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Introduction

Old Wine in New Bottles?

Syrian Preface: A Murder in Latakia

On the night of Thursday August 6, 2015, the 19-year-old Suleiman al-Assad, first nephew of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, was driving his black SUV with black tinted windows through the coastal city of Latakia. According to eye witnesses, Suleiman’s car was overtaken by another car at a roundabout. Suleiman followed the other vehicle to al-Azhara roundabout, swerved his car around it, got out holding an AK-47, and after a brief altercation shot the driver dead with seven bullets to the chest. He then got back into his car and fled the murder scene. The victim died on the spot. Amid a brutal civil war that was claiming the lives of dozens of people every day, one might suppose that a murder such as this one would hardly have been noticed, but the incident took an unexpected turn due to the identities of the perpetrator and victim, and what unfolded afterward.

Suleiman had long been known in Syria as the enfant terrible of the Assad family, and a scion representing a new generation of “Shabbiha,” the thuggish criminal gangs with political connections that had been terrorizing the coast for decades.1 Apart from being related to the president, Suleiman relied on another major source of power: his father Hilal al-Assad had headed the pro-regime paramilitary National Defense Forces (NDF) (قوات الدفاع الوطني) in Latakia before he died in March 2014 in clashes with rebels near Kessab. Suleiman himself was also a member of the NDF, which grew out of pro-regime militias that emerged in 2011 as a tool of repressing the Syrian uprising. The victim was identified as Hassan al-Sheikh, a prominent colonel of the Syrian Air Force. Al-Sheikh had studied engineering in Syria and Bulgaria, and was off duty that night to visit his family, ardent pro-regime loyalists who lived in Latakia and were steeped in the tradition and milieu of the Syrian army. The victim’s two children and his brother Nasser were also with him in the car on the night of the murder and witnessed it, suffering deep trauma that affected their mental and physical health. The story of the murder and its aftermath then took an interesting turn, as it became a national scandal and exacerbated the tensions within the Syrian loyalist camp, in particular among the coastal Alawite communities.

In the immediate aftermath of the murder, Nasser al-Sheikh filed a legal complaint with the military police in Latakia, but as soon as they realized the accused was Suleiman al-Assad, they silenced Nasser, claiming that he must have been traumatized and had not gotten a proper look at the perpetrator. The incredulous and disillusioned Nasser then took his case to social media in a public appeal. On August 8, he posted his brother’s military ID on his Facebook page and turned directly to the head of state: “Dear Mr. President Bashar al-Assad: my brother the officer, colonel, and engineer was not killed by ISIS or by Jabhat al-Nusra, my brother was killed by the coward, perfidious traitor of the nation, the terrorist Suleiman al-Assad. I would have celebrated if my brother had been killed by ISIS, but please advise me what to do.”2 His post was liked over 3,000 times, with 700 comments and 600 shares. The same day, an emotional Nasser called for a public demonstration on Ziraa roundabout. The demonstration drew over 1,000 residents, who held a vigil and chanted for the arrest and execution of Suleiman, whose whereabouts were still unknown.

In response to the public unrest, the governor of Latakia, General Ibrahim Kheder al-Salem, hastened to give an interview with Sham FM Radio but committed two gaffes: first, he tried to suppress the information on the victim’s military rank and identity, claiming that the killer had committed his crime without knowing the identity of the victim. This was not true, as Hassan al-Sheikh had identified himself to Suleiman as a colonel in the air force, and also led to an outburst of public outrage across the country as knowledge of the victim’s credentials spread. Second, the governor did not call the victim “martyr” (shaheed), thereby depriving him of his dignity. He did promise to arrest Suleiman.3 Meanwhile, Suleiman taunted the authorities and demonstrators online, posting a photo on his Facebook page, smirking, slouched on a sofa, a hookah in his hand, with a threatening caption that “the dogs” who were demonstrating would meet their fate in good time. He also denied the murder, claiming that he had been in Beirut at the time, despite dozens of eyewitness accounts to the contrary.4

Suleiman was not arrested until August 10, 2015 at 9:00 am, at a farm in Kilmakho village where he was hiding, near the Assads’ ancestral village of Qardaha. He was handed over to the military police and military prosecutors, and charged with three breaches of the law, plus the murder. On August 14, the governor triumphantly explained on the national television channel al-Ikhbariyeh that “the law in Syria applies to everyone without exception to anyone, and the capture of Suleiman proves that the law is enforced.” But he committed another gaffe by mispronouncing the victim’s name (Husam instead of Hassan) and urging his family to have faith in the law and not stir “sedition” (fitna).5 However, the legal process would suffer from several problems and peculiarities. Since Hassan al-Sheikh had not been killed by enemy forces and Suleiman al-Assad had not officially been on active duty, there were two major consequences: al-Sheikh was not designated as a “martyr” (which deprived him of status and his family of a pension), and al-Assad would not be tried by a military field tribunal (by which he escaped summary execution). The jurisdiction was now placed at the Military Court in Homs, where the first hearing was held on October 28. After an arduous legal process lasting several months, the Military Court sentenced Suleiman al-Assad to twenty years’ imprisonment on January 21, 2016; Nasser posted the verdict on his Facebook page.6 However, Suleiman’s lawyer appealed the decision, and the case was referred to the Military Court in Latakia, which accepted his appeal on July 1, 2016 and annulled the sentence for a bizarre technicality: according to the judge, the killer could not have been Suleiman al-Assad, because the car was not registered under his name. Obviously, the car was stolen and this was a travesty of justice.7 Subsequently, Nasser al-Sheikh’s lawyer appealed to the Military Supreme Court in Damascus, which was supposed to deliver the final decision, but it kept delaying the session for two years. At the time of writing, the last court session was on March 25, 2019, which Suleiman did not attend.

The regime’s efforts of damage control were in vain: it sent mediators to reconcile with the al-Sheikh family, but, embarrassingly on camera, both the mother and the brother refused. Nasser even offered a sharp public rebuttal of the rumors that they had taken “blood money” (fidye) of 50 million or 30 million Syrian pounds, writing angrily: “I’m tired of all these lies, and I don’t know who is benefitting from these lies. I will tell you the millionth time that we will never bargain with the blood of the dear martyr even if they gave me all the money in the world.”8 Even Suleiman’s mother Fatima Massoud al-Assad admitted that her son was responsible for the crime, and on August 16 she paid a humble visit to the al-Sheikh family to apologize on behalf of her son. But civil and military regime officials pressured the family to drop the case. Finally, none other than Qasem Suleimani, Major-General of the Revolutionary Guards, commander of the Iranian Quds Force, and main Iranian sponsor of the NDF, traveled to Qardaha in an effort to quell the ever-growing national scandal.9

But the damage had been done, as attested to by the undertones of easily perceptible public discussions. On pro-regime social media, debates of the case had now shifted to broader discussions on the “internal ISIS” (داعش الداخل), a euphemism for the Shabbiha and their behavior and violence, of which the Suleiman al-Assad case was but one example.10 Opposition groups snickered, but pro-regime circles asked themselves: How could a 19-year-old punk kill an air force colonel in broad daylight and get away with murder, while the country was suffering under the pressure of a war, and countless young men were risking life and limb on the fronts every day? Most social media comments by soundly pro-regime commentators were nonetheless sardonic about any member of the Assad family ever being held accountable to the law. The widespread expectation was that he would sit out his sentence in the relative comfort of house arrest or a hotel. In many private interviews with both Nasser al-Sheikh and Suleiman al-Assad, conducted through the Internet, I perceived a highly explosive mix of suppressed rage and narcissistic wound, respectively. Nasser regularly ranted against the Assad family, “the internal ISIS,” who were ruining the country and never cared for the ordinary man in the street, while never broadening his critique to the entire regime or, God forbid, endorsing the opposition. Suleiman was paranoid and enraged, glowering at the “impudence” of the demonstrators, who he accused of “treason” and “ungratefulness” for everything the Assad family had done for Syria. But at the same time, he was afraid the regime would eliminate him, since his father was no longer there to protect him.11

In one of the few instances in which both opposition and pro-regime groups were vindicated, the expected happened. Suleiman al-Assad did not show up for his final two court sessions. In March 2019, photographs emerged of Suleiman in Romania, free as a bird.

This one murder in Syria encapsulates, in a microcosm, a broad range of issues and problems relating to violent conflict, civil war, crime, the state, and paramilitarism. Paramilitarism has great importance for understanding the processes of violence that are played out during civil wars, such as in Syria, which often see the formation of paramilitary forces that conduct counter-insurgency operations, hold immense power beyond the state’s official security organs, and inflict violence on civilians.12 Paramilitaries have appeared in violent conflicts in very different settings and have been responsible for widespread violence against civilians and transformations of the states in which they operate. Preliminary investigation of paramilitaries reveals two puzzling patterns: they maintain close links with political elites including heads of state, and they are heavily involved in the social milieu of organized crime. This book examines paramilitarism through the prism of the interpenetration of paramilitaries and the state, as well as the interplay between organized crime and the state. It looks at how and why paramilitaries are related to both worlds, and how their violence has had a profound impact on a large number of different countries, but which nevertheless shared similar dynamics, rationales, and logics of paramilitarism. A thorough understanding of these dynamics can clarify the direction and intensity of violence in wartime and peacetime. The book approaches paramilitarism through a historical and sociological lens, using both close analysis of primary documents, such as non-governmental organization (NGO) reports, newspaper articles, social media posts, leaked files, interviews conducted during ethnographic fieldwork, and a wide range of secondary sources. The combination of these perspectives is useful for studying paramilitarism, as it is a process that leaves traces across different spaces and bureaucracies, and deserves a flexible and multi-faceted approach.

Unpacking Paramilitarism

What is “paramilitarism”? This book conceptualizes paramilitarism as a system in which a state has relationships with irregular armed organizations that carry out violence. These armed groups have different forms and types of relationships with the state, but nevertheless are linked to it.

In this book, paramilitaries are taken to be synonymous with “state-sponsored militias” or “pro-government militias,” and various other characterizations used to denote the same phenomenon: pro-state, armed groups.13 But rather than a binary categorizing of which groups exactly are and are not paramilitaries, or attempts at precise pinpointing of essential features or exclusive differences, it is more useful to bound the concept by placing two buoys in the conceptual landscape along an axis of state involvement. Paramilitarism can then be conceived of as an umbrella concept that covers a broad continuum, distinguished by levels of state involvement.14 At the left end of this spectrum, there are spontaneous, bottom-up initiatives such as local vigilantes, lynch mobs, and self-defense groups, and on the other end of the continuum stand the much more organized, top-down, professional paramilitary units of the state. In between, from left to right we can place vigilantes, such as neighborhood patrols well-known in gated communities—tacitly condoned but not necessarily actively organized by the state. Moving right, we would see off-duty police/army paid by businessmen or politicians—not institutionally supported but “connected.” Next along would be covertly organized and supported armed groups whose affiliation with the state is denied and concealed to various degrees—such as death squads and proxy militias that are “astroturfed”—surreptitiously supported but made to appear autonomous and grassroots. Another step right and we can find officially sanctioned civil defense forces, irregular forces, and civil militias that function, for example, as auxiliaries in violent conflicts. Finally, at the very right of the spectrum are the paramilitary armies of a state: special operations forces of the police or army, of which virtually every state disposes. The latter group operates explicitly in the name of the state and is generally accountable to the government and (democratic) oversight, but nevertheless enjoys special status. The continuum mostly pertains to the key issue of levels of state involvement, but also levels of organization, professionalism, mobility, and firepower—all in all, their capacity. All of these groups are taken as different expressions of the same analytical category, and are thus under examination in this book.

The major distinction between paramilitarism and militias is that the former contains the prefix “para,” which means “beside” as well as “on behalf of” or “beyond,” and suggests its dynamic and relational proximity to the state. The suffix -ism denotes wider societal and political implications, but not an ideology. The insular term “militias” focuses myopically on an armed group of men in relative isolation, and also includes those armed groups that fight for decidedly non-state groups, such as rebel groups in general, but also political parties or unions in democracies, neighborhood vigilantes in societies with the right to bear arms, and others, without ties to the state. Therefore, this book centers not only on paramilitaries or pro-government militias per se, but on their changing assemblages and evolving constellations with the state. It departs from the assumption that ambiguity is part and parcel of defining paramilitarism both analytically and descriptively.15 Whereas it accepts this ambiguity, there are two problems in defining paramilitarism: excessive definitionalism, and over-ambitious theorizing. First and foremost, defining paramilitarism requires a dual strategy: on the one hand avoiding excessive hair-splitting and a drive for absolute precision, and on the other hand adopting a modest working definition and running with it. The argument that research on militias suffers from “the politics of naming, leading to a proliferation of different terms to describe similar activities and functions”16 is not a problem per se. Conceptual proliferation simply attests to the fact that paramilitarism can emerge in different political and cultural contexts. These concepts should reflect the processual nature of the phenomenon rather than just sketching structures. On the other hand, descriptive definitions veer too close to emic notions of paramilitarism (such as “Freikorps,” “Black and Tans,” “JİTEM,” “Triple A,” “Četniks,” “Kamajor,” “Basij,” “Rondas Campesinas”). Second, theories of paramilitarism that are too ambitious and maximalist run the risk that the model overtakes the empirics. Too many studies (especially journal articles) draw on a single case and hastily theorize from a narrow empirical basis. Paramilitarism must be recognized as a broad umbrella phenomenon that cannot be captured in the confines of one theoretical approach or single-case exemplification. However, despite the variety and diversity of the phenomenon, the key point is that it cannot be understood without the state, as the state precedes both anti-state groups and pro-state groups.

The diversity of approaches to paramilitarism and paramilitaries is evidenced by varying definitions of them.17 Mary Kaldor defines paramilitary groups as “autonomous groups of armed men generally centered on an individual leader.”18 Kay Warren describes paramilitaries as death squads composed of former members of the army and police, which operate with impunity and benefit from direct or indirect logistical institutional support of the state.19 For Joshua Lund, “paramilitarism has to do with the franchising out of the state’s monopoly of violence.”20 Jasmin Hristov calls them “armed groups, created and funded by wealthy sectors of society, with military and logistical support provided unofficially by the state.”21 Julie Mazzei defines paramilitary groups as “anti- and counter-revolutionary armed groups.”22 Carey, Mitchell, and Lowe define pro-government militias as armed, organized groups that are identified as pro-government or sponsored by the government (national or subnational), but not as being part of the regular security forces.23 Jentzsch, Kalyvas, and Schubinger conceive of militias as “armed groups that operate alongside state security forces or independently of the state, aiming to shield local populations from rebel demands or depredations and seeking to acquire its loyalty or collaboration,” and focus on their anti-insurgent dimension.24 In a wide-ranging analysis of militias, Kan conceptualizes them as “local guardians that use violence to fill a variety of political, social, and security gaps in a state.” He sees them as paramilitary due to their “blurring of lines between what constitutes the public and private use of force,” but does not see the state as essential either in their direct formation, tacit condoning, or indirect influence.25

These definitions focus on different elements of paramilitarism, including their military and political functions, aims and objectives, and especially the nature of their relationships with the state. This book focuses especially on the state, because paramilitaries’ arrangements with the state are not necessarily placed front and center in the wider literature on paramilitarism. Some have even argued that pro-government militias in fact have a lot in common with anti-government rebels, as they defect back and forth. However, the centrality of the state has been recognized by many experts on paramilitarism. Hristov offers a typology of different paramilitary actors (death squads, vigilantes, warlords) and argues that “the steady features across the different cases is the paramilitary groups’ pro-state stance—in other words their favourable attitude towards the state or the political party in power—as well as the state’s tolerance, support or promotion of these groups.”26 Kalyvas and Arjona treat paramilitarism as a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, defined as follows: “Paramilitaries are armed groups that are directly or indirectly with the state and its local agents, formed by the state or tolerated by it, but that are outside its formal structure.”27 They identify four types of paramilitarism (vigilantes, death squads, home guards and militias, and paramilitary armies) and conceptualize two dimensions as crucial: the resources of the state, and the height of the threat. Their principal argument is that paramilitarism is related to state-building, in that the emergence of paramilitaries depends on the complex interplay between state resources and threat levels.28 These qualitative discussions are confirmed by elaborate quantitative examinations: for example, Böhmelt and Clayton examine a wide range of cases of paramilitarism between 1981 and 2007, and conclude that state capacity was crucial for sustaining paramilitaries in all of the cases.29

Like many other studies, this book too departs from still widespread, common understandings of the state as a static and uniform Weberian construct. In that traditional interpretation, these types of armed groups are seen as the discordant “lumps in the dough” of the state’s otherwise ostensibly smooth and homogeneous monopoly of violence. Clearly, the state/non-state dichotomy has limited use: state formation (“statification” and “de-statification”) is a process, and state sovereignty is always a patchwork of interlocking, overlapping, and competing agencies and apparatuses of coercion. Only a focus on these intra-state dynamics can elucidate paramilitarism. Therefore, a more promising line of research is not only to look at the militias themselves, but take a broader view and examine their institutional environment and embeddedness in the state. Many scholars have recognized that the institutional environment and political interests are vital to identifying and understanding militias.30 Staniland has taken the argument even farther, arguing that instead of approaching militias as a discrete, apolitical phenomenon isolated from their institutional environment, a better understanding can only be pursued by integrating research in a host of interconnected themes such as insurgencies, electoral violence, and state building, and examining “armed politics.”31 This book follows this strategy, because ultimately paramilitarism is about politics: the distribution of intra-societal power.

When following this road map, two important pitfalls need to be avoided: approaching the state as a monolith, and seeing paramilitaries as a static phenomenon. For example, Aliyev’s distinction between “state-parallel” and “state-manipulated” paramilitaries offers a snapshot of two types of militias that simply have differing political and institutional distance to the state at a certain moment of time, but paramilitaries can shift in their relative position to the state.32 Therefore, these static distinctions disappear if one takes a processual, continuous approach. Arnaut rightly claims that militias benefit from “proximity to the regular defence and security forces,” by which he indicates “physical co-presence during training, on the front lines, and aspirations of the youngsters—as holders of secure employment and as icons of social success.”33 But “proximity” cannot be a static given, as violent conflict continuously restructures the constellation of the militias and the state. Second, the undifferentiated use of the terms state, regime, and government, postulates the state as a monolith instead of a processual, fluctuating set of networks in which particular agencies, institutions, or informal alliances are involved in organizing paramilitaries. Another example is Staniland’s useful distinction of four strategies that states can deploy relating to militias: suppression, containment, collusion, and incorporation.34 However, “the state” is no monolith: whereas one arm of the government can suppress certain militias, another can expend resources to covertly or overtly support militias. Tactical operations are often run by different agencies, institutions, and levels of the state, which should not be homogenized but aggregated and problematized. The result is that a state can be at war with itself, or successive governments can deal differently with the (nominally same) paramilitary group. The underlying problem with some of these conceptualizations is that the nature of paramilitary–state relationships is highly dynamic, even volatile, and snapshot distinctions between “informal” or “semi-official” ties disregard their historical and changeable nature. Paramilitaries and militias are social groups with “biographies” that can extend over decades. What can begin as a rebel group, can transform into an informal militia, and become regimented and formalized within a state’s security sector.

Studying Paramilitarism: Approaches and Limits

All in all, paramilitarism can be seen as a form, phase, and dynamic of state formation, because their activities extend to beyond mere murder, and include property dispossession, intelligence, security provision, and other state functions. But the nature of paramilitarism is still a hotly debated topic: how are paramilitaries connected to states? What type of complex, symbiotic relationship are we talking about? Classical principal–agent approaches have been developed and critiqued, and by now both case studies and comparative research have taught us a lot about the types of relationships that exist. Carey and Mitchell’s typology of pro-government militias distinguish the links to the state into informal and semi-official militias, and sketch eight different types of militias. According to them, relationships with the state can be local, community-driven, ideological/political, and non-civilian.35 Gerlach argued that genocide requires a coalition of violent forces in a society, and recognized the importance of mass participation in militias to commit violence and carry master cleavages into the countryside.36 These coalitions can be contingent or structural, can predate a conflict or emerge during it, but in most cases are ad hoc and volatile. For Amar, a paramilitary group is “an armed band commissioned by the state and elite actors to perform illegal acts of enforcement, coercion, and punishment, often acting as vigilantes preserving national security and protecting the impunity of those in power.” He argues that paramilitaries are linked to the state through a set of “parastatal coalitions” that forge “a parallel realm of reduced accountability and unregulated power.”37 Civico’s innovative ethnographic work has taken the Italian term intreccio as a metaphor for the types of relationships that are forged between paramilitaries and state officials (see Chapter 4).38 Utas and Jörgel have argued that patrimonial systems of informal power, as a “parallel” or “shadow” state, have given birth to militias, especially in Central African countries.39 Dowdle’s research dovetailed nicely with this approach; he argued that paramilitaries result from clientelistic politics and a trade-off between resources for paramilitaries and security for political leaders.40 Since they are defined by various levels of informality, these relationships are almost always characterized by ambiguity. In a similar vein, Reno developed the helpful argument that weak states can consist of dense private networks, and that militias are a result and indicator of weak formal political institutions, but strong informal political networks.41 Finally, Jenss’ research on Colombia has emphasized opacity and blurred boundaries, and an arrangement that was threefold in that country: coexistence, complementarity, and confrontation.42

State–militia links are complex and no conclusive, single theory has yet been formed, but most scholars agree on the impact that paramilitarism has on the state, arguing that militias can reinforce state power as well as undermine it. Delegating violence to extend the state’s reach is a gamble: if it works, it obviates a threat, but if it does not work, it can backfire if reintegration or demobilization fails. Centralization might run the risk of failure, but decentralization runs the risk of autonomy. In any case, states always face a trade-off between a militia’s capacities and its ability to control it; the result is a dynamic and delicate process of balancing interests.43 In a similar vein, Pereira has pointed out that “state capacity to centralize coercive control appears to be the result of intricate, contingent, inter- and intrainstitutional political bargains that are frequently renegotiated.”44 Therefore, paramilitarism is often volatile, because the temporary or permanent devolution of official military and police tasks is a process with ups and downs. The state’s monopoly of force is temporary and reversible, and “management” or “oligopoly” has often been used as a better alternative to “monopoly.”45 This book takes this argument farther and argues that paramilitarism is much like a business: deals are struck between partners who might have no prehistory of engagement, and can even be strange bedfellows, but for the duration of the deal respect the arrangement, until it is renegotiated. Since no single puppet master is in control of these deals, and there is often no “market control” (supra-state coercion), paramilitarism often leaves indelible, long-term marks on the state that cannot be easily reversed or expunged. Indeed, some states have experienced a tradition or culture of paramilitarism that has persisted through different governments, regime types, and conflicts.46 Historically, irregular armed forces have shaped the trajectory of many states, just as much as states have created paramilitaries. Just as state formation is a “blind process” (a process with a clear direction but not necessarily with a steersman), subcontracting violence can be as well: the authorities can never be 100 percent certain what the outcome will be, and how they will be able to control the consequences of their outsourcing.47

Having defined paramilitarism and briefly surveyed the ways in which it is set up, another main topic in the literature is motive. Why do states employ militias and paramilitaries outside their formal structures? Here, too, the literature offers a broad diversity of theories and arguments. Staniland argued that states avail themselves of militias due to their ideological fit with the regime, and their operational value as combatants.48 Schneckener’s argument that states employ militias for the purposes of “counter-insurgency,” “counter-crime,” and “counter-rival,” closely echoes Rosenbaum and Sederberg’s triple notion of “crime control,” “social group control,” and “regime control.”49 For Jentzsch, Kalyvas, and Schubiger, the critical motive is the “anti-rebel dimension” of paramilitary groups, for Hristov the elimination or neutralization of individuals or groups that constitute “a threat or obstacle to the interests of those with economic and political power,” and for Mazzei, “a strategy used to counter reform efforts.”50 In other words, they emerge to defend and preserve the political status quo, and most authors agree that paramilitary violence is directed outward against the forces threatening the political elites in command of the state.

Another way to think about paramilitarism is a functionalist view: what type of violence do they commit, and what social, political, cultural functions and impacts does this violence have? After all, it is often the “tasks” at hand that structure paramilitary group formation membership in the first place. We know that paramilitaries produce death, terror, fear, confusion, and many other effects in their efforts to suppress threats to the status quo. Even though paramilitary coercion tends to be applied in an ad hoc way, paramilitary violence is set up to target particular social groups in a categorical, systemic, and sustained way. That violence affects the state in many ways: it hinders the process of institution-building, and de-institutionalizes the state in at least three ways. First, paramilitary violence is not accountable and traceable up a chain of command, which affects the formal hierarchies of the state and sows confusion and conflict among state officials. Second, the victims cannot claim their rights through the compromised courts that fear prosecuting paramilitaries, which weakens the judicial branch. Finally, political parties that oppose paramilitarism are also in a bind, as publicizing and campaigning against paramilitary violence is risky and might not even yield votes. The net result is that the range and depth of the state’s symbiotic ties with the paramilitaries becomes increasingly entrenched. Therefore, as much as it seems like looking into the wrong end of a telescope, by looking closely at paramilitary violence we can understand paramilitary arrangements and constellations within the state.

Paramilitaries have been commonly approached as the outcome of a weak state, as purely criminal actors, as subcontractors of state terror, as reactionary capitalists, and in the context of path-dependent histories of problematic states.51 This book takes the position that even though all of these approaches are partially useful and valid, the research landscape so far is still too uneven to draw broader conclusions about explanatory models. Only further comparative research that deepens and broadens our knowledge will yield more sophisticated concepts and toolboxes to understand paramilitarism in a more fine-grained manner. What this book does assume is that in all cases history matters, crime matters, and the state matters. Hence, the three central chapters in this book revolve around those themes.

Yet researching paramilitarism has clear limits. How can we study something that does not want to be studied? Paramilitarism is set up, through organizational ambiguity and plausible deniability, not to leave any political, physical, and legal traces, neither in the present, and nor in the future. Studying the iceberg while only looking at the tip will reproduce the confusion, silence, and intrigue that are widespread in public perceptions and discussions on paramilitarism. It is commonsensical that strolling into, say, the Russian government’s offices and demanding a full disclosure of its dealings with paramilitaries in Ukraine would not yield any meaningful results. Scheper-Hughes therefore makes the compelling argument that research on secretive phenomena that are deliberately obfuscated and hidden by powerful actors requires unusual ethnographic methods, including “undercover” modes of approaching and interviewing respondents.52 Studies like Huggins’ examination of Brazilian death squads rely on works of immersive (and risky) journalism, government investigations, Freedom of Information Act requests, and careful interviews with perpetrators and survivors.53 Adapting intelligent ethnographic methods to examine paramilitarism requires a separate discussion, but it suffices to state here that triangulating and inferring are complementary techniques to unearth possible links and hidden collusion.54

The same critical attitude is required for dealing with archival sources. Only a serious political transition accompanied by a massive declassification of state archives would expose the full range and implications of paramilitarism in these societies. There are few examples of these deluges of source material. The Guatemala and Mexico projects, including the Chiquita Papers at the National Security Archive website, and the 2019 release of the US State Department papers on Argentina have demonstrated the extent to which US governments and officials colluded with paramilitarism in Latin America. The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) has collected millions of pages of material, many of which are secret files from Serbian and Bosnian-Serb archives that shed light on paramilitarism in the 1990s. But we lack similar access in other cases. The Ergenekon court case in Turkey, or the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Colombia, the Commission for Historical Clarification in Guatemala, or regime change in Kenya, Indonesia, Iraq, or Pakistan, has so far failed to sufficiently clarify the paramilitary systems in those countries. Therefore, leaks and informers must be used as supplementary sources for a deeper appreciation of paramilitarism. The problems posed by archival scarcity and ethnographic obstacles, as well as their interplay, should also be topics for separate methodological discussions.55

What This Book Tries To Do

This is a wide-angled and synoptic book that departs from an empirical complication, the puzzle of paramilitarism. It does not offer one single overarching theory, as the variety of the phenomenon is simply too broad.
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