groups seek to defeat the regime
against which they are fighting, or through secession in a national liberation move-
ment. It also covers armed groups which may not be seeking state takeover or seces-
sion, but which are engaged in an ‘internal war’, or a violent mass confrontation with
a certain continuity and participation of the forces of a state on one side.

Militant Groups

These are groups that are seeking to redress perceived political and economic injus-
tices through violent means. They endure organizationally and in terms of quasi-
regular attacks against the state (and often, other groups). But they may not have
effective ongoing control over a base region. The level of killing in which they are
involved does not exceed (or has not yet exceeded) the violence threshold by
which insurgencies are usually demarcated.

Warlords, Urban Gangs and Criminal Networks

Groups whose main purpose appears to be the pursuit of illicit profits through control
over natural resources, drugs, trafficking in people, kidnapping, etc., have tradition-
ally been left to the field of criminologists. They have, however, become increasingly
significant in internal war situations, as well as in so-called non-war contexts where
the levels of violence involved can approach or surpass the threshold of deaths in war
and armed conflicts.'

Private Militias, Police Forces and Security Companies

Both powerful and weak states alike are increasingly turning to private security com-
panies to supplement, or sometimes practically to replace, state militaries and police
forces. This accompanies the growing recourse by the private sector to ‘security for
hire’ actors who provide security to company or private property and operations.
What is often neglected in this analysis, however, are the local and community
based militias and police that are also being formed in crime- and conflict-ridden
areas. As is noted by the contribution of Susanne Schmeidl and Masood Karokhail
to this volume, there has even been experimentation in Afghanistan to promote a
traditional form of community police, the Arbakai, in order to provide the public
order that the Afghan state cannot achieve.
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Transnational Groups

This category includes al Qaeda and similar armed groups such as Jemaah Islamiyah
that profess millennial, religious and other ideological goals, and which are networked
across different states and territories in their operations. The violence perpetrated by
these groups is intentionally spectacular and terror-provoking, even if in actual
numbers of deaths the groups are far less destructive than traditional insurgents.

Traditional interest in insurgent groups has many roots, including the 20th century
transition to internal war as the dominant mode of warfare, the brutality of some
internal wars, and the post-Cold War turn towards human security and ‘the responsi-
bility to protect” by Western governments, UN agencies, and non-governmental
organizations.13 Why, however, should we broaden the agenda beyond insurgent
groups in the way this taxonomy implies?

A first reason is that the human security consequences of the ‘other’ forms of
organized violence are actually now more significant than those created by internal
wars. The largest global estimate of recorded instances of violent death in war
(international and intrastate combined) is 52,000 persons per year. Meanwhile, on
average approximately 500,000 persons die each year in non-war violence, and a
large proportion of these deaths involved non-insurgent armed groups of one sort
or another."* In Central America, for example, urban gang violence (including
gang killings, state repression, and gang responses to such action) is responsible
for most of the region’s violent deaths. The levels of violence in the region are
also as high as during the internal wars of the 1980s."”

Second, case studies of different types of armed groups indicate that fundamen-
tally, the dynamics that fuel the resort to violence do not necessarily differ across
different types of armed groups. Almost always, at the root is a crisis in the state,
out of which particular alienated groups exit (or are kicked out) and turn to violence.
Alternatively, those groups in political opposition, or those groups excluded from
the political system, mobilize with arms. As Anthony Vinci points out, ‘As the
state weakens, armed groups — non-state organizations that have the capacity for
systematic military action — can become relatively more powerful.”'® The similarities
and interconnections between different types of armed groups and their use of
violence can only be understood, however, if the scope of inquiry into armed
groups is broadened beyond traditional (and relatively large-scale) insurgent
groups. Such understanding is not only academic; it can have considerable relevance
for policies and programs of early warning, disarmament, post-conflict reconstruc-
tion, and development assistance.

Third, there are good reasons to explore the adequacy of contemporary inter-
national legal frameworks in addressing the humanitarian and human rights obli-
gations (or not) of different kinds of non-state armed groups. The recent American
use of the category ‘unlawful enemy combatant’ to cover many individuals detained
by US forces highlighted the difficulties encountered in using the traditional frame-
work and distinctions in the circumstances of contemporary conflict.'” Finally, there
are also practical reasons for attempting to understand whether and how the nature,
scope and aims of a non-state armed group shape the conditions under which one
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should or could engage with it to promote crisis prevention, conflict management, and
demobilization, or broader efforts to address the causes and consequences of armed
violence and promote development.'®

Studying Armed Groups

Contributors to this volume include urban sociologists, development scholars, anthro-
pologists and political scientists (with parenthetically American, British, and Conti-
nental European training). As a genuinely inter-disciplinary and plural group, they are
committed to a broadened agenda to the study of armed groups, and their contri-
butions reflect this plurality. Although there was no agreed-upon research agenda,
the different articles in this volume identify a set of research issues, frameworks
and methods that represent the starting point for a broadened agenda. These include:

* Ethnographic field work on culture and social rules;

* Process reconstruction and the formation of armed groups;

e Political economy of armed groups;

* Historical sociology of the changing relations between armed groups and the state.

The remainder of this introduction briefly presents the contributions, organized
around these four themes.

Ethnographic Fieldwork: Culture and Social Rules

Most of the work on armed groups in political science is based on or develops ration-
alist models of individuals’ motivations, or of the strategic choices of groups (in
target selection and tactics, for example).'” These represent ‘outside’ approaches in
the sense that they do not study the social understandings of the members of
armed groups. Instead, if a study addresses the issue at all, the reasons for certain
behaviours by armed groups are posited by the researcher, often in the name of
parsimonious or generalizable explanation. For many contributors to this volume
ethnographic fieldwork is a useful corrective and/or a preferred orientation to
externalized approaches. Ethnographic study can involve informal interviews with
armed groups or government officials in order to uncover their understanding of a
situation, and/or to validate external interpretations of the meaning of certain acts.
It can also be used to reconstruct the socio-cultural meanings and rules of action
for armed groups, as these are defined by the groups and the broader society.”® In
any of its variants the approach is demanding and potentially dangerous when
applied to armed groups. But it can also yield significant insights that are not
evident from an outside perspective.

A good example comes from the contribution by Susanne Schmeidl and Masood
Karokhail on the Arbakai, the tribal police operating with some success to keep order
in Loya Paktia province in Afghanistan.?' Outsiders to the Afghan context usually
view the Arbakai as a form of Afghan militia. But Schmeidl and Karokhail explain
how, from an insider’s perspective, the Arbakai are significantly different from
other Afghan militias. While both are irregular non-state armed actors, the
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Arbakai are a very old Pashtun tradition with their roots in the pashtunwali justice
system. The social constitution of the group ties the Arbakai to a clear chain of
command, makes them relatively stable, reliable and predictable, and embeds them
in society. Militias in Afghanistan, by contrast, are a more recent form of armed
group that has ‘no traceable link to any kind of justice system’. They tend to rule
through coercion and by instilling fear in the population. With an organization
based on a ‘person-cult’ of the militia leader, and the extending of protection and
benefits, militias can be ‘rather erratic and unpredictable, especially when leaders
are removed’.?

Based on this ethnographic examination, Schmeidl and Karokhail provide a clear
explanation for why, in a state with such rampant insecurity, the Arbakee have been
effective at fulfilling security mandates. Their account focuses on the social rules for
mobilizing the Arbakee, selecting men for duty, and determining their mandate and
duration of engagement. It emphasizes how, for example, Arbakee ‘are raised for
specific purposes, and the size of the Arbakai and duration of engagement [are]
usually matched to the task at hand’.*® Also of note is that the ‘men selected to
perform Arbakee duty remain in their own jurisdiction, that is, each group of men
is responsible for his own village and the areas associated with the village’, creating
‘a chain of responsibility’ for a village and its jurisdiction.”* Schmeidl and Karo-
khail’s insider conclusions about what makes the Arbakai effective also informs
their cautions about expanding the Arbakai’s role in policing Afghanistan. Several
proposals for this have been advanced in policy circles, including by Britain in its
concept of ‘neighbourhood defence teams’. In Schmeidl and Karokhail’s judgment,
however, if the Arbakee were used outside of the Loya Paktia region they would
lose their accountability structure, risking empowering warlords and their militias.
Even within Loya Paktia, there are important potential limitations. One of these is
that the Arbakee serve the community interest, not that of a provincial or federal
government. In terms of self-defined purpose and geographical understanding,
much would have to change to obtain an effective policing network beyond the
village jurisdiction.

Teresa Koloma Beck also challenges conventional wisdom in her study of
UNITA (National Union for the Total Independence of Angola) in Angola. Most
research on UNITA argues that the armed group sustained its membership mainly
through tribal ties. Yet Koloma Beck’s field interviews indicate that the most loyal
followers were the young boys and girls who were forcibly recruited into the move-
ment. When UNITA was driven in 1976 to retreat to the mata, the uninhabited
regions of the deep south of the country, the movement’s leaders realized they had
to create ‘a social life in this unsociable environment’.?” They not only built up a
veritable city in the territory that they came to control, complete with schools and
hospitals, but also promulgated a social structural framework to guide the teenaged
recruits’ actions. The guiding idea seems to have been ‘to guard ... against the
derailing of violence ... Yet ... this project of behavioural regulation was not
limited to the immediate situations of battle and confrontation, but aimed instead
at all domains of the combatant’s life’. In addition to participating in military cam-
paigns, UNITA soldiers ‘had to attend school and to work on the fields for defined
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periods of time’. UNITA troops did not live together as male bands, but ‘each one was
urged, or indeed coerced, to marry and have children ... These social structures were
framed by a draconian jurisdiction, within the framework of which, for example,
adultery or the abuse of women could be severely punished’.?® After UNITA was
defeated at the polls in 1992, the leadership shrank to a small circle of people from
Jonas Savimbi’s Bailundo clan. Yet among UNITA troops, loyalty to the movement
remained strongest among those recruited and socialized into the organization.

UNITA and the Arbakai could be discounted as exceptional instances of social
orderliness among armed groups. Yet urban gangs also follow social rules, as is
demonstrated by the research of Dennis Rodgers, and the contribution to this
volume by Dennis Rodgers and Robert Muggah. Far from being a manifestation of
anarchic violence, as many portray gangs in Central America, Rodgers’ study of
the pandillas in Managua indicates that they have followed highly regular, even
ritualized, practices of violence. Gang wars ‘revolved around either attacking or
protecting a neighbourhood, with fighting generally specifically focused either on
harming or limiting damage to both neighbourhood infrastructure and inhabitants, as
well as injuring or killing symbolically important pandilleros’ >’ Fighting escalated in
regular and easily recognizable ways, and gang members also fought in a particular
fashion. This idea of ‘living in the shadow of death’ meant:

flying in the face of danger and exposing oneself purposefully in order to taunt
the enemy, taking risks and displaying bravado, whatever the odds and conse-
quences, daring death to do its best. It meant not asking questions or calculating
chances, but just going ahead and acting in a cheerfully exuberant manner, with
style and panache.?®

Rodgers concluded that pandilla wars were ‘scripted performances’ which in fact
circumscribed the unpredictability of violence and created a ‘safe haven’ for locals
by driving out rival gangs from other neighbourhoods.*

Muggah and Rodgers document the way in which these scripted performances are
changing, as the pandillas are transforming into drug gangs that no longer feel
responsible to ‘love’ their neighbourhood.*® As their contribution shows, the trans-
formation of behaviour of these gangs throughout Central America (mainly in El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua) makes them resemble in some
way other armed groups. Although Central American gangs do not fit the traditional
understanding of armed groups (as organizations with the explicit purpose of
obtaining direct control over state institutions), they do challenge the state’s practical
monopoly of the use of force (if not with a political agenda). They also have the
capacity to progressively undermine or assume certain state functions, and shape
the state’s relationship with its citizens around the provision of security as a public
good. Given this, gangs should be conceived as important armed groups, which —
instead of forming out of an ambition to overthrow the state — ‘often emerge as a
result of state weakness, as gangs seek to potentially fill in for the absence of
certain state functions’.”’

Rodgers and Muggah also point out that most gang members join gangs out of a
feeling of exclusion (both socially and economically), and out of a perceived need for
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security. This poses particular challenges for the way in which states (and inter-
national actors) approach the phenomenon of gangs. They argue that the approach
of a state to a given group is often based on imputed motives, and in particular
defining the group as posing either a political or criminal threat. The recent labelling
of Central American gangs by states ‘as an enemy “other” in a manner very similar to
its treatment of more conventional non-state armed groups such as rebel or insurgent
organizations’** arguably has had the dangerous by-product of actually encouraging,
and not limiting, violent behaviour. Pre-existing feelings of exclusion among gang
members are potentially further exacerbated by the repressive policies of the state.
This provides insight into the changing nature of gang activity, especially in terms
of the increase in violent behaviour noted in Rodgers’ research into the pandillas
in Managua,> which can be at least partially be explained as a reaction to changes
in state policy. This increase in violence®* can be traced back to the so-called
‘War on Gangs’, as manifested in the ‘Mano Dura’ (‘Iron Fist’) of El Salvador,
the ‘Cero Tolerancia’ (‘Zero Tolerance’) of Honduras, and the ‘Plan Escoba’
(‘Operation Broomsweep’) of Guatemala. These heavy-handed policy responses —
which include extended jail sentences for gang members, provisions allowing
minors to be treated as adults, and the deployment of military troops to combat the
problem — has been unable to address the root causes of gang perpetuation.

State policies towards gangs, which address only surface issues of gang perpetu-
ation, are partly responsible for the increased violence. In the specific cases of
Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, Rodgers and Muggah point out that the
policies of state-led enforcement operations and coercive regulation serve to
conceal the deeper underlying political, social, and economic challenges manifested
in gang formation and perpetuation.®> Although the phenomenon of gangs in Central
America is most definitely linked to deep-rooted issues such as the legacy of war in
the region, the availability of small arms, and the pervasiveness of machismo in
Central American societies, it is also a consequence of increasing inequality and
exclusion rather than specific political objectives. It is thus important that state and
international policy responses address all of these aspects. The actions taken
towards gangs have the capacity to have a significant impact (either positive or
negative) on the future behaviour, formation and perpetuation of these groups.
This point is echoed in the discussion below on the changing relationship between
armed groups and the state, and the contributions by Diane Davis and William
Reno. Importantly, however, the new ‘exclusive’ and more violent order in Central
America is still simply that — an order of ‘practical and symbolic rules and
norms’, which provides individuals and groups within neighbourhoods with a frame-
work for interaction.*®

Process Reconstruction and the Formation of Armed Groups

Inherent in the work of Susanne Schmeidl and Teresa Koloma Beck is the identifi-
cation of action patterns for armed groups that abstract general conclusions based
on research observations. This activity, which can also be termed ‘process reconstruc-
tion’, is in sharp contrast to the rationalist modelling of groups, in which patterns of
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behaviour are taken to reflect the choices made by individuals as they try to maximize
their benefits and minimize their costs. There is therefore no need to reconstruct
action patterns or to examine processes empirically; all of ‘the action’, so to speak,
is in the choice calculus.

Rationalist models currently dominate in the literature on armed group formation
and motivation — a subject of some importance for policymakers as well as scholars.
Much work on armed groups has, for example, been focused around the ‘greed versus
grievance debate’. The ‘greed’ side, exemplified in the work of Paul Collier and his
colleagues, argues that competition over rents and rent-seeking behaviour leads elite
leaders to consider armed rebellion as a viable course of action. The movement gains
followers when the rebellion is financially viable (especially supported by natural
resource-based rents and/or sympathetic diasporas) and also when a ‘poverty trap’
exists which makes soldiering more attractive.”” The ‘grievance’ side, in contrast,
emphasizes that relative deprivation linked to ethnic and nationalist identities
underlies the motives and actions of most contemporary armed groups. Identity
matters as a force for amalgamating groups by differentiating them along lines of
race, language, religion, or tribal or regional affiliation.®

Contributors to this volume recognized that rent competition and predatory
opportunism are part of the story of how and why violent organizations emerge.
But there are also good reasons to seek a more differentiated explanation of armed
group formation.* In some cases, armed groups like the Arbakai provide protection
for local communities, even when from an outside perspective they could benefit
more from concentrating on profiteering opportunities in their resource-rich areas.
In other cases, one finds more predation in resource-poor areas, and less in
resource-rich regions (for example, Northern versus Southern Somalia, or Northern
Uganda).* Similarly, if greed was the main reason for the formation of armed
groups, we would expect opportunistic organizations to dominate in all times and
places where resources (or the population) were easily exploitable. Yet Sub-
Saharan Africa only became the unfortunate poster child for this thesis in the
1990s, whereas elsewhere at the same time, the thesis fits poorly (Lebanon, Palestine,
and Southeast Asia). Grievance arguments suffer from their own limitations. Group
amalgamation does not necessarily neatly follow lines of tribe, ethnicity, etc., as is
demonstrated by the study of Koloma Beck. Armed violence would also be signifi-
cantly more prevalent if anger and frustration were its main cause. After all, there
are large reservoirs of people in the global South who face stagnant or falling
incomes and state violence and corruption.

To improve our understanding of armed group formation, the contributions of
both Jennifer Hazen and Klaus Schlichte to this volume also chose a political soci-
ology approach. Hazen uses social movement theory to develop an explanation of
the rise of the Niger Delta People’s Volunteer Force (NDPVF) in Nigeria, exploring
why the NDPVF turned to violence, and how it was able to develop into a sustainable
militant group. Schlichte’s study is part of a large comparative project on armed
group formation based on a data set of 80 insurgent groups. He uses Weberian
social theory, especially the work of Norbert Elias on figuration, to develop his
research strategy.*!
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Hazen’s social movement approach situates the NDPVF’s development in a
political opportunity structure and competition between political groups. The NDPVF
movement did not come from nowhere, but rather emerged in a democratic Nigeria
where patronage politics remains at the core of the political system. Elections are a
key moment for patrons to access money and resources, or to lose access, making
them the fulcrum for violence and intimidation. In the run-up to the 2003 elections, pol-
itical candidates provided arms and cash to various groups to create their own personal
militias. After the elections many candidates failed to retrieve the weapons, and elected
officials failed to fulfil the promises that had been made during the campaign. This left a
number of organized groups armed and disgruntled. Mujahid Asari Dobuko, the leader
of the [jaw Youth Council (IYC), sought in this context to have his organization pursue a
more radical agenda. Losing within the IYC on radicalization, he left to form the
NDPVF. Asari was able to draw on his reputation and skilfully manage the media to
tap widespread local grievances in the Delta and build substantial popular support for
his new group.

But why did the NDFVF opt for armed violence when it could have continued to
pressure for change as a militant social movement? Hazen focused on the need for the
NDPVF to distinguish itself from other social movements, starting with the IYC. The
NDPVF also faced ‘a serious threat to its survival and to the lives of its leaders’ from
the Niger Delta Vigilante (NDV) group, also operating in the [jaw area, as well as the
Nigerian government. The latter not only stood behind the NDV as it attacked the
NDPVEF, it ‘initiated its own efforts to eliminate Asari and disband the NDPVF’.4?
Hazen’s explanations are processual — they tell us how greed and grievance are
brought together in contentious politics. They also point to the inadequacy of the
‘non-state’ label for armed groups, since in this case, the groups are inextricably inter-
twined with the formal quest for power in Nigeria.

Schlichte also uses process reconstruction to ground the case studies in his data
set. But unlike Hazen, Schlichte abstracts from his cases to specify a set of three
ideal types for different patterns of processes of armed group formation. These are
worth noting, as they illustrate the ability of an approach like this to generate empiri-
cally rich yet parsimonious theoretical categories.*> They are:

Ad hoc Mechanism

Political crisis in neo-patrimonial systems => selective exclusion from political
class => leader initiative =>> search for military expertise => armed rebellion.**
Examples would be the National Patriotic Front of Liberia or the Revolutionary
United Front in Sierra Leone.

Repression Mechanism

Rapid social change = > overstrained regime = > political exclusion => organized
opposition => repression =>> radicalization => armed rebellion.*> Examples
would be the Moro National Liberation Front in the Philippines or the Tamil
Tigers in Sri Lanka.
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Spin-off Mechanism
War => informalized state => delegation of violence =>> own reproductive base

=> own momentum =>> separation.*® Examples would be the Serbian Volunteer
Guard or RENAMO in Mozambique.

Schlichte’s categories explain not only a group’s formative process, but also the
likely outcomes: whether different groups will successfully institutionalize and ‘turn
their violent power into domination’.*’ His summary conclusion of the odds of
success for ad hoc groups, for example, is that they:

usually have weaker [social] ties from the beginning. They usually consist of
connections that are products of circumstances rather than relations cultivated
over time. Consequently, their internal functioning is precarious. Shared
interest alone does not suffice to create stable organization, and ad hoc
groups are therefore more prone to fragmentation and decay. In propitious
settings, such as strong support by other states, they can institutionalize and
defeat government armies.*®

Theoretical claims like this can be used in other comparative studies, tested, probed,
and refined — an accomplishment for research of this kind on armed groups. And
while Schlichte’s project only addresses insurgent groups, the approach might also
be applicable to other types of groups as well. Certainly Hazen’s presentation of the
NDFVF includes all the elements of the ad hoc mechanism, while her observations
on the possible fate of the group clearly echo Schlichte’s fragmentation pathway thesis.

The Political Economy of Armed Groups

In addition to insider accounts of armed groups action repertoires and motivations, it
is also important to consider the material foundations for, and constraints on, armed
groups. Achim Wennmann examines how armed groups pay for and profit from con-
flict, a topic that has become a major policy issue in recent years. Significant attention
has been given to how diamonds, oil, timber, and other resources have fuelled
violence in states such as Angola, Sierra Leone, and the Democratic Republic of
Congo. Natural resources such as ‘conflict diamonds’, however, are only one of
the means by which armed groups can finance their operations, and Wennmann’s
project attempts to create a more comprehensive mapping of revenue sources,
including developing tools for survey research in this area.*’

His ‘accounting approach’ is particularly innovative for its inclusion of other
means of conflict finance such as taxation, diaspora funding, and kidnapping.
Going further, it also distinguishes between the effectiveness of different sources
in funding a major or minor conflict. He concludes that some methods of financing,
such as easily exploitable resources (diamonds, drugs, and external support) provide
easily centralized control and prospects for rapid (and significant) revenue streams,
and tend to be highly effective. By contrast, methods such as local taxation or
diaspora financing are more difficult to exercise central control over; although they
offer a consistent revenue stream, it is usually less lucrative, and therefore of only
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moderate effectiveness. At the lower end, we find ‘taxation’ of humanitarian relief,
kidnapping, looting, and individual contributions, which offer the lowest possible
revenue streams, and although of limited effectiveness, it still provides the possibility
of sustaining a low-intensity conflict.””

Wennmann’s analysis illustrates that the conditions for starting and sustaining an
armed conflict vary considerably, and that there is no necessary linear relationship
between the prospects of resource capture and the formation of armed groups (or
their violent behaviour). Along with mapping different revenue sources, he develops
a tool for estimating the cost of conflict, distinguishing between the costs of starting
and of perpetuating the use of force. On this account, it costs substantially more to
continue than to start a major war, while low-intensity conflicts have both lower
barrier-to-entry and ‘operating’ costs. Overall, the incentives (and disincentives)
for launching an armed conflict thus must be conceived of dynamically, ‘depending
on the conflict intensity, the rate of replacement for soldiers and materiel and the
development of prices of weapons, ammunition and other items’.”" Armed groups
may not be able to finance escalation to a war, but many will be able to fund a conflict
‘start up’” and to keep operating as gangs, militant groups, etc. ‘Cutting off marginal
sums of money seems wishful thinking when considering the illicit opportunities for
money making in conflict or post-conflict societies, or in the global illicit market
place.”?

A study of conflict financing like this can provide an important complement to
insider approaches, especially when it comes to explaining why certain armed
groups succeed or fail. For example, from a conflict financing perspective on
UNITA, it was not only the organization’s methods of sustaining membership
which determined its ability to keep fighting: an equally important factor was its
diamond-based conflict funding. UNITA ‘was unable to maintain the armed conflict
because diamonds did not generate enough revenue to escalate the conflict between
1993 and 1999. It was also unable to control alluvial diamond mines once attacked by
the government, and with its financial backbone undermined, UNITA’s functioning
as an armed group was affected.’”?

The Sociology of Changing Relations between Armed Groups and the State

The internal conflicts that erupted after the end of the Cold War generated a series of
studies reflecting on structural, political, and socio-economic change and its effects
on states and armed groups. The ‘New Wars’ literature brought to the forefront the
roles of transnational networks, economic globalization, and the fragmentation of
the legitimacy and political authority of states as important contextual factors for
the emergence of new armed groups and their resilience vis-a-vis weak Southern
states.>* This literature might now seem outdated, since the incidence of internal
wars has been reversed or stabilized. But the impetus to think about historical
changes in the relations between armed groups and the state has remained as a
scholarly preoccupation. These concerns are reflected in the contributions of Diane
Davis, Aaron Karp, and William Reno to this volume.

One line of reflection concerns the value of an historical conception of the state as a
form of political order formed and reformed in response to war-making, technological
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change, and resource extraction struggles and bargaining between groups. This
approach is most often associated with the work of Charles Tilly, but with the
proviso that most states in the global South do not fit the ideal type of the modern
Western nation state.”® The European process of state formation yielded states that
broadly provide public goods: domestic order, security from foreign attack, education,
health, welfare, and economic development. Many Southern states can only provide
such public goods in a limited way, and important basic services are often in practice
privatized through political arrangements developed by ruling elites in order to stay in
power and capture monopoly rents. By encouraging comparative historical analysis, a
state formation perspective can illuminate the development trajectories and roles of
new armed groups in this context of states-in-formation.

Diane Davis, for example, links the growing role of private police in many
Southern states to the ‘war’ that authoritarian states had made on their rebellious
citizens during the Cold War era.’® Seeking to advance as late industrializers, state
elites enforced compliance from labour through repression and violence carried out
by police, militaries, and paramilitaries. Democratization ended some of this, but
left a legacy of corruption and impunity. Meanwhile, the neo-liberal turn increased
social and income polarity dramatically, creating a context in which private police
have become increasingly important as guards for corporate assets and to ‘act on
behalf of citizen clients, protecting their homes, workplaces, and transport routes’.>’
What public policing remains provides order for the wealthy, leaving the poorest to
fend for themselves.

The issue for Davis is that while in some states such as South Africa, the public
and private police may be working together and in the process strengthening the com-
mitment to rule of law and democracy, in other states such as Mexico, the already-
eroded legitimacy of the state continues to degrade. In border areas and the cities,
private police mix with gangs and so-called mafias to ‘sell’ security selectively and
unevenly. This does not occur in isolation from, or competition with, the state,
since the networks of non-state armed actors are often well connected with state
actors, with police officers moonlighting as private security agents, or ex-police or
military directly employed as private police. As a result, however, ‘when the same
individuals or networks of armed professionals move back and forth between the
state and civil society, sharing knowledge and personal relations, it is harder for citi-
zens to leverage institutional accountability, and abuse of coercive power is more
likely to continue’.”® Echoing the New Wars arguments, Davis predicts that the
state’s complicity in violence networks will delegitimize it further, even while
encouraging the proliferation of more non-state armed actors. The ultimate result
of the ‘oligopolization of the means of violence’ will be ‘new compromises or com-
plicities between state and non-state coercive actors’ that ‘driv[e] a vicious cycle of
state de-legitimization and the appearance of alternative imagined communities of
reciprocity, many of which are protected by their own non-state armed actors’.>

Building upon this, Will Reno’s contribution delves into the subject of violence
within collapsed states. Instead of following an explanatory mechanism that focuses
on individual interests — actors engaging in violent hostilities in search of short-term
(often economic) gain — Reno argues that such approaches only provide a partial
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understanding of the behaviour and understandings of insurgents. He argues that state
collapse is in fact a consequence, and not a cause, of certain coercive and predatory
behaviours. Essentially, Reno posits that to understand violent behaviour by armed
groups, it is important to account not only for the potential motives of the armed
actors, but for the particular social structures in which actors are located. Specifically,
he argues that the extremes of predation are better understood as a consequence of
certain political strategies and local political economies that they created in patron-
age-based political systems. In this interpretation of insurgent behaviour, ‘context
matters a lot, particularly the manner and degree to which local networks of authority
control the uses of resources and those who benefit from them’.*

In this way, Reno’s argument for the importance of context in understanding
transnational and non-state armed group formation and behaviour ties in nicely
with the findings presented by Schmeidl and Karokhail’s contributions, as well as
that of Koloma Beck. It also echoes the assertion of Rodgers and Muggah that
Central American gang violence is better understood not as simply existing within
the non-state armed group distinction, but as related to a specific social context,
usually defined by elements of social and economic exclusion. All of these scholars
argued for the importance of context specific analysis in studying this topic.

A different historical perspective on the state in relation to armed groups comes
from Aaron Karp’s examination, through the lens of military history, of the epochal
transformations in war-making and military technology.®' Karp’s starting point is that
increasingly the United States and its allies decide to go to war and prosecute conflicts
based on ‘post-modern, humanitarian sensibilities’. War has to be made acceptable to
domestic and international audiences, and therefore the successful use of force is
defined as ‘minimal death and destruction’, rather than the total crushing of the
power of the enemy.®? State-of-the-art technologies thus paradoxically serve not to
assure victory, but rather to make it impossible for insurgents to win militarily —
while reducing the risks to Western forces.

The political limitations that Western powers place on warfare contrast for Karp
with the freedom of action of many contemporary armed groups. While they cannot
defeat their opponents outright, the adversaries of Western states in the Middle East
and Afghanistan face few legitimacy obstacles in choosing strategy or innovating in
weapons and tactics. This ‘migration of military-technical initiative’ to armed groups
enables them to use guerrilla warfare to try and ‘inflict enough pain and humiliation to
convince the adversary to give up’.> When sniping and suicide bombing lose their
impact, the insurgents change their approach, controlling the pace of innovation on
the battlefield. In Iraq, for example, sniper and rifle attacks were first replaced in tac-
tical leadership terms by suicide bombings and then by the increased use of impro-
vised explosive devices (IEDs) to attack coalition forces. A similar process in
Lebanon and Gaza resulted in rocket attacks being used as the tactical innovation.
The al-Qassam rockets used by Hamas in Gaza ‘are hardly impressive ... Except
for an explosive warhead of 2-5 kg, they are little different from large hobby
rockets popular among North American enthusiasts ... [But] as primarily political
weapons, they only have to work well enough to encourage Palestinian unity and
keep pressure on Israel for political concessions.”®*
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Are insurgents and terrorists likely to continue to hold the advantage in tactical
innovation, especially of a low-tech variety, over the United States and its allies?
Karp placed developments in the Middle East and Afghanistan in the context of
the transition from ‘third generation’ to ‘fourth generation warfare’.®> Third gener-
ation warfare is industrial and network-centric warfare (as in recent US military doc-
trine for fighting in Iraq). Fourth generation warfare is guerrilla warfare, whether the
classic variant (such as in Maoist doctrine) or contemporary approaches in which
guerrillas need never try to defeat the opponent militarily. For Karp, the rise of
fourth generation warfare may be part of the process of overturning the utility of war
planning and war as an instrument of statecraft. More immediately, it gives a new
advantage to insurgents, ‘the ability to pick dominant weapons’, making it more
likely for armed conflicts to become ‘stalemated, continuing without much hope of

resolution’.%®

Conclusion

If we align Aaron Karp’s and Diane Davis’s historical arguments with the political
economy conclusions of Achim Wennmann, we arrive at a fairly bleak picture for
the future of global armed violence. Major civil wars may be increasingly less fre-
quent, but it is also increasingly easy for armed groups of all stripes to keep conflicts
going as low-intensity contests, whether primarily political or primarily economic in
nature. Southern states are ill-equipped to prosecute these wars. And militarily more
powerful Western states will probably not be able to achieve military victory, given
their self-imposed political limitations and the difficulties in countering asymmetric
tactical innovations. Social violence meanwhile appears to be on the rise outside of
what are defined conventionally as conflict zones, and the line between different
sorts of armed groups, and different forms of armed violence, is increasingly
blurred.®’

Although some states could develop the means to check the expansion of armed
groups in their cities and regional hinterlands, in too many cases social violence
seems likely to continue or expand, as a result of the declining ability of the state
to manifest in practice its theoretical Weberian monopoly on the legitimate use of
force. At the root of this may be the relative lack or long-term decay of the public
good of security, which opens spaces into which new predatory or protective
actors emerge. A complete picture of these historical trends, and the role of armed
groups in them, is still beyond our grasp. As Will Reno also points out, more knowl-
edge needs to be gained by examining violence (in its predatory form) by looking at
those states that are exceptions to the rule rather than those that affirm it. These states
can serve as important counterfactual examples to the overarching assumption that
such things as natural resource wealth, or weak or absent state structures (especially
in the case of Africa), create the necessary and perhaps even sufficient conditions for
armed violence. As Reno points out, we need not to take for granted the state or to
naturalize such categories as ‘weak state’ or ‘failed state’.

Rather, researchers must map out how state institutions actually work to provide
public order and security (or not), and how states interact with potential and actual
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challengers to the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of violence. This is not just a
good rule for studying Southern states. It is also a useful perspective to adopt in the
broader project of expanding the research agenda on armed groups, and for theorizing
the relationship between armed groups, states, and state formation processes. We may
not arrive at a less bleak picture of the future for armed violence worldwide. But we
may develop a somewhat more nuanced account of its potential manifestations, be
able to identify new and emerging violent social formations, and be better able to
recognize their prospects as well as their limitations.
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