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Abstract

Tobias Debiel/Daniel Lambach (Eds.): State Failure Revisited II: Actors of
Violence and Alternative Forms of Governance. Duisburg: Institute for De-
velopment and Peace, University of Duisburg-Essen (INEF Report, 89/2007).

This INEF report is the companion piece to “State Failure Revisited I: Glob-
alization of Security and Neighborhood Effects” (INEF Report 87/2007). While
the first working paper mainly took a structural perspective and dealt with the
global and regional level, the contributions in our new study put those actors in
the spotlight who shape national and local arenas.

Daniel Bird’s paper on warlordism in the “Westphalian Periphery” recon-
structs different waves of warlord analysis (European feudalism; China at the
beginning of the 20th century; Africa in the 1990s) and evaluates the usefulness
of applying related concepts like praetorianism, organized crime, caudillismo,
and insurgency. The article challenges the dominant view that warlords are
almost exclusively driven by economic interests and instead looks at warlord-
ism as an alternative form of governance in contexts that are defined by “oligo-
polies of violence”. Under these circumstances, warlords impact state-building
and may even allow for the provision of public goods. Driving factors are the
warlord’s need to mobilize a minimum degree of legitimacy within local com-
munities or his aspiration to gain control over society. Furthermore, as Bird
argues, warlords may hold the local population captive if humanitarian organi-
zations are willing to deliver social services as they can thus diversify their
modes of ‘resource extraction” and increase their autonomy.

Andreas Mehler and Judy Smith-H6hn present an empirical case study on
Liberia and Sierra Leone. Which security-relevant actors are perceived as being
able to offer protection? Who is a potential source of threat? Preliminary an-
swers to these guiding questions are given for Liberia, based on data collected
in 2006. It turns out that urban respondents regarded the UN Mission in Liberia
(UNMIL) as overwhelmingly important for their personal safety, followed by
the Liberia National Police (18.4%). Vigilantes, area teams, and neighborhood
watches were assessed as ambivalent, being partly a source of protection but
also a source of concern. The major threats for personal security, however, ob-
viously stem from street boys, ex-combatants, political party militias, and secret
societies. The contribution concludes that international engagement in security
sector reform will remain crucial. But it also argues that a clear understanding
of all relevant local players, including non-state actors, is necessitated because
their relevance will grow as soon as external actors withdraw their personnel
and resources.
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Foreword

At the beginning of 2007, we published “State Failure Revisited I: Globa-
lization of Security and Neighborhood Effects” (INEF Report 87/2007).
The respective papers tackled two issues that had been at the margins of
the debate before: "Rethinking State Failure: The Political Economy of
Security", by Pinar Bilgin and Adam David Morton, argued that the rela-
tionship between ‘state failure’ and globalization had not been ade-
quately theorized. As a consequence, they laid out the contours of an
alternative framework to state ‘failure’ that is attentive to the conditions
of uneven development of accumulation patterns and the importation of
‘Western” models of sovereign territoriality in non-Western locales. Da-
niel Lambach in his contribution "Close Encounters in the Third Dimen-
sion" conceptualized the regional impact of state failure and undertook a
plausibility test with evidence from West Africa.

With “State Failure Revisited II: Actors of Violence and Alternative
Forms of Governance”, we now present the companion piece. While the
first working paper mainly took a structural perspective and dealt with
the global and regional level, the contributions in our new report put
those actors in the spotlight who shape national and local arenas. Daniel
Bir6 develops an innovative theoretical understanding of warlordism as
an alternative form of governance in the “Westphalian Periphery”. The
paper grew out of a panel at the 2006 Annual Convention of the Interna-
tional Studies Association (ISA) and has been revised and extended sub-
stantially since then. It starts with the observation that organized vi-
olence after the Cold War is not adequately framed and captured by
established theories like Charles Tilly’s “war makes states’ thesis or te-
leological models of state-building. By re-constructing different waves of
warlord analysis (European feudalism; China at the beginning of the 20t
century; Africa in the 1990s), Biré de-demonizes warlordism and defines
warlords soberly as “competing non-ideological military-political actors
whose importance is dictated by the capacity (...) to translate their per-
sonal command over a significant number of irregular troops into a de
facto, neopatrimonial control of a region under which the authority of
the central state’s institutions fails to hold.”

In his analysis, Bir¢ includes a broad range of examples but always
maintains a particular focus on the ‘showcase’ of Afghanistan. He dis-
cusses in depth in how far warlordism can be explained by leaning to-
wards concepts of praetorianism to research on mafia and bandits and to
literature on caudillismo as well as on guerillaism and militiaism. Bird
challenges the dominant view that warlords are almost exclusively dri-
ven by economic interests. On the contrary, he presents cases — most
prominently Ismail Khan's reign in Herat — where public goods were
provided by or under the control of warlords. Several factors offer ex-
planations for this, in particular the warlord’s need to mobilize a mini-
mum degree of legitimacy within local communities or his aspiration to
gain control over society. Biré adds a further interesting interpretation:
If international actors, in particular INGOs, are keen to implement hu-



manitarian programmes, warlords as rational actors may try to get their
share from the influx of aid money by holding the local population cap-
tive. This can be seen as one of several mechanisms used by warlords to
diversify their sources of income and their social relations in order to
avoid dependency on any single actor. In Bird’s analysis, warlordism
emerges as an alternative form of governance in contexts that can be
defined by “oligopolies of violence” — a concept originally developed
with regard to West Africa by Andreas Mehler. Future research might be
geared towards investigating the particular conditions under which
warlordism in selected case studies hinders or facilitates processes of
state-building and the reliable provision of social services.

In the second contribution to this report, Andreas Mehler and Judy
Smith-Hohn take stock of security-relevant actors in Liberia and Sierra
Leone. Similar to Bird’s article, their paper calls into question main-
stream models of state-building that ignore empirical realities in war-
torn countries. Their argument is based on preliminary results from an
innovative research project, primarily funded by the German Founda-
tion for Peace Research, in which they asked citizens and experts who
really protects the local population. Data on perceptions were collected
by a survey and by in-depth as well as focus-group discussions in urban
areas. The 2006 results for Liberia show that respondents regarded the
UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) as overwhelmingly important for their
personal safety, followed by the Liberia National Police (18.4%). Com-
munity watch teams such as vigilantes, area teams, and neighborhood
watch were perceived as ambivalent, being partly a source of protection
but also a source of concern. The major threats for personal security,
however, obviously stem from street boys, ex-combatants, political party
militias, and secret societies (Poro, Sandee).

The contribution has substantial implications for security reform
strategies and the question of which actors should be involved in such
efforts. The engagement of international actors appears to be crucial, an
inclusive approach is required. The urban population at least, however,
seems skeptical concerning the integration of traditional institutions
such as secret societies into an overall security structure. At the same
time, a clear understanding of all relevant local actors and mechanisms
for conflict resolution is important. As soon as external actors like the
United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) withdraw their
personnel and resources a gap will become obvious. Weak state authori-
ties and formal institutions will not easily fill this gap, so that private or
communitarian actors may become relevant for the provision of security.

As editors we wish you an enjoyable reading of the two papers. We
are convinced that they add new perspectives on the issue of state fail-
ure from an actor-oriented perspective and will almost certainly stimu-
late lively debate and future research.

Prof. Dr. Tobias Debiel
Dr. Daniel Lambach
Duisburg, Hamburg, August 2007
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The (Un)bearable Lightness of ... Violence
Warlordism as an Alternative Form of
Governance in the “Westphalian Periphery”?

Daniel Biro

The reference to Kundera's The Un-
bearable Lightness of Being in an article
concerned with forms of organized
violence in the contemporary sphere
might be surprising. The title I have
chosen for this paper” takes its sub-
stance directly from the Czech au-
thor's understanding of the duality
weight-lightness, in which he ex-
presses the impossibility of ade-
quately capturing the past and, hence,
the difficulty of resorting to its models
and explanations in light of the pre-
sent. Similarly, in the context of the
point that my paper is making — i.e.
that contemporary forms of organized
violence cannot be adequately ana-
lyzed within the framework of mod-
ern state-formation theories — the past
can only serve as a starting point to
explicate the present. In other words,
it is necessary to relinquish the
‘weight' of established theories (such
as those formulated by Charles Tilly

*In a drraft version, this paper was presented at
the ISA Annual Convention in San Diego in
March 2006. It is written in the context of my
PhD research and as such many aspects will be
included and further developed in my thesis. I
would like to thank Tobias Debiel for his en-
couragement and feed-back helping me to re-
work the ISA paper into a publishable piece.
My thanks also go to the members of the De-
partment of International Relations at the Aus-
tralian National University (ANU) who have
offered their time, advices and stimulating
thoughts, namely to Paul Keal, Greg Fry, André
Broome and in particular to Raymond Ap-
thorpe. Cristina Sandru helped me as always is
sharpening my thoughts. Needless to say, I
alone am responsible for any shortcomings of
this essay.

and others), which maintain a direct
connection between war and the for-
mation of modern statehood (‘war
makes state'). Instead, we should look
for a novel analytical framework to
discuss the role of organized violence
today, which would point to its direct
connection with alternative types of
polity. Consequently, this article tries
to investigate the possibility of con-
ceptually engaging with warlords not
as a way of constructing a polity
shaped on the image of the modern
state with its monopoly of violence on
a given territory, but as an alternative
form of governance characterized
instead by an “oligopoly of violence”.

Shortly after the end of the Cold
War, the increased intensity of the
processes of globalization was ac-
companied by a resurgence of cases
amalgamated under the blurry cate-
gory of state “weakness”, “fragility”,
“failure” or even “collapse”. Almost
with no exception, on the ruins of the
formal state institutions in the West-
phalian Periphery, a ghostly character
from the past seemed to be wakened,
threatening the international commu-
nity’s efforts towards state
(re)construction. Today it is part of
conventional wisdom that large parts
of territories situated at the periphery
of the modern state system are in-
scribed into a warlord dominion. The
widest presumption when writing
about warlordism is that it should
and would be eliminated as a conse-
quence of one form or another of
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state-building. Depicted in the sensa-
tionalist media as the villains of the
violent conflicts and the main cause
that blocks successful state-building,
some of the warlords have enjoyed
quite a significant longevity. In this
paper 1 propose to search for the
causes of this longevity in their em-
beddedness in both traditional society
and a globalized network, by ac-
knowledging their limited impact on
some of the tasks usually associated
with the modern state.

Before proceeding to the explora-
tion of the issue, it has to be said that
my research restricts its focus to those
political units that had limited experi-
ence of the “modern state” in terms of
a centralized, hierarchically organized
monopoly over violence. At the same
time, there are corresponding trends
in the developed world referring to
the erosion of the state’s monopoly
over violence — and particularly the
phenomenon of “commodification of
violence”. While the phenomenon of
privatizing security in developed
countries led to a bourgeoning litera-
ture on Private Military Companies
(PMCs), the corresponding trends
affecting the monopoly of violence in
the developing countries are either
ignored, obscured or analyzed with a
bias in favor of the Weberian image of
a modern state. In this sense, my un-
derstanding of “Westphalian Periph-
ery” is informed by Michael Atkins
reference to the expansion of the
Westphalian model outside of the
European world for whom
“in general terms, such categories [“West-
phalian Core” and “Westphalian Periphery”]
may be defined by how successfully a state
has mustered together both the outwardly
visible [Westphalian] institutions as well as
the less evident social norms” (Atkins 2003a:
2).

As such, Atkins clearly situates his

perspective on the literature studying

the diffusion of the Westphalian insti-
tutional model from the “core” to
periphery:
“states on the Westphalian Periphery are
those whose institutional structures have
been imposed from without rather than
within, coming relatively late in the history of
the state system” (Atkins 2003 b: ii, footnote
1).
Consequently, I will use a narrower
understanding of Wallerstein’s core-
periphery distinction, to include po-
litical units whose recent adherence to
the Westphalian system corresponds
with differing processes of historical
evolution. In this regard, I follow Rolf
Schwartz, whose main distinguishing
factor between the Westphalian core
and its periphery is the internal struc-
ture of the political units, including,
for instance, “the importance of tribal
structures and informal relationships
in everyday life
(Schwartz 2004: 4).

and politics”

In this context, the paper’s under-
lying message is a plea for the devel-
opment of a conceptual framework
that moves beyond the teleological
project of building up a modern state
by recognizing the modern warlord-
ism as a sample of adaptative social
innovation to conditions of intense
economic globalization. To this end,
this paper is structured in several
parts. In the first section, which is
dedicated to a theoretical framework,
I argue for the replacement of the
state-building perspective
search for the identification of alterna-
tive forms of governance in the ab-
sence of a centralized monopoly over
violence. Secondly I argue that, given
its under-theorized status, a concep-
tualization of warlords in terms of
governance might offer a first step
toward the identification of such an
alternative. A critical incursion in the

with a

definitional maze identifies a serious
gap in that it seems to avoid the pro-
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vision of some social services in areas
under warlord domination. The objec-
tive of this critical investigation into
the conceptual labyrinth of warlord
studies is to advance in the direction
of a working definition of warlordery.

The third section will be devoted
to the efforts of singularizing the phe-
nomena of warlordery through a
compare-and-contrast investigation of
other, related non-state armed groups.
The simplest way of defining war-
lords could be to merely see them as
“persons whose power derives from
the gun” (Woodward 1999), exempli-
fied by the personal command of a
private army. As attractive as the
simplicity of this approach may be, it
is simultaneously too narrow and too
large for an operational definition. It
is too narrow because, beyond a mere
hint as to the origins of the warlords’
power, it is not useful when analyzing
the dynamics of this power. It is also
not helpful in the examination of its
interactions with other actors in the
territory under its control as well as
with the state and the international
system. At the same time it is too
large a definition, as it allows for the
inclusion of all types of actors whose
power derives in one way or another
“from the gun”. It would contain not
only the usual category of suspects
such as Liberia’s Charles Taylor, Af-
ghanistan’s Abdul Rashid Dostum, or
Ismail Khan, Somalia’s Mohammad
Aideed, Lebanon’s Walid Jumbat or
various leaders of the Medellin Cartel,
but in effect any leader of an insur-
gent movement, criminal organization
or even an authoritarian/totalitarian
state. In the pages that follow a critical
investigation of the meaning and the
context within which the term "war-
lord" emerges and is activated, will be
offered.

Finally, before concluding this pa-
per, the identification of a governance
space within the particular social con-
text of warlordery constitutes the
substance of the fourth part that will
be used to draw the contours of an
alternative form of governance be-
yond the centralized monopoly over
violence. To be sure, mine is not the
first attempt to look at the contempo-
rary variety of warlordism in these
terms. Most significantly, Stephen
Lindberg analyses warlordism in
terms of a

“pluralist governance, characterized by open
and relatively unregulated competition be-
tween social groups and actors for influence
over the state ... presumes a multitude of so-
cial groups counter-weighing state institu-
tions and acting as checks and balances ... [in
which] the state performs only basic func-
tions that take fewer resources and will there-
fore not have to rely heavily on coercion for

extraction of resources” (Lindberg 2001: 186-
187).

The novelty of my approach consists
in identifying that modicum of public
goods available in territories under
the control of a warlord, where the
latter is a significant actor in a situa-
tion that goes beyond the static
asymmetry between “strong society”
and “weak state” (Migdal 1988). This
is not to ignore the fact that the ab-
sence of a state’s monopoly over or-
ganized violence is most of the time
destructive, with dire consequences
for large parts of the population. Vir-
tually all analyses of warlords and
warlord politics stress this aspect to
the extent that the phenomenon has
been treated in a one-dimensional
way,
functions of violence actors for social
order. Trying to fill a gap, this paper
will mainly address the modicum of
social services still provided under a
warlord order, without proposing an
abandonment of scholarly work fo-
cused on the negative impact of the
dissipation of the monopoly over

completely disregarding the
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violence. In the context of a “failed”
or, for that matter, a “strong” state,
organized violence outside the control
of the state characterizes contempo-
rary life in a significant number of
societies. The necessity of dealing
with issues of failed states, dysfunc-
tional institutions and lack of “good
governance” at the periphery of the
international system has pushed the
process of state-building to the core of
current scholarly interest, and even
more so to the attention of decision-
makers. The burgeoning literature on
“state failure”, however, is founded
on a “negative” logic triggered by the
analysis of what is missing in polities
at the Westphalian Periphery — cham-

pion of which is the absence of a cen-
tralized monopoly over violence.

Building up on this negative logic,
the solutions widely offered revolve
around the (re)centralization of con-
trol over organized violence in a
manner reminiscent of the early state-
formation theories. In opposition, by
not ignoring the provision of social
services such as infrastructural net-
works, health systems and education
in areas outside the central govern-
ment’s control over violence, this
research is informed by a “positive”
inductive logic centered on identify-
ing what is already in place in those
political units.

1. State-formation theory and its limitations in
the process of state-building

Despite renewed academic efforts to
tackle the issue of warlordism, the
international community locked into
a culture dominated by state fetish-
ism is engaged in a sustained effort
to realize an image where

“warlords are disarmed, faction fighters re-

turn to their factories, elections are freely

and fairly held, and soon after, the troops
return home” (MacKinlay 2000: 78).

1.1 Deep-seated convictions
and new understandings of
statehood

Continuous debates on the transfor-
mation of warlords into state politi-
cians (“from warlords to peacelords”
framework) reflect a deep-seated
conviction in the possibility of repro-
ducing the strategies of the early
state-formation. Borrowing from the
debate surrounding the issue of state-
building as different from its prede-
cessor process of state-formation, I
argue that the most appropriate

method of analysis should be in-
formed by a dynamic vision of state-
hood as a an entity which is con-
stantly being constructed and recon-
structed as regards the structure of its
organization, goals, functions, in-
struments and methods of govern-
ance. As such, the research needs to
be conversant with recent literature
that introduces variation in both the
forms and functions of the state’.

Accordingly, it is useful to distin-
guish between the early formation of
the (European) modern state and the

1 Concerning the variation in state forms, see
the Cooper- Serensen -Tanaka typology of pre-
modern, modern and post-modern worlds, or
Bobbitt's typology including “princely”,
“kingly”, “territorial”, “state-nation”, “nation-
state” and “market-state” (Cooper 2000; Ta-
naka 2002; Sgrensen 2001b and Bobbitt 2002). I
am using the idea of variation in the functions
of the state in a manner similar to Barry
Buzan’'s “alteration of the idea of state” (Buzan
1991). See also Mattei Dogan’s formulation on
the paternalist or security-oriented vs. mater-
nalist or welfare state (Dogan/Pellassy 1987).
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fate of peripheral polities in the late
20%/early 21st century. The appear-
ance of the modern state on the ruins
of the late European Middle Age as a
result of violent collisions between
various actors is usually described in
terms of state-formation, implying an
unintentional character of a centu-
ries-old process?. In contrast, the
allegedly corresponding processes of
the 20t and 21st centuries are ap-
proached from the perspective of
state-building, referring to the inten-
tional character of designing the de-
sired form of polity around the fea-
tures of the modern state. Distin-
guishing between state-formation
and state-building suggests dissimi-
larities in the effects of institutional
construction between early and late
efforts. The idea of lateness as an
analytical device represents a transla-
tion of the political economist Alex-
ander Gershenkron’s idea of late-
industrialization for which the logic
of latecomers revolves around the
ideas of institutional innovation and
“catching-up”  through “burning
stages of development” (Gershenk-
ron 1962)3. 1 regard Gershenkron’s
model of early vs. late industrializa-
tion as essential to correct the rather
unilinear and teleological assumption
of institutional development, thus
allowing for qualitative variations in
the forms and functions of the state.

2 This is the usage favored by classic authors
such as Norbert Elias in his work on the crea-
tion of a public monopoly over violence,
Charles Tilly’s thesis that “war makes state”,
or Hendrik Spruyt’s work on the comparative
advantage of the new institutional type — the
modern state (Elias 1994; Tilly 1975, 1990;
Spruyt 1994).

3 In the field of historical sociology, it is Tho-
mas Ertman who uses the Gershenkronian
framework to refine Tilly’s account of the
state-building process (Ertman 1997). This use
of Gershenkron in the context of state-
formation appears on the literature on Middle
East in Lustick 1997.

Consequentially, lateness is prone to
produce variation in outcomes, in
both the forms and functions of the
institutions of governance, thus sup-
plementing a hidden “logic of homo-
geneity” of state-building with a
“logic of heterogeneity” (Serensen
2001a: 25-32).

There is an interesting shift in the
late creation of state institutions.
While the first modern states were
created through political innovations
in domestic extractive and administra-
tive techniques imposed under pres-
sure from external competition, con-
temporary leaders, be they state rep-
resentatives, warlords or other entre-
preneurs of violence, create various
forms of political organization
through a reversed process. In this,
they benefit from external extraction
of military, financial and legitimacy
resources, while confronted with
predominantly  internal  security
threats. On the issue of state-
building, Miguel Angel Centeno
(1997) challenged the causal mecha-
nism modeled on the European ex-
traction-coercion cycle (Tilly, 1975;
1990) in a comparative study of 11
Latin American political units during
the period of state-formation in the
“short 19th century”. As a result, he
refines the theoretical model by in-
troducing three intermediate vari-
ables to connect war with state-
making and the transformation of
organized violence into “productive”
violence: the internal source of reve-
nue, the timing of warfare as related
to efficient pre-existent institutions,
and the existence of social actors to
support state centralization as a con-
sequence of war (Centeno 1997:
1569). The context for warlordism is
built in total opposition: with very
rare exceptions, warlords benefit
from externally extracted revenues,
while the existent, traditional institu-

11
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tions continue to be strongly resistant
to the creation of a centralized bu-
reaucracy that would favor the rise of
the modern state.

Recent years witnessed remark-
able achievements by authors trying
to advance substantial explanations
of why violence in the “Westphalian
Periphery” is far from creating mod-
ern institutions of monopoly over
violence. As a result, we now know
that it is not only the alteration in the
nature of threat or the sources of reve-
nues that modifies the relationship
between warfare and state-creation,
but also the radical transformation of
the nature of warfare itself. Thus, the
state-creating wars are said to be
those that had an external orientation
and a territorial nature. Conversely,
the state-destroying wars take place
within a given territoriality and are
internally-oriented in an environ-
ment characterized by the spread of
cheap small arms, machetes, etc
(Serensen 2001b: 345- 347). Despite
these progresses, the literature is
incomplete, as it stops short of inves-
tigating what forms of governance
result from contemporary contexts of
violence. The logical extension of
investigating the factors that might
hinder the monopolization of vio-
lence is to analyse the sustainability
of a form of governance in the con-
text of a state that does not monopo-
lize organized violence on its terri-
tory. The context of warlordism pro-
vides exactly such an opportunity.
But in studying warlordism, it is
necessary to inscribe into the analysis
a shift away from the study of “state”
to an examination of “power” and its
micro-politics, and refocus attention
on the concept of “governance”. The
aim to establish the “polity” as the
fundamental unit of study in Interna-
tional Relations (Walby 2003; Lemke
2005).

The acceptance of “governance
without government” (Czempiel and
Rosenau 1992) derives from the rich
literature on international regimes
further supported by the emergence
of private authority in the interna-
tional system (Hall and Biersteker
2002). Conceptually, this triggers a
separation between the institution of
government and the functions of gov-
ernance. Thus,
“government refers to formal institutions that
enjoy national sovereignty, possess a mo-
nopoly of power over a particular territory
and are not answerable to an external au-
thority” while “governance is a social func-
tion such as the regulation of economic af-
fairs” (Wolfgang Reinicke quoted in Gilpin
2002: 240).

Similarly, Kooiman draws the impor-

tant conclusion that while the process

of governing refers to a
“goal-directed [public] intervention ... gov-
ernance is the result — or the total effect of
social-political-administrative interventions
and interactions, across public and private, be-

yond markets and hierarchies” (my italics, Koo-
iman quoted in Rhodes, 1996: 657)

As such, the classic public-private
distinction becomes blurred not only
in the economic, political and social
area, but also in the military one, as
illustrated in a form of ‘labor-
division” among central institutions,
local warlords and domestic or inter-
national NGOs.

1.2 Why warlordism as an al-
ternative form of govern-
ance?

Firstly, the major reason for the focus
on warlords has to do with the rapid
expansion in the Westphalian Pe-
riphery of a phenomenon associated
with “warlord politics” (Reno 1998).
An illustrative instance of this is pro-
vided by the growing interest in
various aspects of warlordism on the
part not only of the mass media, but
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also of academic literature. Originally
used to describe the characteristics of
governance in  pre-Communist
China, the concept of warlordism
today designates features of (non-)
governance in places such as Liberia,
Somalia, the Lebanon or Afghanistan,

“where the structure, authority and power of

the central government had either decayed
or fragmented altogether” (Peake 2003: 182).

The phenomenon of non-state armed
actors contesting the central govern-
ment’s attempts to monopolize the
control over violence is therefore far
from being new: it extracts its con-
ceptual substance from feudal
Europe through its Chinese version
at the beginning of the 20% century,
to the contemporary forms it takes in
diverse polities. Nor is it geographi-
cally or -culturally circumscribed:
descriptions of warlordism in one
form or another cover a wide geo-
graphical area from China in the
early 1920s to contemporary Europe
(Serbia), to cases in Central Asia (Af-
ghanistan or the former Soviet Union
republics), Africa (Somalia, Sierra
Leone, and Liberia) or South America
(Colombia)*. Despite this multi-
dimensional variety, the word “war-
lord” has not become any less emo-
tionally charged in its usage, nor has
it abandoned its initial pejorative
significance, since it continues to
signify “purely a phenomenon of
disintegration” (Ottaway 2000: 263).

Secondly, the interest in warlord-
ism fits well into the general change
of direction in LR. theory toward a
concerted effort to deal with units
other than the state, be they at the

4 That is not to say that the latter is a homoge-
nous phenomenon characterized by the same
constitutive elements or leading to the same
dynamics. Warlordism is in fact embedded in
the local social, economic, political, cultural or
military framework, and this embeddedness
certainly impacts on its forms of manifestation.

supra- or a sub-state level. The state —
classically defined by Weber as the
political unit which successfully
claims monopoly over legitimate
violence and exclusive authority
within territorial boundaries — re-
mains the bedrock of the West-
phalian international system. At the
same time, its privileged position in
the analysis of international politics
has faded in favor of non-state actors.
These non-exclusive, private or pub-
lic substitute forms of authority cover
a large spectrum, from

“institutions of global governance to the

trans-national third sector, from religious

movements to criminal organizations” (Ma-
son 2005: 38).

In this sense, it is hard to avoid the
temptation of analyzing present
forms of warlordism in the context of
the literature on “neo-medievalism”,
defined as
“a system of overlapping authority and mul-
tiple loyalties, held together by a duality of

competing universalistic claims” (Friedrichs
2001: 482).

Thirdly, a fresh take on the phe-
nomenon of warlordism as a form of
governance on its own - against
views that regard it as simply a tran-
sitional phase or, worse, as an anach-
ronistic projection of an antiquated
form of governance in modernity —
might shed a new light on issues
such as peace-making and state-
building or governance promotion in
“collapsed” states. I am therefore in
agreement with Dietl when I con-
sider that (1) warlordism is neither
passé nor a simple aberration; that (2)
it is far from being a uni-
dimensional, homogenous and uni-
form phenomenon; and, most impor-
tantly, that (3)

“as the theory of International Relations

seeks to come to grips with non-state actors,

the phenomenon of warlord deserves a more

serious and systematic inquiry” (Dietl 2004:
64).
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2. Warlord - inside the maze of a
fundamentally contested definition

2.1 Three waves of warlord
analysis

Without intending to comprehen-
sively organize an archeology of the
concept, it is sufficient to say that in
the last century, there have been three
major waves in the way in which the
concept was used by various scholars
writing in and about different circum-
stances. All three waves were strictly
circumscribed to a well-defined geo-
graphical area: the European feudal
realm of warlordism in the first wave;
the Chinese civil war at the beginning
of the 20t century for the second
wave; and most recent, the disintegra-
tion of formal states in post-colonial
Africa during the 1980s. As made
known by Waldron in a series of arti-
cles (1990, 1991), the modern concept
"warlord" was coined in the Chinese
context following the disintegration of
the Qing Empire in 1911. From this
context, the term "warlord" seems
doomed to carry with it continuously
the imprint of militarism rising from
the ashes of a certain centralized po-
litical structure in a transitory man-
ner. Reflecting on his study of the
Chinese experience of warlordism in
the 1920s, Lucien Pye maintains the
military element at the core of his
definition:
“the basis of warlord politics was the institu-
tion of personal armies at the disposal of in-
dividual military commanders” (Pye 1971:
39).
Yet, as noted by Kiril Nourzhanov, he
moves towards a functionalist defini-
tion in showing that the main war-
lords

“were sovereign over their organisations and
in their domains, and there were no formal or

legal authorities that could regulate or control
their actions” (Nourzhanov 2005: 110).

Pye’s contribution is significant be-
cause, in highlighting the missing link
in the literature on warlordism, it
leaves its mark on the study of this
phenomenon for the next generation
of scholars: while the element of sov-
ereignty could have opened an ave-
nue for active research in the social
domain of warlordism, at the same
time the focus of the research remains
the military domain. Pye was aware
that,

“although their reputation and success or
failure in the political field was contingent
upon the strength of their armies, these fu-
chuns [warlords] found it necessary to com-
pete with others like commanders in obtain-
ing political and economic rewards” (Pye
1971: 42).

Substantial parts of his study examine
the organizational dynamics of the
warlords as a military institution, as
well as the nature of their competition
in the context of the Chinese state’s
disintegration and loss of control over
the military. However, with very few
exceptions, the attention paid to the
nature of sovereign governance on the
territories or over the population un-
der the warlords’ control is sparse
and lacks consistency.

The study of warlordism was in-
stilled with new breath when the
analysis of African post-colonial de-
cay of the state led some authors to
investigate the analytical benefits of
using the old concept to understand
the new realities®. In analyzing cases

5 The widely quoted works of the Africanists
using the concept of warlords appeared in the
1989 special issue on “Warlords and the Prob-
lems of Democracy” of the Review of African
Political Economy, Vol. 16, Issue 45/46.
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like Chad, the concept was resur-
rected in the late 1980s by scholars of
Africa who closely followed the clas-
sical depiction of the Chinese 1920s
portrayal of the warlords occupying
the vacuum behind the collapse of
central institutions as

“mindless [that is “irrational”] barbarians
bent on dragging the population which lived
in the areas they controlled back to a dark age
of tribalism” (MacKinlay 2000: 77).

Finally, the 1990s with its economic
focus and the debate on globalization
brought a new context for the study of
non-state armed groups and in par-
ticular for the analysis of the warlord.
By the late 1990s, a qualitative change
in the analysis of warlords took place
diverting the attention to the (trans-
national) economic dynamics that
facilitate their thriving. Within the
economy of war literature we can
differentiate between the greed wvs.
grievance stream (e.g. Berdal and
Malone 2000; Collier/Hoeffler 2001)
and a stream that focuses on the ef-
fects of globalization and the net-
working nature of war (Reno 1998;
Duffield 1998). Moving beyond the
simplistic assumptions of irrationality
characterizing the previous waves,
the literature on the “economy of
war” focuses on the motives and ra-
tional strategies employed by war-
lords to promote their personal inter-
ests, in due process unveiling the
“modern warlord” as an integral part
of a contemporary globalized interna-
tional economy. In the literature of
this wave, the favorite definition re-
mains Mark Dulffield’s portrayal of
the warlord as

“a leader of an armed band, possibly number-
ing up to several thousand fighters, who can
hold territory locally and at the same time act
financially and politically in the international
system without interference from the state in
which he is based” (Duffield 1998: 18 quoted
in MacKinlay 2000: 71 as well as Jackson 2003:
132).

The economic perspective, with its
focus on the motives and alternative
strategies of resource extraction used
by warlords, is helpful in moving the
analysis beyond the reduction of war-
lords to the status of irrational figures
acting in a chaotic manner character-
ized by gratuitous violence, anarchy
and disorder. The insertion of this
particular form of rationality is not,
however, the only notable contribu-
tion of the “economies of war” per-
spective on the scholarly study of
warlordism. Warlords are no longer
depicted as a relic of an uncivilized
past; they become, instead, an intrin-
sic part of modernity (or even post-
modernity) by (a) the emphasis
placed on the commercial motivations
beyond the control of the state institu-
tion that forge a connection with in-
ternational markets; and (b) the de-
territorialization that follows the re-
placement of the bureaucratic rule
over a specified territory with control
through “selective access to rights to
profit from commercial enterprises”
(Reno 1998: 98).

William Reno, one of the prominent
advocates of this paradigm, follows
the commercial interests of the war-
lords as the critical variable in the
analysis of conflicts that ravaged parts
of the Westphalian Periphery, only to
emphasize the radical political inno-
vation of warlords: market control in
the absence of centralized institutions,
through external extraction of re-
sources and strengthened alliances
with outsiders. Thus, warlord politics

“marks places ... where political power is

pursued almost exclusively through control

over markets and accumulation of wealth,

and [where] state institutions play little, if

any, role in regulating political competition”
(Reno 1998: 8).

The key dimension on which these
waves intersect is the absence of a
monopoly over violence by a decay-
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ing state. We have seen by now how
the phenomenon of warlordism was
approached in the last century. But
what were the explanations offered
for its appearance? In a refined sum-
mary of the literature on the genesis
of warlordism, within the general
framework of a weakening and ulti-
mately disintegrating state, Giustozzi
identifies several avenues. Firstly, in
what he calls “orphan warlordism”
modeled on the Chinese case, the
“political power collapses, but the
military forces on which it rested sur-
vive, at least in part”, filling up the
resulting vacuum. Secondly, in a
variation of this “fragmented praeto-
rianism”, far from adopting a reactive
position by waiting for the central
state power to collapse, the would-be
warlords actively make their claim for
absolute power at the regional level.
Alternatively, warlordism could be
analyzed in terms of disintegration
not only of state structures but also
the fragmentation of societies and the
break-up of previous armed move-
ments who contested the regime and
attempted to capture the state:
“warlordism might be an indirect outcome,
as when non-state political organisations,
such as armed movements, experience a
weakening of the hold of the central leader-
ship over its field commanders, who might
then develop into warlords” (Giustozzi 2005:
15).
A further insight in the debate con-
cerning the rise of warlordism was
provided by the analyses of the Chi-
nese experience. Arthur Waldron
examined a series of articles from the
1920s, especially those of Hu Shi, in
which he identifies the origin of war-
lordism as a reaction to various at-
tempts of political centralization by
military means:
“warlordism had originated when, instead of
understanding that the action of strong local

institution would eventually create an endur-
ing union, leaders attempted once again to

use force to create unity” (in Waldron 1990:
123).

In numerous cases in today’s world,

similar efforts of centralization
through the use of force can be at least
partially associated with a reactive
rise of armed contestations of the
state’s monopoly over organized vio-
lence. In Colombia for instance, the
central authorities’ attempt to institu-
tionalize the so-called “war on drugs”
had the unintended consequence of
destabilizing the state-society rela-
tions due to the
“virulent reaction by narco-traffickers, who
started a terrorist campaign in the 1980s
against both state and society ... [that ulti-
mately] destabilized the relation of the para-
military with the state” (Sanin/Baron 2005: 5).

In Sierra Leone, the warlords’ road to
power was marked by the attempt of
the formal state leaders in the early
1980s to seek a “centralization of
power through the mobilization of
armed gangs” which in turn had the
effect of strengthening the position of
would-be warlords through a milita-
rization of a local conflict (Reno 2003:
82).

Similarly, the rise of modern war-
lordism in Afghanistan can be ana-
lyzed in terms of the warlords’ legiti-
mation through their resistance in the
face of ideologically-driven military
efforts of state-centralization, either in
its Soviet phase (1978-1989) or in its
subsequent Islamic one under the
Taliban (Roy 2004).

2.2 What defines an (in)famous
actor on the market of
violence?

Partially due to the pejorative conno-
tation associated with the word, “war-
lord” is essentially a disputed con-
cept, on whose definition there is no
substantial consensus among the aca-
demic community. At one extreme of
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the spectrum, John MacKinlay is an
eloquent voice among those who refer
to warlords exclusively as a negative
phenomenon:
“Although his power rested on the posses-
sion of military forces, like the baron and the
chieftain, the warlord occupied territory in a
strictly predatory manner and his social activities
seldom enriched the lives of the civilian families in
his grasp” (MacKinlay 2000: 71).
If that is true, it makes the reference to
an idealized feudal “lordship” rather
misleading. Alternatively, there are
voices that, without ignoring the dire
consequences deriving from a power
built up on the barrel of the gun,
strive to underscore the opportunities
opened up by warlordism as it
emerges under conditions of and re-
enforcing a “modified social struc-
ture” (Stuvoy 2002: 16). Among those
isolated voices, Lucien Pye is proba-
bly one of the most prominent, stress-
ing the potential for opening up the
public space for a pluralist system,
characterized by competition among
various centers of political power (Pye
1971). Despite the definitional maze
that continues to plague scholarly
warlord studies, there seems to be a
minimal consensus on the context of
its development and some of its main
characteristics. Thus, the starting
point of this analysis is constituted by
two of the most widely-used defini-
tions, out of which I will extract the
constitutive elements as well as the
propitious circumstances governing
the emergence of warlordism.

The closest to a definitional mini-
mal and non-pejorative common de-
nominator that we have in the current
warlord studies seems to be the defi-
nition already quoted which is associ-
ated with Mark Duffield (1998: 18). If
Dulffield’s definition situates the war-
lord in the contemporary globalized
international system as well as within
a state-system, the other robust image

is inspired by a military figure dwell-
ing on the ruins of the Roman Empire.
In what Giustozzi refers to as “the
most advanced theorisation of
[non-modern]  warlordism”, one
scholar describes
“a process in which officers on active service
were becoming increasingly powerful locally,
through their attachment to the land in re-
gions in which they served, while state con-
trol over the exercise of private patronage
was becoming weaker” (Dick Whittacker
quoted in Giustozzi 2005: 1).

From those two approaches one
can derive an image of the warlord
sharing the following characteristics.
First of all, as an actor whose power
resides in the gun, he is a leader of a
military organization, which can be
either of an ad-hoc or more perma-
nent nature, even if Duffield’s refer-
ence to an “armed band” is a clear
hint that his troops do not necessarily
have a sound military training. In-
deed, the “rank and file” of a war-
lord’s organization is generally consti-
tuted by irregular forces, with or
without much fighting experience,
regardless of the origins of the leader-
ship: the “former officers on active
service” from Whittacker’s narrative
are associated in the Chinese context
with the elite of the former Imperial
army. The circumstances differ from
case to case in what concerns the mili-
tary training. In Africa, as Herbst
notes, the rebel forces, including those
under the command of various war-
lords, are uncommonly stronger than
several hundreds, while their “foot
soldiers” rarely have much fighting
experience (Herbst 2004). In contrast,
the prolonged nature of the conflict in
Afghanistan built up a remarkable
pool of battle-hardened fighters. This
situation is replicated in other con-
temporary cases even if generally at a
lower level of command in the mili-
tary structures of the weak host state.
Thus, a second characteristic is that
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the men under the warlord’s com-
mand do represent a locally significant
force, as they number up to the level of
thousands.

Thirdly, the command of this sig-
nificant contingent of irregular force
offers the warlord a high degree of
local or regional autonomy. There is
indeed a widely shared consensus in
regard to the warlord’s autonomy,
even if there might be differences
between various scholars as to the
extent of this autonomy. It has already
been shown how Lucien Pye fa-
mously described the Chinese war-
lords as “sovereign over their organi-
sations and in their domains” (Pye
1971: 39). The context in which Pye
uses the concept of sovereignty indi-
cates the capacity of autonomous
control over the decisions of an or-
ganization rather than the formal
international recognition that refers to
the state system. In this regard, the
modern warlords can be said to have
the same degree of autonomy in deal-
ing with the military decisions of the
groupings under their command. And
yet, their capacity to expand that
autonomy to decisions outside the
military sphere depends, if my per-
spective is correct, on their capacity to
manoeuvre between various internal
and external actors, including interna-
tional agencies, other states and their
own weakened state.

A more radical view is represented
by recent efforts toward the concep-
tualization of warlords as “sovereign
non-state actors” (Vinci 2006). Build-
ing on the premises that the warlord’s
relationship with the state can be con-
ceived as one “empirically sovereign
actor to another”, Vindi is forced to
describe the warlord organization as
“a praetorian political community ...
autonomous and independent from
other political communities.” (Vinci

2006: 2). It is obvious that the inten-
tion here is to reverse the situation
described by Jackson and Rosberg
(1982) for quasi-states being defined
as those units that enjoy a de jure,
legal sovereignty in the external realm
of the international society of states,
while lacking a de facto, “empirical”
domestic sovereignty. On the con-
trary, the warlord as a “sovereign
non-state actor” possesses a so-called
empirical sovereignty (whose uni-
verse of application is reduced not to
a territorial base, but to its organiza-
tion), but suffers the lack of external
recognition of a legal sovereigntys.

While appearing in opposition to
the central state’s attempt to monopo-
lize the means of violence, warlords
are far from acting in conditions de-
fined by a stateless society, as has
persuasively been argued recently by
Schetter et al. (2006). They oppose
vigorously a maniheistic/dichotomic
understanding of state and warlord-
ism, stressing that

“the relationship between warlords and the
state can be described as a situation or proc-
ess in which the former reduce state order
and power due to the take-over of state posi-
tions, while simultaneously ignoring the ful-

filling of state functions and the obeying of
state rules” (Schetter at al. 2006: 3).

Warlords thus emerge within the
boundaries of a formal state, albeit
bureaucratically weakened, in an
environment characterized by

“a devolution of power from the centre to the
local level as state agents of coercion (army

6 While I share the views on warlord’s auton-
omy, I have doubts on the sovereign dimension
attached to his relation to other entities, includ-
ing its own or other states. As shown below, I
consider Vinci’s use of praetorianism at best as
ambiguous. To his credit, he is aware that the
warlord organization is “not a true praetorian
political community” but derives this conclu-
sion solely from the fact that sometimes the
organization is commanded by the collective
structure of the clans (Vinci 2006: 12).
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and police) cease to function” (Jackson 2003:
133).

For instance, in both avenues for the
emergence of warlords examined by
Giustozzi, the emphasis is on their
regional nature: either in the case of a
so-called “orphan warlordism”, re-
sulting from the collapse of the politi-
cal power at the center but the sur-
vival of the military structures in a
regionalized (or more precisely, local-
ized) manner; or the disintegration of
a centralized control of non-state po-
litical organizations over their local-
ized armed groups (Giustozzi 2005:
15). Thus, warlordism can be de-
scribed as a form of militarized, re-
gionally fragmented authority, in
which the state’s weakened authority
does not extend much further from
the geographical center of the national
territory — mainly the capital’.

If cases as diverse as China follow-
ing the collapse of the imperial order,
Afghanistan following the Soviet in-
vasion in 1979 or Somalia after the
collapse of the Barre regime are all
paradigmatic cases of warlordism,
then it is worth mentioning that the
regional dominance of a warlord is
accompanied not only by the exis-
tence of a weak center, but also by the
existence  of  other
dominant warlords. As such, warlord-
ism is in fact a polycentric or acepha-
lous politico-military system, whose
international boundaries are exter-

regionally-

7 The regional focus of warlords is clearly
apparent in the Chinese case (see Diana Lary’s
1980 article for an excellent overview). The
same can be said with regard to the current
situation in Afghanistan’s Northern provinces,
controlled by Dostum, or the Western prov-
inces under the control of Ismail Khan until
2004. A similar story is narrated analyzing the
regional control of Aideed in the areas sur-
rounding Mogadishu in Somalia or the Taylor-
land, wrapping parts of Liberia and Sierra
Leone under the military control of Charles
Taylor.

nally decided. Thus, the plurality of
localized armed contestation of the
center's monopoly over violence
should be emphasized rather than
concentrating on a unique actor. War-
lords in a polycentric system rather
than a single warlord give warlordism
the measure of its nature.

Furthermore, in opposition to the
Weberian ideal type of the modern,
rational-legal or bureaucratic author-
ity, warlordism is consensually de-
scribed as a form of person-centered
politics, a variety of the “great man
theory” (Oberson 2002: 95-99). Thus,
in the particular circumstances of the
disintegration of central authority,
warlords flourish in “segmented so-
cieties”, with political systems based
on various solidarity groups, charac-
terized by a strong emphasis on clan
or tribal allegiances (Oberson 2002:
98) or religious affiliations. Under
these conditions, the analysts refer to
the replacement of formal, hierarchi-
cal and impersonal structures with
personalized structures. The highly
personalized nature of politics and
the weakness and marginalization of
institutional constraints are placed
into what Morten Boas, referring to
African states, calls “neo-traditional”
clientelistic (neo-patrimonial) rela-
tions, [defined as] the simultaneous
activation of both patrimonial and
bureaucratic logics; on the one hand
there is a

“system of patron—client ties that bind leaders
and followers in relationships of assistance
and support that are built on recognized and

accepted inequality between ‘big men’ and
‘smaller men’” (Boas 2001: 670).

On the other hand, though, as a result
of its adaptive capacity for interaction
with formal political structures,

“another important dimension is the ex-
change relationships between equals, be-
tween ‘big men’ in various positions who ex-
change resources with one another” (Boas
2001: 670).
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More then anything, warlords appear
in situations in which the neopatri-
monial rule functions under the spec-
ter of the gun to an extent that,
“warfare in effect becomes politics and politics
warfare in a permanently militarized anarchi-
cal society where the authority of an effective
central state no longer prevails” (Rich 1999:
6)8.
In addition, no analysis of warlordism
would be complete without reference
to the ideological and economic di-
mensions. Indeed, in both the domes-
tic and the international arena, war-
lords are described as non-ideological
actors, which differentiate them from
other forms of non-state armed
groups contesting the state or in fact
the regime’s supremacy. Referring to
this non-ideological nature of con-
temporary warlordism, Paul Rich, for
instance, links it with its emergence in
the post-war phase of anti-colonial
insurgency, reflecting
“the decline of ideological appeals to ‘na-
tional liberation” in the Third World politics
since the early 1980s, and the fracturing of a

number of post-colonial ‘quasi-states”” (Rich
1999: 7).

In a similar manner, Giustozzi shows
how
“the term ‘warlord” has been in vogue since
the late 1980s among Africanists, who used it
to indicate regional military rulers or armed
politicians who did not display much politi-

cal ideology nor reformist aims” (Giustozzi
2005: 5).

Noting the absence of an ideological
element in warlordism as a phenome-
non, referring to politics as “the proc-
ess of gaining or maintaining support
for common actions”, Giustozzi right-
fully hurries to add that warlordism
does “require a political attitude, even
when ideology is not involved at all”

8 The problem with Rich’s politico-military
image of the warlord is that it completely ig-
nores the social dimension, which should be
supplemented by encapsulating the warlord in
a neo-patrimonial system.

(Giustozzi 2005: 5). At the same time,
the placement of warlordism along
ethnic, tribal (clan) or religious frac-
ture lines in a segmented society con-
tinues to reflect its political mantle,
even when the ideological icing is
obscured.

More often than not, in accordance
with various forms of the economy of
war thesis, ideology is rather replaced
with the pursuit of naked economic
interests and thus comfortably con-
ciliated with the constant reference to
the prominence of economic dimen-
sion and the predatory nature of the
warlords. The image of the contempo-
rary warlord as driven in its criminal
enterprises exclusively by the pursuit
of personal, material profit not only
derives from the “greed” side of the
“economies of war” perspective (Reno
1998), but also marks the “market of
violence” paradigm (Elwert 1999).
With warlordism thriving in a context
of disintegration of central state insti-
tutions coupled with extreme poverty
and the existence of untapped natural
resources, various studies have con-
cluded in one way or another that

“the self-stabilised structure of warlord con-
flicts owes its continuation mainly to a profit-
oriented economic system which combines vio-
lence and trade as a means of access to com-
modities” (Elwert, quoted in Oberson 2002:
78).
It is at this junction of ideological
fluidity and economic embeddedness
that the issue of contemporary global-
ization acquires its significant role in
providing the framework for analyz-
ing not only the alteration between
the ideological and the economic mo-
tivation, but also the interactions with
the international system and the
prominent role of external actors (be
they states, international organiza-
tions or non-governmental ones) in
the rise and evolution of the warlords.
Even if the mechanisms, intensity and
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the consequence of intervention differ
in the Chinese case and the current
situation at the Westphalian periph-
ery, it is safe to say that in both cases
there was/is a significant presence of
external actors. The Chinese warlords,
according to their location and politi-
cal inclination, were sponsored either
by Japan or by the Soviet Union, even
if only on a reduced scale®. Yet Chi-
nese warlordism depended mostly on
the domestic extraction of resources
or the private commercial enterprises.
In contemporary cases, there is an
extensive literature on the more
prominent role of external actors on
Afghanistan’s wars, as well as on the
regionalized or internationalized
economy of war for the African states.

Summing up, from the fusion of
various aspects discussed above re-
sults a generalized image of warlords
that will inform the second part of the
essay. As such, warlords are provi-
sionally defined as those:

competing non-ideological military-political
actors whose importance is dictated by the

9 See Lary 1980: 466; McCord 1993; Giustozzi
2005: 3.

capacity — enhanced by the sponsorship of
external actors — to translate their personal
command over a significant number of ir-
regular troops into a de facto, neopatrimonial
control of a region under which the authority
of the central state’s institutions fails to hold.

The advantage of such a definition is
that it contains most elements against
which the identity of a specific armed
group can be judged. On the other
hand, it is broad enough to allow a
sufficient degree of variance inside a
category whose real life protagonists
indeed display a high level of hetero-
geneity. Within this definition, it is
possible for instance to have the role
of economic interest emphasized
more than the embeddedness in tradi-
tional forms of authority hinted at by
the neo-patrimonial nature. Indeed, it
seems that the Liberian case reflects
more the predatory, economic nature
of warlordism, while some cases
within Afghanistan mirror the phe-
nomenon of warlordism as rooted or
linked to the strength of the tradi-
tional social structure.
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3. Warlords and other non-state armed groups:
analytical vicinities of a contested concept

A meaningful analytical use of a con-
cept such as “warlord” requires a
clarification of the main attributes by
opposing and distinguishing the con-
cept from other forms of militarized
groups or organizations contesting
the central state monopoly over vio-
lence on a given (national) territory.
In engaging in this rather daring
process, two caveats should be ex-
posed. First of all, while building
upon existing literature dealing with
the issue of regular or irregular mili-
tarized challenges to the state monop-
oly over violence, this section is not
an attempt to compile a taxonomy of
various forms, compositions, and
strategies employed by non-state
armed groups'®. The (more limited)
purpose of this paper is to focus on
placing and
amorphous phenomena of warlord-
ism inside a larger category. In engag-
ing with this contested maze of con-
cepts and differentiations, a second

individualizing the

caveat reflects the variety of Tolstoy’s
unhappy family: while it is assumed
that the modern state’s military or-
ganization is based more or less on
similar principles, aims, and struc-
tures, the “unhappiness” of milita-
rized non-state groups is reflected not
only in the variety of several catego-
ries spanning a large area from ban-
dits and Mafioso to insurgencies but
in an immense variety within each
category itself. The same can be said

10 There are not very many systematic attempts
at building up a typology of various non-state
armed groupings. Among recent ones, the
present essay will draw on the more general
taxonomy of Richard Schultz (Schultz et all
2004; Schultz 2005) as well as on the typology of
insurgencies exposed by Christopher Clapham
(1996; 1998).

about warlordery, which, far from
being a homogenous phenomenon on
either the temporal or the spatial
scale, shares several characteristics of
some armed groups while differing
from others. Yet it is believed that for
analytical purposes some broad gen-
eralizations on the characteristics of
all those armed groups are not only
justified but could be useful if we
guard against the danger of ossifica-
tion for those categories.

The re-emergence of both scholarly
and sensationalist media interest in
warlordism a decade after the end of
the Cold War can be placed in the
general category of attempts to un-
derstand phenomena emerging out of
a period of profound societal and
systemic transformation and its ac-
companying inherent turbulence. In
fact, the category of warlord was al-
ways presented in a context of pro-
found and costly socio-economic and
politico-military transformations. This
is true of all three waves of warlord
studies: the literature on the late me-
dieval European “lords of war” corre-
sponds to the transformation of a
feudal system into a modern, capital-
ist one; similarly, the Chinese war-
lords of the first decades of the twen-
tieth century emerged and are conse-
quently analyzed in the context of the
breakdown of the imperial traditional
system and its replacement with the
Republican one; finally, the back-
ground of the “Africanist” wave of
warlord studies is constituted by the
“failure” or even “collapse” of some
weak post-colonial African states. The
constant appearance of a phenome-
non codified as “warlordism” deter-
mined one of its scholars to note that
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“warlords have been present for centuries
and have periodically emerged whenever
centralized political-military control has bro-
ken down” (Jackson 2003: 131).

The uniting thread of all these various
strands of warlord literature is the
reference to the armed (military)
“challenges to center’s right to exclu-
sive ownership and use of coercive
power” (Dietl 2004: 41). It is exactly
the armed nature of this organized
contestation of the state’s monopoly
over the use of violence that inscribes
the warlord structure into a vast cate-
gory of armed groups with which,
more often than not, it is confused.
From the universe of armed rebels
that oppose the centralized state’s
monopoly over violence, analyses of
the warlord are mostly prone to be
accompanied by reference to various
incarnations of praetorianism as a
militarization of political life, or to the
combative actions of groups such as
bandits, caudillo, mafia organizations,
guerilla, or other types of insurgen-
cies.

In the following pages, the pur-
pose is to differentiate between the
uses of exactly those categories. It's
useful to keep in mind that warlord-
ism, while sharing many features
across time as well as geographical
areas, remains a product of local cir-
cumstances which in turn model the
forms shared characteristics take and
condition their consequences. By the
same token, warlordery can be de-
scribed as a hybrid form of localized
armed contestation of state’s monop-
oly over violence. In exploring the
nature of warlordery, the favored
approach is to situate the chosen form
of armed organizations on the follow-
ing axes of analysis: origin/location if
not loci of operations (rural vs. urban
or rather local/peripheral vs. central),
size, nature of operation (tempo-
rary/ad-hoc vs. permanent), relations

with other state actors (autonomy,
cooperation, dependency), nature of
objectives (political vs. economic), the
existence and role of ideology in fo-
menting support and guiding action,
as well as the role of external inter-
vention.

None of these categories is uncon-
tested. For instance, a disputed di-
chotomy, the rural-urban opposition,
might be dismissed as too superficial
in the light of “the fluidity of the
boundaries between those spatial
categories” (Mkandawire 2003: 477),
especially in the Westphalian Periph-
ery. Indeed, if referring to the compo-
sition of various rebel movements,
one can notice the mixture of rural
and urban elements. As Stephen Ellis
recently generalized from the experi-
ence of African countries,

“many rebel groups operating in recent years
have been composed of people from both city
and village or, more likely, of people who
have spent much of their lives in between the

two and cannot be easily described as either
city people or village people” (Ellis 2003: 462).

At the same time, the violent nature of
the confrontations in the war-torn
countries has altered the sociological
structure, forcing massive displace-
ments of populations, both internal
and external, with the internal dis-
placement especially contributing to
the “drain of population from rural
areas towards the urban ones ... par-
ticularly the capital ones” (Ellis 2003:
463). Yet, despite the strength of such
a critique, as it continues to have po-
litical consequences, the rural-urban
dichotomy can maintain its validity as
an analytical tool if, as Mkandawire
stresses,

“the character of rebel movements ... [does]

not refer to the eventual numerical composi-

tion of their ‘foot soldiers’, but rather to their

origins, leadership and [at least the initial]
agenda” (Mkandawire 2003: 478).
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Additionally, the classical rural-urban
dichotomy can be supplemented with
the center-periphery opposition in
relevant cases.

In this part, I will first refer to the
relationship between warlordism and
praetorianism. At the other extreme, I
will differentiate between warlords
and criminal organizations such as
bandits, gangs, and mafia groups.
Finally, the paper will deal with the
caudillo system before inscribing the
warlords into the world of insurgent
movements among guerrillas and
militia groups.

3.1 Warlordery as a form of
praetorianism?

As already hinted above, one concept
is constantly re-appearing in the
scholarly writings on warlords and
warlordism. As a radical form of mili-
tarization of society, praetorianism is
used at least as a starting point by
various analysts of the phenomenon.
Besides the already mentioned refer-
ence to Anthony Vinci (2006), “prae-
torianism” is used as an analytical
device by Edward McCord (1993)
regarding the Chinese period of war-
lordism, by Paul Rich (1999) in refer-
ence to mainly African versions, and
by Antonio Giustozzi (2005) in his
synthesis of the modern faces of war-
lordism in various geographical and
temporal locations. Justifying the
respective utility of the concept,
McCord refers to the political role of
the Praetorian Guard in ancient Rome
in the classical manner that defines
praetorianism as

“a situation where the military class of a given

society exercises independent political power

within it by virtue of an actual or threatened

use of military force” (my emphasis McCord
1993: 3).

Similarly, defining praetorianism in a
Huntingtonian manner as “refer[ing]

to the intervention of the military into
politics and the breakdown of the
civil-military relations” (Rich 1999: 2)
offers a reasonable cause for employ-
ing the term in the context of warlord-
ism. Warlordism is indeed accompa-
nied by militarization of society, and
thus it captures the intervention if not
the dominance of the use or threat of
use of military force into politics. But
how far can this conceptual frame-
work lead the analysis of warlordism?

To answer this question, we
should return to the development of
the “praetorian perspective” as used
by its classical proponents like Samuel
Huntington (1968), Amos Perlmutter
(1974, 1981), or Eric Nordlinger (1977)
and which devised it as an analytical
tool to aid the understanding of the
common subject of military interven-
tions of unstable, institutionally un-
derdeveloped, and transitional socie-
ties in Latin America, Africa, or Asia.
While the fundamental tenets of prae-
torianism — intervention of military in
the political arena as a fracture of
democratic civil-military relations or
the weakness of political institutions —
are maintained across the spectrum,
the differences occur in the causal
analysis of this intervention. While
Huntington and his followers, in line
with the thesis of the military as pro-
tectors of the state, consider that prae-
torianism is caused by weak societies
lacking legitimate political institu-
tions, Perlmutter (1974, 1981) and
Nordlinger (1977) see the cause of
praetorianism in military profession-
alism (Danopolous/Zirker 2002: 5).
But even as there is enough space for
controversy surrounding the causes of
this particular relationship between
armed forces and society, the “praeto-
rian perspective” is united by its em-
phasis on the centrality of the state, as
“the dominant classes and even insti-
tutions e.g. civil-military bureaucracy
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function within the state and not as
state” (Steans/Pettiford 2005: 55-58,
86-88). From here one can extract an
important limitation of the use of
praetorianism as the conceptual
framework for the analysis of warlord
systems.

Most importantly, the classical
forms of praetorianism refer to the
control of a central state by the mili-
tary as an institution per se. As such, it
is clearly a form of authoritarianism
and collides with the ideal of a de-
mocratically organized state. How-
ever, unlike the situation in warlord
systems, praetorianism remains de-
fined by the existence of a central
state, capable of enforcing its deci-
sions over the national territory, espe-
cially as the political power is cap-
tured by the military class. Even
more, due to the military take-over, it
remains the political organization that
is able to claim a monopoly over the
violence; even if the legitimacy of its
political domination may be contested
by elements of civil society, the domi-
nance of the military class radically
diminishes the possibilities to contest
the monopoly over violence. Some of
these points of criticism are not over-
looked by the scholars of warlordism.
For instance, none of the authors men-
tioned above uses the concept of prae-
torianism as it was developed in the
classical manner. Instead, they use the
qualified terminology of “fragmented
praetorianism” (McCord 1993: 6),
introduced by Donald Sutton (1980) in
reference to the Chinese situation. To
a certain extent, the image of “orphan
warlordism” (see Giustozzi 2005)
does refer to a collapse of the political
order concomitant to the maintenance
of a military one, even if fragmented.
The problem remains, though, as the
military commanders in a warlord
system exercise their control only on a
local or regional basis, in contrast

with the control of the state by praeto-
rianism within its internationally rec-
ognized borders.

The disappearance of the central
state’s authority creates such a dis-
tance between the canon of praetori-
anism and warlord systems that it
makes even a qualified use of the
former to describe the latter superflu-
ous. The absence of any semblance of
a unitary class able to bond the con-
testants of state’s centralized monop-
oly over violence points in the same
direction. As Lary shows, not even in
the paradigmatic case of “fragmented
praetorianism” — the early Republican
China - can the hypothesis of belong-
ing to the same social group (military
elite) be proven functional. In a com-
parative analysis of some prominent
warlords in Afghanistan such as Is-
mail Khan, Rashid Dostum or Malik
Pahlawan a persuasive demonstration
was given of the variety of social
backgrounds, the nature of their or-
ganization, and their goals, along
with the strategies for attaining those
goals (Giustozzi 2003)11. While accept-
ing that some of the prominent war-
lords of the Chinese period did in fact
reflect the military elite of the frag-
menting Imperial army, this was not
true for all of them. Advancing to the
contemporary situation, warlords
continue to be highly-ranked officers
in the collapsing state’s army such as
the Uzbek General Dostum in Af-
ghanistan or General Aideed in Soma-
lia. But in most cases the military
commanders either derive from the
lower ranks of the military (Ismail
Khan) or are not related to the leader-
ship of the state’s military (Taylor in
Liberia). Even more so, while some of
the warlords situate themselves at the

11 Similarly, Schetter et al. (2006) opt for a
typology of warlords which includes “the
feudal warlordism” and the “fragmented war-
lordism” (Schetter et al 2006).
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hierarchical apex of a regular army
(usually one of the army corps of the
former national army), most of them
command in reality rather irregular
forces who lack formal military train-
ing. Finally, while praetorian systems
are organized around the military,
warlordism inclines toward a charis-
matic regime, founded as it is on the
possession of a military force.

3.2 Warlords and organized
crime: mafias and bandits

The constant appeal to violence, the
predatory nature, the control of eco-
nomic local activities and trans-
national operations in the grey area of
the economy all open up a compari-
son between the Mafia organizations
and the system. Pre-
eminence of economic profit brings
warlords closer to mafia groups than
to the government, with its strict de-
lineation of the public and private
sphere (Reno quoted in Giustozzi
2003: 1). The commonalities extend
further: they are both a form of social
hybridization between modern and
traditional forms of organization.
They share a modus operandi based on
one form or another of patronage,
solidly entrenched in the charismatic
type of authority. For example, the
Sicilian mafias were defined as a

warlord

“personality-based form of organization in-
volved in illegal (that is against the claims of
the central authority) organized crime”
(Anderson 1995 ).

Although their respective life-span as
organizations considerably
they are both long-term phenomena.
Finally, mafia organizations and war-
lords are active in the shadow of the

varies

state. Despite these general similari-
ties, warlords are not to be confused
with Mafia groups’ leaders. Arguably
the most fundamental differentiations
refer to the nature of their organiza-

tion and control as well as the nature
of their relation with the state in
which they are active. Concerning the
former, the warlords’ military group,
of a considerably larger size than a
mafia group, represents a clear form
of military organization, even if
formed by irregulars. At the same
time, the warlord, unlike a Mafia
boss, is autonomous from the collaps-
ing state institutions. Mafia organiza-
tions, even if taking advantage of
various state weaknesses, are not
necessarily active in a collapsed state.
As MacKinlay notes,

“the Mafia live as citizens of a free society in

most cases, and their freedom to move and

communicate is not guaranteed by their own

military strength, but by the institutions of
their host state” (MacKinlay, 2000: 78).

Not only is the state strong enough to
guarantee that freedom but, as
Schultz notes, mafias are
“organized groups, [which] pose a clandestine
hierarchical structure and leadership whose
primary purpose is to operate outside the law
in a particular criminal enterprise” (Schultz,
2005: 23, my italics).
The separation between the realms of
the legal and illegal inside the author-
ity of the state conditions the exis-
tence and the nature of Mafia groups’
activities. Far from acting in a state-
less society, the mafia’s success de-
pends on its capacity to attract offi-
cials of the states into the “shadow
economy”, thus, the importance of
corruption in the analysis of Mafia
organizations. By comparison, the
existence of the state in a situation of
warlordism is radically diminished,
being limited to the area surrounding
the capital. Outside this center there is
competition between autonomous
military commanders whose control
over their regions is exercised openly
through violence or threats of the use
of violence. Unlike the situation char-
acterizing Mafia activities, the discus-
sion in terms of legality-illegality as
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well as corruption is simply irrelevant
when attached to the warlord system.
Mafias are active on a punctuated
equilibrium base, in the interstitial
space between the legal and illegal
market. Thus, its military power is
explicitly exercised only intermit-
tently and on a very small scale in
opposition to the constant armed con-
testation of the central state’s monop-
oly over violence in the case of the
warlord system. What can be even
more important, on a state-society
axis, the Mafia’s exercise of armed
force is directed against the individual
or small collectivities and not against
the military forces. Warlords, on the
contrary, even when they target indi-
viduals ultimately challenge the su-
premacy of the armed forces of the
state.

The other figure with which the
warlords are frequently related is the
bandit. We might for instance take
Rich’s comments, according to which

“warlordism [- with its structures of hierar-
chical power, where leadership is based on
various forms of patronage, nepotism and
political clientelism] tends to be derived more
from models of autocratic tribal rule or large-
scale gangsterism rather than evolutionary
wars of national liberation in which the main
basis of support lies in the general civilian
population” (Rich 1999: 5, my italics).
The allusion to gangsterism, be it of a
large or small scale, once again has to
do with the image of warlords as
simply predatory armed groups raid-
ing the territory while pillaging and
looting. Interestingly enough, the
debate on the warlord system in its
Chinese phase constantly made refer-
ence to the existence of “bandits”,
with authorities

“manipulat[ing] the word to discredit their
political enemies, and there was a wide-
spread tendency to confuse banditry with
other forms of association such as secret so-
cieties” (Billingsely 1988: 14).

Similar to Mafia groups,

“bandits did not engage in rebellion per se,
for they did not seek or find allies among the
peasantry or elites interested in challenging
the state” (Barkey 1994: x)

The problematic of banditry as a mar-
ginal form of resistance has aroused
particular interest. The classic work of
Eric Hobsbawm (1969) is a central
point of reference as it manifestly
refers to one particular type of bandit,

“a form of individual or minority rebellion

within peasant societies ... those who are not

regarded as simple criminals by public opin-
ion” (Hobsbawm 1969: 13).

Hobsbawm's investigation of the ro-
manticized “social bandit” is placed
in “transitional societies where tribal
and kinship organization is disinte-
grating prior to the development of
agrarian capitalism” (Mayaram 2003:
336). In a decisively exploitative envi-
ronment, the “social bandit”, strongly
anchored on the side of the rural in-
habitants, constitutes itself in what
was described as a “pre-political ...
primitive form of social protest”
(ibid.). Although its social nature is
given by the rural support of peas-
antry, banditry in this sense is charac-
terized as representing

“a state of supposedly absent, or near absent,

political consciousness or organization ... de-

void of any explicit ideology, organization or

programme” (Hobsbawm, quoted in Ma-
yaram 2003: 336).

Reflecting his main sources — that is,
poems and ballads in the tradition of
the Robin Hood myth, the social ban-
dit is indeed guilty of robberies and
thus part of the universe of “organ-
ized crime”. But this criminality is
transformed into a form of resistance
through the selectivity of its victims
from among the oppressors — “rich
and privileged” — in an attempt to re-
establish a just equilibrium. As a re-
sult, unlike the warlords, bandits of
such a type are clearly embedded in a
social niche — peasantry in Hobs-

bawm’s case. @ What the warlord
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shares with this mythical figure is the
armed forms of resistance — although
with a higher degree of military or-
ganization and the lack of an ideo-
logical clout. But, unlike the social
bandit whose resistance is aimed
against the local oppressor, the re-
gional warlord’s organized challenge,
far from being marginal, is directed
equally against the expansion of mili-
tary capacity of the state beyond the
capital region as it is against an exter-
nal invasion. More so, and again in
opposition with the “social bandit”,
the warlord’s contestation becomes
possible due to substantial external
support, support that further erodes
the warlords’ dependency on any
particular social class. There are vari-
ous types of what Skaperdas calls
“forms of rent extraction” which con-
stitute external instruments of patron-
age, of which he mentions

“the subsidization of some, if not all contest-

ants, foreign investment in [licit or illicit]

natural resource extraction, various forms of
foreign aid” (Skaperdas 2002: 440).

As various analyses of the situation in
Afghanistan point out, the bulk of the
income for the military commanders
is constituted by the subsidizing of
military hardware, taxation of the
trade routes, traffic of illicit products,
and only lastly the international aid.

3.3 Caudillismo and the war-
lord system

A fascinating enterprise results from a
discussion of warlordism in terms of a
widespread analytical tool used in
Latin American historiography, that
of the caudillo and caudillo politics'2.

12 As Antonio Giustozzi remarks, it was M.
Riekenberg’s work that introduced the study of
warlordism as a parallel to the caudillo system
(Giustozzi, 2005: 2). While I did not have access
to the German work, my own parallel draws
heavily on the Wolf and Hansen’s 1967 article.

There are, not surprisingly, numerous
similarities between the circumstances
in which both caudillo and warlord
politics emerged. Thinking of the
caudillo
“as a military man, almost literally a man on
a horseback who is at the same time the po-

litical boss and absolute ruler of a ... district
within a country” (Chapman 1932: 282)

can only appeal to the scholar of war-
lord politics. Even more so, like war-
lord politics, colored by the nuances
of personalism combined with local-
ism, caudillaje is in essence a hybrid
institution,

““half feudal, half “capitalist”, caught be-

tween past and future, [which] exhibited

characteristics of both ways of life, as well as

their inherent contradictions” (Wolf and
Hansen 1967: 170)13.

Sometimes described as an “agrarian
warlord” (Andkerson 1984), the cau-
dillo had a

“virtually independent power base and acted
as a power broker between the central gov-
ernment and the local population” (Salamini,
1986: 767).

In the context of the establishment of
a capitalist agriculture, the caudillo’s
independence is guaranteed by his
ownership of an expanded agricul-
tural land mass (hacienda) and his
location at the heart of the financial
upper class.

Fundamentally an economic en-
terprise able to flourish under the
anarchic conditions of the post-
Independence era of the weakly cen-
tralized Latin American states, Wolf
and Hansen describe the caudillo
system in terms applicable to that of
warlordism, as being characterized by

“(1) the repeated emergence of armed patron-
client sets, cemented by personal ties of

13 As Wolf and Hansen show, the “caudillo”
can be described as “chieftain” while caudillo
politics (or “caudillaje”) refers to the condition
of caudillo competition and rule (Wolf/ Hansen,
1967: 169)
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dominance and submission, and by a com-
mon desire to obtain wealth by force of arms;
(2) the lack of institutionalized means for suc-
cession to offices; (3) the use of violence in
political competition” (Wolf/Hansen 1967:
169).

Like the warlord, the caudillo is the
beneficiary of the institutional de-
composition: following the victorious
Wars of Independence, the land-
owners quickly gained the control of
disbanded armed troops, reviving a
situation in which they “maintained
armed retainers on their own territo-
ries” (Wolf/Hansen 1967: 168). The
private nature of those armies cou-
pled with the territorial dimension of
the ownership of the haciendas consti-
tuted the twin instruments further
used for promoting the economic
interests of the caudillo.

Despite the numerous similarities
above, for the purpose of analytical
clarity the warlord system should be
differentiated from that of a caudillo.
First and most prominently, the con-
cept of a caudillo was designed for
the comprehension of power relations
in the particular context of Latin
American history. Second, unlike the
warlord, whose power derives di-
rectly from his command over an
armed band, the caudillo’s power
ultimately rests in his private owner-
ship of the hacienda. Third, there is
the question of the relations of those
two actors with the external arena.
While the caudillo’s dependence on
the pillaging of “free” resources on
his labor-intensive, autarchic hacienda
was given the final and lethal blow by
external competition and the opening
up of the markets, the warlord’s exis-
tence itself is dependent on his capac-
ity to interact with the regional, if not
global environment. Finally, in oppo-
sition with the non-ideological nature
of the warlord, the caudillo, defined
as a political entrepreneur, made use
not only of force, but also of a conser-

vative ideology to further his eco-
nomic interests (Rouquie 1987: 153).

3.4 Warlord and the insurgent
groups: guerilla and militias

Most substantially and constantly,
warlords appear in the literature as a
particular form of an insurgency
movement. Thus, the warlords oc-
cupy a prominent place in at least one
important attempt to build up a ty-
pology of modern insurgency move-
ments in Africa (Clapham, 1996,
1998). For Clapham, those modern
insurgencies could be framed into one
of the four general groupings: libera-
tion, separatist, reform(ist), and war-
lord insurgencies. Constructed
around cases such as Algeria, Angola,
Mozambique, and Zimbabwe, the
liberation insurgencies are defined as
those “set out to achieve independ-
ence from colonial or minority rule”
(Clapham 1998: 6). Fitting the cases of
Sudan and Eritrea, the separatist insur-
gencies
“seek to represent the aspirations and identi-
ties of particular ethnicities or regions within
an existing state, either by seceding from that
state altogether, or else by pressing for some

special autonomous status”. (Clapham 1998:
6.)

Working towards establishing the
state on new functional lines, the re-
form insurgencies “seek radical reform
of the national government” (Clap-
ham 1998: 6), as shown by the cases of
the National Resistance Army in
Uganda and the People’s Revolution-
ary Democratic Front in Ethiopia.
Finally, the disposition towards the
state authority seems to differentiate
the fourth category, that of warlord
insurgencies. This, Clapham argues,
“arise[s] in cases where the insurgency is
erected towards a change of leadership which
does not entail the creation of a state different

from that which it seeks to overthrow, and
which may involve the creation [within the
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boundaries of that weakened state] of a per-
sonal territorial fiefdom separate from exist-
ing state structures and boundaries” (Clap-
ham 1998: 6)14.

It worth noting that while sometimes
using them in an interchangeable
manner, Clapham classifies the “guer-
illa” as a part of the wider concept of
“insurgency”. Thus, he defines “guer-
illas” as
“armed movements, usually originating in
the countryside and often attacking across
state frontiers, which have sought to contest
the power of [African] states, and have fre-
quently established their own forms of rule,
in territories from which the control of estab-

lished states has disappeared” (Clapham
1998: 1).

In this context, the warlord appears as
a sub-species of the guerilla variety of
insurgencies. But what then is an in-
surgency?

Reflecting the CIA's 1980s Guide to
the Analysis of Insurgency, Schultz pro-
posed a definition of an insurgency as
a

“protracted political and military set of activi-
ties with the goal of partially or completely
gaining control over the territory of a coun-
try, involving the use of irregular military
forces and illegal organizations, designed to
weaken or destroy the power and legitimacy
of a ruling government, while at the same
time increasing the power and legitimacy of
the armed insurgent group” (Schultz 2005:
11)

Since most of the common character-
istics of guerrillas and warlords are
obvious (armed contestation of the
state’s military, hierarchical nature of
its organization, the charismatic forms
of authority, the role of external sup-
port, and so on), I will focus on the

14 In addition to these four categories, Cilliers
advocates the addition of a fifth, hybrid cate-
gory, that of a “resource-based insurgency”, an
insurgency that “is in part a development of
liberation insurgency after decolonialisation
and the end of the Cold War, and overlaps and
subsumes within it warlords insurgencies”
(Cilliers, 2000, 4).

differences. At the wider (or maximal)
end of the definition, insurgent
movements are protracted politico-
military activities designed to operate
in the direction of capturing the state.
The protracted nature, the aspect of
legitimacy as well as the combination
of (irregular) military and the political
aspect (to which one may add the
rural origin) all feature highly in the
classical version of guerillas as de-
scribed in its Maoist codification. In
this model, the gradual increase of the
organizational and military capabili-
ties of the insurgency serves the ulti-
mate aim of revolutionizing the state.
In this sense, Mkandawire touched a
vital point when showing how
“ideologies and organizational capacities
have played an important role in guerilla
warfare, and how they have affected its na-

ture even within similar cultural contexts”
(Mkandawire 2003: 479).

Thus, the popular support, and with it
the “battle to win the hearts and
minds” of the population becomes
one of the most crucial aspects of an
insurgency using guerrilla tactics.

In stark contrast, even if the con-
trol over the capital is more often
sought by powerful warlords for the
benefits associated with the nature of
sovereignty in the international sys-
tem, conquering the state is not essen-
tial. This is not to say that there are
not various attempts of institutional-
izing the power in a warlord system.
As the case of Afghanistan shows,
major warlords are often attracted by
the perspective of occupying impor-
tant functions not only in local gov-
ernment — the position of governor is
often the key official position of the
warlord - but also in the central gov-
ernment itself (Massoud, Fahim, Dos-
tum, Hekmatyar, and more recently
Ismail Khan have all occupied posi-
tions at the highest echelons of vari-
ous Afghan governments). In the
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most extreme case, Charles Taylor
even had himself elected President.
Yet there are rather few cases in
which the co-optation in the central
government positions is accompanied
by an abandonment of the control of
private military forces.

Given the localized and non-
ideological nature of the warlord, the
organization of the state on the revo-
lutionary principles of an ideology is
another point of disjunction between
the warlords and guerilla movement.
The coordinates of guerilla warfare in
its classical formulation of course
starts from the initial stage of a local-
ized form of resistance but essentially
envisages an expansion in the follow-
ing stages, closing up with a direct
confrontation of the state’s military
forces — thus the transformation from
irregular to regular forces and the
corresponding transformation in tac-
tics. Again with a few exceptions,
nothing like these transformations is
envisaged in a warlord realm. Finally,
numerous analysts of warlordism
make reference to what could be
called “the detachment from popula-
tion”, as a result of the warlord's lack
of dependency on support from the
population’s. MacKinlay refers to this
“detachment” in describing how

“the Chinese warlord ... had established him-
self from the power base of a former provin-
cial leader, and thus endowed, could afford

to take a rapine attitude towards the local

population in the short term ... in stark con-
trast with Mao’s forces who ... had to rely on
widespread popular support” (MacKinlay

2000: 73)16.

15 My own position tries to depart from the
“detachment from population” thesis towards
an alternative of “indirect attachment”.

16 Both positions reflect an idealization of the
situations. While there were numerous cases in
which the Chinese warlords were actively
involved in the provision of public goods, Mao
didn’t hesitated to use mass killings to obtain
fear-induced compliance rather than “wide-
spread popular support”.

At the minimal end of insurgency’s
definition, there are irregular armed
forces operating within a weak state
whose total control they may or may
not seek to obtain. Those groupings,
often associated with ethnic, tribal, or
clan linkages, could be clustered un-
der the generic name of militias. Of all
forms of insurgencies, militias are the
closest to the armed organization of a
warlord, leading numerous authors to
use the terms almost synonymously.
As shown by Jackson, Alice Hills, for
instance, uses the term “militia” as an
alternative to “warlord” in a manner
that has since been followed (Jackson
2003). For other sophisticated ana-
lysts, warlords appear as a subspecies
of militia armed groups. Jackson, for
instance, creates a tripartite typology
of militias as a function of their loyal-
ties and organizational structures:
freelance militias, the least disciplined
and trained of all militia types, de-
fined as “bandits who are not tied to
specific geographical area and are
frequently present in small groups”
(Jackson 2003: 142); clan militias whose
“loyalties [are directed towards] spe-
cific areas and peoples, shared history
and enmities, etc” (Jackson 2003: 142);
and finally personal militias as “rela-
tively well-armed [groups of] men
acting on behalf of a recognized indi-
vidual, ideology or ethnic groups”
(Jackson 2003: 142). Similarly, in
Schultz’s typology, the warlord is the
leader of an organized militia group,
exercising an organized and even
charismatic command, in opposition
to the clan militias which

“function under decentralized collective
leaderships that seek to protect or ad-
vance the interests of the clan, in the ab-
sence of an identifiable leader” (Schultz
2005: 18).

In opposition to the insurgencies us-
ing guerrilla tactics, the concept of
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“militia” neither superimposes an
ideological stance, nor does it require
the aim of conquering the state
power.

What this incursion in the lit-
erature shows is the prominence of
the military and economic dimensions
of the complex phenomenon of war-
lordism to the detriment of its broader
socio-political one. One way of mov-
ing beyond the superficial pejorative
labeling of “warlordism” toward a
more refined analysis of its nature
and attributes is to follow Antonio
Giustozzi’s call for a detailed exami-
nation of the processes through which
the ‘warlords’ acquire a certain type
of legitimacy that transforms them

into ‘rulers’ (Giustozzi 2003: 2).

Indeed, following the path opened by
Reno, he suggests an analysis of cur-
rent “warlord politics” as representa-
tive of a new “logic of organization”
(Reno 1998: 79). Although this novel
social order is based on a personal,
profit-driven control over the means
of organized violence, it does none-
theless involve a social dimension. In
attempting to legitimize their exis-
tence and to achieve a minimal level
of political allegiance, warlords sub-
stitute for an absent or dysfunctional
state in the sphere of public security
and protection, but also in various
forms of job provision and even social
welfare (Oberson 2002: 89)17.

17 In conditions of war and the consequential
devastation of the local rural economy, the
advantages of membership in a private militia
outweigh the advantages of civilian occupa-
tions. The tasks of those military groups should
not be limited to their combatant status: as
Conrad Schetter noticed in studying Afghani-
stan, their main tasks are “to collect taxes from
the inhabitants in return for ensuing security
and to take tolls from foreigners crossing their
checkpoints” (Schetter 2004: 8).
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4. Warlordery and the provision of social

services

As seen, with few exceptions, most
analysts of the phenomenon of war-
lordism share MacKinlay’s view that
the warlord is conceptually opposed
not only to the virtuous form of gov-
ernance characteristic of the modern
state but also to its feudal predeces-
sors whose status in the local com-
munity depended on both the extent
of his military prowess and social
responsibility toward the community
under his control. For MacKinlay the
warlord who “occupied territory in a
strictly predatory manner ... was a
negative phenomenon” (MacKinlay
2000: 71), in contrast with local rulers
who
“performed important social functions, sup-
porting religion, culture and encouraging
some aspects of a primitive form of civil soci-
ety” (ibid.).
Even in approaches that situate non-
state armed groups in the process of
“building authority directly through
commerce” in a violent environment
there is a propensity towards ignoring
the dimension of provision of social
services:
“...this strategy obviates the need to build
bureaucracies, since warlord political author-
ity that fails to replace the state would make

no pretension of carrying out state-like func-
tions” (Reno 1998: 94).

4.1 Warlords: between
economic interests and the
social arena

Against this view, I will present ex-
amples where warlords attempt to
substitute both state and traditional
elites in mediating between various
social functions, especially in the
realm of infrastructure (road construc-

tion) and the health and education
systems.

Based on his extensive research on
modern Afghanistan, Antonio Gius-
tozzi stresses the limitations of a per-
spective depicting warlords as driven
strictly by the pursuit of their eco-
nomic interests and reluctant to per-
form social functions. On the con-
trary, he argues that

“social status derives from the control of se-
curity rather than of money, ... these war-
lords are more akin to politicians than to
businessmen, in that what they are looking
for is power rather than money as an end in
itself” (Giustozzi 2003: 2)18.

In discussing the nature of public
services in the context of the so-called
“weak states”, Robert Rotberg refers
to a hierarchy of political goods, at the
top of which, in the Hobbesian tradi-
tion, he places the supply of security:
“the state’s prime function is to provide that
political good of security: ... to prevent cross-
border invasions, infiltrations and any loss of
territory ... to eliminate domestic threats ... to
prevent crime and any related dangers to
domestic human security ... and to enable
citizens to resolve their disputes with the
state and with their fellow inhabitants with-

out recourse to arms or other forms of physi-
cal coercion “(Rotberg 2003: 3).

Along with the provision of security,
health care, education, transport, and
communication infrastructure, as well
as the rule of law and political par-
ticipation, together constitute the bulk
of public goods expected to be pro-

18 One of the methods of legitimizing their
control remains the involvement in the provi-
sion of social services. Even the infamous
Osama bin Laden’s financial contribution to the
Mujahidin’s resistance appears not to be limited
to the acquisition of military equipment, but
also to extend to the building of a hospital and
the importing of agricultural machines (Davies,
quoted in Schetter 2004: 9).
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vided by the state structures. In the
context of warlordism, a collapsed
state is obviously incapable of provid-
ing these goods. In the worst cases the
state even becomes the most poison-
ous threat to the lives and security of
its citizens. If the distinction between
bandits and organized criminals on
the one hand and warlords on the
other is to have any meaning it is
important to stress that warlordery
indeed requires “the development
and maintenance of a [certain] social
order” (Chan 1999: 165). It is therefore
only legitimate to ask how that social
order could be constituted under war-
lord-controlled violence.

As with the state, the prime social
function that armed groups take upon
themselves to provide is in the area of
protection. Sanin and Baron show
how paramilitary units and guerilla
insurgents in Colombia are in fact the
only agents that have both the capa-
bility and the will to limit the spread
of some forms of local crime and vio-
lence by repressing petty criminals:

“FARC’s legitimacy seems to have been re-
lated to the ‘cleaning off’ of small-time of-
fenders and the establishment of social order
in a territory devoid of effective mechanisms

of social regulation” (Sanin and Baron 2005:
9).

Evidence of similar activities in the

“establishment and maintenance of basic law
and order, and re-enforcement of mecha-
nisms of survival in a particular area or
among a particular section of the populace”
(Nourzhanov 2005: 110)

are reported from research on the
Central Asian former Soviet Republic
of Tajikistan (Nourzhanov) as well as
Sierra Leone where, at least initially,
the Kamajors militias were “provid-
ing security to communities and en-
forcing social norms that most people
considered legitimate” (Reno 2003)

A few analyses move away from
approaching warlordism as simply

violent predation or a primitive form
of “racketeering” to emphasize the
potential, though by no means ubiqui-
tous, dimension of some forms of
social services provision. Giustozzi,
for instance, warned of the existence
of “political complexes” in which
military aspects are intrinsically
linked with economic, political, and,
most important from the point of
view of this essay, the social dimen-
sions:

“a more sophisticated type of warlord may
develop some form of partial legitimacy and
transform his dominion into a ‘proto-state’, ...
a structure featuring some sort of civilian
administration and providing at least some
services, such as education, policing, electric-
ity and other supplies, public transport, etc.”
(Giustozzi 2003: 2).

While the most compelling evidence
of these aspects are the fresh insights
on the Chinese case of the 1920s and
1930s, contemporary cases, among
which Afghanistan is prominent, also
contain elements that justify his re-
marks.

In an analysis of the state-society
relationship in China under warlords,
Alfred Lin concludes that

“care and control made up the two sides of a
warlord’s strategy of governance: care laid
the foundation of stable rule, whereas control
served as the means to safeguard this founda-
tion” (Lin 2004: 151).

The causes of this combination were
threefold. First, for reasons that had to
do more with the construction of le-
gitimacy and maintenance of this
control over a long-term period, the

19 These services appear under conditions of
war due to the necessity to supply war factions.
For instance, in areas otherwise far too remote
from government control to benefit from infra-
structural works, war was the environment that
led to the development of a new infrastructure:
Nouristan or Hazarajat witnessed the devel-
opment of a “new infrastructure including
roads, hotels and bazaars due to the need for
secure supply routes for the resistance” (Schet-
ter 2004: 6).
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warlord had to expand his activities
beyond the issue of military control.
In Lin’s words,

“[the] warlord could not afford to ignore the
needs of society, for satisfying such needs (or
at least making attempts to satisfying such
needs) was vital to the credibility and sur-
vival of its regime” (Lin 2004: 1).

Second, as a permissive cause, unlike
the state that was limited in its enter-
prises by the scope of its shrinking
budgetary revenues,
“a warlord would have little problems fund-
ing some social welfare projects, for he al-
ways had recourse to extra-budgetary sources
of revenues to finance desired undertakings”
(Lin 2004: 1).
Third, competition with the central
state’s provisions forced warlords to
act directly in the arena of social ser-
vices as

“the administration of welfare and philan-
thropy by a warlord was an integral part of
his drive toward total control of the society”
(Lin 2004: 1).
Lin supports his argument that “re-
sidual [Chinese] warlords” contrib-
uted to the efforts of economic devel-
opment by referring to a study by
Donald Gilpin that

“[highlights] the Shanxi warlord Yan
Xishan’s ambitious program of rapid
industrialization in the 1930s [to show
how] ... in order to provide their armies
with the latest weapons and other neces-
sities, warlords were compelled to build
factories and otherwise develop the
productive resources of their domains”
(Lin 2002: 178);

Even if the efforts were dominated by
the need to remain competitive in the
market of violence, the result never-
theless impacted not only the military,
but also the civil population. The fo-
cus of Lin’s research is the activity of
Guangdong’s  “residual = warlord”
Chen Jitang between 1929 and 1936.
Admitting the serious limitations of
what could be achieved by society

under warlords, Lin (2002: 178-179)
mentions nevertheless some accom-
plishments. Among these are the rela-
tive security provided by the suppres-
sion of petty banditry or vigorous
highway constructions, neither of
which the central state was able or
willing to undertake?. The heavy
investment in industrial development
seems to be specific to Chinese war-
lordery, as in Chen Jitang’s promotion
and protection of the cement or sugar
industries (Lin 2002: 200).

Another aspect was illuminated in
the breaking-up of the former Yugo-
slavian state in the 1990s. Here, militia
leaders, as relief agencies discovered,
“assumed the role of indispensable
service-providers rather than cross-
border smugglers” (Dietl 2004: 64).
From Somalia to Sudan, from Sierra
Leone to Afghanistan, humanitarian
organizations have worked with and
through local warlords who posi-
tioned themselves as guarantors of
relief and used their local networks in
re-distributing those external re-
sources ranging from food aid to basic
medical services.

Afghanistan is a powerful case to
illustrate this argument: in 1992, at the
end of Najibullah’s grip on power,
warlords controlled the majority of

20 Chen Jitang's success in constructing road
infrastructure is quite impressive: according to
Lin’s data, if before his taking up of leadership
in 1929, Guangdong had only 3,661 kilometers
of highways, at the end of his rule in 1935, the
province was leading all provinces in the realm
of highway networks with a staggering 17, 587
kilometers completed (Lin 2002: 179). Investing
in the building -up of roads and highways that
serve primarily military goals is a feature often
met in the literature dedicated to non-state
actors controlling the means of organized vio-
lence. The fact that their construction was due
to private, military interests should not obscure
their nature as having dual use, nor should it
lead observers to ignore the incapacity of the
local state to efficiently engage in those projects.
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provinces in Afghanistan (Saikal 2004:
207). Among them, the most substan-
tial substitute systems of governance
in the face of the atrophy of the cen-
tral authority were the ones founded
by Ahmad Shah Massoud and Ismail
Khan. In the Eastern provinces under
his control, due to energetic support
from a mixture of sources such as
USAID or NGOs such as the Swedish
Committee for Afghanistan and the
UK’s Afghan AID, Massoud was in-
volved in social projects ranging from
engineering to health projects (build-
ing clinics and attracting doctors) and
education provision (Rubin 2002: 220).
Working toward the building up of
what Barnett Rubin considers to be
“the most extensive proto-state in
Afghanistan” (ibid: 234), Massoud’s
Shura-yi Nazar-i Shamali grew as an
administrative system that incorpo-
rated committees dealing with

“judicial and military affairs, civil administra-

tion, finances and economy, culture and edu-

cation, health, political affairs, intelligence
and Kabul affairs” (Rubin, 2002: 235).

Similar reports show that, while the

northern province of Balkh was run
“almost totally separated from the central
government, ... basic services such as schools
and health centers [were] funded by a combi-

nation of resources from regional leaders and
international aid” (Peake 2003: 188).

Another spectacular case is that of the
self-titled “Amir of Western Afghani-
stan”, Ismail Khan.

Herat in Western Afghanistan was
dominated by the charismatic military
commander Ismail Khan for about
twenty years until his replacement as
governor by President Hamid Karzai
in 2004. Under his tight control, Herat
was transformed into what can ar-
guably be seen as the best adminis-
tered, most secure, and least corrupt
city in the war-torn Afghanistan, its
people “enjoying better living stan-
dards, higher literacy and more re-

sponsive administration” (Dietl 2004:
62). Not only did essential public ser-
vices work in Herat, but relatively
large numbers of women had access
to education (George 2002) and opium
cultivation maintained a low profile.
The reconstruction boom that took
place in Herat under Khan’s leader-
ship was funded partially through his
international connections to Pakistan,
and allegedly mainly Iran, but also
through the customs taxes that Khan
often refused to share with what he
saw as a weak central authority in
Kabul. This significant domestic ex-
traction allowed him to maintain an
outstanding degree of autonomy in
relation with its patrons and to fi-
nance the largest personal army in
Afghanistan?!.

A large part of the tax revenues
was spent on public projects, in par-
ticular infrastructural works. Thus,
following high-level agreements with
officials from Pakistan, he was ac-
tively involved in a regional project to
open a secure route from Quetta to
Kandahar to Herat reaching Ashkha-
bad in Turkmenistan (Dietl 2004:
48)22. The rise of the Taliban and their
military success blocked the project
which would have significantly in-
creased the revenues of Khan's sys-
tem and would have propelled Herat
even more towards being a hub of the
regional trade. What is illustrative of
the diversity of his financial and po-

21 As in all research on Afghanistan, reliable
numbers are difficult to provide. Yet most
reports center around the amount of between
60 and 80 million USD a year as a result of his
taxing the highly circulated route to Iran and
Turkmenistan through Herat, while the num-
bers of the soldiers in his army allegedly rose to
10,000.

22 According to Dietl, Khan had meetings with
the Minister of the Interior Naseerullah Babar
and even Prime Minister Benazhir Bhutto in
1993. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld
also met Khan in Herat on April 27, 2002.
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litical sources is that he started work —
with Iranian support — on rebuilding
the road linking Herat with the Ira-
nian border city of Qala, at the same
time as he initiated works to restore
important regional irrigation canals to
functionality (Marsden 2003). In a
fundamentally traditional, patrimo-
nial manner, Ismail Khan was active
in the market of social services: in the
field of justice “by holding weekly
audiences where he dispenses money,
advice, divorce and decisions on fam-
ily disputes” or in the areas of health
and education, “by setting up schools
and hospitals” (Dietl 2004: 54). Anec-
dotally, his cultural administration
seems to have gone as far as authoriz-
ing and protecting a team of archae-
ologists (Roy 2004: 35). Without step-
ping out of his military capacity,
Khan was heavily involved in the
provision of public goods funded
through a skillfully maintained bal-
ance between domestic extraction and
a variety of external sources ranging
from states to NGOs and international
organizations. As a result, an astute
Afghan observer like Ahmed Rashid
could write that
“under his authoritarian control, Herat be-
came the most peaceful and cleanest Afghan
city, a place where western aid workers can
work without fear, 75% of children now go to
school and ... the business of rebuilding
homes and shops is booming” (Rashid 2002:
13-14).
To understand the longevity of these
warlords, as well as the mechanisms
of the provision of some public goods,
one needs to look at the nature of
Afghan political culture, with its pat-
rimonial dynamic of interaction in
which power is measured by the abil-
ity to create and maintain political
adherence inside the networks of
solidarity through the over-present
aspect of redistribution in a system of
“asymmetric  reciprocity”  (Rubin
2004). In my view, the crux of the

matter is the process through which
the power and authority of the war-
lords depends not only on their mili-
tary prowess, but also on their ability
to interact and cooperate with the
traditional forms of authority under-
lying Afghanistan’s micro-societies in
redistributing resources.

In terms of redistribution, the
channels of the networks of solidarity
were, and continue to be more open
to the traditional bearers of authority,
be they clan or village elders (“white
beards”), khans, mullahs, or pirs. Yet
the comparative advantage of the
warlord resides in his connectivity to
the globalized markets and its de-
territorialized nature. It is this global
connectivity that Duffield has in mind
when he writes that warlords “act
locally but think globally” (in Good-
hand, 2004: 159). A clear expression of
this connectivity is provided by the
numerous linkages that the top mili-
tary commanders have with

“institutions beyond the traditional localized
continuum: [transnational] Islamic parties,
foreign countries, [NGOs] and international
organizations” (Saikal 2004: 208).

Access to a variety of sources allows
the warlord to surpass the traditional
local leadership in his capacity to
attract resources. In a sense, the war-
lord exists in the tradition of the local
notable

“who not only is able to secure its group’s
autonomy in relation with the state, but one
who can attract and canalize the maximum
aid from the state or other sources towards its
own group, simultaneous with the capacity to
maintain a certain degree of autonomy in its
domestic affairs” (Roy 2004: 24).

But as his power is based neither on a
given territory nor on direct admini-
stration, he needs the cooperation of
various solidarity groups, be they
secular (tribal or clan-dominated) or
religious. Warlordism as developed in
Afghanistan is definitely a form of
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patrimonialism sharing with the We-
berian ideal type the fundamental
personal nature of power. Yet it de-
parts from the ideal type in that the
power of the military leader, beyond
its charismatic element and its foun-
dation in the control over the means
of organized violence, depends on a
dynamic process of bargaining with
various incarnations of local solidarity
networks whose channels are vitally
important for the distribution of re-
sources. This is, essentially, a different
configuration of social control than
the one imagined by a patrimonial
leader controlling the military means
in isolation from other social forces?.

4.2 Warlord order, state, and
society

While it is hard to avoid the conclu-
sion that warlordism’s most propi-
tious environment is the shriveling of
the state’s functional ability to main-
tain its monopoly over organized
violence, the relationship between
warlordism and an arguably weak-
ened state is far more complex than
that depicted in a crude zero-sum
view. It is obvious that warlord sys-
tems do not develop in a fully de-
tached manner from the wider social
system. We have seen how the “econ-
omy of war” literature places war-

23 Olivier Roy differentiates between warlords
and military local commanders as a qualita-
tively different and supra-ordinated form of
military commanders. While both are non-
territorial entities whose power originate in
their military prowess, the local military com-
mander is “soluble” in the traditional society,
without exercising a civil role and without
delegating its powers. In contrast, a warlord
has to expand his authority beyond the local
incarnations of the solidarity group to reach a
regional leadership and create a larger degree
of autonomy in relation to those groups. Thus,
a warlord is “a military commander which
builds up a local power based on a private
army but who maintains a proto-stately ad-
ministration” (Roy 2004: 34; 2003: 5-6).

lordism in a global economic system.
What about the political, social, and
cultural context in which it develops?

Without exception, all the samples
of warlordism examined are circum-
scribed to a political context defined
by the formal existence of a collapsing
state. Is this evidence enough to con-
clude that warlords indiscriminately
“seek to overthrow [the state] in order
to secure their own form of military
autocratic rule” (Rich 1999: xv), as the
conventional view on warlordism
seems to assume? The Chinese war-
lord period after the disintegration of
the Manchu Empire in 1911 and par-
ticularly between the 1920s and 1930s
should constitute the starting point of
an attempt to offer a well-argued an-
swer. There seems to be a general
consensus which supports and ex-
tends Lin’s assertion that Chen Jitang
and other military leaders did not
have ambitions to expand their rule
beyond the provinces under their own
control and definitely no ambitions to
overtake the state (Lin 2002: 183).
While the warlords had no intention
of expanding their power to the entire
state, they did seize power in the
provinces out of the state control and
organized a de facto autonomous gov-
ernance serving their own private
interests with little or no contact with
the central government.

What is happening in the post-
Cold War era to justify a scholar ana-
lyzing the challenges to central au-
thority in collapsed states writing that
“the several battles take place within
the state, not against it” (Rotberg
2003: 15)? Nourzhanov is one of the
rare voices to introduce a radical dis-
junction from the traditional view on
warlordism as viscerally opposed to
the state when he mentions the rise of
a particular category of warlords
“who not so much confront or tolerate
the state, but work in partnership
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with it” (Nourzhanov 2005: 111).
Cases as diverse as Sierra Leone, Co-
lumbia, and Afghanistan point in the
same direction because local war-
lords, while involved in a military
confrontation against the central au-
thorities, do benefit from the existence
of the state in its weakened condition.
Colombia contains a complex rela-
tionship between the state and the
paramilitary which are tied together
through a multitude of contradictory
relationships, being simultaneously
linked

“as all[ies], as competitor[s] in an oligopolistic
market for the provision of security, as para-
site[s], and as military adversar[ies]” (Sanin
and Baron 2005: 25).

The cases examined by William
Reno (1998) in Africa tend to empha-
size the importance for warlords of
capturing the state, or at least of being
able to use its globally recognized
sovereignty in order to increase their
ability to secure external patronage. In
Afghanistan, in line with traditional
political forces, the warlords have in
fact “a need for a distant and benevo-
lent state, whose existence they do not
challenge” (Roy 2003: 2). An expres-
sion of this connection between the
warlord and an unobtrusive state is
the ease with which the government
of President Karzai was able to incor-
porate into its structures powerful
regional controllers of organized vio-
lence, such as the generals Fahim and
Dostum or Ismail Khan.

Afghanistan indeed reflects Gius-
tozzi’s observation that

“over time, a line will increasingly be drawn
between those warlords who succeeded in
being integrated within the state structure on
their own terms, maintaining their autonomous
sources of power, and those who will by con-
trast be weakened by their inclusion in the
state structure” (Giustozzi 2003: 15, my ital-
ics).

The concept of an oligopoly of vio-
lence that was introduced by Andreas

Mehler in the African context is appli-
cable to various crisis regions in
which the European model of a state
monopoly over violence has limited
empirical value. Inspired by the
economists’ understanding of an oli-
gopoly as an imperfect form of com-
petition in which there are only a few
providers of a product or a service in
opposition with multiple buyers,
Mehler describes an oligopoly of vio-
lence as the particular arrangement
between security providers, compris-
ing “a fluctuating number of partly
competing, partly co-operating actors
of violence of different quality”
(Mehler 2004: 540-541). Acknowledg-
ing the variety in oligopolies of vio-
lence?*, the specific characteristic of
this particular structure of the “mar-
ket of violence” is given exactly by
“the mixture of competition and com-
plementarities of rules, claims and
authorities” (Mehler 2004: 541).

Warlordism emerges as a form of
governance defined by “oligopolies of
violence” in which the state remains
one among other actors in the market
of violence. Warlords are autonomous
actors whose power and autonomy
are based in their possession of an
efficient military force, but can they
truly be taken in isolation from both
state and society? As shown in this
paper, the warlord is a significant
actor in a situation characterized by
an asymmetry between a previously
“strong society” and a “weak state”
(Migdal 1988). He is autonomous in
the sense that, although active in the

24 Mehler distinguishes between territorial
oligopolies of violence (as clusters of relatively
stable arrangements based on various monopo-
lies over violence within borders of specific
areas), functional oligopolies of violence (where
“different violence actors/protectors provide
security for different kinds of threats, from
different kinds of aggressors or for specific
social categories”), and temporal oligopolies of
violence (Mehler 2004: 542).
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territory (or territories) nominally
under the control of a state, there is no
higher authority (including the state)
capable of regulating or dictating his
actions. Thus, the warlord co-exists
with both the state and various com-
munal networks of the society but is
not within military reach of any of
them. However, the warlord’s auton-
omy, while derived from the strength
of his military force, is maintained
and perpetuated not by ignoring soci-
ety or the state but by positioning
himself in a nodal relationship not
only with the targeted state and soci-
ety but with other actors such as
states, international organizations,
international non-governmental or-
ganizations, transnational corpora-
tions, and the like?.

Warlords maintain a parasitic rela-
tionship with both state and society
while breaking from a unique de-
pendency on either the various net-
works of solidarity or the state. As

25 There are numerous instances in which those
actors cooperated in one way or another with
various warlords: the US support for the war-
lords-to-be in the Afghan-Soviet war, for in-
stance, and their cooperation in the anti-Taliban
campaign. In another example, Liberia under
the control of Charles Taylor ‘s NPFL became
France’s “third largest African supplier of logs”
(Reno 1998: 97); both Pakistan and most of all
Iran are allegedly heavily involved in support-
ing the one or the other Afghan warlord. There
are also religious groups involved in coopera-
tion with warlords in varying parts of the
world. Multinational corporations such as Shell
Oil in Nigeria, Executive Outcomes, etc; non-
governmental organizations such as the Swed-
ish Committee for Afghanistan, Oxfam, etc.

long as the warlord is capable of ma-
nipulating the flow of resources within
the weak institutional edifice of the
state he has no incentive in the further
development of state structures. In a
sense, the warlord does not govern as
most of the time he is not directly
involved in the provision of public
goods. If Afghanistan is to serve as an
example, the functions of governance
in areas as diverse as education, train-
ing, agriculture, irrigation systems,
and such were transferred/outsourced
to various NGOs, by both central
government (like the Taliban) and the
local warlords (Schetter 2004: 12). The
warlord, though, is active in attracting
resources to allow public goods to be
provided as well as in setting up the
conditions under which NGOs or
other external actors are allowed to
operate. Accordingly, the nature of
governance for the communities un-
der his control depends on his actions
and on his positioning in the network
of actors capable of governing.
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5. Beyond banditry: understanding
warlordism from a governance perspective

From the above analysis, we can wrap
together a few characteristics of war-
lords and warlord polities. First of all,
the warlord appears in those parts of
the Westphalian Periphery in which
the formal state institutions crumble
under the combined pressures from
the traditional loci of political author-
ity and the melting down of the Cold
War support for the central authori-
ties. Undoubtedly, the warlord’s
source of primary power is located in
his private possession of military
power, power that he is forced to
exhibit periodically and to eagerly
defend against any attempt of dispos-
session coming either from a central
authority, fellow warlords, or external
intervention. To compensate for the
weak political authority deriving from
his autonomous use of violence, the
warlord becomes a central player in
the market of violence, using his posi-
tion in the global economy of war to
attract various resources while at the
same time avoiding locking himself
into dependency on a single source.

Though the central asset that raises
the interest of the warlord is pro-
curement of guns, his resources cover
a wider range, from canalizing aid to
attracting foreign NGOs in the provi-
sion of basic services such as food,
health, or education. His political
position depends not only on his mili-
tary prowess but also on his ability to
secure those resources as well as on
the extent to which he is embedded in
various solidarity networks capable of
redistributing those resources in turn.

Far from being a homogenous
phenomenon, warlordism is a highly
heterogeneous one. Although some of
its existing forms may develop into

stable alternative forms of governance
in an oligopoly of violence frame-
work, this is likely to occur in only a
few instances. It appears promising to
investigate the circumstances under
which warlords — in the absence of
efficient state mechanisms of re-
distribution — move from the purely
predatory behavior of ordinary thugs
and advance towards less extensive
forms of governance in both scope
and intensity.

Within rational choice theory, a pow-
erful mechanism for this explanation
is exposed by Mancur Olson’s per-
spective captured in the transition
from “roving” to “stationary” bandits
(Olson 1993). Olson deals with exactly
this problematic, trying to rationalize
the conditions under which the nega-
tive consequences of a roving, extor-
tionist bandit can be tamed by induc-
ing incentives for the provision of
some social services. Under the inspi-
ration of Sheridan’s 1966 pioneering
work on Chinese warlords, as he him-
self acknowledges, Olson’s response
uses insights from the “logic of collec-
tive action” permeated by assump-
tions of rationality and long- vs. short-
term perspective. How are the extor-
tionist practices of pillaging and rob-
bing transformed into ‘acceptable’
practices? His answer to this question
lies in the provision of a modicum of
social services in exchange of taxation
which in turn is appropriated by the
stationary bandit. In Olson’s words,
“if a roving bandit rationally settles down
and takes his theft in the form of regular taxa-
tion and at the same time maintains a mo-
nopoly on theft in his domain, then those
from whom he exacts taxes will have an in-

centive to produce ... The rational stationary
bandit will take only a part of income in taxes
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because he will be able to exact a larger total
amount of income from his subjects if he
leaves them with an incentive to generate in-
come that he can tax” (Olson 1993: 568).

In other words, the transition from
“roving” to “stationary” bandit is due
to the potential for increasing the
longevity of the rent extracted. The
stationary bandit transformed into an
autocratic king
“has an encompassing interest in his domain
that makes him limit his predations because
he bears a substantial share of the social
losses resulting from these predations (...) the
second way in which the encompassing inter-
est of the stationary bandit changes his incen-
tives is that it gives him an incentive to pro-

vide public goods that benefit his domain”
(Olson quoted in Mair 2003: 14).

This explanation works under the
assumption that the provision of pub-
lic goods increases the productivity of
the domain under which the bandit-
cum-king exercises a monopoly over
both violence and taxation, which in
turn maximizes the source of [taxable]
income for the stationary bandit.

As attractive as the model may be
due to its simplicity and elegance, it
unfortunately suffers from a few
weaknesses. Olson doesn’t address
the cost problem of first establishing
the monopoly over violence intrinsic
to the transition from a “roving” to a
“stationary” rebel; nor does he ad-
dress the cost problem of maintaining
it. Furthermore, like attempts of repli-
cating the early state-formation proc-
esses in the contemporary era, Olson’s
framework neglects the capacity of
armed groups’ leaders to externalize
the social costs of their domination. In
the Cold War era, the system of pa-
tronage under which the superpowers
were able to pursue their proxy wars
and avoid the release of an all-out hot
war offered the warlords and their
fellow rebel groups the perfect oppor-
tunity for exactly such an externaliza-

tion. With the end of the Cold War,
though,
“patronage has been replaced by the exploita-
tion of easily accessible natural resources ...

the exploitation of diamonds, cobalt, hard-
wood and the like” (Cilliers 2000: 5).

Recent studies have emphasized the
fact that not only the control of a terri-
tory but the control of a population is
relevant for the warlord. Inspired by
his study of African cases, MacKinlay,
for instance, notes that

“to a much greater extent than before, the

control of the civilian population was a pri-

mary objective of the warlord” (MacKinlay
2000: 75-76).

The desire to control the population
for the purpose of increasing its pro-
ductivity and thus the income gener-
ated through taxation seems perfectly
rational in Olson’s scenario. The puz-
zling fact, though, is the generalized
poverty of the areas under warlords’
control. Taxing what is already a
pauper population doesn’t make
much sense, and even less so invest-
ing in social services for this purpose,
especially when income from trade,
smuggling, and subsidized weaponry
is significantly higher. Why then the
conscious efforts to control the popu-
lation?

If the assumption of rationality is
maintained, poverty of the local
population forces the predator to-
wards alternative sources: either
natural resources (diamonds, oil, etc.)
or ransom practices. A scenario may
be imagined in which the warlord
“captures” the population in the re-
gion under his control, not so much
for extracting his revenue from the
population itself, but for building up
his external legitimacy. After all, as
Mair puts it,

“if development assistance balances the social

losses of warlordism and provides social ser-
vices, warlords are able to continue maximiz-
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ing the economic exploitation of the territory
under their control” (Mair 2003: 14).

Furthermore, it is hard to ignore the
gigantic quantitative increase in the
contribution of international aid and
development agencies in situations of
conflict. For Afghanistan, this situa-
tion forced every rebel group to open
up offices to Peshawar or another
capital to coordinate the aid to be
received in areas under their control.
Similarly, in other geographical loca-
tions
“[warlords acted] in a way that encouraged
the flow of relief to continue ... in the Horn of
Africa [for example] warlords even organized
subunits of their factions to interface with the
aid communities, which were ... versed in the

aid-speak of empowerment, capacity building
and civil society” (MacKinlay 2000: 76).

It may thus be argued that the con-
temporary warlord is not dependent
on domestic extraction. He does not
"control" the population but rather
keeps it "captive". The participation of
foreign humanitarian intervention
(NGOs, IGOs, and the like) might be
thus explored as a form of "ransom".
Some of the public services (such as
health and education) are not per-
formed by warlords but by external
actors from which the warlord ex-
tracts resources. Paying attention to
those aspects, we may obtain an an-
swer as to why some services are per-
formed, as the warlord is interested
not in its domestic '"legitimation"
function deriving from this perform-
ance, but in the negotiations with the
actors interested in performing those
functions.

So, the tentative answer to the
question under which conditions so-

cial services are provided in the con-
text of warlordism could refer to at
least three factors. First, the sources of
wealth on which the warlord can
draw are important. If these are pre-
ponderantly extracted from the do-
mestic arena then it is highly probably
that the Olson scenario is applicable.
If these in turn refer to natural re-
sources (mines, oil, timber, etc.), drug
trafficking, or taxing trade, a better
analysis might be informed by an
analysis constructed upon the econ-
omy of war paradigm. Ultimately, if
the main source of income is extracted
from external sources, then a focus on
the role of humanitarianism should be
emphasized as it is the role played by
various sponsors including states,
development agencies, or even dias-
poras and individual actors.

Second, attention should be paid
to the nature (structure, functions,
and dynamics) of the traditional poli-
tico-social authority and their sources
of strength. An analysis following this
path should include an investigation
of the initial balance between central
and local/traditional authority; it
should draw on the neo-patrimonial
literature underlying the role of tradi-
tional structures of social power act-
ing in a globalized environment and
emphasize the roles and strengths of
various solidarity groups, including
the trans-national, religious networks.

Finally, it is essential to identify
the various strategies of the interna-
tional community in “warlord man-
agement” (van Grieken 2005), as well
as the role of humanitarian aid,
NGOs, and other external actors.
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International interventions may im-
pede the establishment or restoration
of sovereignty in collapsed or failed
states — a risk which certainly exists in
the cases of Liberia and Sierra Leone.
Such intervention initially leads to the
emergence of "quasi-states” whose
administrative and security apparatus
cannot function without external sup-
port. Massive interventions by exter-
nal actors have undoubtedly played a
key role in bringing civil wars to an
end, but when it comes to consolidat-
ing statehood, a "one-size-fits-all"
strategy is often adopted which can
have extremely problematical out-
comes.

The short- and medium-term ef-
fects of intervention may therefore
diverge widely. A comprehensive
political, as opposed to a purely tech-
nical, analysis of the UN's own peace
missions is rarely undertaken. Often,
the approach adopted is to treat
peacebuilding as a mainly operational
process, using blueprints which spec-
ify which institutions must be estab-
lished and which systems must be
introduced, with technical aspects
tending to take priority. Little account
is taken of local political mechanisms,
capacities and conflicts, and minimal
importance is attached to safeguard-
ing their continued existence.

If Liberia and Sierra Leone are to
be released from the
community's custodianship without
slipping back into major armed con-
flict, new strategies are needed. The
international community has a choice:
to embark on long-term commitments
extending beyond the customary 5-10

international

years, or to recognise political and
social realities in the local non-state
security sector. What most Liberians
want is a functioning state based on
the Western model. In reality, how-
ever, this particular option is an illu-
sion which is only nurtured by the
UN peace missions.

In order to gain an understanding
of the difficulties of reconstructing the
collapsed states of Liberia and Sierra
Leone, a brief historical overview is
provided below, focussing on politics,
security and violence in both coun-
tries. We then explore the opportuni-
ties for and limits to the strategies
adopted by external
forces in relation to security. A key

intervention

focus of attention is the involvement
of local government and local people
and the emergence of a sense of own-
ership.

The fourth section comprises a
more detailed analysis of local capaci-
ties and the security perceptions of
residents of the Liberian capital Mon-
rovia. The statistical data used here
was collected during field research
undertaken in Liberia from November
2005 to February 2006. The evaluation
of the quantitative survey from Sierra
Leone was not completed at the time
of writing this paper; therefore this
contribution focuses mainly on Libe-
ria.

In a final step, we analyse and dis-
cuss the implications of the case stud-
ies. The resulting hypotheses draw
attention to flaws in the current de-
bate whose ramifications extend be-
yond the case studies themselves.
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1. State-building and state collapse: an historical

overview

1.1 Liberia

Liberia was founded as a settlement
for freed American slaves of African
descent, with executive power ini-
tially vested in a Governor appointed
by the American Colonization Soci-
ety. Although they made up only a
fraction of the Liberian population,
the American-born Africans, known
as "Americo-Liberians", and their
descendants dominated political life
from Liberia's independence in 1847
until April 1980, when Samuel Doe
overthrew the government in a
bloody military coup.

The coup was the result of dec-
ades of exclusion suffered by the
indigenous African population of
Liberia. The Doe regime was initially
multiethnic and participatory in
character, but during the second half
of the 1980s, this gave way to a new
and equally exclusive patronage sys-
tem, with members of Doe's own
ethnic group, the Krahn, and also the
Mandingo, being recruited to key
posts in government and the mili-
tary. From now on, the regime's chief
features were the ethnicization (and
brutalization) of rule and the person-
alized use of the security apparatus,
which was also a common trait of the
previous regimes. For Liberia has
never had a truly national army
dedicated to defending the common
good.

In 1989, a former government of-
ficial, Charles Taylor, launched an
armed uprising. His forces, known as
the National Patriotic Front of Liberia
(NPFL), soon seized control of 95% of
the country. It was only the interven-
tion of the military arm of the Eco-
nomic Community of West African

States (ECOWAS) which prevented
Taylor from capturing the capital
Monrovia. ECOWAS negotiated a
peace settlement, but the NPFL con-
tinued its military campaign, this
time against a rebel movement, the
United Liberation Movement of Liberia
for Democracy (ULIMO). The ensuing
civil war claimed more than 200,000
lives and threatened to destabilize
the entire West African region.
Alongside the three conflict parties
(government troops, NPFL and
ULIMO), their various factions and
local «civil defence forces, the
ECOWAS troops quickly became
part of the local constellation of vio-
lence in Liberia as well. It was only
when the ECOWAS Monitoring Group
(ECOMOG) was established in 1996
that the civil war was brought to an -
albeit temporary — end. The elections
held under the peace agreement in
1997 resulted in a victory for Charles
Taylor, who secured 75% of the vote,
largely because he had threatened to
continue the violence if he lost the
election.

As President, Taylor installed an
authoritarian regime which - like
Doe's before it — was based on an
apparatus of repression; in Taylor's
case, it was recruited mainly from the
NPFL. Renewed fighting quickly
erupted between Taylor's govern-
ment forces (Armed Forces of Liberia,
AFL) and a rebel group, Liberians
United for Reconciliation and Democ-
racy (LURD), which was backed by
Guinea. Two years after the elections,
civil war broke out again. The war
persisted for years, escalating in
March 2003 when LURD advanced to
within 10 kilometres of the capital
Monrovia. At the same time, the
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newly formed Movement for Democ-
racy in Liberia (MODEL), backed by
Cote d'Ivoire, launched an offensive
from the south. The fighting claimed
more than 10,000 lives. Once again,
peace talks were initiated, but the
fighting was only brought to a halt
when ECOWAS deployed 3500
peacekeepers in August 2003. The
ECOWAS  Mission  in  Liberia
(ECOMIL) was relieved soon after-
wards by a multinational UN peace-
keeping force, the United Nations
Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), which
began with a troop strength of 15,000.
The presence of US Marines offshore
as a rapid response force may well
have exerted a deterrent effect as
well and helped bring the conflict
under control. As of June 2006,
UNMIL has around 16,000 uni-
formed personnel,
military observers and some 1042
police officers. The mission also em-
ploys around 500 international civil-
ian staff and more than 700 local UN
workers as well as 276 UN volun-
teers. In view of the significant role
played by UNMIL in Liberia’s politi-
cal arena, some observers even claim
that Liberia has become in effect a
UN protectorate.!

including 207

1.2 Sierra Leone

Founded in 1787, also as a settlement
for freed slaves, Sierra Leone later
became a British Crown Colony and
achieved independence in 1961. Since
then, six general elections have taken
place — and five military coups. Here
too, the descendants of former slaves
(Creoles or Krios) formed the elite.
After independence, however, the
animosity between the "native" popu-
lation and the Krios was soon over-

1 See, for example, Wolf-Christian Paes
2005a:97.

laid by political rivalries between
various ethnic groups.

The violent seizure of power by
the All People’s Congress led by Siaka
Stevens in 1968 marked the start of a
series of military coups. Stevens' self-
proclaimed successor, Major-General
Joseph Saidu Momoh, governed the
country - which was plagued by
economic crises and political unrest —
until he was ousted in 1992, one year
after the start of the war against a
rebel insurgency group under former
army corporal Foday Sankoh known
as the Revolutionary United Front
(RUF), which was supported and
armed by Charles Taylor. Momoh
was overthrown in a military coup
staged by Valentine Strasser, an army
captain. He attempted to crush the
rebels by re-equipping the army and
forcing it to engage with rebel troops
in the provinces. However, many of
the poorly trained government
troops deserted and defected to the
RUF rebels. Their atrocities against
the civilian population and involve-
ment in the illicit diamond trade
prompted Strasser to hire Executive
Outcomes, a private military com-
pany, to supplement his own troops.
The involvement of EO was success-
ful in that it drove back the RUF, but
it revealed the inadequacy of the
government troops at the same time,
pointing to weaknesses in the gov-
ernment. In 1996, Strasser was ousted
by a military coup led by his former
defence minister Brigadier General
Julius Maada Bio. Bio swiftly handed
power over to the newly elected
President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah.
Kabbah's government signed a peace
accord with Sankoh's rebels later that
year, but this did not end the civil
war. Meanwhile,
measures were proving effective in
safeguarding security, albeit confined

local self-help
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to local level, alongside "traditional"
institutions such as secret societies.

In 1997, a coalition of army offi-
cers led by Major-General Johnny
Paul Koroma forced Kabbah to leave
office. Kabbah was reinstated in
March 1998 after the junta was
ousted by the ECOWAS Monitoring
Group (ECOMOG), but the fighting
continued in many parts of the coun-
try. Even a UN intervention in 1999
failed to bring about peace at first.2
In May 2000, the rebel forces of the
Revolutionary United Front (RUF)
appeared to be on the verge of cap-
turing Freetown, whereupon the
British Government decided in fa-
vour of military intervention. British
troops were initially deployed to
evacuate foreign nationals and re-
store order; later on, they also pro-
vided support for the United Nations
Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL)
contingents, so that in 2001, the UN
troops were able to deploy peacefully
in rebel-held territory. Finally, the
new British-trained Sierra Leone
Army began deploying in rebel-held
areas. The war was officially declared
over in 2002 when a Joint Declaration
of End of War was signed between
the RUF, the Sierra Leone Army, and
the quasi-official Civil Defence Force
(CDF). That same year, Kabbah and
his party again won victories in the

2 On 3 May 2000, some 500 UN peacekeepers
from Kenya, Zambia and India were taken
hostage by loyalists of Sankoh, who at the time
held a position in the transitional government.
The hostage-taking was a clear sign that the
peace accord had effectively collapsed.

parliamentary and presidential elec-
tions, consolidating Kabbah's posi-
tion of power. The country's progress
towards peace was considered so
significant that the UNAMSIL troops
withdrew in December 2005.

This brief historical review illus-
trates the following;:

e In both countries, many different
security/violent actors have vied
for control and influence during
the course of several decades.

e The national army and police
were never able to establish or
maintain a state monopoly on the
use of force for any significant pe-
riod of time.

e In the hinterland, local civil de-
fence forces, rebel groups and se-
cret societies have dominated the
security sector. For citizens, these
various actors could act as protec-
tors but could also pose a threat.

e Actors from neighbouring coun-
tries have played a major role
during periods of conflict escala-
tion.

e Though the intentions and
achievements of the intervention
troops (especially ECOMOG) re-
main questionable, they were,
nonetheless, ultimately successful
in imposing a much-needed

peace, largely through the use of

force.
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2. Strategies of external actors: the deceptive

quest for ownership

As this brief conflict history shows,
external actors have played a vital
role in ending both civil wars and in
stabilizing these two post-conflict
countries. Both the National Transi-
tional Government installed in Liberia
after the civil war and Kabbah's
elected government in Sierra Leone
were initially confronted with coun-
tries in ruin. This applied especially to
the security infrastructure, which had
collapsed. In both countries, external
actors therefore initially undertook
domestic security and border control.

In the Liberian capital Monrovia,
for example, UNMIL troops essen-
tially patrol the main thoroughfares
and show little if any presence in out-
lying areas of the city, but there is no
doubt that the international peace-
keepers are perceived to be the main
guarantor of security.? The same ap-
plied to Sierra Leone, where
UNAMSIL played an equally impor-
tant role in maintaining security, law
and order (ICG 2004a:18). The relative
weight of individual UN Member
States in the missions tends to vary:
the massive presence of British troops
in Sierra Leone must be regarded as
much more significant than the USA's
largely symbolic presence in Liberia.
The desire to scale down these costly
military operations fairly quickly has
spurred efforts to hand over the reins
sooner rather than later, with the re-

3 This was the finding of a survey and further
in-depth discussions with Liberians and local
experts (see below). The survey was under-
taken within the framework of the project
"Legitimate Oligopolies of Violence in Post-
conflict Societies with particular focus on Libe-
ria and Sierra Leone", which is funded primar-
ily by the German Foundation for Peace Re-
search.

sult that intensive efforts have been
made to provide training for the
countries' own state security forces
(the army and police).*

If local "ownership" of security
policy is believed to be a prerequisite
for sustainable peace, the issue of the
potential role of local actors in assur-
ing security immediately arises. In
both countries, the state neither had
the monopoly on the use of force be-
fore nor after the end of the civil war.
Instead, under the direction and su-
pervision of international peacekeep-
ing forces, (transitional) governments
were installed. The national security
forces clearly lacked the capacity to
guarantee law, order and the safety
and security of citizens — indeed, in
the case of Liberia, they were dis-
solved altogether, while in Sierra
Leone, a radical overhaul of the coun-
try's armed forces has taken place.

Besides these actors, there are
remnants of the rebel groups — some
more organized than others — which
are not supposed to play any further
role in the post-conflict order but
which nonetheless harbour significant
conflict potential. In addition, there
are the various private security com-
panies and civil defence forces. The
role of this latter group in ensuring
the immediate safety and security of
citizens is by no means insignificant
(see below). However, UN missions

4 In both cases, the UN provides training for
the police, while other actors are involved in
training the armed forces. The British are re-
structuring Sierra Leone's army through the
International Military Advisory and Training
Team (IMATT). In Liberia, the United States has
hired DynCorp International, a private security
company, to recruit and train the Liberian army
(Kieh 2005:171; ICG 2004a:16).
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focus entirely on the state, an issue
that is explored below.

The new government in Liberia
has played a minimal role in security
issues thus far, and it will take some
time for the national security forces —
the army and police — to develop a
sense of ownership and commitment
to the common good. The real chal-
lenge is to strengthen the capacities of
the government so that it can assure
security after the withdrawal of UN
troops. This can only be achieved
through its progressive involvement
in decision-making and work proc-
esses.

In Sierra Leone, this process has al-
ready advanced one stage further: in
December 2005, the last contingent of
UNAMSIL troops left the country. It
remains to be seen whether the newly
formed army and police force are
capable of dealing with potential se-
curity threats.> Since December 2005,
no unrest has occurred. However,
from the international community's
perspective, the national security
forces are likely to be reliant on exter-
nal support for a long time to come.

The mid-term forecasts give cause
example, the
Bertelsmann Transformation Index
from 2005 characterized Sierra Leone
as "a defective democracy with a ten-
dency towards authoritarianism and
personalized rule" (BTI 2005b:4). This
is worrying, as it suggests that the
country lacks the capacity to deal with
future conflicts by peaceful means.

for concern. For

5 The first major challenge was the extradition
of Charles Taylor from Nigeria to the Special
Court for Sierra Leone in Freetown on 29 March
2006. He was transferred via Liberia to Free-
town, where a special force of just 250 troops
was left to guard the Court. The Court immedi-
ately requested to relocate Taylor's trial from
Freetown to the International Criminal Court in
The Hague due to security concerns, not least
because Taylor still has allies in the region.

Both countries also face economic
challenges. Although the civil war has
ended, Liberia remains one of the
poorest countries in the world and in
need of further support and assistance
from international financial institu-
tions. There is no sign of any sus-
tained economic upturn in Liberia at
present. The civil war's effect on Libe-
ria's economy was severe; the produc-
tion of raw rubber was significantly
restricted and substantial investment
is required to resume production in
the abandoned iron ore mines.® The
illicit trade in tropical timber and
diamonds (either mined illegally in
Liberia or smuggled from Sierra
Leone) were major sources of income
during the civil war and have created
an increasingly criminalized econ-
omy. All this is impeding efforts to
rebuild infrastructure, revive agricul-
tural and export production, and cre-
ate the conditions necessary for for-
eign investment (BTI 2005a). It re-
mains to be seen whether the newly
elected government can combat cor-
ruption and whether the current UN
ban on Liberian timber exports can be
lifted through reforms in the timber
industry. Without economic pros-
pects, youth unemployment will also
remain a structural conflict factor over
the long term (the estimated unem-
ployment rate is 85%, while average
annual per capita income is $ 115).

Like Liberia, the Sierra Leonean
government is plagued by rampant
corruption and lack of accountability.
The economic situation in Sierra
Leone is essentially very similar to
that of Liberia, and a detailed descrip-
tion can therefore be dispensed with

here.

¢ Mittal Steel, the world's largest steel company,
emerged last year as a powerful investor for
this sector.
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Although it is now several years
since the civil wars ended, both gov-
ernments lack the capacity to govern
effectively without support from ex-
ternal actors. Indeed, the massive
influx of external funding may have
weakened the motivation to deploy
the countries' own capacities effec-
tively. However, far-reaching struc-

tural change can only evolve out of
leaders' and individuals' own sense of
political responsibility and owner-
ship; external actors can at best sup-
port this process. The donor commu-
nity's generally good intentions may
ultimately prove to be counterproduc-
tive.

3. Who protects us? Capacity and perceptions

As indicated above, there is currently
only one actor that can assure internal
security in Liberia, and that is
UNMIL. As this is a key state func-
tion, the task will ultimately be
handed over to the newly formed
Armed Forces of Liberia (AFL). Another
characteristic feature of this post-
conflict phase is the involvement of
international actors in policing, nota-
bly in the delivery of training for the
Liberia National Police (LNP). More-
over, since the police service currently
remains ill-equipped and short-
staffed, the local police forces lack the
capacity to provide security without
external support. This gap is filled, to
a certain extent and only in some dis-
tricts, by civil defence forces known as
Community Watch Teams (CWTs),
which take on the responsibility of
protecting their local community. In
addition, citizens with the necessary
financial resources can engage private
security firms to protect their prop-
erty and business premises.” Al-
though the activities of these compa-

7 The picture is made more complicated by the
fact that the UN mission hires private security
services to protect its premises, and these com-
panies sometimes employ ex-combatants on
low wages. On the one hand, this creates em-
ployment opportunities for potential trouble-
makers which would not be available if the
mission withdrew altogether; on the other
hand, it again reflects the lack of confidence in
the state's own security forces.

nies should not be regarded as en-
tirely unproblematic or necessarily
positive, they are nonetheless a key
actor in providing security in Liberia.

The evaluation of the research that
we have undertaken in Liberia to date
reveals that the residents of Monrovia
regard UNMIL in particular as play-
ing a crucial role in assuring security.8
When asked to specify the most im-
portant actor for their personal safety,
77.8% of respondents named
UNMIIL.® The second most frequently
named organization was the Liberia
National Police (18.4%), followed — by
a considerable margin — by the army.
Other actors were named far less fre-
quently (less than 2% of responses).
However, the fact that these are not
considered the "most important” ac-
tors does not necessarily imply that
they are insignificant (see below). Due
to practical consideration, we limited
our research to urban areas; thus
these figures reflect the perceptions of
Liberia's urban population. However,
people who had migrated from the

8 A total of 700 respondents from the capital
Monrovia (500) and two secondary cities Tub-
manburg and Buchanan (200) were inter-
viewed. To ensure that the sample is represen-
tative, four suburbs were selected within each
city. In addition, interviewers applied a ran-
domised technique for the selection of the
streets and households.

9 This was an open-ended question; no multi-
ple-choice options were offered.
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hinterland also participated in our
focus group discussions!?, enabling us
to gain some impression of conditions
in the rural areas as well. The general
consensus on the importance of the
UN troops among participants in the
discussions suggests that, in this re-
spect at least, a clear rural-urban di-
vide does not exist.

The fact that an external actor is
named as the key guarantor of secu-
rity raises a number of serious ques-
tions: How long must the UN mission
remain on the ground? When and
how should responsibility for national
security be transferred to local secu-
rity agencies? How certain can the
country's citizens and donors be that
the newly trained police and soldiers
genuinely have the capacity and the
will to fulfil their functions properly?
Interviews with local and interna-
tional observers reveal that it is far too
early to even consider a withdrawal
of the UN mission at this stage; in
many experts' view, the security situa-
tion remains volatile.!

10 For details of the composition of the focus
groups, see below.
11 Interviews in Monrovia (November 2005 —
February 2006), also with several representa-
tives from UNMIL.

The fact that the Armed Forces of Li-
beria (AFL) was regarded as an impor-
tant security actor (see Table 1) high-
lights the "virtual" character of the
state security sector — or suggests that
people's perceptions are coloured by
wishful thinking. The AFL was dis-
solved after the civil war and, at the
time of questioning, was in fact non-
existent. Conversely, when asked
which group they felt to be the big-
gest threat to them personally, 1.6% of
respondents named the still defunct
AFL as the biggest threat. This may
have been a reference to former mem-
bers of the armed forces or deserters,
i.e. ex-combatants, given that 70.5% of
respondents regard this latter group
as the biggest threat to their personal
safety

These statistics are based on two
open-ended questions from the sur-
vey, i.e. they were designed in such a
way as to encourage the respondents
to name the most important group in
each case without being influenced or
guided towards any particular an-
swer.
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Table 1: Which group is the most important one for your personal safety?

Actors Percentage
UNMIL 77.8
Liberia National Police 18.4
Armed Forces of Liberia 21
Ex-Combatants 0.1
Poro/Sandee 0.1

Other 1.4

None 0.1

Table 2: Which group do you feel is the biggest threat to you personally?

Actors Percentage
Ex-Combatants 70.5
Street Boys 9.3
Criminals (armed robbers) 44
Liberia National Police 24
Political Party Militias 22
Armed Forces of Liberia 1.6
UNMIL 1.0
Poro/Sandee (secret societies) 0.5
Other 2.7
None 54

If we had asked respondents to
choose from a list of specific actors,
we may have unwittingly excluded
certain actors who in fact play a key
role in security from the respondents'’
perspective.

In a second step, multiple-choice op-
tions were offered in order to test the
data obtained from the open-ended
questions. We found very little differ-
ence between the two sets of answers.
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Table 3: For each of the following actors, please state whether you feel

protected or threatened by them:

Actors Is very / somewhat im- |Does not affect| Is a big / some-
portant for my personal | my personal |what a threat for
security security atall | my personal
security
UN Peacekeepers 96.5 2 14
(UNMIL)
Liberia National 92.5 4.6 29
Police
Armed Forces of 66.1 24.3 9.5
Liberia
Vigilantes/Area 62.9 19.9 17.2
Teams/ Neighbor-
hood Watch
Private Security 40.7 55.4 3.9
Companies
(e.g.DynCorp
Intl., Inter-Con
Security)
Poro/Sandee (Sec- 17.9 52.6 29.5
ret societies)
Political Party 8.3 42 49.7
Militias
Ex-Combatants 3.4 7.1 89.5
(MODEL, LURD,
Taylor Govern-
ment)
Street Boys 0.5 7.4 92.1

"Don’t know" and "no answers" are not shown in the table.

Here too, UNMIL is named as the
most important actor, followed by
the LNP. The same applies to the
Community Watch Teams — termed
Vigilantes/Area Teams/ Neighbor-
hood Watch in the survey. The
private security companies and the
secret societies (Poro/Sandee) are
both largely irrelevant to the major-
ity of respondents, although the
private security companies are

viewed in far more positive terms
overall than the Poro/Sandee,
which are regarded by almost 30%
of respondents as a threat to their
personal security. The perception
that political party militias pose a
threat ("is a big / somewhat a threat
to my personal security") is obvi-
ously partly due to the elections
which took place in October and
November 2005.
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Let's return our focus to the role
of the state in assuring security: the
emphasis on the national security
agencies — the LNP and AFL - in
the responses indicates that most
urban dwellers, if left to choose,
would still give preference to the
state's own security forces over
other informal or private security
actors — but this says very little
about their actual performance. A
note as regards our inclusion of the
AFL in the multiple-choice question
is due here. Prior to the implemen-
tation of the survey, discussions
with our project partners revealed
that the AFL was considered as a
significant security actor, hence its
inclusion in our questionnaire. In
our opinion, the relative impor-
tance allotted to the AFL in Table 3
is due not to previous experiences
with government troops, but in fact
indicates the expectations of re-
spondents in terms of the future
role to be played by this actor.
Overall, the international actors are
perceived to be far more important.
This finding was also confirmed in
the focus group discussions which
we carried out in Liberia and Sierra
Leone. In both countries, four focus
group discussions were held, each
involving 6-8 participants with a
similar occupational background or
social position but who did not
know each other: In both countries,
four focus group discussions were
held, each comprising 6-8 partici-
pants. The groups were homogene-
ous (participants had a similar oc-
cupational background or social
position) and virtual (participants
did not know each other)!2: 1) mar-
ket women, 2) community leaders

12 The composition of the focus groups was
intended to reduce the risk that status-
related barriers or entrenched roles would
unduly influence participants' responses.

and youth, 3) health workers, and
4) teachers and students.

The key outcome of the focus
group discussions was a graphical
mapping of security actors which
depicts the identity and relative
significance of, and the interactions
among, these various actors’.
However, if other relevant actors
are included in addition to the main
groups which are perceived as
threats or protectors, the map be-
comes significantly more complex.

Figure 1 shows the interplay be-
tween, and assessment of, the vari-
ous security actors in urban Liberia.
Interrelationships almost always
exist between the various actors,
and these interrelationships can be
viewed as either antagonistic or
complementary. As regards the
question of which actors are capa-
ble of providing security as a collec-
tive or public good, the following
conclusions can be drawn:

1) The positive role of external ac-
tors (UNMIL): UNMIL is regarded
as a cooperation partner for both
the "positive" and the "negative"
actors. For example, the involve-
ment of international actors in the
field of policing is characteristic of
the post-conflict phase: interna-
tional actors provide tuition and
training for the LNP as well as
back-up for their patrols or for
crowd control. However, UNMIL
also works with the former rebels
through its disarmament, demobi-
lization, rehabilitation and reinte-
gration (DDRR) programme.

13 Each round of discussion lasted one day,
during which time it was possible to explore
the assumed motivation and legitimacy of
the actors. A systematic comparison with the
security situation in the past (i.e. before the
civil wars ended) was undertaken in order to
map the extent of the transformation in the
configuration of actors.
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Figure 1: Mapping security actors in urban Liberia
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The diagram is based on a mapping exercise undertaken during one of the focus group discussions

in Monrovia in December 2005. Using different coloured file cards and arrows, the actors were

asked to depict the relations between the various security actors

2) As to whether traditional struc-
tures — especially the secret societies —
can be integrated into Liberia's secu-
rity architecture, the answer to this
question is a resounding "no", at least
in urban areas. The secret societies —
the Poro and Sandee — not only play a
negligible role in the urban areas,
where they tend to have a negative
image; but above all, they are decoup-
led from all the other actors. Indeed,
to some extent they are viewed as a
substantial threat. Admittedly, rural
dwellers assign them a central role in
active conflict resolution, with Poro
hierarchies thus remaining significant

actors in providing institutional re-
sponses to armed violence in some
communities (Sawyer 2005). How-
ever, the absence of lines of coopera-
tion/points of contact indicates that
their involvement in the development
of strategies for security sector reform
would very likely be problematical.
This does not apply, however, to the
community watch teams.

Interviews with staff from the UN
mission in Liberia revealed that they
attach little overall significance to
local conditions and actors. Social and
political mechanisms, capacities and
conflicts at local level are largely ig-
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nored. Since it cannot be expected of a
temporarily deployed UN mission or
the newly trained national police and
armed forces to provide security in
the medium term, security sector re-
form can only work effectively if local
conditions are taken into account. In
Sierra Leone, our focus group discus-
sions revealed that the constellation of
security actors differs, at least at first
sight, from the situation in Liberia.™
According to Baker (2006), the citizens
of Sierra Leone turn to various secu-
rity actors depending on their specific
security needs. There is also a ten-
dency to attach greater importance to
traditional actors — such as secret so-
cieties — in Sierra Leone than in
neighbouring Liberia, as figure 2 15
illustrates.

If we compare the maps for the
two countries, we see, for example,
that in Sierra Leone, the traditional
structures are more integrated into
the overall relationship system. While
the Poro in Liberia is perceived to be a
security-relevant but nonetheless
decoupled actor, the secret societies in
Sierra Leone (Poro, Sowei, Ojeh) have
points of contact with the other actors,
as has already been mentioned. They
are also represented in the security
apparatus, e.g. through the function
of the Paramount Chief — who is usu-
ally a member of a secret society him-
self. Membership of these societies is
widespread — not least in the police,
private security companies and even
among youth leaders.

14 In addition to the four focus group discus-
sions, a survey was carried out during a second
project visit to Sierra Leone from April to June
2006. The analysis of the survey data was still
incomplete at the time of editing this article.
This being the case, the statements made above
must be treated as provisional.

15 The diagram is based on a mapping exercise
undertaken during one of the focus group
discussions in Sierra Leone in April/May 2006.

When the various maps depicting
the security actors in Sierra Leone
over the last five years were com-
pared’s, it was apparent that far fewer
actors were involved in providing
security in Sierra Leone during the
involvement of UNAMSIL than since
the mission's withdrawal. With the
presence of UN troops, the need for
security was covered. The map of the
current security situation depicts far
more actors. With the gradual with-
drawal of the UNAMSIL troops, the
emerging security gap was filled by
other actors, not only the state secu-
rity forces (which still lack the neces-
sary capacities to perform this func-
tion) but also by a range of non-state
actors.

Some of them have only been es-
tablished recently — such as the Police
Partnership Boards or the Community
Night Watch, while others have "re-
emerged" — such as the secret societies
(Poro and Sowei). The analysis of the
data from the Sierra Leone survey is
not yet complete. However, the work
undertaken to date indicates that
here, external actors play a less sig-
nificant role, especially given that the
UN's peacekeeping mission
(UNAMSIL) ended with the with-
drawal of the final troop contingent in
late December 2005. Now, it is down
to the state security forces — the Re-
public of Sierra Leone Armed Forces
(RSLAF) and the Sierra Leone Police
(SLP) - to perform this function.
These state actors remain reliant on
external support. This notwithstand-
ing, Sierra Leone's citizens have clear
ideas of what they expect from a
properly functioning national security
apparatus.

16 This comparison was undertaken using
further mapping.
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Figure 2: Mapping Security Actors in Urban Sierra Leone
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4. Conclusion: security sector reform — who

should be involved?

As described in this paper, in both
countries, security-relevant reform
efforts have generally been steered by
external actors. Citizens appear to
fully endorse this process. However,
current developments are far more
complex. Alongside the external ac-
tors and the generally weak national
security forces, many other actors
have a significant bearing, in one way
or another, on long-term strategies to
establish security. The following core

hypotheses for security sector reform
can be derived from our findings to
date:

1. In the medium-term post-
conflict phase, the state security forces
lack the capacity to operate on a na-
tionwide basis. They cannot prevent
armed or violent assaults on the gen-
eral public.

2. The political systems are not
fully consolidated, and democracy
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has shallow roots. Various examples
bear this out: the involvement of Tay-
lor's loyalists in Liberia's newly estab-
lished institutions and Kabbah's auto-
cratic position in Sierra Leone demon-
strate that the state is still a fragile
entity in both countries. This raises
the question of the groups to be tar-
geted in security sector reform.

3. To prevent any relapse into old
patterns of violence, the former con-
flict parties, which to some extent still
enjoy considerable support and le-
gitimacy, must be integrated into the
process to ensure that "ownership" is
not restricted to a new elite, which
currently cannot guarantee proper
representativity nor performance. The
exclusion of these actors could itself
pose a threat to security. It is vital to
shift their loyalty away from indi-
viduals and towards the democratic
state, but this process is likely to be
fraught with problems.

4. Local conditions (the efficiency
of local civil defence forces) and "tra-
ditional" structures (secret societies)
and codes of conduct should be taken
into account to a greater extent if
peacebuilding efforts are to be suc-
cessful. Their significance, which var-
ies from locality to locality, must be
recognised in national (and regional)
security strategies. The "blueprint"

approach must be abandoned and
replaced by regionally differentiated
strategies.

5. Urgent consideration must be
given to the role of the UN missions
in the existing webs of relationships
among security guarantors and vio-
lent actors. Withdrawal will inevita-
bly trigger a shift in relationships,
which must be reflected more in-
tensely in the strategies devised by
external actors.

6. The people of Liberia and Si-
erra Leone have high expectations of a
well-functioning state security appa-
ratus, but these expectations cannot
be fulfilled in the foreseeable future.
A one-sided approach in which the
international actors foster these coun-
tries' newly emerging state security
apparatus without a) consolidating
democracy and b) recognizing local
self-help mechanisms is almost cer-
tainly doomed to failure.

The data from Sierra Leone, once
analysed, will show whether the hy-
potheses developed above need to be
supplemented or amended. What is
already clear, however, is that in the
interplay between international, state
and non-state actors, the local constel-
lations of security actors play a key
role in the development of long-term
stability.
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