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Abstract 

This thesis examines the emergence and sustainment of milícias (militias) in the 1990s in the 

West Zone ómarginsô of the city of Rio de Janeiro. It considers the rise of milícias as they 

coincide with urbanisation, economic liberalisation, democratisation, decentralisation and the 

rise of violent drug trafficking organisations. This thesis sets out to answer the following 

overarching research question: óHow and why did milícias emerge in Rio de Janeiroôs West 

Zone since the 1990s and how and why were they sustained? What is their relationship to the 

management of (dis)order?ô The analytical approach developed to answer this question draws 

on an historically situated political settlements framework to understand milícias as power 

relations within coalition formations and as facilitators of rent extraction and distribution. The 

framework introduces urban and political geography literatures on frontiers to advance a thesis 

that milícias in Rio de Janeiro are coercive brokers that mediate urban frontier zones. This 

study draws on ethnographic fieldnotes from direct and participant observation, in-depth 

interviews and oral histories, and extensive archival research of parliamentary documents. It 

argues that milícias emerged to provide temporary ósolutionsô to address the violent 

inequalities, structural insecurities, and the threats and insecurities posed by drug trafficking 

organisations in the urban frontiers. They emerged through óbottom-upô processes but were 

also seen as convenient to political and economic elites in the central state who were unable 

(or unwilling) to provide formal security in the West Zone. However, this thesis makes the case 

that there was a trade-off for the central state as paramilitaries, as accrued power in the urban 

frontier, they also attempted to reshape state institutions. Because of their roots in local 

communities, this thesis also recognises the dependency of milícias on legitimacy, ideas, 

beliefs and norms, and the power imbued in community relations. This study contributes to the 

literatures on milícias by accounting for their role as co-producers of (dis)order in the urban 

margins, the literature on political settlements by intertwining questions of violence and 

conflict with spatiality, and finally the Latin American literatures on local political order and 

governance by advancing a conceptualisation of armed groups straddling state and society and 

challenging conventional state/-non-state binaries. 
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Resumo 

Esta tese examina o aparecimento e estabelecimento das ñmilíciasò nas periferias da Zona 

Oeste da cidade do Rio de Janeiro nos anos 90. Contemporâneo ao crescimento das ñmil²ciasò, 

como grupos paraestatais, considera-se a urbanização, a liberalização econômica, a 

democratização, a descentralização e o surgimento de organizações violentas de narcotráfico. 

A tese pretende responder á duas abrangentes questões de pesquisa: ñComo e por que as 

milícias surgiram e se estabeleceram na Zona Oeste do Rio de Janeiro e qual é a sua relação 

com a gestão de (des)ordem?ò. A abordagem analítica utilizada para responder a essa pergunta 

ancora-se no conceito de economia política de political settlements que, contextualizado 

historicamente, entende as forças paraestatais como relações de poder dentro das formações de 

coalizão, bem como facilitadores de extração e distribuição de rents. A partir de marcações 

teóricas provindas da geografia urbana e da questão de fronteira da geografia política, avança-

se na tese o argumento de que os grupos paramilitares no Rio de Janeiro são intermediários 

coercitivos que mediam as zonas de fronteira urbana. O estudo utiliza notas etnográficas de 

trabalho de campo feito com observação direta e participante, entrevistas em profundidade, 

histórias orais e extensa pesquisa em acervos de documentos parlamentares. Argumenta-se que 

as ñmil²ciasò aparecem para oferecer ñsolu­»esò tempor§rias e combater as violentas 

desigualdades, as inseguranças estruturais e as ameaças impostas por organizações de 

narcotráfico nas fronteiras urbanas. Apesar de surgirem por processos bottom-up (de baixo para 

cima), essas forças foram convenientes para as elites políticas e econômicas do estado central, 

que não podiam (ou não queriam) fornecer segurança estatal na Zona Oeste. No entanto, esta 

tese defende que houve um trade-off (perde-e-ganha) para o estado central, pois os grupos 

paraestatais, na medida em que acumularam poder nas fronteiras urbanas, tentaram remodelar 

as instituições do estado. Por causa de suas raízes nas comunidades locais, esta tese também 

reconhece que esses grupos dependem de legitimação, ideias e normas, e que os poderes 

perpassam as relações comunitárias. Este estudo pretende contribuir assim para a ampliação da 

literatura sobre as ñmilíciasò, explicando seu papel como coprodutores da (des)ordem nas 

margens urbanas, contribuindo também para a literatura sobre political settlements 

entrelaçando questões de violência e conflito com espaço relacional e, para as literaturas latino-

americanas sobre a ordem política local e governança, promovendo assim uma 

conceptualização de grupos armados abrangendo o estado e a sociedade e desafiando os 

binários convencionais de estado/não-estado.  
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Resumen 

Esta tesis examina la emergencia y consolidaci·n de las ñmilíciasò (milicias), en las periferias 

de la Zona Oeste de la ciudad de Río de Janeiro en los años 90. Junto al crecimiento de estas 

ñmilíciasò como grupos paraestatales, se considera la urbanizaci·n, la liberalización 

económica, la democratización, la descentralización y el surgimiento de organizaciones 

violentas de narcotráfico. La tesis pretende dar respuesta a una pregunta de investigación muy 

amplia: "¿Cómo y por qué surgieron las milícias en la Zona Oeste de Río de Janeiro en la 

década de 1990 y cómo y por qué se establecieron? ¿Cuál es su relación con la gestión de 

(des)orden?". El enfoque de análisis utilizado para responder esta pregunta está anclado en el 

concepto de economía política de political settlements que, históricamente contextualizado, 

entiende las fuerzas paraestatales como relaciones de poder dentro de las formaciones de 

coaliciones, así como facilitadores de la extracción y distribución de rentas. Partiendo de 

marcos teóricos originados en la geografía urbana y la geografía política, esta investigación 

postula que los grupos paramilitares en Río de Janeiro actúan como intermediarios coercitivos 

(coercive brokers) que median en las zonas fronterizas urbanas. La investigación también 

utiliza notas etnográficas del trabajo de campo realizado a través de observación directa y 

participante, entrevistas en profundidad, historias orales y una extensa investigación de archivo 

con documentos parlamentarios. Se argumenta que las ñmilíciasò parecen ofrecer ñsolucionesò 

temporales y combatir desigualdades violentas, inseguridades estructurales y amenazas que 

plantean las organizaciones de narcotráfico en las fronteras urbanas. A pesar de surgir de 

procesos bottom up (procesos de organización de base popular), estas fuerzas resultaron 

convenientes para las élites políticas y económicas del estado central, que no podía (o no 

quería) brindar seguridad estatal en la Zona Oeste. Sin embargo, esta tesis sostiene que esto 

implicó una pérdida también para el estado central, ya que los grupos paraestatales, en la 

medida en que acumularon poder en las fronteras urbanas, intentaron remodelar las 

instituciones estatales. Debido a sus raíces en las comunidades locales, esta tesis también 

reconoce que estos grupos dependen de la legitimidad, las ideas y las normas de la población, 

y que los poderes impregnan las relaciones comunitarias. Este estudio tiene como objetivo 

contribuir a distintas literaturas que analizan estos fenómenos. En primer lugar, contribuye a la 

literatura sobre ñmilíciasò al explicar su papel como coproductores del (des)orden en los 

márgenes urbanos. En segundo lugar, a la literatura sobre political settlements que entrelazan 

temas de violencia y conflicto con el espacio relacional y, finalmente, para las literaturas 

Latinoamericanas sobre el orden político local y la gobernanza, promoviendo una 
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conceptualización de los grupos armados que abarcan el estado y la sociedad y desafiando las 

visiones dicotómicas convencionales de estado y no estado. 
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Figure 2: Illustrative Map of Rio de Janeiro Municipality Location (Source: Author)  
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Introduction: Dying and Surviving in a Divided City 

óHow many more need to die for this war to end?ô 

Marielle Franco, 13 March 20181 

A moment to reflect 

As I was drafting a chapter of this thesis early on the morning of Friday, 15 March 2018, I 

received a WhatsApp message, out of the blue, from a friend in Rio de Janeiro. She had 

received the news that Marielle Franco, an political activist, city councilwoman and someone 

who had contributed in various and significant ways to this research project, had been 

assassinated several hours earlier. In the hours before her murder, Marielle had been 

participating in an event entitled Young Black Women Challenging Structures. Minutes after 

leaving the event, Marielle and her driver, Anderson Gomes, were assassinated in an organised 

hit on the car they were in. 

In August 2018, civil  police began to investigate the possible involvement of an organised 

crime group known as the Escritório do Crime in the assassinations. Accused of participating 

in this group, one Military Policeman, Ronnie Lessa, and one ex-Military Policeman, Élcio 

Vieira de Queiroz, were arrested on 12 March 2019 and have been charged for carrying out her 

murder.  

Since then, various pieces of information have led the blame to individual politicians who are 

suspected of mandando (ordering) the assassination, including the sitting president of Brazil, 

Jair Bolsonaro. However, these political connections and relations are obscure and opaque at 

the best of times, and the investigations have not yet resulted in any conviction at the time of 

competing this thesis. Human rights groups have articulated various criticisms of the Brazilian 

police and prosecutors involved in the investigation, suggesting that the case had been 

politically thwarted and influenced. However, the evidence suggests that the assassination was 

the work of Rio de Janeiroôs milícia groups (this translates directly into English as ómilitiaô), 

of which the Escritório do Crime is one. 

Mil ícia groups emerged during the 1990s across the West Zone of Rio de Janeiro (see fig. 3), 

in some of the most precarious and violent neighbourhoods of the city. They seemed to emerge, 

at first, offering ósecurityô for residents in marginal urban communities where many residents 

feared the threat posed by criminal and drug trafficking violence. They were legitimised by 

 
1 Franco, M. (2018). Twitter. Available at: https://twitter.com/mariellefranco/status/973568966403731456?lang=en 

(Accessed: 10 October 2019. 
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poor urban residents who sought out ways of defending themselves and creating a local sense 

of order, with local security actors executing roles as local vigilantes, security guards or 

protection groups. This mirrored broader trends across the city, and Latin America more 

generally, of a growing private security sector. Composed of off-duty policemen, firemen, 

army soldiers, and other security sector agents, these groups used their access to weapons 

control and monopolise local goods and services markets. 

Marielle, the first black, feminist, bisexual, favela resident elected in 2016 to Rio de Janeiroôs 

city council, had been directly involved in exposing the violence of the milícias for over a 

decade. In 2008, when she was a parliamentary assistant working for the Socialist and Liberty 

Party (PSOL) parliamentarian, Marcelo Freixo, she gathered and analysed evidence for the 

Parliamentary Inquiry Commission of Milícias in Rio de Janeiro (CPI). At this time, it was 

estimated milícias dominated 161 communities in the metropolitan area.2 The CPI also 

highlighted some of the shadowy links between politicians and milicianos (militiamen) by 

exposing the political deals, vote farming, and gerrymandering practices across West Zone 

districts. 

At the same time in mid-2008, Rio de Janeiroôs bid for the Olympic Games in 2016 was 

shortlisted; and the óPacification Police Programmeô (UPP) was established in several favelas. 

The narrative offered by the state government was that the UPP was intended to provide 

ósecurityô for residents. But tellingly, UPPs were installed only in favelas with active drug-

trafficking organisations that were closest to the affluent beachside South Zone 

neighbourhoods,3 the city centre or strategic points of interest for the Olympic Games, such as 

the international airport. The West Zone, where violent drug trafficking groups also had a 

stronghold and where many of the milícias operated, was broadly excluded from the 

programme. 

It is no surprise that the police ócombatô of milícias was limited in Rio de Janeiro given that in 

a majority of cases milícianos were also police or they were linked into police networks. 

Similarly, many political and state elites were disinterested in tackling milícias because of the 

political support they provided for them to help them get elected into power; furthermore, the 

focus has firmly been on tackling drug criminality and violence. For these reasons, it is unlikely 

 
2 BBC News Brasil (2018) 'Investigadas pela morte de Marielle, milícias podem ser um problema maior que o tráfico no 

Rio', R7. Available at: https://noticias.r7.com/rio-de-janeiro/investigadas-pela-morte-de-marielle-milicias-podem-ser-um-

problema-maior-que-o-trafico-no-rio-17042018 (Accessed: 20 November 2019). 
3 There is one unique exception in Batan following the torture of two journalists by milícias, which I discuss in chapter sixl 
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that the exact political motivations behind Marielleôs assassination will come to light any time 

soon, if ever at all. 

However, on a broader level, it is clearer that the assassination of Marielle was because she 

had been seen as a threat to the hegemony and the established political order in Rio de Janeiro. 

When Marielle ran for office for the first time in 2016, she gained an extremely high level of 

public support, achieving over 46,000 votes. She was the fifth-highest voted candidate in the 

city from a selection of over 1,500. Marielle offered political representation to many of the 

marginalised communities in Rio de Janeiro ï in a state where 52.6% of the population self-

identify as black or mixed race;4 but in a country where only 27% of the elected politicians 

identify themselves in this way.5 

When Marielle had been on the city council, she had put forward debates and advanced 

discourses that had rarely been discussed in the chamber, such as on gendered violence, 

reproductive rights and improved rights for favela citizens. She had also chaired on the 

Womenôs Defence Commission that monitored and scrutinised the federal governmentôs 

military intervention in Rio de Janeiro. The military had been deployed several months before 

her assassination to ódeal withô the high levels of insecurity and rising conflicts between drug 

trafficking factions across the city, in the year of an important election. On the day before 

Marielle was assassinated, she had raised concerns about the death of a black teenager who had 

been killed by military police in a Rio de Janeiro favela as a result of this intervention. 

Brokerage, development and urban peripheries 

The thesis examines some of the processes that have led to these types of violent practice (and 

localised forms of ordering) that are common in the óurban marginsô of Rio de Janeiro. The 

specific region that I refer to, the West Zone of Rio de Janeiro, is an large region of 885,74 km² 

making up 73.97% of the land formal part of the municipality of Rio de Janeiro. Previously 

known as the Sertão Carioca, or the óWild Westô, this region had a reputation for being wild 

and unruly. It was, for many years, a hinterland with small agricultural settlements governed 

by landed gentry and Jesuit monks. It was a óbackyardô and a site of food production for the 

bustling capital city. Throughout the history of this marginal(ised) region, there have been 

antecedents of structural, state, and non-state physical and symbolic violence. 

 
4 IBGE Censo (2010) 'Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, 2010'.; In table 1.3.1 - População residente, por cor ou 

ra­a, segundo o sexo e os grupos de idade; óBlackô is defined by the IBGE as individuals that consider themselves black or 

mixed race. 
5 Krüger, A. (2018) 'Só 4% dos eleitos em outubro são negros', UOL, 20 November 2018. Available at: 

https://congressoemfoco.uol.com.br/eleicoes/so-4-dos-eleitos-em-outubro-sao-negros-eram-107-das-candidaturas-em-2018/. 
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The West Zone of Rio de Janeiro is particularly interesting setting for a case study because of 

the rapid population growth it experienced during the twentieth century. Initially, the region 

underwent a significant transformation during the post-World War II period, as decreasing 

profitability of agricultural products and urban migration from rural Brazil led to urbanisation, 

increased population size and greater diversity in the region. But then, rapid structural change 

and development processes linked to the end of military rule, democratisation, political 

decentralisation, and global economic liberalisations in the 1980s and 1990s had significant 

impacts in the West Zone. The region was particularly affected by market-driven urbanisation, 

as unregulated developers mopped up the land in the West Zone to maximise investments and 

returns. 

Accompanying this wave of liberalisation and globalisation, urban growth and the expansion 

of informal economies led to significant changes in the daily lives of residents. The expansion 

of the global drug trade in the 1970s and the arrival of cocaine to Rio de Janeiro led to the 

expansion of drug trafficking organisations across the city. In the 1980s, as profitability of the 

cocaine market soared, the drug trafficking organisations broke up into different factions and 

began to compete with one another for territorial control over different favela communities 

across the city from where they based themselves to service domestic and international 

markets. 

Violent conflicts began to characterise everyday life in the West Zone in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s. Without sufficient police resources across the region, local resident police and 

other state-linked security agents took upon themselves the responsibility of securitising the 

communities where they lived. These actors with the means to exert force provided protection 

for their families and friends, but they also attempted to eradicate drug traffickers, or bandidos 

(ócriminal banditsô). Various massacres took place during this period as groups of police went 

into drug-trafficking controlled territories to execute the bandidos. These conflicts generated a 

spiralling set of revenge attacks between a variety of different actors and organisations ï 

within, outside, and straddling the state system ï who were all contesting urban land, 

legitimacy and power in the region. The focus of this study is on one of these little-understood 

phenomenon: Rio de Janeiroôs milícias. 

Milícias in Rio de Janeiro, or Carioca milícias (óCariocaô is the word used to refer to anything 

from the city of Rio de Janeiro city), vary considerably in terms of form and function. This 

makes it difficult to work with a clear and concise definition of them. However, the widely-

used definition of the groups in the local literature, to date, has been driven by Cano and 
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Duarteôs (2012) seminal five-point definition of milícias, suggesting they are (i) territorial, (ii) 

coercive, (iii) individually rationally-motivated, (iv) in positions within public security 

institutions, and (v) providers of security in return for informal taxation.6 The sparse literature 

that exists on this phenomenon, in part due to the immense methodological, ethical, and 

security limitations in researching this phenomena, seems to settle on a definition of Carioca 

milícias as óorganised criminal organisationsô fuelled by state corruption and motivated by 

profit. 

When engaging with this literature before beginning this thesis study, my experience working 

in a local-NGO and dialoguing with community residents from milícia-dominated 

communities led me to believe that there were some conceptual and empirical limitations to 

how milícias had been represented and understood, so far. I had a hunch that Carioca milícias 

were much more complex than the profile of óorganised criminal groupsô that the media and 

some academic discourse painted them to be. I wanted to explore the connection between this 

phenomenon and the West Zone and that they had emerged through; by situating them in the 

spatial and institutional scrambles that appear to be characteristic of these types of marginal 

urban spaces during a specific period of liberalisation and decentralisation in the 1980s and 

1990s. Furthermore, due to the links these groups had with the state, I also felt that there seemed 

to be much more to say about the ways that (state) power played out in these marginal spaces, 

and, in particular, about the shadowy relationships between milicianos and decision makers 

and power holders rooted inside the state system. 

The focus of my approach is therefore not only on the milícias themselves ï their legal status, 

or in the individuals that compose them ï but it is also, and perhaps more importantly, on the 

historically and spatial situatedness of how and why these groups attempt to maintain localised 

order within much broader and macro-level structures of power. It is also, generally speaking, 

about the specific relationships mediated between urban centres and margins, the negotiation 

of power through and around the state system, and the ways in which power is distributed and 

managed across urban space. 

This thesis, therefore, seeks to understand and explain what has led to the emergence and 

sustainment of milícias in the West Zone since the 1990s. Specifically, this thesis addresses 

the central research question: 

 
6 This is an evolution of a definition outlined by Cano and Iooty (2008) 
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CRQ: How and why did Carioca milícias emerge in Rio de Janeiroôs West Zone 

since the 1990s and how and why were they sustained? What is their  relationship 

to the management of (dis)order?  

This is linked to a set of sub-questions: 

SRQ1. Why and how did Carioca milícias emerge? 

SRQ2. What is the relationship between Carioca milícias and the underlying 

political settlement? 

SRQ3. How do West Zone inhabitants and Carioca milícias interact and influence 

each other? And how does this, in turn, (re)shape the management of (dis)order? 

Given the broad acknowledgement that milícias are linked (in some way) to the state and are 

important players in the landscape of violence and disorder in urban peripheries, I initially 

approached this study through literature that speaks directly to these overarching themes.  

The first is the literature on urban violence that attempts to unpack the different causes of 

violence in the city such as structural, political, institutional, economic and social violence, but 

that also understands violence in cities as the consequence of social tensions and conflict 

(Winton, 2004; Moser, 2004; Auyero, 2000; Moser and McIlwaine, 2014; Moser and Rodgers, 

2012). One of the most influential aspects that emerged from this body of literature, that helped 

me steer this research, is the acknowledgement that violence is deeply embedded in processes 

of urban development, and that óit is not going away [é] and is here to stayô (Moser and 

McIlwaine, 2014, 332). This has significant implications for the ways we think about 

development, the management and control of violence, and, ultimately about strategies of 

securitisation and ordering. However, it also opens the possibilities for new ways for 

marginalised and vulnerable populations to engage with and respond to violence. 

The second body of literature deals with the phenomenon of armed groups, drug trafficking, 

non-state armed groups and criminal governance in Latin America (Hidalgo and Lessing, 2014; 

Denyer-Willis, 2013; Leeds, 1996; Arias, 2009; Arias, 2017; Barnes, 2017; Rodgers, 2006; 

Misse, 2011b; Zaluar and Conceiçao, 2007). One of the central concerns of this literature is 

explaining the role of armed groups in creating and resolving political disorder whereby order 

is sustained through relationships (of corruption) between state and non-state actors; for 

example, between corrupt police or politicians and drug trafficking organisations. My primary 

contention with this literature is that its hypotheses do not help to explain the nuanced 
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positionalities of organisations and actors that do not fit neatly within Weberian inspired 

distinctions between state and criminality. 

The third body of literature is related to broader discussions of paramilitaries, militias, and civil 

wars, both inside and outside of Latin America (Ahram, 2011a; Ahram, 2011b; Ahram and 

King, 2012; Mitchell, Carey and Butler, 2014; Collier and Hoeffler, 2002; Sanín, 2004; 

Gutiérrez Sanín, 2008; Ballvé, 2013; Ballvé, 2017). A primary consideration of this literature 

is the relationship between paramilitaries and situation of fragmented or disputed sovereignty; 

which is typically understood as state ófragilityô and/or óweaknessô. However, this literature, 

that is largely based upon empirical studies in rural settings, does not necessarily resonate with 

the empirical realities of the urban margins that sit geographically close to the levers of power 

centres. As a result, this literature underplays the importance of localised systems of order and 

non-state forms of governance for the development and evolution of states. 

As I will argue in the literature review (chapter one) and conceptual framework (chapter two) 

that follow, these approaches, when combined, provide only partial explanations when applied 

to the milícias and the West Zone of Rio de Janeiro, where the urban periphery has a very 

specific set of characteristics and these groups have a very unique relationship with those 

holding power within the state system. They fail to account for the spatiality of urban 

peripheries that contribute to the emergence of localised violent orders, and they do not 

recognise the unique positionality of localised regimes of control that simultaneously straddle 

the spheres of state and society. Part of this deficiency lies in the fact that none of the literatures 

are sufficiently sensitive to questions of space, frontiers and marginality in urban environments 

in countries that are ostensibly óat peaceô. Whilst the literature on urban violence demonstrates 

an interest in violence during ópeacetimeô, and the literature on paramilitaries considers 

violence in ówartimeô, neither of these literatures explicitly consider the spatial aspect of 

violence, nor do they address the particular institutional arrangements, and their underlying 

structures of power, that emerge to manage or deploy violence in peripheral regions. 

Furthermore, they fail to address adequately how particular localised regimes of control are 

able to influence the shape of the state, advance a set of ideas that emerged from the margins, 

and let loose an political project that can contradict the current trajectory of state formation. 

The limitations of these approaches, then, suggested to me that additional conceptual models 

were required to address my research questions. These limitations were also confirmed to me 

with empirical data when I first entered the field. My initial field site was one of the many 

remote Minha Casa Minha Vida (MCMV) social housing developments on the periphery of 
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the West Zone neighbourhood of Campo Grande. Several months before I arrived, the MCMV 

development had been in the crossfires of a territorial conflict between two rival milícia 

factions. I set out with the task of understanding what was special about that particular MCMV 

development for a conflict to have emerged. However, after several weeks, I realised that the 

dynamics of violence, governance and territoriality could only be explained through a much 

broader understanding of power relations, resources, and political coalitions that stretched far 

beyond the perimeter walls of the MCMV development. These dynamics were concerned with 

the control over resources and access to rents (from within and outside of the state system) in 

a region that was being subjected to the intense effects of urbanisation.  

In light of my readings of the literature and my initial empirical reflections, this thesis advances 

a way of bringing together critical questions about space, power, and óthe stateô that enable me 

to address my research questions. Specifically, I make sense of these questions by drawing on 

the literature on political settlements and political order (Khan, 2010; Tadros and Allouche, 

2017; Khan, 2017; Kelsall, 2018; Khan, 2018) and by bringing this into dialogue with the 

critical geography literatures (Massey, 2007; Allen, Massey and Pryke, 2005; Harvey, 1973) 

and political geography literatures on frontiers (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018; McGregor and 

Chatiza, 2019). Woven together, these approaches facilitate thinking about how the spatiality 

of urban peripheries affects power relations in and around the state system, and how it 

contributes to the emergence of localised violent orders. 

My initial reflections also compelled me to think further about the relationship between 

different scales and the ways that agency and structure interact, in an effort to make sense of 

the phenomenon through a nuanced reading of local practice. I turned to a resurgent literature 

on brokerage and the role of brokers who are known to act as go-betweens, mediating across 

borders, spaces and scales (Walton, Goodhand and Pollock, 2018; Meehan and Plonski, 2017; 

Anwar, 2014). I also examined how violence and order managed at the local level is 

interconnected with broader political coalitions on urban, regional, national and even global 

scales. 

All of these approaches, when threaded together, retain important insights from the urban 

violence, Latin American criminal governance, and paramilitary literatures, that violence at the 

local level (amongst other insights) is embedded within different forms of governance and 

processes of ordering. However, at the same time, these approaches attempt to make a direct 

connection between everyday life and causal mechanisms by connecting spatial practice to 

political settlements. Through the a spatialised political settlements lens in which brokers are 
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situated within urban frontier zones, then, the events and activities of milícia groups in the 

West Zone of Rio de Janeiro become spatially connected to political and economic dynamics 

at more macro levels. 

Challenges in the field 

My methodological approach began with a critique of the existent literature on Carioca 

milícias that tend to adopt fairly positivist approaches (Cano and Duarte, 2012; Cano and Iooty, 

2008; Hidalgo and Lessing, 2014), through their understanding that empirical observations are 

explanatory of material and social conditions in and of themselves. However, whilst there 

might be high probability in these types of causality, these methodological choices did not help 

me move any further forward when dealing with the ówhyô or the óhowô components of my 

research question. To find answers to these questions, I needed to design a much more 

qualitative research study that enabled me to look for the underlying mechanisms, processes 

and dynamics, such as emergence.  

I drew on insights from critical realism literature (Bhaskar, 2013) to set out framework for 

structuring the research methodology; this would also establish a logic for the separations of 

my empirical chapters. I used the critical realist ontological stratification as entry-points to look 

for answers to my research questions in chapter five, about emergence (SRQ1) (through the 

órealô domain), chapter six, about the relationship between milícias and macro-political 

processes (SRQ2) (through the óactualô domain), and chapter seven about milícia-society 

relations (through the óempiricalô domain). Although these domains are far from clear cut, and 

there is considerable overlap and divergence between and across them, I applied these different 

methodological perspectives to begin the journey to answer the SRQs.  

It was apparent to me from an early moment in my fieldwork that some of the approaches I had 

conceived of during the research planning phase were unrealistic, as the ways the research 

actually unfolded did not at all subscribe to the neat and tidy ways I had imagined it would. 

Various situations during the research process encouraged me to rethink my methodological 

approach when in the field in ways that I had not previously anticipated. Questions of race, 

culture, gender and marginalisation, for example, emerged front and centre through my 

ethnographic research to such an extent that I realised they were fundamental to the analysis. 

As another example, it was also clear to me that my understanding of milícia was quite different 

from that of the residents; in fact, some residents did not even óseeô these ógroupsô at all, never 

mind in the ways that I thought about them. These initial reflections helped me to redefine my 
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research plan and subsequently approach my fieldwork with a broader set of conceptual ideas 

that aimed to connect the political settlements literature with more specific sub-literatures, such 

as those by critical feminist geographers. 

The research methods employed are a mixture of participant, non-participant and direct 

observations, opinions and perceptions, descriptions of the observations of others, descriptions 

of facts, narratives of other peopleôs experiences of practices, oral histories, semi-structured 

interviews, documents and reports (i.e. planning processes, police documents, hospital records, 

legal documents, court cases and commission reports) and media reports. The data was collated 

during the course of an 18-month fieldwork period that built upon previous professional and 

social networks from former employment in a local NGO in Rio de Janeiro. 

My analysis hones-in on three key bodies of primary data: Namely, (1) recorded field notes, 

(2) interviews and oral histories, and (3) classified documentary archives about the CPI from 

Rio de Janeiroôs state parliament. I conducted one-hundred-and-twenty-four interviews and 

oral histories and I engaged with many more individuals informally through the observation 

methods. My informants were as varied as my research methods and included residents, police, 

firemen, militiamen, politicians, NGO leaders, community and civic leaders, activists, state 

functionaries, construction workers, utility  workers (e.g. electricity and gas), service providers 

(e.g. mailmen), academics, journalists, researchers, judges, lawyers, witness protection 

officers, private security workers and organised crime task enforcement officers.  

There is one final qualification related to the important ethical and security considerations in 

my research methodology given the illegal and sometimes violent nature of the contexts in 

which I was conducting my research. There were various issues and risks associated with 

access that forced me to reflect significantly on my positionality as a researcher. I attempted to 

mitigate any potential risks to the research and my research subjects by drawing on my ongoing 

processes of reflection and learning, as well as drawing on a growing body of literature that 

addresses these particular concerns in the field. Accessing the CPI documentation was 

particularly challenging, for example, and it raised significant ethical quandaries as they 

contained an abundance of resident testimonies and reports against alleged named militiamen, 

phone and financial records, and police and judicial reports. Whilst this is a problematic source 

and the experience of obtaining these documents is discussed later in the thesis, it marks an 

important empirical contribution to the existent research. 
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Thesis outline 

Following this introduction, the thesis is organised into seven further chapters and a set of 

conclusions.  

In chapter one, I review the most relevant bodies of literature that engage with the topics of 

paramilitaries, urban violence, criminal governance, and policies to deal with violence in urban 

developing country contexts. Although I work with literature from across a variety of contexts, 

I gravitate towards literature focused on Latin America. This leads to a critical assessment of 

some of the dominant assumptions underpinning urban security policy, relating to the 

relationships among paramilitaries, the state and processes of development. 

In chapter two, I set out a conceptual framework for understanding urban political relations. I 

begin by outlining a conceptualisation of power relations through the political settlements 

framework. I then engage in a constructive (and spatial) critique of this framework and offer 

some potential remedies for these critiques by incorporating critical geography readings of 

cities. Finally, I set up this conceptual approach in more specific terms by examining how 

brokers mediate power relations in the urban frontiers, in contexts of market and state 

expansion. 

In chapter three, I set out my methodological approach and research design, how I decided on 

my case selections and the approaches I adopted when conducting my data collection. I outline 

my methodological framework and align this with my conceptual framework, regarding 

political settlements, brokerage and spatial practice. I explain how I approached each of the 

research questions as well as the approaches I took to data collection and analysis for each 

question. I also reflect on my positionality within the research process, and how this has 

affected the ethics and security aspects of the research. 

In chapter four, the importance of history, temporality and spatiality are stressed, and I 

demonstrate how power, institutions, and localised systems for ordering ebb and flow over 

time and space. Specifically, I highlight the reoccurring racism, exclusion and violence that 

emerge, submerge and then re-emerge throughout Rio de Janeiroôs history, and I highlight the 

different forms and functions they take. I examine how this has laid the foundations for deeply 

embedded institutional violence against urban poor communities in the cityôs peripheries. I also 

develop a reflection on how the region evolved rapidly during a few decades from an urban 

hinterland to a distinct and powerful region of the city with 2.37 million inhabitants. 
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In chapter five, I explore how generative structures and causal mechanisms of economic and 

political liberalisation led to a chain of reaction to take place in the 1990s in the West Zone of 

Rio de Janeiro; which eventually gave rise to local security agents emerging as vigilantes to 

deal with rising levels of insecurity and disorder. Drawing on interview data, archival research 

and secondary sources, I account for some of the ways these actors seized on the political, 

economic and social opportunities available to them in the urban frontier. Specifically, this 

chapter explores the process of land privatisation and the management of an informal transport 

sector by paramilitaries. 

In chapter six, I examine a crisis in the political settlement and the consequential relationships 

between elites in the central state and coalitions from the West Zone, and their associated 

behaviours. Through a detailed examination of classified archival documents from Rio de 

Janeiroôs state parliament, I explore how the emergence of the milícias was a question deeply 

intertwined with competing cultures, ideas, ideologies and beliefs. Through an examination of 

bargaining processes and a reconfiguration of the political settlement, I reflect on the role of 

milícias in macro-level political processes. 

In chapter seven, I explore the ways that milícias are experienced ófrom the street-levelô. I draw 

on ethnographic field notes, observations and life histories to explore the effects of different 

spatial practices, cultural norms and different world views within the West Zone. Specifically, 

I examine the interactions between two communities in the West Zone and the paramilitaries 

through the lens of their respective community leaders, to compare how ideas and norms 

through social brokerage can affect the legitimacy of paramilitaries. 

In the conclusions, I draw together the various threads running throughout the thesis, address 

the overarching research questions and outline the empirical and conceptual contributions that 

this thesis offers. I finish by reflecting on some broader implications and areas for future 

research in this area. 
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One: Political Order, Parastatal Armed Groups, and Urban 

Violence in Latin America 

Introduction 

In recent decades, Latin American cities have become sites where multiple and interlocking 

forms of violence have concentrated and played out in new, unique and different ways 

(Carrión, 2008). The peculiarities and unfamiliar rhythms of urban violence in Latin American 

cities have provoked societal, economic, and political responses, often unfamiliar to those 

observing from outside the region. For example, urban planners have attempted to resolve the 

specific feelings and sensations of fear and the self-diagnosed need for ódefenceô and security 

amongst urban populations, with new market-orientated logics and strategies of defence and 

protection, militarisation through surveillance, vanguard technologies, and policies that 

determine how resources are distributed in particular areas of cities. 

These rhythms and processes, experimental and largely untested, have also meant that Latin 

American cities have become sites of intense scrutiny, mobilisation, and innovation where a 

diverse set of actors, social organisations and civil society movements have responded (and 

contributed) to the urban violence phenomenon. Localised systems of ordering, governance, 

and strategies for dealing with urban violence, nested within contradictory or complimentary 

scales, are common; but there also seems to be an inability to monopolise violence ï in the 

traditional Weberian sense ï during a moment that cities are increasingly populated, complex, 

and heterogeneous. This means that, at times, different groups and actors with compatible 

interests and objectives have had to learn to act in collaboration, in parallel with one another; 

and at times, challenge one another. This poses significant conceptual and analytical 

challenges to conventional state-centric ways of understanding violence, where óthe stateô has 

typically been the sole claimant to the use of force. 

Whilst there are numerous different types, causes and consequences of violence in cities, the 

objective of this chapter is to set out the focus of this thesis, óparastatalô armed groups, in the 

urban setting, within a broader body of knowledge about urban violence and criminal 

governance. Specifically, this chapter engages with a vast body of literature that attempts to 

explain the mechanisms that securitise against urban violence, create local forms of order in 

cities, and simultaneously, co-produce new forms of violence.  
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On one level, this chapter considers urban violence literature in the broadest sense. However, 

my aim is to connect these global discussions to a more focused body on literature that draws 

on evidence from middle-income late developer countries, predominantly in Latin America. I 

therefore draw the Latin American literatures into dialogue with some of the global literatures 

on armed groups, parastatal activity, and civil wars in developing contexts. 

This chapter is divided into five sections. In the first section, I outline the key data and trends 

that qualify the importance of this study. In the second section, I set out the key definitions of 

paramilitaries and urban violence. In the third section, I explore the main bodies of literature 

that emerged to explain urban violence, the ways that citizens and states responded to it and 

the different types of violence based on broad motivations. This section is sub-divided and it 

reflects on the literature around criminal violence and the security responses to it. In the fourth 

section, before drawing my conclusions, I locate parastatal organisations within state-building 

processes to reflect on what might be behind this management and production of violence. 

Reshaping global violence 

The focus of this study is part of a growing body of literature that is trying to make sense of 

the integral nature of conflict in everyday urban life. Urban violence, as a phenomenon, has 

caught the attention of Latin American scholars who have identified how the shape of violence 

at the global level is being reconfigured, and how this has led to a shift in the types of violence, 

and who its perpetrators and victims are (Briceño-León and Zubillaga, 2002; Moncada, 2016). 

One of the key arguments in tension with this debate is the claim that global levels of violence 

are on the decline (Pinker, 2007; Pinker, 2011; Gleditsch et al., 2013). This literature argues 

that there has been a long historical evolution towards non-violence due, in part, to the role of 

states as pacifying agents and creators of order, and that they have ushered in civilisation 

impulses that have contributed to broader shifts in the way that violence and conflict are 

perceived and understood. These impulses, they suggest, are underpinned by universalist 

concepts of human rights and international law, which have served to put a restraint on 

violence at many levels.  

These encouraging claims resonate with the data if we limit our thinking about violence and 

conflict to battlefield deaths, inter-state war, international fighting, and, more broadly 

speaking, the óextraordinaryô representations of violence we see in films and news bulletins 

about ówarô contexts such as Yemen, Syria and Afghanistan. With this definition, absolute 
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numbers of deaths on the óbattlefieldô are on the gradual decline,7 and the share of battlefield 

deaths per 100,000 population is declining even faster, as a result of rapid population growth.8 

This is reaffirmed by the observation that occurrences of civil wars and interstate conflicts 

have been reducing since the 2000s (Blattman and Miguel, 2010).9  

However, a closer scrutiny of global violence data reveals a different story. In the 

contemporary period, it is the nations that are conventionally classified as being in ópeacetimeô 

(where there is no inter-state war) where there are the most incidents of fatal violence. 

Globally in 2017, for example, only 18% of all violent deaths took place in war zones, whereas 

an astonishing 68% of violent deaths were not related to ówarô and were recorded as intentional 

homicides.10 Much of this violence took place in the Latin American region which was where 

roughly a third global registered intentional homicides took place, but in a region with only 

8.42% of the global population.11 The human cost of direct war deaths from major global war 

zones between 9/11 and 2019 is estimated to be between 770,000 and 801,000,12 compared 

with 2,464,410 intentional homicides across the Latin American region between 2001 and 

2017.13 In just one example of such violence, news reports have shown how that last year as 

many as 16,000 people were killed by drug cartels in Mexico alone in a since year. Although 

the region only contains 8% of the global population, it accounts for 30% of global violence 

(Vilalta, Castillo and Torres, 2016). For this reason, conventional analytical distinctions 

between war- and peacetime can be misleading. 

The spatial distribution of violence within these Latin American ópeacetimeô settings also call 

for greater scrutiny as violence is not evenly distributed across space, nor is it randomised. 

Based on the murder rate in 2018, it was suggested that forty-six out of the fifty most violent 

cities in the world are not in situations of war (Muggah, 2014, 4). In many cities across Latin 

America, levels of violence can be much higher than they are in rural areas. In the city of San 

 
7 See Our World in Data project. Available: https://ourworldindata.org/war-and-peace  
8 Ibid. 
9 Others have pointed out that there was a órelapseô during the 2010s: Von Einsiedel, S., Bosetti, L., Cockayne, J., Salih, C. 

and Wan, W. (2017) 'Civil War Trends and the Changing Nature of Armed Conflict', Occasional Paper, 10. 
10 Mc Evoy, C. and Hideg, G. (2017) Global violent deaths 2017: time to decide: report. Small Arms Survey. p.20 
11Data taken from World-O-Meters. Available:  https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/latin-america-and-the-

caribbean-population/#:~:text=The%20current%20population%20of%20Latin,of%20the%20total%20world%20population. 
12 Direct War Deaths in Major War Zones, Afghanistan and Pakistan (October 2001 ï October 2019); Iraq (March 2003 ï 

October 2019); Syria (September 2014-October 2019); Yemen (October 2002-October 2019). Data available: 

https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2019/Direct%20War%20Deaths%20COW%20Estimate%20Nov

ember%2013%202019%20FINAL.pdf 
13 Global Burden of Disease Collaborative Network. Global Burden of Disease Study 2017 (GBD 2017) Results. Seattle, 

United States: Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME), 2018. 

https://ourworldindata.org/war-and-peace
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/latin-america-and-the-caribbean-population/#:~:text=The%20current%20population%20of%20Latin,of%20the%20total%20world%20population.
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/latin-america-and-the-caribbean-population/#:~:text=The%20current%20population%20of%20Latin,of%20the%20total%20world%20population.
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2019/Direct%20War%20Deaths%20COW%20Estimate%20November%2013%202019%20FINAL.pdf
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2019/Direct%20War%20Deaths%20COW%20Estimate%20November%2013%202019%20FINAL.pdf
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Salvador in El Salvador, for example, the homicide rate is 193, compared to a national rate of 

83 per 100,000 of the population (UNODC, 2019, 51). 

Violence can also be highly localised within cities, where there are different óhotspotsô of 

violence identifiable by neighbourhood or street (Vilalta, Castillo and Torres, 2016). The shape 

of conflict within cities, especially in Latin America, has been persistent, and even increasing 

in some places (Vilalta, Castillo and Torres, 2016). For this reason, some have highlighted the 

importance of cities and certain spaces within them as our contemporary óbattlefieldsô 

(Graham, 2009), but also where much more óordinaryô, everyday and pervasive forms of 

violence are commonplace. 

Because of this pervasive nature, urban violence, is gradually becoming a primary 

preoccupations of some academics, urban policymakers, analysts and planners, and 

development, peacebuilding, and humanitarian affairs practitioners (e.g. Gupte and Commins, 

2016). However, these research and scholarly agendas do not exist in a vacuum. They connect 

to growing public and political concern about poverty, inequality and violence in the Latin 

American region.14 This intensifies the narrative about the violent nature of urban space as 

our cities are often seen to harbour many of the risk factors that lead to violence, such as mass 

unemployment, gang violence, firearms proliferation and rising inequality (Frost and Nowak, 

2014; Muggah et al., 2016).  

Violence in Latin American cities appears to be largely of a certain type. Demographically, 

for example, the perpetrators and the victims of these homicides are largely portrayed to be 

linked to the so-called ódemocratic youth bulgeô, in which young males are presumed to 

engage in criminal and gang violence. One in four homicide victims, according to a recent 

UNODC report, is a young male between 15 and 29 years of age living in Latin America 

(UNODC, 2019, 34). Whilst approximately 60% of all violent deaths globally are now 

committed using firearms, with variations ranging from a low of 19% in West and Central 

Europe to a high of 77% in Central America.15 These data help to sustain the image of gun-

bearing, male teenagers, typically of a black or mixed-race background. 

 
14 This dwarfs global figures: Intensifying this narrative of violent cities is the assertion that in 2007 we began living in an 

óurban ageô with half of the worldôs population residing in urban areas. See: Brenner, N. and Schmid, C. (2014) 'The óurban 

ageôin question', International journal of urban and regional research, 38(3), pp. 731-755.. By 2050, it is estimated that the 

figure will be closer to two-thirds of the global population. See: United Nations (2018) 2018 Revision of World Urbanization 

Prospects: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs.. 
15 Krause, K., Muggah, R. and Gilgen, E. (2011) Global burden of armed violence 2011: lethal encounters. Cambridge 

University Press. p.67 
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However, the story told so far raises important methodological questions about how the data 

that is available to us is collected, processed and presented. Although there is a wide array of 

data (albeit, much of it is problematic) on criminal violence and activity that contravenes 

particular forms of statecraft, there appears to be a blind spot within the data with regards to 

how violence is practiced by (or within?) states, and particularly, on behalf of them. Whilst 

there are empirical case studies and descriptive accounts of óanti-criminalô actor groups in 

cities, such as vigilantes, self-defence groups and death squads, there appears to be a blind 

spot in the data with regards to the violence that is managed or created by paramilitaries in 

cities. Much of this type of violence appears to go under the radar (perhaps because it is seen 

by some in society as legitimate meaning that it goes unreported), or it can be obscured by 

official statistics offices as it can reflect state or institutional levels of violence. 

The available data on the measures of police, institutional and óextra-legalô violence in cities 

are perhaps the most indicative data that we have relating to state-linked militia or paramilitary 

activity, given that some of the actors involved are off-duty police officers and that there is a 

strong link between state security and militias or paramilitaries. However, this data is highly 

malleable and can be open to interpretation. Police violence can be omitted from homicide 

statistics, for example, because it can be justified as an act of óself-defenceô by police. 

However, levels of violence by state security agents can be quite striking. Brazilôs police, for 

example, killed more than 11,000 civilians between 2008 and 2013, averaging six people a 

day (Ceccato, Melo and Kahn, 2018, 521). 

Defining key terms of the study  

Two key terms sit at the centre of this study: óurban violenceô, and óparastatal armed groupsô. 

Both terms are contested and fuzzy in their own ways. I now briefly define these two terms as 

I intend to work with them. 

The first term central to this study is óurban violenceô. Although a wide array of academic 

disciplines have engaged in the study of urban violence, there appears to be little consensus 

about a definition for the term. Pavoni and Tulumello argue that this is not surprising given 

that óviolenceô and óurbanô are, in themselves, independently contested terms (2018). It is my 

understanding that the óviolenceô in urban violence cannot, and should not, be reduced to 

homicidal and criminal data alone.16 And the óurbanô aspect of the term cannot be isolated to 

 
16 This is supported by some broader institutional observations. The World Health Organisation, for example, estimates that 

for every fatal case of violence that there is, there are around eight non-fatal cases World Health Organisation, W. (2002) 

The world report on violence and health.. 
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the formal-static boundaries of municipalities. Instead, it is much broader and encompasses a 

range of perpetrators and victims not always considered to be criminals or conventional 

victims of physical and/or direct violence.. I take my lead from critical thinkers in violence 

and urban studies to understand urban violence as a complex phenomenon containing multiple 

forms of violence (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004)17, such as structural and indirect 

violence, embedded within unfolding and inherently violent processes such as urbanisation 

and capitalist development (Rolnik, 2019). 

The second term at the heart of this study is óparastatal armed groupsô. This is due to the 

specific relationship that milícias have with the state system in Rio de Janeiro. Definitions of 

parastatal armed groups are notoriously difficult to pin down because the terminology used to 

describe them can be used interchangeably and meanings can vary depending on the context 

(Kalyvas and Arjona, 2005).18 But broadly speaking, parastatal armed groups, similar to 

paramilitaries, tend to carry out ómilitaryô, or ópolice-likeô activities in local communities, but 

not necessarily officially, óof the stateô or in a formal capacity. I adopt the following definition 

of paramilitaries offered by Kalyvas and Ajona (2005), to ground my understanding of 

parastatal armed groups as: 

Armed groups that are directly or indirectly linked with the State and its local agents, 

conforming with the State and being tolerated by it, but which are located outside the 

formal structures of it.19 

This definition is broad enough to capture different types of organisations including, but not 

limited to, militias, vigilantes, self-defence groups, local guardians, paramilitary armies, 

extermination groups and death squads; as long as there is some link to the state.20  

 
17 I have been particularly influenced by the insights of feminist scholars who continually question, óWhat violence we 

canôt see, and what forms of violence are neglected, silent and/or marginalised in public and scholarly accountsô (see: 

Ackerly, B. A., Stern, M. and True, J. (2006) Feminist methodologies for international relations. Cambridge University 

Press.), to advance this thinking. Their methodologies encourage us to look beyond dominant narratives of violence and to 

unearth violences (plural) that are frequently overlooked, ignored or relegated (see: Watts, R. (2016b) States of violence 

and the civilising process: on criminology and state crime. Springer.). This includes but is not limited to domestic violence 

against women, physical aggressions against LGBTQ communities and racist verbal abuse. Thinking in terms of the 

ócontinuumô of violence is particularly useful for locating these different forms of urban violence and plotting out how they 

interlock and link together. 
18 As Taussig noted in his reflections on the different communities he met during a field visit to Colombia in 2001, 

ó[e]verybody had a different name for the killersô (Taussig, M. (2003) 'The Diary as Witness: an Anthropologist Writes 

What He Must', The Chronicle of Higher Education, 50, pp. B12.). The so-called óself-defenceô forces in Mexico, for 

example, are known as the óAutodefensas Comunitáriasô by the formal authorities; but they were also known as the 

óPopularô or óRuralô police before they were absorbed into the state. 
19 My translation from Spanish. 
20 Furthermore, this definition also means that there is no limitation to the composition of paramilitary organisations which 

can be an assortment of individuals such as civilians, retired and former police, military or state security agents. 
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These two terms, when taken side by side and analysed at the point where they intersect, reveal 

a fertile ground for advancing our understanding of both literatures. 

Explaining (parastatal) violence in the city 

The ways that different scholars have attempted to explain parastatal armed groups and urban 

violence, and the relationship between them, have developed in different directions over the 

years. Some attempts to understand the role of paramilitaries in the landscape of urban violence 

have been made before,21 but they are few and far between. Instead, two strands of literature 

have developed relatively independently with a focus on drug trafficking gangs and criminal 

violence in urban settings, or a focus on paramilitaries in rural and civil war contexts. This 

section discusses these literatures and attempts to identify some places where they can overlap, 

contradict, and reveal new insights for one another. It also brings these literatures into dialogue 

with Latin American focused literature on criminal governance as a way of bridging the 

literatures. 

I begin with a discussion of some of the early scholarship on violent groups and their practices 

in the city. The historical context through which scholars first began to ask questions about 

urban violence first arose in the 1930s, predominantly through Chicago School sociologists, 

during a period when urban migration from the surrounding rural regions coincided with rising 

levels of insecurity and criminal violence. As poorer and less educated populations migrated 

to urban centres in the face of down-turning agricultural economies, they were forced to reside 

in peripheral areas. High rates of violence, conflict, and criminality, and the emergence of 

mafias, gangs, and organised crime, became the subject of study for these sociologists. They 

tended to account for violence as a natural feature of human ecology in the urban setting 

(Thrasher, 1963; Wirth, 1938b; Wirth, 1927; Cressey, 1969). 

Studies of urban violence re-emerged in the 1960s in the United States of America, with a 

much sharper focus on race relations. This was during a period in which the student protest 

movements, especially during 1968, highlighted the extent of social exclusions and societal 

racism. For example, some studies attempted to explain civil unrest and social disorder taking 

place in and around the óblack ghettosô of urban areas (Masotti, 1968)22.  

 
21 See for some examples: Mann, M. (1986) The Sources of Social Power: A History of Power from the Beginning to AD 

1760.-1986. Cambridge University Press, Moore, B. and Mann, M. (1988) 'The Sources of Social Power. Volume 1: A 

History of Power from the Beginning to AD 1760'. 
22 This was a óSpecial Issueô of American Behavioral Scientist in 1968 entitled óUrban Violence and Disorderô 
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Although not directly related to urban violence, parallel debates taking place during the 1950s 

and 1960s in Latin America attempted to make sense of related questions of national identity, 

social exclusion, citizenship, and the relationship between colonial pasts and the indigenous 

and mestiço (racially mixed) populations (De Holanda, Eulálio and Ribeiro, 1995; Ribeiro, 

2015). Anti-colonial sentiments manifested during the 1960s when a group of Marxian 

political economists attempted to explain of historical development across the region. The 

ódependency theoristsô, as they were known, engaged with questions of structure and power 

relations, and they articulated their concerns about the unequal distributions of resources 

across the world system; they argued that wealth, benefits, and rents flowed inwards from 

peripheries to centres (Saad-Filho, 2005; Prebisch, 2016; Nun, 1969; Quijano, 2001). 

Although the dependency theories were not intended for this purpose, the thinking eventually 

helped to explain some of the violence that was taking place across Latin American cities, 

especially during the 1960s and 1970s when import substitution industrialisation policies 

replaced export-orientated ones across the region. Structural changes were most sharply felt 

on the edges of cities where most of the outward growth had taken place and attempts to 

explain these uneven processes of development at the óurban marginsô, had already been made 

by Latin American modernisation structural theorists during the 1960s (Perlman, 1979; Roger 

Vekemans and Giusti, 1969). When rural populations began to migrate to the cities in search 

of labour and new sources of income, urban economies were unable to absorb the full supply 

of labour. Migrants from traditional agricultural backgrounds were then ómarginalisedô as 

cities were unequipped to deal with the demands of this new labour force23.  

Latin American theorists developed the concept to explain how the shift to an industrial 

macro-economic model in the post-World-War period forced more of the population into 

poverty and informality (Caldeira, 2009). They named this excess of labour supply the 

ómarginal massô and they described it as óa permanent structural featureô of the capitalist 

economy (Auyero, Bourgois and Scheper-Hughes, 2015, 5; Nun, 2003). Some have argued 

that the type of marginality identified by the structuralists during the 1960s was the precursor 

to the óadvancedô form of marginality in the 1990s (Wacquant, Wacquant and Howe, 2008), 

which arose out of the neoliberal policies, restructured economies and labour market reforms. 

 
23 These characterisations merge with broader discussions in sociology that attempted to characterise the lives of those who 

lived in rural and urban spaces as more closely networked and conservative versus more progressive, globalised, and 

tolerant. In particular, see: Simmel, G. (2012) 'The metropolis and mental life',  The urban sociology reader: Routledge, pp. 

37-45, Tönnies, F. (1957) 'Gemeinschaft und gesellschaft', Theories of society, 1.. 
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The urbanisation process, rapid demographic expansion and globalisation of large scale 

economic activities, therefore, was understood to be a trigger for new forms of violence and 

the restructuring of social and economic relations (Davis, 2015). This helped to reveal new 

aspects and conceptualisations of violence, such as poverty and inequality, which existed 

beyond formal markets and institutions (Perlman, 1979). Commerce expanded drastically 

through informal(ised) markets (De Alba and Lesemann, 2012; Auyero, 2000), as the supply 

of products increased due to the economic liberalisation and reduction of tariffs and barriers. 

However, this negatively affected informal vendors and street sellers as supply increased 

without demand necessarily increasing too. Research elsewhere during this period, in East 

Af rica, Asia, Mexico, and in other places across Latin America, also corroborated these 

findings on a global scale (Meagher, 2003; Perlman, 2007; Nissanke and Thorbecke, 2010).  

Discussions of underlying, indirect forms of violence are essential for understanding violence 

in the contemporary Latin American city. The idea of óinformalityô became one of the key 

terms to describe the complexity of social relations in the poor regions of Latin America. This 

was especially true for large urban areas and mega cities where there was a growing social 

distinction between those with access to resources, and those without. This language attempted 

to describe a city that was carved up into more- and less-developed spaces, or those that were 

formal and legible to the state, and the informal ones that were not (Castells and Portes, 1989; 

Portes, Castells and Benton, 1989). This has fed into socio-spatial patterns of violence in Latin 

American cities that tend to concentrate in these spaces that have a history informality, 

unemployment, and economic inequality. These structural characteristics have established 

attributes such as the aesthetics of auto-construction, make-shift and improvised built 

environments, patchy community-led service provision, and long and drawn out battles about 

property rights. A wedge has been driven between residents of óinformalô and óformalô spaces 

that reinforces inequalities, and pre-existing cycles of violence (Koonings and Kruijt, 2009). 

This has affected the living conditions of the urban poor, which, as some have highlighted, has 

increased the chance that conflict, criminality and violence will surface (Vanderschueren, 

1996). It is argued that in informal settlements, for example, where there are overcrowding and 

competition for scarce resources and where there are often insufficient state institutions to 

manage distribution, criminality and violence tend to emerge (Buvinic and Morrison, 2000; 

Glaeser and Sacerdote, 1999; Imbusch, Misse and Carrión, 2011). However, whilst there may 

be a relationship or even a correlation between urbanisation and direct violence, there is nothing 

at all inevitable about it. We cannot confidently argue that urbanisation is the cause of direct 



Nicholas Pope 38 

violence. That said, whilst the changes provoked by urbanisation are structural by definition, 

the experience of urbanisation is undeniably direct and physical as it can negatively affect the 

everyday lives of individuals; disproportionately affecting urban poor populations (Springer, 

2009; Goldstein, 2005). It has, for example, been argued that the restructuration provoked by 

urbanisation can be a trigger more direct and physical forms of violence (Winton, 2004).  

Provoked by the restructuring of the global economy, urban restructuration led to more acute 

poverty in some of these ómarginalô urban spaces and greater inequality across the board, as 

some communities were valorised more, and others marginalised (Harvey, 2007). As Jeffrey 

Sachs explained, óEconomic restructuring is accompanied by a growing social polarisation in 

occupational and income structure, and concomitant spiralling disparities between successful 

transnational elites and an increasingly destitute majority caught in the trap of relative 

territorial immobilityô (1993). A growing literature therefore began to frame studies violence 

in cities through the prism of inequality24 (Brennan, 1999; Gizewski and Homer-Dixon, 1995; 

Moser, 2004; Imbusch, Misse and Carrión, 2011).25 Discussions of inequality and violence in 

cities argue that when resources, power and access to markets are distributed unevenly across 

cities, differently in urban margins and centres, asymmetries of power lead to feelings of 

powerlessness. The grievances that these feelings generate are understood to be a driver of 

direct violence (Crawford and Naditch, 1970).  

Coinciding with this scholarship, and helping to enhance its reading of poverty and inequality, 

was the literature on structural violence that emerged through peacebuilding debates in the 

1960s and 1970s (Galtung, 1969). Structural violence, importantly, helped to think through 

how different types of constraints are imposed on marginalised populations in society as a 

result of political, economic and social institutions. This literature highlighted the invisible 

dimensions of violence that can be predicated upon asymmetries of power relations between 

aggressors and victims, or the powerful and powerless, where rules and institutions are 

unevenly distributed and accessed in different spaces, which strengthened the view of 

 
24 This view considers the different types of inequality, such as wealth inequality, income inequality and distribution of 

resources. See: Ooi, G. L. and Phua, K. H. (2007) 'Urbanization and slum formation', Journal of Urban Health, 84(1), pp. 

27-34.; Access to basic social services, universal welfare (or lack thereof), but also access to protection by security services. 

For more, see: Vanderschueren, F. (1996) 'From violence to justice and security in cities', Environment and Urbanization, 

8(1), pp. 93-112.. 
25 Until the 1990s, many academics understood poverty in cities to be the cause of violence (Fajnzylber, P., Lederman, D. 

and Loayza, N. (2002) 'Inequality and violent crime', The journal of Law and Economics, 45(1), pp. 1-39, Vanderschueren, 

F. (1996) 'From violence to justice and security in cities', Environment and Urbanization, 8(1), pp. 93-112.). However, this 

was later deemed too simplistic as a thesis to explain the multidimensional nature of violence; and weak correlations had 

emerged between crime rates and poverty levels (Enamorado, T., López-Calva, L. F., Rodríguez-Castelán, C. and Winkler, 

H. (2016) 'Income inequality and violent crime: Evidence from Mexico's drug war', Journal of Development Economics, 

120, pp. 128-143.). 
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dependency theorists about how power relations shaped the distributions of resources, goods, 

and services. 

These findings contributed to a Latin American discourse on ódivided citiesô during the 1970s 

and 1980s, which noted the fragmented and segregated nature of urban space (Ventura, 1994; 

Walton, 1976; Walton, 1979; Caldeira, 2000; Soares, 2000). Through this literature, urban 

space was presented as a dichotomy and it was described in terms of spaces dominated by 

óelitesô versus óslum dwellersô. These descriptions of the city and its power relations were 

proven to be problematic during the 1980s and 1990s, when structural adjustment programmes 

forced middle and working classes into unemployment, and democratisation processes made 

the categorisation of ópoorô more heterogeneous (Koonings and Kruijt, 2009). These new 

processes also encouraged scholars to think through the spatial dynamics of intertwined social 

exclusion and violence (Portes, Castells and Benton, 1989; Castells and Portes, 1989; Caldeira, 

2000; Rolnik, 1999). Exclusion was not just about urban poverty and inequality, but it was also 

about the intertwining of different socio-territorial spaces across cities. 

Criminals emerge (when states fail?)  

One the key bodies of literature to emerge from these structural discussions of poverty, 

inequality, and divided cities was a vast literature on the emergence of criminal violence. This 

literature also coincided with the ófailureô and incompetence of states unable to mitigate the 

negative effects of structural changes. 

It is widely argued that global market forces and the restructuring of states during the 1980s 

and 1990s contributed to the growth of this óglobal criminal economyô in illicit goods and 

services such as drugs, firearms, prostitution and extortion (Castells, 1997). Many of these 

activities attempted to sustain óillicitô, and óillegalô markets (c.f. Heyman and Smart, 1999) and 

economic activities. Globalisation of illicit markets created opportunities for criminal actors to 

generate extraordinary revenues.26  

Across Latin America, there was an expansion of cocaine production in coca plantation regions 

in the Andean mountains and drug trafficking organisations grew in size as a response to global 

demands. Plantations were initially concentrated in Bolivia and Peru (Bagley, 2004). However, 

when the US-led ówar on drugsô targeted these countries during the mid-1990s, many of the 

plantations were re-located to Colombia (Williams, 1994). The production and export of 

 
26 Although an analysis of criminal violence does not immediately appear to help us explain parastatal activity, it is 

important to set out the ócriminalô backdrop against which they emerge, as there are important empirical and analytical 

consequences from this period. 
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cocaine became a significant economy in Colombia. In 1999, the National Association of 

Financial Institutions (ANIF) estimated that the total earnings from the economy amounted to 

$3.5 billion. This was comparable to the export value of Colombian oil at $3.75 billion (Villar 

and Cottle, 2011). Other illicit markets in Colombia also boomed during the 1990s, such as 

poppy cultivation to service US heroin markets (Kawell, 2002; Gootenberg, 2008). 

One of the primary trade routes for illicit drugs from the Latin American continent was North 

from Colombia through Central America, Mexico, and on to the United States of America. 

Whilst Colombian drug trafficking organisations dominated trade routes during the 1990s, new 

trade routes and combat strategies emerged during the 2000s which led to Mexican trafficking 

organisations asserting greater control over new routes and becoming much more influential 

players in drug markets across the region. 

Trade routes also emerged from West to East, as hub cities in Brazil, such as Rio de Janeiro 

and Santos in São Paulo, became increasingly important sites for trafficking drugs to Western 

Africa before being transported to Europe. Mexico and Brazil, therefore, joined Colombia as 

important and complex sites for transnational networks and flows of illicit goods and money 

laundering. In 2007, estimates suggest that around 90 tonnes of cocaine entered Brazil every 

year, and approximately 40 tonnes of that were sent abroad (Shifter, 2007).27 

Patterns of criminal violence tended to follow the trading routes. New sites of violence emerged 

around illegal and illicit markets where it was deployed to regulate and manage economies  

(Cockayne, 2018), which some have argued is a form of economic or criminal violence (Moser, 

2004). In Colombia, for example, where much of the regional violence was concentrated, a 

mixture of cartel-state and cartel-cartel violence erupted, which was layered on top of the 

countryôs already long and protracted civil war (Lessing, 2017). Other countries across Latin 

America have experienced similar violence around illicit drug markets, such as Mexico, with 

an estimated hundreds of thousands presumed dead and many disappeared and their bodies 

never discovered28 as a result of these conflicts, or Brazil. 

The ways in which scholars have attempted to explain this violence as it emerged in the region 

pivoted to reflect the centrality of markets and networks to violent activities. The dominant 

narrative, as it appeared in media and some academic discourses, has been that all criminals 

 
27 This falls in line with findings from the World Drugs Report (2013) that the use of cocaine has been increasing in recent 

decades. See: UNODC (2013) World Drug Report, Vienna: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. p.39 
28 Congressional Research Service (2020), Mexico: Organized Crime and Drug Trafficking Organizations, R41576. 

Available: https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41576.pdf 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41576.pdf
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behave in rational-economic criminal ways. As it relates to drug trafficking, individuals engage 

in drug trafficking activity because they believe that there are individual economic benefits to 

be gained that can improve their livelihoods (Cornish and Clarke, 2008). Although these 

motivations are geared towards personal enrichment, these individuals collaborate in drug 

trafficking organisations primarily because this is the only (or the most efficient) way that they 

(as individuals) are able secure relatively large benefits.29 

Much of the popular media across Latin America and some academics, analysts and researchers 

argued that this type of criminality was a product of informality (Arias, 2006) and/or 

governance voids (Kruijt and Koonings, 2004). Through this lens, urban poverty and social 

exclusion were due to the failure of local government and the state to guarantee all citizens 

security or the rule of law. The emergence of violence, in this context, was framed as a failure 

of democracy and of formal institutions that were meant to keep a check on, and regulate 

rational-criminal behaviours. Zaluar has described this criminal behaviour as a óperverse 

integrationô (Zaluar, 2004) through the clandestine economy, as excluded drug traffickers seek 

to establish and enrich themselves through criminal activity and counteract dynamics of social 

exclusion. 

However, a reading that only focuses on the economic opportunities/grievances thrown up 

through global economic restructuration as being provocative for rising levels of criminality 

and criminal violence fails to take note of some other important dynamics and processes. 

Political opportunities unearthed through democratisation processes and more liberal ways of 

doing politics mean that clientelist traditions and systems already in place (c.f. Diniz, 1982) 

can be expanded and made available to a wider array of actors. In Latin America, and especially 

in Brazil, this cultivated new types of relationships between criminal and state actors (Auyero, 

Burbano de Lara and Berti, 2014; Leeds, 1996; Koonings, 2012; Auyero, 2002; Burgos, 2002) 

This emerging scholarship revealed the different varieties of partnerships, collusions, 

collaborations, and compromises that take place between states and criminal actors, and it 

offered a way in to understanding criminal organisations in a way that was not centred around 

deficiencies in the state. OôDonnellôs (1993) schematic of óblueô, óbrownô, and ógreenô spaces, 

for example, was seminal in this literature for highlighting how Latin American state presence 

can vary across urban space, in terms of how judicial and bureaucratic systems function, and 

 
29 There is overlap in the literatures on urban criminal violence and civil wars, which both resort to explaining motivations 

and behaviour in terms of economics incentives or ógreedô (c.f. Collier, P. and Hoeffler, A. (2002) 'Greed and Grievance in 

Civil War'.). 
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also in terms of claims to the legitimate use of force. Specifically, in what he describes as the 

more fuzzy ógreenô zones, state-linked forms of ópersonalism, familism, prebendalism, 

clientelism, and the likeô can typically emerge; which sit in contrast to the óbrownô zones where 

state is absent or local regimes of power exist, or the óblueô zones where the state has a 

monopoly and is present (O'Donnell, 1999, 138).  

These ideas were particularly useful for highlighting how states have tendencies to distribute 

resources and create order in uneven ways at the nexus between a restructuring global economy 

and reenergised clientelist networks (Zaluar, 1985; Burgos, 1998). Because of this scholarship, 

we can understand that the emergence of these groups may be much more complex than 

criminals simply emerging to fill a vacuum or plug a gap where states have failed. 

One of the ideas that emerged in dialogue with this was the notion of óparallel politiesô (Leeds, 

1996). On the face of it, this concept appears to indicate that óparallelô sets of structures in 

informal spaces run side-by-side to the state (but do not overlap) and provide solutions and 

fixes where the state has failed. On a close reading, Leedsô framework is much more nuanced 

than this. For Leeds, drug traffickers form relationships with state actors such as police and 

politicians as a way of maintaining their trafficking practices and securing more resources for 

the community and their organisations, and in turn, securing their local legitimacy (1996, 50). 

For Leeds, it is about forming intricate clientelist relations between states and non-state 

organisations as a way of advancing a set of interests. 

Equipped with this analytical language, we can make sense of how drug traffickers evolved as 

a new types of political actors as they used their political position in poor communities by 

taking advantage (through a particular type of brokerage) of power and resources of the state. 

However, this, in turn, means that the relationship between criminal actors and the state is not 

as clear cut as it was once thought to be. As Arias argued in his study of social networks, illicit 

networks, and criminality, óclientelist approaches cannot adequately explain the roles of illegal 

networks because criminals cannot work directly and personally with politiciansô (Arias, 

2006). Arias and others have also highlighted how drug traffickers are can be reliant on 

relationships with community leaders who function as brokers between criminal systems, state 

systems, and local populations (McCann, 2013; Leeds, 1996; Arias, 2006; Machado Da Silva, 

1967)30 revealing how clientelist relations are necessarily nuanced, subtle, and secluded so that 

 
30 This idea of local representation and co-governance were supplemented as a result of popularised participatory budgeting 

in Porto Alegre (as an example, see: Ackerman, J. (2004) 'Co-governance for accountability: beyond ñexitò and ñvoiceò', 

World Development, 32(3), pp. 447-463.). 
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they can straddle both illicit and licit worlds. Arias and Goldstein (2010) have called this a 

ódouble patronageô system, in which politicians, community leaders, and drug traffickers are 

involved in brokerage chains. However, the contextual and agential contingencies of these 

relations remain opaque. 

What we learn from these discussions, when violence is factored into the equation, is that the 

violence that is experienced as a result of these clientelist relations is linked to how power is 

deployed and experienced within and across societies. Violence, therefore, is not (as 

proponents of the divided city discourse might suggest) a failure of the state. Instead, we learn 

that violence is an embedded feature of clientelist negotiations, brokerage, political projects, 

and the everyday ways that politics work through marginalised urban spaces in such unequal 

and historically shaped systems. 

Localised ordering: armed actors and violence brokers 

The failed promises of the global wave of democratisation (Pearce, 2010), coinciding with 

global pressures to liberalise national economies and decentralise power, gave licence to local 

actors to take local authority into their own hands once many realised states could/would not 

work for them. Liberalisation created new expectations and demands by populations, which 

established new rhythms and patterns of insecurity as services provided by states rarely met 

expectations. Furthermore, the expansion of the illicit drug markets and related criminal 

violence provoked non-state responses and opportunities opened up for local actors to take 

matters into their own hands.  

New localised security and protection responses emerged from a diversity of ónon-stateô actors 

instead. These actors staked claims to local forms of order in response to aforementioned 

patterns of criminal violence. Many of these local actors had been linked to the state in some 

way, such as retired policemen, military officers or off-duty state security agents, so they had 

legal access to arms and may have had arms-craft training from the state (Davis, 2009; Cano 

and Iooty, 2008; Souza Alves, 2003; Rozema, 2008a). They acted independently as vigilantes 

or formed self-defence groups, lynch mobs, extermination groups, and civilian militias 

(Goldstein, 2005; Baker, 2002). They patrolled local communities and regions to óprotectô 

against the threat posed by criminal actors. But in assuming local sovereignty and claiming a 

local monopoly over the use of force, they also controlled, dominated, and had a say over local 

economic markets. 
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There are broadly two overlapping explanations that attempt to account for these non-state 

ósecurityô practices. The first draws on explicitly on ócriminalô economic assumptions to 

conceptualise these groups as part of the expansion of a privatising security market. This 

market expanded to counteract drug trafficking practices and the fear that these groups instilled 

in populations, linked to (real and imagined) practices, spread throughout Latin American cities 

during the 1990s (Paixão, 1991; Misse, 2011b). This overlaps neatly with a common economic 

hypothesis purported to explain militias in Rio de Janeiro, for example, that policemen were 

encouraged to moonlight (bico) from their formal employment because of the low salaries of 

policemen and the threats posed to their communities, and they were forced into private and 

informal security markets (Soares, 2019). However, other markets such as transport, can also 

be provided by these groups along a continuum between selling goods and services to coercion 

and extortion (Cano and Duarte, 2012). 

The second is more of a moral explanation rooted in a claim of concern for the well-being of 

the local community under the constant threat from criminal violence (Silva, 2017). This has 

historical and spatial components, compounded by long regional histories of political violence, 

militarisation, civil war, and collective experiences of trauma and paranoia. Across the Latin 

American region, state intelligence and security services, paramilitary groups and ancillary 

police units with high levels of authority during the dictatorships and authoritarian periods 

dominated much of society and any counter insurgency attempts. Democratisation processes 

and official decommissioning of some of these groups led to actors with military background 

and training instituting alternative systems of violence. In Buenos Aires, for example, political 

violence and shared experiences of trauma had long been a defining characteristic of urban life, 

where state terror had dominated the population for decades (Robben, 2005). Although citizens 

had lived in fear of the state, these authoritarian legacies also had the effect of de-legitimising 

the state and justifying local-level defence mechanisms (Koonings and Kruijt,  2007; Pereira, 

2016). These spatialities and temporalities establish particular sociabilities whereby daily 

routines and ideas are grounded in violence, fear, and the different ways of dealing with fear 

(Silva, 2004). 

Through their training by the state and technical ability to exert coercion, these actor groups 

and individuals challenged the authorities of ócriminalô groups engaged in illicit practices and 

economies. Violence was no longer the primary preserve of state armies or political guerrillas 

fighting for political means (Kaldor, 2013). Instead, there was a shift towards privatised or 

ódemocratisedô violence (Rodgers, 2003; Kruijt and Koonings, 1999), which was increasingly 
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seen as a means through which citizens ópursue interests, attain power or resolve conflictsô for 

themselves (Kruijt and Koonings, 1999).  

Populations turned to local authorities, rather than relied on states that had proved themselves 

inadequate or incompetent (Pécaut, 2001; Sain, 2002). Trust in state authorities had eroded as 

a result of the difficult balancing act security agents of the state were forced to do in the climate 

of a rapid transition to democracy (Denyer-Willis, 2013). State agents often acted through anti-

democratic objectives, often adapted to new democratic structures of accountability. This often 

resulted in practices, such as autos de resistencia and gatillo facil, which meant populations 

turned a blind eye to anti-democratic policing practices of the state, or practices that 

empowered parastatal or non-state groups combatting criminal violence (Huggins, 1991; 

Huggins, 2000). Their extra-legal violence measures resulted in entrenchment of patterns of 

inequality and social exclusion as the victims are typically those who had already been 

excluded. These practices, effectively, criminalised marginality further (Davis, 2015) and 

undermined basic democratic guarantees for the population (Huggins, 2000). This has been 

articulated elsewhere as the ópenal stateô (Müller, 2013; Wacquant, 2009) and clientelistic 

forms of coercion (Auyero, 2002). The practice of ólaw enforcementô, therefore, ended up 

being a form of social cleansing.  

Localised óprotectiveô forms of violence and ordering, therefore, not only sought to deal with 

criminal violence, but they also sought to deal with local-level political and social grievances 

that populations had with formal authorities and the state (Buur, 2006; Burgos, 2002). And 

when they were able to do so effectively and responding to local demands and needs, they 

managed to supplant the legitimacy of the state (Arias and Goldstein, 2010; Goldstein, 2005) 

by fostering their own legitimacy and take on functions of the state, such as welfare provision 

(Arias, 2009). By functioning in this way, they had as their unintended consequence a carving 

out of space for separate and more localised orders.  

Although their practices may be informal and/or illegal through a state lens, they provided and 

enforced a legitimate form of customary law and set of justice institutions ófrom belowô. Rather 

than acting in in purely dominatory ways (c.f. Cano and Duarte, 2012),  protection actors also 

looked after their local populations, but sat, simultaneously, on the órightô side of the moral 

argument from urban drug lords or corrupt state agents due to their historical connections with 

communities. They were able to justify their violent actions with a specific set of moral reasons. 

Because of this, although they might be acting outside of the law, we should understand these 

actors as separate from drug trafficking ócriminalsô. 
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These justifications also extended into illicit practices. In Colombia, the FARC were only able 

to accumulate the resources they needed to challenge the status quo and create an alternative 

to the state because of the coca boom (Gill,  2009). These illegal markets empowered them to 

establish their relationships directly with society and the market. This is a broader 

phenomenon, as studies of insurgent groups show trends of how their engagement in criminal 

activity can be a means to financially support political goals (Saab and Taylor, 2009), rather 

than purely pursuit of the economic goals of ócriminalô groups (Barnes, 2017).  

The literature demonstrates how it is common for local self-defence actors to establish 

extortion rackets to finance their activities and sustain their lifestyles. Tilly (1992) reminds us 

through his study of European states as protection rackets, that they do not start out as serving 

the public; through their pursuit of private interests they gradually become entangled in sets of 

institutions that ultimately become accountable to, and responsive to óthe publicô. The 

racketeering practices of the mafia are also useful to remember at this point as they also 

emerged through the enforcement of protection rackets to advance and enrich themselves 

(Gambetta, 1996). 

As a result of the dominance of drug trafficking practices, economic accumulation, and 

associated ócriminalô violence in the Latin American region, the relationships between ónon-

state actorsô and the state have been typically seen through a functionalist, economic lens. 

However, a functionalist, rational-criminal lens runs into bumpy ground and assumptions about 

economic enrichment objectives become problematic when we consider self-defence and ónon-

criminal-non-stateô actors through this same analytical lens. Historical and ethnographic 

studies of these groups have challenged conventional readings of violent criminality that takes 

place óoutsideô of the state, and this literature reveals more nuanced motivations that compel 

other local actors, such as vigilantes, including the drive for revenge and/or protection of 

friends, family and local communities. 

In addition to this diversion, it is unlikely that any single model of human behaviour can 

credibly profess to explain the sentiments of entire groups and communities (Kalyvas, 2001; 

Barnes, 2017). Different actors from different viewpoints within the same group can be 

motivated to engage in particular activities for different reasons (Kalyvas, 2003). Motivations 

can also shift over time because of internal factors (such as different viewpoints within groups) 

or external factors (such as the relationship with the state). 
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Instead, ethnographic studies of self-defence activities emphasise the importance of legitimacy, 

and they force us to consider the role that local norms, ideologies and belief systems play in 

reducing violence and establishing systems of order. It is therefore impossible to omit non-

rational motivations from an analysis of self-defence. A broader contextualisation is therefore 

required in order to understand the environment through which the norms, ideas and beliefs 

that lead to self-defence develop. Local actors that engaged in practices of self-defence, for 

example, have typically had close bonds with local communities and society. In Peru, for 

example, whilst the lynch mobbing of criminals were particularly violent, they were largely 

supported by local populations who lived under the shadow of the fear of criminal assault 

(Goldstein, 2005). Vigilante actors have been justified as ósocial banditsô or óavengersô as part 

of an óunderclass revoltô (Pawelz, 2018) with local endorsement to commit óunderstandable 

savageryô (Godoy, 2004).  

However, the authority and space given to these groups highlights how conventional ideas of 

citizenship, óthe stateô and territory have become muddled. These contradictions highlight 

discrepancies in who is considered a legitimate authority and the different varieties of 

sovereignty. Many of these groups, for example, through their rooted histories and social ties, 

have adequate and mature connections with other residents, they understand the ways that local 

politics and conflict mediation work; and so they are able to protect residents and 

simultaneously undermine the power of the state (Arias, 2004). Additionally, due to the already 

stated histories and prolonged experiences of state neglect and impunity of state-sponsored 

violence, communities have often been unwilling to support formal systems and institutions of 

governance. This has meant that the formal stateôs ability to apply formal policy and strategic 

planning procedures in marginalised spaces became significantly restricted (Davis, 2015). 

These muddled landscapes have been confused further by political, state, and business elites, 

many of who have turned a blind eye to illicit and illegal practices that contravened the formal 

authority of the state (Moncada, 2013a). In the case of self-defence groups, they were often 

seen by political elites as convenient solutions to challenges that the central state could not, or 

did not want to, deal with, usually in marginal spaces (Huggins, 2000; Silke, 1998). States even 

decriminalised certain forms of parastatal activity as long as they broadly aligned with the 

stateôs objectives to eradicate criminality (Misse et al., 2013). We see from Mannôs study of 

European state formation, for example, how the role of paramilitary police forces worked as a 

reserve army to back up local police forces in cities in eighteenth-century France and London 

(Mann, 1986, 404). 
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States have therefore shown some tendencies to tolerate or even encourage these groups, by 

outsourcing some of their core functions and ódissolv[ing] the monopoly on violence in order 

to preserve itô (Kalyvas and Arjona, 2005). Ahram, through his investigation of state-sponsored 

militias in Arab states, has described this Faustian bargain as a type of óviolence devolution,ô 

as a deliberate and useful state-formation strategy and óan alternative to central control over 

the use of forceô (2011b, 8). Others have identified other, more functional benefits such as 

convenient scapegoats (Mitchell, Carey and Butler, 2014) and coercive electoral influence 

(Acemoglu, Robinson and Santos, 2013) as being behind the strengthening of these groups. 

However, Hidalgo and Lessing make the case that, ówe cannot infer state strategies and 

preferences from the presence of paramilitariesô (2014). They argue that óEven if a state 

tolerates or fosters paramilitaries initially, it may do so myopically,ô underestimating their 

óstate-weakening effectsô and therefore, ósecuring the long-run resilience of these groupsô 

(Hidalgo and Lessing, 2014). 

Many Latin American governments, local leaders and authorities, have embraced these de facto 

agreements and the coexistence with different nonstate actors who possess the means to 

violence and to challenge the state. Denyer-Willis has described this settlement as a set of 

informal rules, in the context of homicides in São Paulo by the Primeiro Comando Capital, as 

an informal óconsensusô about ñwho can die, where, and under what conditionsò (Denyer-

Willis, 2013, 31) between state and non-state actors. In the language of institutionalists and 

political economists, it is about setting common órules of the gameô. The condition for 

consensus, however, seems to be that an accepted consensus cannot, and should not constitute 

a threat or challenge to the hegemonic national political order (Kruijt and Koonings, 2004; 

Koonings and Kruijt, 2007). This idea offers a potential óway inô for understanding a more 

complex notion of the state and state sovereignty, with ódual sovereigntyô (Denyer-Willis, 

2013) contradicting conventional Weberian notions about the monopoly of the modern nation 

state. 

However, this can also lead to auctioning-off of key state assets and resources, which can 

negatively impact some empowered political elites within the state system in economic terms. 

This is because these organisations also have bargaining power themselves due to their 

proximity to society. Whilst parastatal organisations may be aligned with the óanti-criminalô 

objectives of the state, they are not always instruments of the central state, subservient to it, or 

under the full or partial, direct or indirect control of a state (Jentzsch, Kalyvas and Schubiger, 

2015).  Paramilitary organisations sometimes seek out óstate-weakening rentsô ï in terms of 
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the, óbenefits of political office [for paramilitary groups], namely the use by an armed group of 

political power to reduce the stateôs capacity to destroy it, or otherwise interfere with its illegal 

activitiesô ï which can, in the long run pose a threat to power within the state (Hidalgo and 

Lessing, 2014). However, depending on the exact constellation of power, many of the decisions 

about which rents to distribute and auction-off tend to take place by political and state elites, 

which are often determined by a combination of politics and economics, and not just economics 

alone. Key decision makers within the central state, therefore, tend to have an upper hand and 

can therefore attempt to maintain control by regulating which rents are made available and 

when. In doing, the central state is able to set the agenda for the different parastatal 

organisations that co-exist in equilibrium and take their lead from the central state (this does 

not apply to some cases, such as in Colombia, where the practices of paramilitary groups have 

been to defend themselves against state violence (e.g. Medina Gallego, 1990)). The key takeout 

is that it can be problematic, in the first instance at least, to explain these relations solely 

through the rationally-determined lens of rational-economic rent-seeking. 

 

Critical readings of state (and organised criminal?) power, therefore, pose a challenge to this 

analytical bind between what is considered óof the stateô and what is not. But they also, 

importantly, raise important questions around how power itself is conceptualised. The 

analytical division between state and non-state is notoriously problematic (Migdal, 2001). It is 

almost impossible to define and extrapolate when interrelations and the fabric of political and 

social order is full of interdependencies, negotiations, and distributions of rents that benefit 

different elites and social groups, simultaneously from within and outside of the state system 

(Pearce, 2018). Instead, it is more useful to think in terms of the various configurations of 

hybrid governance and limited statehood. Jaffe, for example, has shown how fluctuating 

agreements and coalitions between government officials and criminal actors, such as Jamaicaôs 

dons, have made it difficult to separate formal state governance from criminal rule (Jaffe, 

2015). Jaffeôs work highlights how that in order to begin to untie and make sense of these 

knotty arrangements it is necessary to turn to more complex readings of power and hybrid 

forms of governance that complex array of institutions that govern everyday life. More recently 

in debates on political order, collaborative assemblages of states and non-state organisations 

have provoked thinking about ófragmented security statesô (Pearce, 2018), which seek to break 

down these binaries. These advances in the thinking about political order and governance in 

Latin America echo assertions from the broader political geography literature, originating from 

empirical research in African countries (c.f. Boege et al., 2008; Boege, Brown and Clements, 
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2009; Hagmann and Péclard, 2010; Raeymaekers, Menkhaus and Vlassenroot, 2008), about 

the complex nature of governance and statehood. 

 

Through this analysis, we realise that power, when it is thought about in terms of control over 

society, physical territoriality, the ability to extract rents and resources, and óde facto political 

prerogativesô (Arias, 2017) percolates (and is not only exerted) through the fractured and 

decentralised means of violence. However, status and legitimacy within local/urban spaces are 

derived as a result of the position that actors/groups occupy within the system of coercion. 

Ariasô most recent work on micro-political orders (2017), an impressive comparative study of 

local order in four Latin American and Caribbean countries, facilitates an understanding of the 

different violent practices and order that exist in particular types of polities. Importantly, he 

relates this to the broader political system and macro-level political processes. Arias argues out 

that violence in Latin America is the result of complex political and social decisions that 

involve different groups of armed actors (11), rather than a reflection of a breakdown of more 

structural arrangements of power that can lead to conflict. Through this work, we understand 

how Latin American political systems are pluralist ones, and how they coexist with particular 

forms of violent order operating at different levels, including the local. Arias conceptualises 

local political constellations where state power is deployed and manipulated through civic and 

criminal relations. This deployment of power, according to Arias, is intended to deprive 

residents in certain sites of their basic rights.  

This analytical framework is very useful for examination of criminal-state relations where there 

is a clear divide between different systems. However, the analytical framework becomes 

problematic when ócriminalô and óstateô systems are much more closely intertwined than when 

they are diametrically opposed ócriminal versus stateô ones; when these spheres are 

indistinguishable or even the same ï i.e. when criminal actors are simultaneously state actors. 

To be sure, it means that attempts to understand criminal and illicit practices by state agents, 

government officials, or elected politicians within the state system, tend to jar with the criminal 

governance framework, in as much as that illicit malpractices are considered through the same 

lens as relations between criminal actors and police or politicians, as forms of ócorruptionô. 

Similarly, it means that brokers who are on óthe edgeô of the state system and in the intestacies 

between state and society, such as community/electoral brokers or translators, are 

automatically characterised as ócriminalsô. 
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Much of the empirical evidence used to develop the criminal governance framework was 

collected over long periods of time from contexts where drug trafficking organisations and 

global ócriminalô drug markets dominated the everyday lives of populations. This has meant 

that the role of militias and paramilitaries as protectors against criminal drug traffickers has 

been overplayed somewhat, and the connectivity and social ties between local residents and 

security agents, and the complex mix of motivations (as highlighted in the self-defence 

literature) has been overlooked somewhat. In Ariasô study of Rio de Janeiroôs militias, where 

there seems to be an exception, the analysis is wedded to a ócriminal governanceô lens, and the 

data does not quite reflect the nuance of community-militia relations, the shared histories 

between residents and the vigilante actors, and the overlapping motivations; in ways that the 

historical and ethnographic studies of self-defence groups do, for example.  

Furthermore, Arias claims to depart from a neo-Weberian set of assumptions about the state, 

complimenting this with more critical readings of the state (e.g. Hansen and Stepputat, 2006). 

Arias suggests that the state, as an entity, is made up from a complex array of actors that engage 

in a variety of practices to perform state sovereignty (Arias, 2017, 21). But even though he 

acknowledges the variance in the state as a system, analytically his conceptualisation of the 

state tends to resort to a more unitary one, meaning his understanding of state-militia relations 

remains grounded in a criminal governance framework, which resorts to attempting to draw 

distinctions between state and non-state. Others scholars, such as Hidalgo and Lessing, follow 

a similar suit by suggesting that Rio de Janeiroôs militias are ólinkedô to police forces (Hidalgo 

and Lessing, 2014, 3)  ï instead of  recognising the reality that many of those in the armed 

militia groups are simultaneously policemen and local self-defence groups. 

The existent readings of militia and paramilitary activity in Latin America represent a 

simplification of óthe stateô and of organised criminal groups. They tend to overlook the 

different networks, clusters, and organisations of armed groups that percolate inside, outside, 

around, and that straddle the frontiers of the state system. They also struggle to capture how 

these different groups work with, alongside, and against one another. Arias attempts to 

breakdown his conceptualisation of the state by presenting variations of the state (Arias, 2017). 

However, this breakdown seems to be limited to a scale of cooperation and aversion between 

state and criminal actors. As mentioned earlier: not all actors working within the state system, 

nor all parastatal groups and formations, are facing the same way along a single axis; and 

different factions within the state and the parastatal system struggle for power and control in 

different directions and towards different means. Although he does not follow through on it 
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analytically, Arias alludes to this point when they note how Rio de Janeiroôs militia is, ñin some 

ways at odds with itselfò (2017, 201). This suggests that there are different powers competing 

against one another around and inside óthe stateô, or, better, the state system, and there is 

continual competition for power throughout the spheres of state and society.  

These observations are part of a growing consensus that political order(s) in Latin America fall 

outside of the binaries and challenge the binaries between state and society (Auyero, Bourgois 

and Scheper-Hughes, 2015; Mazzaro, 2018; Pearce, 2018; Arias and Goldstein, 2010). They 

also highlight the importance of conducting deeper structural and relational analyses to slice 

through the analytical binaries of state and non-state, to go beyond and below the formal 

structure of the state, and to understand how different factions within paramilitaries/police, and 

different coalitions of power, function in relation to rents and resources. It is hoped that an 

more relationally sensitive analysis will  illuminate some of these intricate and detailed 

relations, spanning state-criminal-parastatal networks and clusters, in which different actors 

can occupy one or more órolesô simultaneously and normatively possess multiple and even 

contradictory identities. This raises important questions the process of factions evolving and 

forming, what the incentives and motivations for it are, and to what extent this is contingent on 

temporality and spatiality. 

One potential way through this impasse is to recognise the importance of ideas and the ability 

of different groups to forge coalitions with like-minded actor groups where similar incentives 

are available. Although this contradicts dominant thinking, that ñstates and shadow networks 

exist simultaneously, each phenomenologically different, each representing distinct forms of 

authority and politico economic organizationò (Nordstrom, 2000, 36), it is through this critique 

that a political economy analysis of violence and power becomes essential. 

Drawing inspiration from critical theorists of the state, it is possible to shift our analytical 

starting point when we understand that power is not just exerted, but it is also relational and 

comprised of legitimacy (Bhaskar, 2014; Jessop, 1990; Jessop, 2007; Brenner et al., 2008). 

This underscores the importance of a more historically situated analysis to recognise how these 

different groups emerged, many of them through the need to self-defend, protect, or simply 

survive in the face of structural violence. Having the appropriate analytical toolkits in place to 

recognise the complex nature of these local political orders can help us to make better sense of 

politics nationally, across Latin America and the Caribbean, and more broadly to make sense 

of conflict at a global level. 
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Spatiality and everyday urban violence  

Recent literature has highlighted the social embeddedness and inseparability of urban violence 

from social tensions and everyday life in cities (Moser and McIlwaine, 2014) with idea that 

social life (and urban life in particular because of the complexity of life in the city) is inherently 

conflictual with natural social tensions. The ótipping pointô concept (2012), for example, builds 

upon structural views of violence in which uneven development outcomes are interwoven with 

asymmetrical power relations between states, specific groups in societies and marginalised 

populations (Moncada, 2013b). For example, it has been argued that localised gang violence 

in urban Central America is part of a much broader social and economic phenomenon in society 

and is the result of violent exclusions, marginalisation, rapid social change and a lack of 

employment or (Jütersonke, Muggah and Rodgers, 2009). 

This marks a broader acknowledgement of the ósymbiotic relationship between urban conflict 

and violenceô (Moser and McIlwaine, 2014) and a shift towards the óeverydayô common and 

persistent óprosaic forms of everyday violenceô (Fox and Goodfellow, 2016, 216) in cities. This 

signals a shift away from big, extraordinary, and larger-scale collective and civil war 

explanations of violence. As a result, there is more of an acceptance of the inherently 

conflictual nature of urban social life, and less priority is given to strategies that aim to ófixô 

urban violence, as the óissuesô are understood to be much more everyday, structural, and 

embedded. This has instead provoked a turn in policy making spaces towards reconceptualising 

urban social tensions and managing conflict, rather than trying to eliminate it. 

Earlier insights about how criminal groups are able to craft sovereignty and claim legitimacy 

by creating localised order (Arias, 2006; Rodgers, 2006; Hansen and Stepputat, 2006) become 

important again when we recognise how spatiality can impact the form that violence takes. 

Rodgers has noted how various forms of violence are rarely ónewô, but are usually reinventions, 

continuations or relocations of previous manifestations of violence (2009), just that they 

manifest in different spaces in different ways. For instance, political and revolutionary 

contestations over political power can concede to more endemic violence in the city, which can 

be a result of different contexts and environments. In urban environments, for example, where 

there have been high levels of urban migration, there can be spatial effects on the types of 

violence that surface. In Uganda, where peasant rebellions used to be commonplace, the most 

frequent form of violence is now political violence in cities in the form of urban riots (Van 

Acker, 2018). This can also translate into a view of gender-based violence in the home that can 
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be influenced by more visible forms of violence in society, such as machismo (Moser and 

Rodgers, 2012). 

The concept of óviolence chainsô (Moser and Rodgers, 2012) can illuminate how violence 

connects different geographical sites and have complex spill-over and contagion effects. 

Through this concept, acts of violence can bleed into, feed and substitute one another over 

space and time. This resonates with the broader óconflict complexesô identified by Elfversson 

and Höglund, of which urban violence is seen as a component; for example, as a conflict 

complex that stretches and has both urban and rural dynamics (2019). 

Understanding that there is a spatial aspect to violence also raises important questions for how 

violence is managed and distributed within cities. In Mexico City, for example, four 

neighbourhoods account for more than one-quarter of all crimes, and in Caracas, only three 

municipalities account for over 50% of the homicides in the city31. Similarly, in Johannesburg, 

certain neighbourhoods are much more prone to violent crime than others (Palmary, Rauch and 

Simpson, 2014). Although there have been observations about spatial patterns of urban 

violence linked to distances from central areas, specific sites, or topographies of cities and the 

manifestations of divisions that run through it (Björkdahl and Buckley-Zistel, 2016), 

correlations from these data have proved inadequate to draw substantial conclusions from 

(Vilalta and Muggah, 2014). 

Unsurprisingly, manifestations and experiences of violence can be very different between 

different neighbourhoods. In Santiago, for example, Rodríguez et al. (2014) identified common 

city-wide tipping points for violence (i.e. the 1973 and 1990 coup dô®tats). However, the 

localized experiences of violence that bled out from these tipping points across different 

neighbourhoods were significantly different according to income group. Whereas exclusion 

and the inability to access employment and welfare were the main sources of violence in low-

income neighbourhoods, theft and burglary were the primary forms of violence in the elite 

neighbourhood.  

These different forms and manifestations of violence are also deeply linked to the different 

varieties and shapes of power and governance (Hoelscher, 2015). More complex 

conceptualisations of space/politics reveal how simplified ideas of territory and the state are 

insufficient for understanding how organised crime functions. Violence is embedded in, and 

 
31 UNODC (2019), Global study on homicide: Homicide trends, patterns and criminal justice response, UNODC, p.28. 

Available: https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/Booklet2.pdf  

https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/gsh/Booklet2.pdf
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shaped by, the places in which it is enacted. B¿scher, for example, notes how óthe nature of 

socio-economic or political networks within urban neighbourhoods is often strongly connected 

to conflict dynamics on the national or regional levelô (Büscher, 2018, 194). For example, 

violence can be deployed strategically by different groups of elites to strengthen their 

bargaining positions, as Moncada shows about business elites in Colombia and the effect that 

they have had for shaping public policy (2013a). Specific groups of elites or militias might 

have significant power and autonomy within cities, which gives them further power to 

negotiate and extract rents and to resist efforts of the central state to centralise power (LeBas, 

2013). Outside of Latin America, in Lagos, LeBas shows how relations between the Nigerian 

state and local militias saw a trade-off that led to greater political autonomy for the militias in 

return for economic benefits for the central state.  

These examples demonstrate how more complex conceptualisations of politics of urban 

violence are helping to unpack and make sense of tensions, drawing into sharper focus the 

power relations that underpin conflict. This puts into sharp focus OôDonnellôs aforementioned 

schematic. Rodgers has taken OôDonnellôs schematic to task and has argued that should not be 

slicing space up into a typology of containers ï i.e. óblueô, ógreenô, and óbrownô zones ï but 

rather, by invoking his notion of ósocial sovereigntyô, he has argued that conversation should 

be about óvalidô and óinvalidô citizenship (Rodgers, 2006). Rodgers cites an example of police 

violently patrolling in slums and the state being physically present but not protecting the 

population, suggesting that this would be an awkward fit on OôDonnellôs schematic.  

As highlighted in the previous sub-section, alternative ways of conceptualising the state and 

power are needed if we are to advance the discussion in any meaningful way. As Rodgers 

himself has had admitted, ñAlthough anthropology has proven itself to be very good at 

exploring the institutional óblurrinessô of states, it has not really proposed significant ways of 

thinking about the óblurrinessô of state action, particularly in terms of the political project that 

underlies this actionò (Rodgers, 2006, 326-327).  

Although the advances in understanding relations between the state and ócriminalô orders are 

promising. More needs to be said about how these political connections and relations play out 

spatially at local/urban levels, particularly when they take place in different scales, or when 

micro-level practices are linked to the macro-level processes. This leads to important questions 

about how tensions between different decision makers and elite groups ï those calling the shots 

about how these relationships can and cannot take place ï play out at the óstreet-levelô; and 

importantly how this can be captured in the analytical language that we have. A sharper way 
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of conceptualising and articulating this might, then, be paramount for revealing how particular 

political projects are able to hijack and leverage particular rents and resources within the state 

system as a vehicle to advance a particular set of ideas or a political project in a determined 

space and time. 

Securing urban space: From narratives, to problems and possible solutions 

The previous sections laid out the different bodies of academic literature that have sought to 

theorise criminality, self-defence forms of parastatal groups within urban space. Although there 

are nuanced discussions of these dynamics in the academic lit eratures, it is important to 

recognise how two meta-narratives have been particularly influential in shaping the broad 

discourses and policy debates on the topics.  

The first is that we are living in an unstoppable óurban ageô in which our contemporary period 

is characterised by the dramatic movement of people from rural areas into cities. This has 

clearly been in motion in Latin America for several decades already with 80.87% of the 

regionôs population living in cities, but it is only recently that we have passed an unstoppable 

global ótipping pointô in which a larger proportion of the global population now live in cities 

(Brenner and Schmid, 2014). Over half of the global population lives in urban areas (Patel and 

Burkle, 2012), 600 urban centres create over 60% of global GDP and 1.5 million new people 

join the urban populace every week (PwC, 2014). According to proponents of the urban age 

thesis, we are in a period that will  be, and should be, dominated by what happens in cities.  

These statistics justify an acute degree of óurban thinkingô and they help to reimagine the city 

as the site and scale of most importance, even overtaking the nation-state at times. During the 

last decade, the prioritisation of cities has become institutionalized with research labs and 

centres such as LSE Cities and Chicago Universityôs City Lab are becoming hugely influential 

in shaping and contributing to the debates on urban public policy. The establishment of the 

Global Parliament of Mayors in 2016 and the EUôs Covenant of Mayors in 2008 are also 

testimony to the increasing importance of cities. In his 2017 TED Talk, Robert Muggah 

suggests that we should, óstop thinking in terms of nation-states é [and we should] think of 

the world as made up of cities,ô mirroring an increasing division between urban and rural, in 

terms of culture, politics and identity, especially when juxtaposed with national trajectories.32 

 
32 The role of óurban sanctuariesô in shaping discourses on immigration in the United States of America; or the importance of 

óRemainô voting metropolises in the Brexit debate in the United Kingdom. 
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More Latin American focused research groups have also been established, such as LSE 

Favelas. 

The second is that urban violence is inherent to cities and that all cities are, at some level, 

ófragileô and susceptible to various forms of violence. This ties back into the previously noted 

idea that cities are inherently conflictual as sites of complex social relations. The Igarapé 

Institute, the United Nations University, the World Economic Forum, and 100 Resilient Cities 

launched a óFragile Cities Global Mapô in 2016 of 2,100 cities with over 250,000 people. Urban 

fragility is measured through data such as crime rates, incidents of conflict and war, and 

incidents of natural disasters. Cities are given an index number linked to óextremeô, óhighô and 

ómoderateô risks of urban fragility (De Boer, 2015). However, an ominous footnote in the map 

warns the reader that, óAll cities are fragile. Some cities are more fragile than othersô.33  

This association between cities and violence has become ubiquitous34. Violent representations 

of cities have arguably become, óa form of doxic common sense around which questions 

regarding the contemporary global urban condition are framedô (Brenner and Schmid, 2014). 

On a positive note, these discourses have raised the importance of questions of urban violence 

within urban planning and governance agendas in ways that dominate debates about how to 

best govern and order cities (Davis, 2015). This demonstrates a significant shift from the 

priorities of policymakers during the post-Cold War period, who tended to overlook issues of 

urban violence because of a focus on inter-state and civil war. Parallel to this, peacebuilding 

and humanitarian agencies like International Committee of the Red Cross and Medicines Sans 

Frontieres have begun to develop  óurbanô strategies and work streams where cities are the 

focus (Miklos and Paoliello, 2017). Cities are becoming the focus for securitisation and 

stabilisation agendas, ostensibly to ódeal withô high homicide and criminality in cities.  

However, despite the inevitable empirical reality that populations in cities are increasing and 

that there are greater risk factors for violence in cities than elsewhere (due to the larger 

populations and heterogeneity of cities), there is concern within the academic literature that 

these narrations are having sensationalising effects (Davis, 2006). Particular discursive ideas 

 
33 As the live version of the map in 2020 does not contain this, a visualisation of the map from 2017 has been reproduced 

here: https://vividmaps.com/urban-fragility/amp/  
34 This association is not a new one. The idea that cities are inextricably linked to violence has been common in the social 

sciences since the early twentieth century. Research conducted in Chicago slums during the 1920s by Chicago School 

sociologists determined that the naturalisation of urban life (which included violence) was the result of a human ecological 

model. One of the primary arguments of the literature was that cities, through their complexity, heterogeneity and size, were 

natural sites for violence as they foster (and even encourage) a breakdown of social relations and social cohesion because, 

óthe bonds of kinship, of neighbourliness, and the sentiments arising out of living together for generationsé are likely to be 

absent or, at best, relatively weakô Wirth, L. (1938a) 'Urbanism as a Way of Life', American journal of sociology, pp. 1-24..  

https://vividmaps.com/urban-fragility/amp/
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about urban space (Graham, 2009), such as óferal citiesô (Norton, 2010) or óurban fragilityô 

(Muggah, 2013) might, therefore, be shaping a discursive field through which research 

priorities are being set and policies are being constructed (Muggah and Krause, 2006).  

óTop-downô security interventions in the city 

The key bodies of academic theories and concepts discussed so far have highlighted the 

multiple and complex manifestations of urban violence as they relate to criminal violence and 

local forms of protection. Latin American policymakers have built on these literatures to 

identify strategies and interventions where they could mobilise resources, channel investment 

and advocate particular types of governance in order to deal with urban violence. Many of these 

strategies and interventions had the effect of strengthening, either directly or inadvertently, the 

power of local armed groups and formations. These strategies have helped to embolden armed 

groups and create the conditions for them to expand further in cities. 

The first type of interventions is well-known because of their repressive and violent outcomes. 

The óiron fistô (mão duro or mano dura) policies have been widely rolled out across Latin 

America. Brutal and repressive military operations have sought to ósecuritiseô urban spaces to 

eliminate criminality and drug trafficking violence (Felbab-Brown, 2011). These interventions 

that emerged around the turn of the millennium built on the legacy of authoritarianism and 

were based on the assumption that it was possible to eradicate violence in cities through 

repression. These policies broadly promoted a zero-tolerance approach to urban violence and 

criminality, and they led to the deployment of military and police patrols across cities. Public 

spaces were more tightly controlled. Draconian laws, such as the Mano Dura, Anti-Maras Act 

(2002) in El Salvador and Cero Tolerancia (2003) in Honduras, affected civil and political 

rights.  

However, although military and police officers were the primary actors implementing these 

policies, there is evidence of death squads and extermination groups participating in these 

policies through formal police structures, for example, in the National Civil Police in El 

Salvador (Wolf, 2017, 44).35 Although repression may have reduced violence in the short term 

(because the perpetrators of crime were disincentivised to carry out any violent acts), in the 

medium and long term these policies increased stigmatisation and exacerbated violence rather 

than reduced it (Jütersonke, Muggah and Rodgers, 2009). Furthermore, such heavy-handed 

 
35 See also: Huggins, M. K. (2000) 'Urban violence and police privatization in Brazil: Blended invisibility', Social Justice, 

27(2 (80), pp. 113-134, Huggins, M. (1991) Vigilantism and the state in Latin America. null. 
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approaches have also helped to transform non-violent and community-based security practices 

into violent ones. These effects are also replicated outside of Latin America in Narova, Turkey, 

for example, where draconian anti-terror laws that attempted to suppress ethnically and 

politically driven, community-based vigilantism actually forced the vigilantes to take up arms 

and resort to violence themselves (Yonucu, 2018). 

The second type of interventions are police repression policies combined with strategies of 

óintegrationô or ónormalisationô (e.g. Cano and Ribeiro, 2016) whereby non-state spaces were 

moulded into óstate spacesô. This usually entailed militarise strategies combined with socio-

economic programmes, engagement with civil society, and public consultations in 

policymaking. In Costa Rica, for example, a national commission for implementing control 

over small arms and greater NGO and civil society involvement monitoring/surveillance 

programmes, risk education and monitoring of television advertisements and advocacy 

materials were established (Jütersonke, Muggah and Rodgers, 2009). One sub-set of policies 

that falls within the group are ópacificationô or ócommunity policingô strategies, as they are 

known, which attempt to re-establish confidence within communities and build up the 

legitimacy of the state. However, these interventions can vary from context to context and be 

more and less inclusive of the community. The more progressive strategies attempt to work 

along the grain of citizens and community groups by involving the views of resident groups in 

decision-making processes (Muggah, 2012). However, other strategies rely to a greater extent 

on police force and coercion to óoccupyô the community.  

There have been doubts about the effectiveness of these strategies (Jütersonke, Muggah and 

Rodgers, 2009). In Rio de Janeiro, following the installation of the UPP in several favelas, 

there was a sharp decline in homicidal violence (Muggah and Mulli, 2012). However, the long-

term effects for social tensions and conflict have not yet been fully understood. Although these 

policies do not have a direct relationship with paramilitaries, there are more indirect ones that 

serve to legitimise parastatal groups from the óbottom-upô. For example, the state-produced 

narratives of ópacificationô and óoccupationô can be utilised by paramilitaries to justify their 

own existence, their clientelism and rent-extracting practices. 

The third set of interventions are strategies that have attempted to improve social cohesion 

within and among communities to establish social bonds and ties that many believe help to 

ógelô social fabric. These strategies are based on the assumption that criminality arises because 

of anomie, theorised famously by Durkheim. It is thought that greater social cohesion can help 

to empower and organise local communities politically so they can make more demands of the 
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state for themselves (Muggah, 2012) and therefore accumulate more social capital for 

themselves. However, some have warned about the óperverseô face of localised social capital 

(Moser, 2004) because local armed actors, such as paramilitaries, can subvert this capital to 

exert local power, authority and institutionalise a set of local norms and behaviours that 

contradict the state. Drug traffickers have been relatively successful in doing this in the favelas 

of Rio de Janeiro in a way that has demonised the state in the minds of local residents 

(Dowdney, 2003; Leeds, 1996). 

óBottom-upô and óself-helpô securitisation in the peripheries 

In spaces where the state is contested, óabsentô, óweakô, or ófragileô, unable or unwilling to act, 

such as in the urban peripheries, locally organised paramilitary organisations such as self-

defence groups, informal vigilantes, private security groups, civilian militias and extermination 

groups have emerged as ósurrogatesô of the state (Bejarano and Pizarro, 2004) They can 

function as óproxiesô acting on behalf of central states (Kalyvas and Arjona, 2005).  

Strategies and policies of states can be shaped considerably by óbottom-upô formations (Arias, 

2017). In Mexico, for example, rural self-defence groups responding to drug trafficking 

organisations ended up clashing with state military forces. This resulted in high numbers of 

civilian deaths. As a result of this violence, the government was forced to formalise the 

vigilantes and incorporate them into the state structures (Felbab-Brown, 2016). This can be a 

risky strategy for states. Although paramilitaries can provide short term, temporary fixes to the 

problems of disorder, in the long term, they can also create new sets of problems of social 

impasses and contradictions (Guitierrez Sanín, 2019). As highlighted earlier, motivations can 

change and be influenced by different factors. However, once they are integrated into the state 

system, they have institutional influence (Hidalgo and Lessing, 2014). In Mexico, for example, 

the motivations of some vigilantes were questioned after some individuals were accused of 

economic links to drug trafficking organisations (Archibold and Villegas, 2014). 

Some policymakers have argued that paramilitaries can be an existential threat to the state and 

that they pose a risk to the ósoftening of sovereignty and durable disorderô (Kan, Kan and Pusca, 

2019). Even if stability and an acceptable level of social order can be achieved by absorbing 

paramilitaries into the state system, there seems to be a narrow, if not impossible, path back to 

state hegemony. In scenarios where there have been formal links between the state and 

paramilitaries, processes of disarmament and the attempt to reclaim power for the state have 

risked generating a new environment of conflict and setting off different types of violence. In 
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a ósuccessfulô example of disarmament, for example, that lead to the withdrawal of 

paramilitaries in Colombia, repercussions actually led to the emergence of new forms of 

violence through the consolidation of power of extra-legal combatants in criminal networks 

(Rozema, 2008b). The effect seems to be, therefore, the perpetuation and continual reinvention 

of a fragmented state, rather than its repair.  

Alternative policy narratives frame paramilitaries as the lesser of two evils (Jones, De Oliveira 

and Verhoeven, 2012). Some go even further and argue that the ideal-type Weberian state 

monopoly is an abstract ideal and that we should abandon our ambitions of a hegemonic state 

(Ahram, 2011a). They argue that central states must try and co-opt, rather than eliminate 

paramilitary groups. Recent empirical literature on the role of paramilitaries in Colombian state 

formation, for example, demonstrates how paramilitary state-building has contributed to the 

overall state-building process (Ballvé, 2019b). The United Kingdom Governmentôs 

Stabilisation Unit attempts to build these ideas into a policy agenda known as the stabilisation 

and securitisation agenda. It advises policymakers that there are a variety of actors and social 

groups who can contribute to the stabilisation of a society; some of them are pro-state but some 

are more hostile to it (2018). Consolidation of state power and the stateôs monopoly over the 

use of force is horse traded-in in return for stability and secure conditions.  

Stabilisation strategies are not always as effective as the discourses suggest (MOD, 2009; Unit, 

2018) and communities can experience greater violence because of stabilisation efforts. For 

example, studies of pro-government militias in contexts of civil war show how these 

partnerships can actually increase the risk of citizen repression and led to the practice of more 

varied types of violence (Mitchell, Carey and Butler, 2014). In the case of the UPP in Rio de 

Janeiro, these strategies led to armed patrols and heavy enforcements of weapons that seemed 

like ósecurityô, rather than community policing initiatives that were trying to maintain a delicate 

balance between the competing sets of interests (Cano, Borges and Ribeiro, 2012) and dealing 

with societal issues and tensions  

This raises, therefore, a considerable number of questions about who these stabilisations and 

securitisations benefit (Costa Vargas, 2013). This is partially because there is not sufficient 

empirical data to make informed conclusions about the long-term effects of these strategies. 

But it is also because of what follows when these particular interventions are implemented. 

The mask begins to slip when we see how these same strategies in urban poor communities are 
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often swiftly followed by expansions of economic and liberal developmental institutions36. In 

the short term, stabilisation strategies can be popular with local communities as they can reduce 

levels of direct and physical violence. As Gaffney (2016) has shown in his study of pre-

Olympic Rio de Janeiro, pacification of the favelas in the cityôs affluent South Zone led to a 

boom of formal housing markets and real estate speculation where gentrification saw local 

residents priced out of their homes and displaced. Longer-term effects, such as rising prices on 

services and utilities, are often difficult to pin down. Similar outcomes were also seen in 

Colombia following the Alliance for Progress (1961-73), the Plan Colombia, and President 

Alvaro Uribeôs ódemocratic securityô policy (2000-20007). These were stabilisation strategies 

that privileged the security of the state and its allies at the expense of the effective protection 

of the civilian population (Elhawary, 2010). Exclusion of citizens from urban space and 

adequate human security raises questions about the intended outcomes of securitisation 

strategies and the validity of claims made about ósecurityô for residents. 

These observations chime with a growing literature tracking the rise and expansion of the 

ópenal stateô. Müller, for example, argues that neoliberal urbanisation and associated forms of 

governance should be understood as a process of ópenal state formationô that manifests itself 

in the form óurban revanchismô (2013). This expansion of a neoliberal state involves the use of 

coercive and repressive technologies to control ófactions of the working class that threaten the 

ñneoliberal projectòô (Ibid.). However (linking back to the earlier discussion), this is in some 

ways paradoxical given that neoliberalism has sped up the informalisation of the economy, 

which has, by itself, led to further marginalisation; the very dynamic that it sought to summon 

under control. 

This becomes even clearer when critically assessing analytical frameworks such as the óurban 

fragility indexô, which attempt to monitor trends and compare across cases. However, aside 

from their problematic methodological and conceptual frameworks, definitions and coding, 

they reproduce a fear of extraordinary violence in the city. And they perpetuate a ótalk of crimeô 

(Caldeira, 2000) and a subsequent ótalk of securityô (Marcuse, 1997) that justifies state-building 

strategies. These are the same narratives that argue that it is necessary to secure and stabilise 

space before any processes of development, such as poverty reduction or economic investment, 

 
36 There is also recognition that violence in cities negatively impacts economic development and citizen security Freier, A. 

(2017) 'Corporate security governance and the ñintrinsic logicò of Rio de Janeiro and S«o Paulo', Colección, (26), pp. 137-

161.. In Guatemala City, for example, it was estimated that the direct costs of violence were $2.4 billion in 2005, which 

equates to 7.3% of GDP. See: Marc, A. and Willman, A. M. (2010) Violence in the City: Understanding and supporting 

community responses to urban violence. World Bank. p.2. 
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can take place (Baranyi, Beaudet and Locher, 2011). This serves the purpose of making urban 

space and the individuals within it legible to the state and the private sector (Scott, 1998). The 

ultimate goal of urban securitisation and stabilisation policy, therefore, seems to be to create 

secure conditions for the state and market relations to function. As global surplus capital seeks 

out new opportunities through new frontiers (Rolnik, 2019), it seeks out new ways to generate 

rents and investment opportunities through the built space.  

The emerging body of work on the political economy of violence in cities helps to make visible 

the regimes of power that underpin the violent socio-economic exclusions of cities (Rodgers, 

2010). Pearce, for example, argues, ó[o]ur concern here is not with how the ñdisadvantagedò 

are drawn into violence, but rather whether the ñadvantagedò might be generating the 

conditions for itô (2018). As Jütersonke et al. have argued one of the central concerns is that 

the strategies to address urban conflict must be supported by the political and economic 

conditions through which they have to function (2009). 

This is perhaps most emphatically demonstrated by the ósuccessfulô case of Medell²n in the 

1990s when there was an incredible reduction in homicidal violence (Moncada, 2016). Because 

the relations between state and society were reorganised and the interests of urban middle-

classes were influential in the political coalitions that governed the city, breaking the elite-

dominated model that had dominated for years.37 This particular political configuration was 

forged at critical junctures, which culminated in the creation of institutions and generative 

engagement, with media and corporate backers (Beall, Goodfellow and Rodgers, 2013). More 

participation in the political sphere, as well as the galvanisation on civic engagement channels 

was largely believed to be behind this ómetropolitan miracleô (Gutiérrez et al., 2013). 

Conclusions 

The objective of this chapter has been to situate my study within the broader bodies of literature 

on urban violence and parastatal armed groups. The review of the literature has highlighted 

several lines of inquiry I intend to develop further in the conceptual framework that follows in 

chapter two. 

Firstly, the review has highlighted the role of parastatal armed groups as managers and co-

producers of urban violence as a way of creating localised forms of order. They therefore pose 

a unique challenge to the Weberian readings the state and state monopolisation, which risk 

 
37 This is not to say that urban poor and working classes were included in the debates. It is important not to overplay this and 

further attention required to increase the accessibility of participation. 
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obscuring the complex nature of political order in the Latin American region. It is necessary, 

therefore, to conduct for a deeper structural analysis of the underlying configurations of power 

and to situate an analysis of these groups within the broader political economic shifts and 

patterns taking place. 

Secondly, there are multiple overlapping and contradictory motivations underpinning why 

parastatal armed actors engage in the violent practices they do and simple rational choice 

motivations alone cannot explain why violent activity takes place. There are a variety of ideas, 

norms and beliefs that affect behaviours, and these must be taken into account in any analysis. 

This leads into the third point, that the ócriminal-rationalô analytical frame that has been applied 

widely across the Latin American literature is problematic when we try and apply it to 

parastatal armed groups. A critical assessment of these groups and their motivations reveals 

their unique positionality between state and society, on the edge of the state system, and their 

capacity to straddle different lifeworlds. This review has dialogued with the emerging 

consensus about how conventional notions of the state are proving themselves insufficient for 

conceptualising hybrid forms of governance. 

Fourthly, there are different spatial and territorial dynamics than we previously assumed about 

violence and conflict that are larger and smaller than the nation-state, that cut through countries 

and borders, and which forge networks and connections. It is, therefore, necessary to set up a 

more explicitly spatial analysis and consider the urban dimension of violence. This sharpened 

analytical frame will reveal the spatial dynamics of power as they play out in different spaces 

within cities; and the contingencies that have a unique effect on the shape, form and function 

of violence. 

Taken together, these observations reveal the need for a much more nuanced reading of how 

power circulates throughout urban political systems. A relational approach, which cuts through 

conventional analytical binaries of state and non-state, and which helps us to think more in 

terms of the political relations that underpin these dynamics. 

The next chapter sets out an approach for thinking about how paramilitaries fit into these 

processes of urban politics, and specifically, the political relations through which local forms 

of order emerge in and through different dynamics. 
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Two: Political Settlements, Brokerage and Social Transformation in 

the Urban Frontier 

óWho is the saviour? Who will protect me from that terror? Police, state, 

militiaé Legal or illegal, I want you to protect me, I'm only going to complain 

if itôs the same guy who protects me comes and does something with me or one 

of my people, but if in my head he's protecting me from this terror, anything 

goesô (Interview with Civil Policeman, March 2017). 

Introduction  

Building on the insights and the critiques of the literature discussed in the previous chapter, 

this chapter sets out the core concepts that will  be applied throughout the rest of the thesis. The 

objective of this chapter is to set out an analytical framework that will  be used to explain the 

emergence and persistence of paramilitaries, and their relationship with local forms of 

(dis)order. Specifically, it develops a political economy approach with a particular focus on 

political settlements to conceptualise the inherently political nature of the relations between 

different interest groups competing for power within the urban environment (Khan, 2010; 

Khan, 2017; Khan, 2018). However, it then attempts to extend this approach through a focus 

on space and scale (Massey, 2007; Allen, Massey and Pryke, 2005; Harvey, 1973), urban 

frontiers (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018), as well as agency, and brokerage (Meehan and Plonski, 

2017). In doing so, critical questions about óthe stateô and power emerge, the management and 

distribution of resources, the creation and enforcement of laws, and the competition between 

different sets of ideas and factions within and around the state system. 

The chapter proceeds in four sections. In the first section, I engage with the political settlements 

literature as a way of highlighting how violence and (dis)order in cities can be linked to the 

underlying balance of power, in terms of how rents are managed and distributed by elites. This 

section highlights the fragile nature of the state-criminal analytical binary. In the second 

section, I critique and extend the political settlements analysis, by foregrounding questions of 

space, scale and agency in the framework. In the following section, I set out a spatialised view 

of political settlements by embedding discussions of relational space. In the fourth section, I 

understand processes of restructuration and change in the urban margins through a heuristic of 

the urban frontier to understand the churn generated by processes of state-making and market 

expansion. In the penultimate section, before drawing some conclusions, I set out the ways that 

agency and brokerage in the urban frontier can lead to coercive and community forms of 

brokerage. 
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Political settlements and the management of violence 

This first section sets out the concept of political settlements as a way to conceptualise how 

power is distributed and violence is managed. Instead of limiting the analysis to formal 

institutional arrangements, this approach draws together a view of formal and informal 

institutions that can help to determine how resources (such as control over state resources, 

positions of power within the state, and access to rights, titles, and deeds) can be negotiated 

and distributed between different social groups (Cheng, Goodhand and Meehan, 2018). The 

ways that these institutions are configured can be revealing for understanding how (dis)order 

is created and maintained. 

The concept of political settlements has been widely adopted by development thinkers in recent 

years because of how it draws together issues of violence and conflict, institutions, and 

development (Tadros and Allouche, 2017; Schultze Kraft, 2017; Kelsall and Seiha, 2014; 

Walton et al., 2018; Cheng, Goodhand and Meehan, 2018; Lewis and Sagnayeva, 2019; 

Goodhand, 2017). I build on this body of literature in order to understand how different political 

coalitions and equilibriums of power can be distributed in the city.  

Different interpretations of political settlements have emerged and points of contention have 

surfaced in recent years about how it should be used because of the different ways the concept 

has been applied by practitioners and academics (Khan, 2018; Kelsall, 2018). One 

interpretation that has been adopted by practitioners, development agencies and some 

development studies scholars is that of a description of inter-elite bargaining processes and the 

institutions that lead from these negotiations as fundamental to the distribution of power 

throughout society (Kelsall, 2018; Di John and Putzel, 2009, 15). Policies that follow on from 

this interpretation tend to prompt ómore inclusive bargaining processesô (such as the inclusion 

of gender and minority social groups in peace-building talks) imagined to take place in an 

explicit ónegotiationô among different actors at a negotiating table.  

However, my approach tends to follow the conceptualisation of political settlements as it is set 

out by Mustaq Khan38 who asserts that political settlements are a description of a balance 

 
38 Mustaq Khan is largely thought to have developed the political settlements concept during the 1990s in an evolution from 

new institutional economics and neoclassical political economy approaches. He developed it as a way of understanding the 

formation, assertion, and guidance of social, economic, and political institutions that shape, and are shaped by the dynamic 

bargaining processes between social organisations. See: Khan, M. (1995) 'State failure in weak states: a critique of new 

institutionalist explanations',  The new institutional economics and Third World development: Routledge, pp. 85-100, 

Ingram, S. (2014) 'Political settlements: the history of an idea in policy and theory'.; Khan, M. H. (2010) 'Political 

settlements and the governance of growth-enhancing institutions', London: School of Oriental and African Studies. July. 

http://eprints. soas. ac. uk/9968..  
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between the ways that institutions are organised and how power is distributed across different 

organisations in society (Khan, 2010, 20; Khan, 2018). The way that organisational power is 

distributed therefore defines the political settlement (Khan, 2017). 

In this view, a political settlement is not the result of a consciously engineered agreement, but 

it is the outcome of interactive order and ongoing bargaining processes between elites and 

social organisations. The political settlement, then, emerges over time to reflect the dominant 

balance of power in society and it is determined by implicit and unspoken political and social 

dynamics as expression of how equally (or not) power is distributed across society (Khan, 

2017).  

Khan argues that the generation of a political settlement is down to óa disparate group of 

organisations [that come] together in a coalition to create institutionsô (2018). Importantly, 

power relations are network-based and power is derived relationally. The power of any one 

organisation is therefore not limited to the internal economic, political or military 

characteristics of that specific group (Khan, 2018), but it is relational and reliant on composites 

and coalitions.  

It is from here that I understand the power of social organisations in the spirit of Timothy 

Mitchell who claims that the state óshould be examined not as an actual structure, but as the 

powerful, metaphysical effect of practices that make such structures appear to existô (Mitchell, 

1991, 94). This can be applied to coalition formations more broadly as a bricolage of socially 

embedded relational institutions where forms and practices are always emergent, contestable, 

and contingent (Jessop, 1990). The emergence and disappearance of coalition formations can 

be explained, therefore, by thinking of them as potentially unstable and as outcomes of ongoing 

socio-political struggles between opposing social forces. 

There are many ófieldsô in which social organisations can relate to one another, where different 

coalitions come together, and where power emerges. óThe stateô is just one of those fields 

(Jessop, 1982). However, the political settlements framework offers a flexible reading of 

coalitions and the consolidation of power among social organisations as it allows us to move 

beyond elusive boundaries of state/society and to interpret the fuzziness of the boundaries that 

help us think beyond the analytical binary divisions of public/private, legal/illegal, and 

licit/illicit . Political settlements also help us to move beyond a single universal theory of power 

and to realise that power is never singular (Sayer, 1999, 10). It is multifaceted, always ócomplex 

and unresolvedô (Springer and Le Billon, 2016) constantly being reset, reshaped, and contested 
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by competing organisations (Lustick, 1993; Migdal and Schlichte, 2005) because of its 

endogeneity to social relations. 

More often than not, these coalition formations are not dominated by a single order.39 Instead, 

they are continually mediated and negotiated through compromise, violent contestation, and 

hybridity (Boege, Brown and Clements, 2009; Hagmann and Péclard, 2010; Raeymaekers, 

Menkhaus and Vlassenroot, 2008). In these circumstances, elites or organisations with the 

greatest holding power can succeed over other organisations because they possess most 

coercive potential and are able to outlast their competitors in contests (Khan, 2017). In contexts 

where economic and political liberalisation erodes state institutions, for instance, informal and 

hybrid structures of authority, power and governance can emerge alongside, between, and 

adjacent to state structures. In Russia, for example, Volkov (2002) shows how the fall of the 

Soviet Union led to a period in which no central authority was able to dominate the use of 

force. During this period, a diverse collection of violence specialists, including former athletes 

and military officers, deployed violence to enrich themselves, but in so doing, over time, they 

established a new political settlement that ushered in the protection and enforcement 

mechanisms necessary for the consolidation of market relations. Parallels can also be draw 

with the processes that unfolded in early-modern European state formation when pirates and 

bandits relied on violence to maintain order in dispersed territories (Tilly  et al., 1985, 173; 

Mann, 1986).40 

Notwithstanding the differences between urban development in Latin America, post-Soviet 

transition in 1990s Russia, and early-modern European state-building, a point of continuity 

across all three cases is the foundational role of violence in bringing about new forms of 

political and economic order, linked to the expansions of states and markets. Political 

settlements analysis provides an entry point for explaining how and why elite coalitions emerge 

to manage violence and distribute rents and formal institutions emerge over time which are 

 
39 I define order as the formal and informal arrangement of governance that organise associational, political, and economic 

life. The origins of this definition can be found in a long tradition of classical state formation scholarship that suggests 

violence is an incipient part of the social being, and that can be kept in check through processes of control and order (see: 

Elias, N. 1939. The civilizing process: Sociogenetic and psychogenetic investigations, trans. E. Jephcott. Blackwell.[arVN], 

Hobbes, T. (1996) 'Leviathan (1651), ed. R. Tuck', Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 108, pp. 16, Weber, M. (2009) 

From Max Weber: essays in sociology. Routledge.). More recent understandings of order understand it as the control over 

violence and ability to facilitate social stability (see: North, D. C., Wallis, J. J. and Weingast, B. R. (2009) 'Violence and 

social order', A conceptual framework for interpreting recorded human history. New York.).  
40 This view of violence deviates from the classical state formation literature inspired by Hobbesian notions of power and 

domination (see: Easterly, W. (1999) Can institutions resolve ethnic conflict?: The World Bank, Knight, J. (1992) 

Institutions and social conflict. Cambridge University Press.), that presupposes violence reduction was achieved during the 

English capitalist transition through the consolidation of power over a patchwork of feudal territories under one centralised 

authority (see: Pinker, S. (2011) The better angels of our nature: Why violence has declined.). 
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broadly aligned with the underlying distribution of power. It also explains that violence can be 

managed in many contexts and that it is not reliant on state monopolies of violence, but that it 

is often through informal and implicit agreements between elites in which the means of 

violence is fragmented. 

New structures of authority, cultures, and norms develop as a result of these coalitions and the 

trajectory of the state is reshaped. State formation, or the reshaping of the state system, can, 

therefore, take the shape of óshadow economiesô (Nordstrom, 2004) that straddle state/non-

state binaries but that can constitute the resource base to support the political settlement 

(Schultze Kraft, 2017). The Russian state, for example, ended up absorbing some of the 

institutional innovations of the violence entrepreneurs into its order (Volkov, 2002), forever 

reshaping the Russian state.  

Broadly, it is assumed that when a political settlement forms, it leads to a reduction in violence 

that can positively affect citizens (Parks and Cole, 2010). This might be, perhaps, linked to the 

idea that a ósettlementô, involves a once and for all deal. However, it is important to note that 

political settlements are not necessarily concerned with the elimination of violence; but rather 

they help to understand how violence is managed.  

Stable political settlements tend to produce a political equilibrium which prevents major armed 

conflict; otherwise it would endanger the accumulation and distribution of rents enabled as a 

result of the dominant political coalition. However, even when there is a ósettlementô, this does 

not mean other forms of violence are absent. Some forms of violence might even be intrinsic 

to the functioning of the political settlement. As noted by recent research, violence can be a 

continuing feature of, and deeply entangled in dominant political settlements (Cheng, 

Goodhand and Meehan, 2018; Tadros and Allouche, 2017; Schultze Kraft, 2017). Some of the 

conceptualisations of violence related to political settlements as noted in this literature (i.e. 

instrumental, ensuing, competitive, permissive) have already captured how it can be directly 

linked to the ósuccessô of the political settlement, or when there has been a failure to agree on 

a political coalition and a settlement fails; i.e. violence emerges because there is a misalignment 

between the formal institutions and the underlying configurations of power. They have also 

highlighted the ways in which critical junctures, moments of rupture, and the emergence of a 

new political settlement can create violence (Bell and Pospisil, 2017). 

The Ģiģekian distinction between ósubjectiveô and óobjectiveô violence (2008) provides a 

particularly useful lens for unpacking the different types of violence that are both addressed 
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by, but also embedded within political settlements. Importantly, this lens distinguishes between 

violence that is clearly inflicted by an identifiable agent of action (ósubjectiveô violence), and 

the violence that has no perpetrator and that often sits in the background (óobjectiveô violence). 

This distinction helps to draw some connections between óbigô, visible, physical violence, such 

as murder and aggression, with more wide-ranging, drawn out, and secluded forms of violence. 

One of the primary advantages of integrating these conceptualisations of violence is an 

acknowledgment that violence can be embedded within the political settlements in diverse 

forms. There is an interplay between subjective and objective violence through the 

representation and perception of certain forms of violence in the social consciousness. Ģiģekôs 

discussion of the ótoleranceô of political inequities or economic exploitation, for instance, 

demonstrates how structural and cultural violence can be intrinsic to the political settlement. 

A spatial critique of political settlements  

Political settlement analysis tends to suffer from methodological nationalism (Meehan and 

Goodhand, 2018; Hickey, 2013), with its state centrism and its focus on national level elites 

and bargaining processes within the bounded territory of the nation state (c.f. Khan, 2017, 690). 

As such it renders invisible a number of important processes and insights.  

First, by taking the nation-state as the analytical frame of reference, important transnational 

circulations of power are omitted from the analysis (Massey, 1991; Massey, 2007; Allen and 

Cochrane, 2007; Allen et al., 2012; Graham, 1999). Scholars of political settlements highlight 

the need to capture the role of global flows and networks in shaping national political 

settlements (Hickey, 2013). Evidently political settlements are not defined by or limited to 

national boundaries, and are instead composites of power dynamics operating at the 

international, national and local levels (Meehan and Goodhand, 2018). Trade in global supply 

chains via the port of Buenaventura in Colombia, for example, has been shown to reproduce 

violence within the city at a local level (Jenss, 2020). 

Second, the framework underplays the salience of local geographies and histories within 

political settlements because it tends to overplay the national dimension. Multiple geographies 

and histories in cities can shape bargaining processes and influence power dynamics at national 

and international scales in diverse ways (Brenner and Schmid, 2017; Allen, Massey and Pryke, 

2005; Massey, 2007). Increasingly scholars have recognised this and sought to understand how 

coalitions are formed and interact across the óprimaryô and ósecondaryô levels (Parks and Cole, 

2010), óthe urbanô (Gupte, 2016; Goodfellow, 2017b), borderlands (Meehan and Goodhand, 
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2018), and the ómeso-levelô (Yanguas, 2017)41. However, this work is embryonic and there is 

scope for further empirical and theoretical work to unpack how these different geographies and 

histories are entwined within political settlements.  

Third, because the political settlements concept subscribes to a deterministic and teleological 

understanding of temporality, it does not offer a full  explanation of how and why change 

happens within a political settlement. Whilst there is acknowledgement of the historical and 

progressive nature of political settlements, moving on from one settlement to the next through 

ñgrowth-enhancing changesò (Khan, 2010), there is no explanation for how or why these 

transitions take place beyond linear notions of path dependency and historical materiality 

(Bebbington et al., 2018). 

Fourth, because the political settlementsô framework prioritises a structural view of social 

relations it underplays the role of agency in shaping institutions and affecting developmental 

outcomes.42 A more nuanced understanding of human agency as a process of learning, 

memories of prior actions, and formative discourses affecting future actions (Bebbington et al., 

2018; Bourgois, 2003; Bourdieu, 1993; Hickey et al., 2015) and how it affects dynamics of 

social change and transformation within the political settlement is required to integrate further 

the potential of agency for shaping social transformation. 

Fifth, the political settlements framework overplays the competitive, materialist, and rational 

motivations of individuals. A greater sensitivity to the role of ideas, norms, values, beliefs and 

legitimacy for shaping human behaviour would help to reveal how political settlements are not 

only shaped by rational, economic thinking, but are influenced by various motivations. 

Spatialising political settlements: Urban frontiers, opportunity and displacement 

These limitations can be overcome through a closer engagement with literatures that explore 

how political relations and power function in relational space. Critical geography literatures 

(Soja, 1989; Harvey, 1973) can be integrated with political settlements thinking to reveal how 

political settlements are contingent on social relations.43 A view of political settlements in 

 
41 Whilst there is a temptation to read political settlements through a determined scale, such as óthe urbanô, when one 

particular spatial dimension is emphasised, analyses and theorisation can become lopsided, static, or the particular scale can 

come to form the basis for the analytical frame, thereby chancing the possibility of provoking a new óturnô. A rational 

abstraction could also inadvertently perpetuate the fixing and narrowing of space. Choices by the researcher about which 

element to isolate, ócarve upô, or lump together, tend to overlook its actual structure and form. Instead, it is possible to 

examine power relations within cities and understand how they are connected to politics at alternative scales. See: Varshney, 

A. (1993) 'Introduction: urban bias in perspective'.; and, Sayer, A. (1992) Method in social science: A realist approach. 

Psychology Press..  
42 This is connected to much larger debates in the social sciences about the relationship between individual responsibility, 

agency, and social structural constraint. 
43 A primary concern in bringing these frameworks together is in constructing something of a forced marriage across 
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relational space can offer a fuller and deeper comprehension of how social relations are 

managed through spatial structures across different scales and spatial dimensions, and through 

continual, contested processes of making and unmaking of institutional order. By recalibrating 

the ontological foundations of the political settlements framework in this way, it is possible to 

refocus the conceptual lens in order to capture spatial processes and insights that have 

previously been invisible. 

Through this view of relational space, everyday site-specific interactions, institutions, 

behaviours, discourses and movements,44 governed by moral, ideological, structural, 

institutional, and spatial boundaries, are connected to the larger processes of material 

transformation and power relations (Peluso and Watts, 2001) that make up the political 

settlement. This assertion, therefore, demands a fine-grained spatial analysis, but also an 

awareness of the broader political economic dynamics at play (Springer and Le Billon, 2020). 

This provides scope to connect across different scales óslowô forms of objective violence in 

structural and cultural forms, with local level subjective and everyday violence. 

More focused sub-literatures on global cities and urban margins provide scope to situate these 

power relations and the production of space globally and historically within cities and their 

margins (Auyero, Bourgois and Scheper-Hughes, 2015; Perlman, 1979; Wacquant, Wacquant 

and Howe, 2008; Caldeira, 2009; McGregor and Chatiza, 2019; Allen, Massey and Pryke, 

2005; Massey, 2007). These literatures highlight that there are significant opportunities for 

elites in cities due to their centrality as sites of concentration and zones of consumption 

(Brenner, Marcuse and Mayer, 2012; Lefebvre, 1996; Brenner and Elden, 2009). However, the 

edges of cities can pose threats to established elites, as processes of capital accumulation 

become tired, overused and unproductive can be dispossessed and new ones take over (Harvey, 

2007). 

 
ontological boundaries that does not reflect reality. Furthermore, there is a challenge in bringing these elements together in 

an equitable framework that contributes as much to the study of space as it does to political economy. Fundamental 

questions stimulated by advances in academic fields towards disciplinarity suggest specialisation and liberalisation 

simultaneously broaden and fragment the field of knowledge (Jessop, B. 'From Localities via the spatial turn to spatial-

temporal fixes: a strategic relational odyssey'. 2004, Moulaert, F. and Jessop, B. (2013) 'Theoretical foundations for the 

analysis of socio-economic development in space', Urban and Regional Development Trajectories in Contemporary 

Capitalism, pp. 18-44.). According to Khan et al. these isolated perspectives of space have ñestranged theory from practice 

and especially reinforced the separation between the physical and social spaceò (Khan, A., Moulaert, F. and Schreurs, J. 

(2013) 'Epistemology of Space: Exploring Relational Perspectives in Planning, Urbanism, and Architecture', International 

Planning Studies, 18(3-4), pp. 287-303.). Instead, a problem-centred transdiciplinary approach must be employed and the 

appropriate frameworks selected to deal with a particular problem (Leavy, P. (2011) Essentials of transdisciplinary 

research: Using problem-centered methodologies. Left Coast Press.). 
44 This builds on De Certeauôs definition of pragmatics as óthe art of doingô (this is linked to ópracticeô: see Lussault and 

Stock, 2010); see: Michel, D. C. (1984) 'The practice of everyday life', Berkeley: U of California P. 
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The edges of cities, or the óurban marginsô, are where there has been least ódevelopmentô and 

where there is greater space to build on and potential for growth in relatively close proximity 

to the urban centre. Whilst the peripheries of Latin American cities might be typically ópoorô 

in terms of their economic wealth relative to the urban centre, the idea that they are ómarginalô 

perpetuates an agency-devoid and poverty-stricken image of them, which is a fundamental 

misreading and stereotyping of these spaces. Instead, the óurban marginsô should be understood 

as sites rich in production, transformation, consumption, and recreation where class formation, 

auto-construction, and citizenship mobilisation lead to contradictory experiences (Rolnik, 

2019). Relegating these spaces to ómarginalô zones is to subordinate these spaces to a ócentreô 

and to overlook their creativity, innovativeness, and ñsigns of emergent articulations that take 

them (and us) beyond the entrapments of óadvanced marginalityôò (Caldeira, 2009, 852). This 

section builds on these critiques of marginality and it embraces a critical reading of the óurban 

marginsô as spaces of heterogeneity where the city is (re-)produced through formal and 

informal means.  

To advance this further, this framework builds on the political geography literature about the 

dynamic concept of ófrontier zonesô (Goodhand, 2005; Ballvé, 2019b; Rasmussen and Lund, 

2018; Peluso and Lund, 2011; Hirsch, 2009). This is necessary to capture the dynamics of 

development within the urban margins, as spaces subjected to violent processes of capitalist 

urban development and state expansion where transformation, innovation, and experimentation 

take place. Specifically, the óurban frontierô motif  can be employed as a heuristic to think 

through the dynamics of these transformative processes, which are geographically and 

historically situated within capitalist urban development. The óurban frontierô describes óthe 

meeting point between savagery and civilizationô (Smith, 2005b, preface), and a long-duree 

process through which existing regimes of control and order are suspended and challenged in 

light of new and emerging ones (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018).  

Much of the existing scholarship on ófrontiersô focuses on these zones at the national level in 

the borderlands of nation states. It is here where emerging authorities and insurgencies can 

coalesce around extractive economies and new resource opportunities (Ballvé, 2017; 

Goodhand, 2014; Bebbington et al., 2018; Eilenberg, 2014). However, where rents might be 

extracted from ground in the form of minerals of tradable goods in the border regions of nation 

states or rural zones, in the urban margins, the tradable assets tend to be urban space, goods 

and products, and services that produce rents and generate interest (Sassen, 2013).  
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The discourse of the urban frontier generally projects an image of a wild frontier where there 

is óvacant or underexploited land, violence, lawlessness and opportunismô (McGregor and 

Chatiza, 2019, 1557). However, the urban frontier is anything but óvacantô (Brenner and 

Schmid, 2017; Merrifield, 2011). Rather, the urban frontier is a óhypercomplex social spaceô 

(Lefebvre, 1991, 88) that is deeply political and has its own socio-spatial orders. To fully 

comprehend the complexity of the frontier, it is helpful to consider the two seemingly 

oppositional but co-productive forces playing out in the urban frontier zone. The first is the 

centrifugal effect of frontier dynamics that serve to de-territorialise and ódissolve existing 

social ordersô (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). Historically speaking, in the peripheral spaces 

surrounding cities, small communities survived through subsistence or agricultural practices. 

These spaces had their own rural and local orders and agency, their own systems of property, 

political jurisdictions, rights, and social contracts (Massey, 2005). The urban frontier, 

therefore, serves to superimpose on these rural orders, nest within them, and interpenetrate 

their meaning with new order. In their place, the second force that emerges is a centripetal re-

territorialisation and óreorder[ing of] space anewô (Rasmussen and Lund, 2018). When global 

capital seeks out new assets, new resources and sites with potential for extraction are identified. 

The pre-existing rural óauthorities, sovereignties, and hegemonies of the recent past [é] [are] 

challenged [with] new enclosures, territorialisationôs and property regimesô (Peluso and Lund, 

2011, 668). These two simultaneous processes are not parallel or sequential, but they are 

cyclical, symbiotic, and deeply dependent on each other. In the urban frontier, they are 

processes through which the ñurban unfolds into the countryside just as the countryside folds 

back into the cityò (Merrifield, 2011, 489).  

The disorderly dynamics in the urban frontier do not, as the discourse might suggest, mean that 

the state that is absent, fragile, or collapsed. Rather, disorder should be seen a sign of everyday 

processes of authority-making and state-building (Ballvé, 2017; McGregor and Chatiza, 2019) 

and the precarious and unpredictable nature of political relations and bargaining processes in 

the frontier zone. The processes are deeply political, and they involve churn, struggle, and 

negotiation.  

Much like a domestic form of Orientalism (Said, 1995), the urban frontier discourse can be 

particularly revealing for how these spaces are actively produced by óthe centreô through 

territorial stigmatisation (Wacquant, 2008). This has the effect of órationalising and 

legitimatising a process of conquestô (Smith, 2005b, preface). Narratives of decline, vacancy, 

and óurban outlawsô, therefore, are part of a broader ideological onslaught on local populations 



 75 

within the urban margins that intend to pave the way for expansion of capital and state-building. 

Expansions in urban frontiers, or the urbanisation process, are therefore seen by those in óthe 

centreô as helping to óciviliseô and create order in the frontierôs wildness through the logic of 

the market and expansion of the state. Frontier discourses, imbued with imaginaries of 

disorderly violence and barbarism therefore matter because they sanction the dismantling and 

reordering of local and pre-existing territorial authority, meanings of place, land and property 

relations, and systems of legality (Barney, 2009, 146).  

The making and unmaking of order in the urban frontier can be easily achieved because of 

cultures of fear and the sensations of insecurity that pervade in urban frontier zones, but also 

more broadly across cities. These fears and emotions can be amplified through public 

discourses that can link together broad discussions at the national and public levels, such as 

alarming crime and homicide statistics, to local-level gossip. Fears of violence can ratchet up 

the sensation of insecurity as narratives of crime and violence become ócontagious, 

fragmentary, and repetitiveô (Caldeira, 2000) in marginal sites where violence can be 

encountered. It can also echo the random acts of violence that erupt sporadically and that can 

be difficult to pin-point, locate due to the churning conditions. They are then sometimes retold 

to populations via news media and popular culture. 

States can deploy discourses of difference and barbarism to justify their state-building 

initiatives in specific marginal sites (Kothari and Wilkinson, 2010). And different 

interpretations and understandings of these discourses can simultaneously provoke further 

disorder and reproduce fear that can be exacerbated through the deployment of the media using 

fictional and political discourses (Barbero, 2003). Sensationalist or exaggerated treatments of 

violence in marginal spaces, for example, can result in fearmongering (Goldstein, 2005) that 

generate high levels of fear and vulnerability that might not always correspond to actual levels 

of violence (Arriagada and Godoy, 1999).  

The representation of the frontier as a particularly unruly space can have the effect of 

strengthening political coalitions in the centre (Eilenberg, 2014). These representations can be 

deployed by powerful actors or coalitions of actors, such as media companies, governments, 

or private security firms in strategic and calculated ways, to enable the creation of more rent-

seeking opportunities. This demonstrates how marginality is produced and it is not a given. For 

these reasons, the experience of the city can be a frightful one for everyone as most citizens 

have at least some exposure to these discourses, given the proximity of marginal and central 

spaces within the city. However, it is in the urban poor spaces in the urban margins where there 
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tends to be the highest number of incidents of violence and criminality where residents 

experience the greatest impact from violence and where it is the most emotional and frightful 

experience.  

Urbanisation, and the advance of the urban frontier, can be exclusionary, deny citizens their 

political and civil rights and entrench violent exclusions and banishment (Rolnik, 2019). 

Reoccurring urban planning strategies, for example, with long colonial histories, have 

attempted to redefine how people relate to territories. They tend to prioritise a view of territory 

based on private property rights and they prioritise the role of the state as organisers of these 

rights (Smith, 2002). The urban frontier, therefore, has had the effect of eradicating, making 

illegible, and marginalising populations based on their inabilities to secure property rights, 

which tends to be linked to their ethnicity, race, gender or sexuality. It has cast many of these 

populations into óspaces of exceptionô and in which they are subjected to óbare lifeô (Agamben, 

2005). 

These acute processes of displacement take place on a major scale in urban frontiers and are 

linked to large-scale urban migration, urban crises, destructions of welfare systems, and intense 

processes of speculation over urban land (Rolnik, 2019). And although freeholders with 

property rights can be relatively protected, or at least integrated within these processes, through 

the deep connection between the state and market, those without rights to property tend to be 

excluded from civic life and condemned to ótransitorinessô.45 Populations in the urban frontier 

therefore tend to be marginalised and vulnerable social groups that lack negotiating power or 

representation in a political settlement.  

Brokerage, emplacements and frontier mentalities 

The section that follows draws from the literature on brokerage (Meehan and Plonski, 2017; 

Anwar, 2014; Goodhand, Klem and Walton, 2016; Jeffrey, 2002) to examine the role of 

intermediation and agency in producing new forms of order and shaping moments of change 

within the urban frontier. This literature sets out a way of understanding how and why brokers 

are able or willing to respond in the urban frontier.  

Urban frontiers are particularly conducive environments for brokers to emerge because of the 

óincompleteness and complexityô (Sassen, 2017) of these spaces. Through the fragmented 

environment, ópatchwork landscapeô (Zedner, 2009) and continual churn, the urban frontier 

creates both a demand and a necessity for intermediation because of the synapses and frictions 

 
45 From a paper on óThe Transitoryô given by Teresa Caldeira at RC21 Urban Studies conference, Delhi, 17/9/2019. 
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that prevent states and markets from operating directly in these spaces. As spaces of 

speculation, accumulation, and destruction, the urban frontier creates opportunities, 

uncertainties, and new possibilities where experimentation and innovation lead to new forms 

of rents, risks, and ambitions.  

In light of these complex ecologies of constraint and opportunity, different forms of 

intermediation can emerge at critical junctures to deal with the structural complexities. The 

notion that individuals rely on personal relationships to survive, achieve, and produce through 

these conditions has been observed across the world through a long lineage of studies in the 

social sciences in which óintermediariesô are required to negotiate and broker on behalf of 

populations (Tilly  et al., 1985; Auyero, 2000). Clientelism is the most widely applied concept 

in this regard and has long been helpful for thinking about these relationships (Auyero, 1999; 

Aspinall, 2014). However, because of its extensive usage across a variety of contexts the 

concept has lost some of its analytical clarity and some scholars have called for a deeper 

understanding of different óvarieties of clientelismô (Goodfellow, 2017c). 

A focus on the role of brokers in the urban frontiers can help to sharpen the analytical 

discussion. Defined structurally by their positionality between ócompeting centres of powerô 

(Meehan and Plonski, 2017), the broker acts as a ónetwork specialistô with an ability to straddle 

different types of spaces, structures, and institutions (Ibid., p.2). In some cases, the broker 

might mediate between the state system and local communities, or between different sources 

of capital and local level resources. It is through this unique positionality that brokers can 

attempt to create temporary fixes to the tensions, impasses, and problems of the urban frontier, 

without ever fully resolving the problem (otherwise their role would become redundant). I 

therefore understand brokerage as a social relation of intermediation that brokers power 

between different spatialities, such as between global circuits of capital and local demands, or 

between the resources of the central state and local communities.  

On a descriptive level, brokers can take a variety of forms and fulfil different functions. Brokers 

can be directly linked to the state and be órepresentativeô of it, be óembeddedô within society 

and communities, or they can fall in between states and societies acting as óliaisonsô between 

the two (Ibid., p.40). We can also think in terms beyond individual brokers and more in terms 

of the óbrokerageô through organisations, groups, chains, and links that involve a series of 

different brokers. These chains can be structured and hierarchical organisations, as in the case 

of political rent-seeking and gangs in Bangladesh (Jackman, 2019), or more diffuse, nebulous 

and undefined brokers such as the First Capital Command in São Paulo (Feltran, 2008). 
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That representative brokers can be employed or deployed by states to ódeal withô disorder is 

particularly insightful for an analysis of the urban frontier, where processes of economic, 

political and social transformation make populations feel they are óin needô of authoritative 

ordering forces when the state is not present. In certain frontiers where particular resources are 

discovered and captured, brokers can be deployed by central states and political elites to protect 

and secure the space surrounding the resources and marshal the extraction of rents (Bebbington 

et al., 2018; Peluso and Lund, 2011). In urban frontiers, brokers can also be functional in the 

management of new resources and services linked to new populations, such as transport, 

housing, and land distribution (Anwar, 2014; Goodfellow, 2017a).  

In the urban frontier, where there tends to be market-driven urbanisation, consolidated state 

services and resources do not usually reach marginalised migrants and these populations are 

forced to ómuddle throughô and ómake doô. Continual cycles of displacement, eviction, 

migration, transition and unsettlement that prompt different and unpredictable practices and 

activisms that unfold into social life in messy and highly localised ways (Simone, 2018). To 

deal with market expansion, brokerage emerges through innovation and creativity to generate 

ósolutionsô to find ways around collective action problems and address (but not resolve) the 

problems with temporary plugs and work-arounds (Gambetta, 1996; Volkov, 2002). In 

Jamaica, for example, Dons were able to secure significant support from the inhabitants of 

Kingston because of the ways they offered social welfare and employment (Jaffe, 2012).  

Because the reach of the formal state in urban frontiers is only partial, a great deal of power 

rests in the hands of brokers who determine how power is exercised through localised informal 

sovereignties (Hansen and Stepputat, 2006). As a result of this, co-dependence emerges 

between local brokers and the state that allows both of them to maintain their (partial) 

authorities within the space (Wenner, Schlitz and Poerting, 2016). Brokerage functions as a 

channel through which the state represents, makes and assert itself (even partially) in the 

frontier zone. But it can also be the survival mechanism of the urban poor óto enter the domain 

of urban life to survive it [é and as] a catalogue for the poor to access the systemô (Anwar, 

2014, 76). This óbrokerage fixô, as Meehan and Plonski (2017) have described it, highlights the 

influential role of the broker in the frontier for state-making (Ballvé, 2017).  

There are different ways that local actors and their interests engage with these dynamics and 

there are significant variances of brokerage across space and time. These dynamics are highly 

localised and the ways that capital interacts with cities and connects with local actors and their 

interests vary (Allen, Massey and Pryke, 2005). The complexity of cities, with their rich and 
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diverse populations with heterogeneous ethnic and racial compositions, means that their 

histories of migration, flows, connections, people, cultures, ideas and practices create multiple 

geographies that can affect how capital interacts with local spaces (Lefebvre, 1996; Massey, 

1994). Studies have examined the agency of brokers and how dynamic interests can influence 

the actions of brokers and affects social transformation and change (Stokes et al., 2013; 

Roseberry, 1989). They have also shown how agency can be shaped at the fulcrum between 

macro political and economic pressures and particular localised constellations of power 

(Murray Li, 2002). Communities and the sense of place that they generate are packed with 

agency because physical proximity and sustained social interaction generates bonds of trust, 

shared political subjectivities and spatial identities (Miller and Nicholls, 2013; Agnew, 1989). 

Even in the face of global capital, local agency ócreates new synergies and ends up challenging 

the world to a rematchô (Santos in Melgaço and Prouse, 2017, 26).  

This recognition of the power-shaping effects of agency demonstrates how urban frontiers can 

be also extraverted, as well as subjected to the forces of global capital (Bayart and Ellis, 2000). 

With this agency, brokers are able to take advantage of new opportunities presented by global 

capital. But they are also capable of creating socially meaningful practices and cumulative, 

unplanned processes through which global capital is translated and adapted into new 

landscapes, livelihoods, and social relations. 

Brokerage, therefore, is not simply a question of ótransmittingô or ótransferringô power. But the 

broker also inserts their own autonomy, motivations, and agency into the process (Meehan and 

Plonski, 2017). If  we are to fully understand the nature of these historically and globally 

situated dynamics, it is essential to reflect on the underlying ideas, interests and motivations 

that compel brokers. Brokers can be motivated by a sense of place and the desire to protect and 

provide for family, friends and neighbours in the face of particular issues, such as food 

shortages or cash flows. Brokers can also help to deal with issues such as the insecurities and 

fears that arise out of rapid and bewildering structural changes (Giddens, 1991; Goldstein, 

2005). This reading of brokerage is particularly illuminating for an understanding of how local-

level actors can react to, and engage with, the óbig opportunitiesô of global capital and create 

local temporary fixes. 

At this point, it is necessary to return to discussions of paramilitaries and self-defence 

ideologies as they can offer insights for thinking about the different motivations, functions and 

forms of brokerage in the urban frontier. The literature on social bandits and peasant rebellion, 

for example, highlight the connections between ósmall motivationsô and óbig opportunitiesô. 
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Brokers can exploit these opportunities to generate additional rents for themselves. In the urban 

frontier, where territory is particularly contested, brokers can emerge where the rules of the 

game the to be unclear. It is possible to understand how these brokers use coercion to create 

protection rackets, extort, and extract through the process of capital accumulation (Tilly  et al., 

1985). But also how objective forms of violence help to create the structural and cultural 

violences through which coercive brokers can justify deploying more direct and physical forms 

of violence.   

Coercive brokerage can usher in the demolition of pre-existing social orders and facilitate the 

construction of new ones. As noted earlier, the Russian mafia played a key role in brokering 

the consolidation of the Russian state and capitalist expansion through their protection rackets 

(Volkov, 2002). Similar processes took place in Sicily with the coercive practices of the mafia 

helping to control the peasantry and protect the property rights of the landed elites through 

processes of primitive accumulation (Blok, 1974).  

These dynamics have a strong centre-periphery dimension. Anton Blok has shown, for 

example, how attempts were made by the central Italian state in the 19th century to consolidate 

and institutionalise patterns of uneven development across Italy. The objective was to 

centralise state power in the hands of óbourgeois dominationsô from the north of Italy (Gramsci, 

1995, 29) and to exploit and extract labour and resources from Calabria. In Sicily, the mafia, 

as private violence entrepreneurs with the means of coercion, were called upon to protect the 

property rights of landed elites against the rural peasantries. They ultimately mediated the 

expansion of the state through processes of primitive accumulation of land. Through their role 

as inter-mediators between traditional systems of order and the encroaching systems of state 

and market, the Sicilian mafia helped to consolidate state and market relations in rural spaces 

at this ódistinct stage of development reached by Italian societyô (Blok, 1974, xxvi, xxvii) .   

State-linked coercive brokers can have an ambiguous ófrontiersmanô role, simultaneously 

fortifying and fragmenting state authority (Marten, 2012). As Ahram and King note about 

warlord brokers in Burma, there is little incentive for coercive brokers to facilitate 

centralisation of governance for the central state (2012). Instead, these coercive brokers may 

co-opt the powers of the state and market for their own benefit (Watts, 2016a). 

Coercive brokers are only able to function in this way, accumulate their own power, and 

challenge the central stateôs power because they can have a hand simultaneously inside and 

outside of the state system. Paramilitaries, for example, can be part-time agents óof the stateô, 
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while at the same time acting as part-time paramilitaries (Agade, 2015; Huggins, 2000; Cruz, 

2016). Through these different roles they can have access to resources, arms, uniforms, and 

knowledge of the state system and its bureaucracies, while at the same time possess local 

knowledge and social connections. The long-term effects of this trade-off by the state can end 

challenging its very existence. In the 1960s, for example, the Colombian government legalised 

paramilitary groups in the context of the Cold War and a growing FARC insurgency through 

the ónational securityô discourses; but in 1987 these same groups were declared illegal as soon 

as the national security threat decreased. However, in the post-1987 period, these paramilitaries 

used the power they had accrued to expand territorially and position themselves as a national 

self-defence organisation (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia). Despite legal sanctions against 

them, the state was unable to control them due to their expansions (Rozema, 2008b).  

Furthermore, because they can be acting on behalf of states, paramilitary brokers can mobilise 

legal or discursive frameworks for their own purposes with consequences for the legitimacy of 

the state (Ahram and King, 2012). In Indonesia, for example, Orma vigilantes adopted 

inclusive state-building discourses and cited national laws to justify their actions, even though 

they did not apply to them (Bakker, 2015). In Colombia, paramilitaries were able to subvert 

state development discourses to advance their own objectives (Ballvé, 2013).  

As state representatives, paramilitary brokers can act on behalf of states as long as they 

subscribe to the strategies and ideas of the central state. However, in liaison with the state or 

as óbottom upô embedded brokers, paramilitaries are also capable of asserting their own 

objectives and articulating their own strategies (Ballvé, 2019b). This places them in a uniquely 

privileged position in relation to the state that is different from other armed actor groups, 

criminal groups, or agents of the state. Paramilitary brokers simultaneously command access 

to state resources and have a tendency towards differentiation, political autonomy and 

centrality. An unintended consequence of this process is a propensity towards consolidation 

and extraction that ends up setting paramilitary brokers on a new trajectory with a different 

vision of politics and the state. Through the decentralisation of state-society relations, 

therefore, paramilitaries can be a part of the processual, spatial and unpredictable state-

formation process that takes place in the urban margins. 

Although there might be a propensity to centralise, this does not always mean that there will 

be a central ruling body or hierarchy. Coercive brokers can function as a collection of dispersed 

and fragmented organisations (Watts, 2016a) that are drawn together by their common 

interests, motivations, cultures, and shared experiences. Their autonomy from central 
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authorities comes through their unique ability to broker between the state and the society, 

collude with the state institutions, rules, and discourses, but also manage to cut themselves 

loose from them (Watts, 2016a). But it is also linked to the ódegree of stable central control 

over the means of physical forceô (Blok, 1974, xxx, xxvii) in the space in which they operate. 

The urban frontier can also generate non-coercive forms of brokerage for social brokers who 

do not have the access to the means of coercion. This type of brokerage can provide the 

pathways for individuals to express, request, contest, and resist hegemony, where certain 

groups who are disenfranchised or unrepresented can find the means and develop the 

appropriate strategies to ñspeak truth to powerò (Meehan and Plonski, 2017). It is usual that 

these brokers are óembeddedô within communities and play important roles in mediating 

between local residents and external actors from the state and the market. 

Social brokers might be acutely aware of structural imbalances of power relations in the urban 

frontier, such as their marginalisation by race, class or gender (Simone, 2018). And the act of 

channelling collective demands through a social broker can weaken collective agency and 

alternative possibilities as they cooperate with and benefits from (rather than challenge) the 

underlying causes of inequality (De Wit and Berner, 2009). They may know how to óplay the 

systemô and fit in between more coercive forms of brokerage regardless, as this is preferable 

to going without resources (Meehan and Plonski, 2017). 

Reflecting on the lives of social brokers can be revealing in terms of understanding the local 

norms, values, and practices, as well as the local understandings of leadership and legitimacy. 

This is because these norms are typically influenced by individual and collective experiences, 

of which the social broker is a part.  

Social brokerage can challenge, co-opt, and influence political settlements through the 

subversion and transformation of the rules and institutions that govern everyday life (Wenner, 

Schlitz and Poerting, 2016). This form of brokerage can also help to advance insurgent forms 

of citizenship, counter hegemonies, and contestations of power that can generate more violence 

and revolution through conflict and the occupation of space (Holston, 2009). But these 

practices can also be more subtle, through quiet encroachments of everyday practices, everyday 

forms of resistance, collectivised modes of production, and subversions of power (Bayat, 2013; 

Scott, 1990; Chatterjee, 2004). Yet, because these brokers occupy dangerous synapses, and can 

be seen to encroach on the rentable opportunities for coercive brokers, social brokers are 

frequently targeted with violence and rarely have the means or the specialisms to protect 
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themselves from violence. Whilst these brokers might not play a defining or a direct role in 

shaping national level political settlements, they can have an impact on the conditions of 

possibility for states and market actors because of their fluidity and illegibility of frontier 

spaces and their function as translators and navigators of these churning spaces. 

Conclusions 

This chapter has laid out a conceptual framework to conceptualise how power is mediated in 

marginal space, how space can affect political relations, and why and how agency can affect 

these relations. The objective of the chapter has been to move beyond the approaches set out 

in chapter one, and to set out a framework to understand paramilitaries as coercive brokers 

embedded within the urban frontier. It has engaged with the literature on political settlements 

to set out how violence and (dis)order in cities can be managed and linked to the underlying 

configurations of power. Through a spatial critique of political settlements, this chapter has 

brought critical geography discussions of relational space into dialogue with the political 

settlements analysis to enable a view of spatial dimensions that are otherwise overlooked. The 

chapter has also introduced a discussion of the urban frontier into the conceptual framework, 

and highlighted how brokerage can emerge in frontier to provide temporary fixes to the 

structural churn of the frontier zone.



 84 

Three: Ethics, Security and Method 

Introduction 

This study explores the evolution, emergence and persistence of milícias in Rio de Janeiroôs 

West Zone since the 1990s. The central research question is: 

CRQ: How and why did Carioca milícias emerge in Rio de Janeiroôs West Zone 

since the 1990s and how and why were they sustained? What is their  relationship 

to the management of (dis)order?  

Insights into how and why milícias operate in Rio de Janeiro involve identifying how different 

actors from these organisations relate with their networks and employ specific practices. They 

also entail mapping the institutional and spatial structures that shape the behaviours of those 

actors, as well as the varying degrees of agency they hold.  

The following sub-questions were developed to unpack the central research question: 

SRQ1: Why and how did Carioca milícias emerge? 

SRQ2: What is the relationship between Carioca milícias and the underlying 

political settlement?  

SRQ3: How do West Zone inhabitants and Carioca milícias interact and influence 

each other? And how does this, in turn, (re)shape the management of (dis)order? 

This chapter outlines my methodological approach to answering these questions.  

It proceeds in four sections. The first section outlines the positioning of the research and 

researcher in relation to policy-making spaces and the research industry in Rio de Janeiro. In 

the second section, I outline my approach to defining the field and selecting a research site. In 

the third section, before drawing some conclusions, I explain my research design, discuss the 

methods and data collection approaches I employed, as well as outline the security and ethical 

issues I faced. 

Positioning the research 

The political economy of research in Rio de Janeiro 

Researchers from ódevelopedô contexts considering conducting social research in Rio de 

Janeiro for the first time are confronted with an overwhelming amount of literature on any 

number of topics. Since the 1990s, the city of Rio de Janeiro has been a ódestinationô field site 
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for researchers and journalists alike, particularly for those with óvoyeuristic interest in poverty 

and dangerô (Williams, 2008). In the more accessible favelas that cling to the iconic steep 

hillsides in the affluent South Zone of the city, there is a well-established political economy of 

brokers, fixers and translators that participate and benefit economically from a thriving 

information economy. Indeed, I was employed in Rio de Janeiro during 2013 and 2014 by an 

non-governmental organisation that specialised in brokering relationships between foreign 

researchers, journalists and local communities, so I benefited personally from this political 

economy. 

There is an equally large interest by Brazilian researchers and journalists in engaging in issues 

related to favelas, violence and poverty. There is also a large public appetite for this 

information. There are numerous prime-time television programmes that document shootouts, 

robberies and gang fights. This serves to normalise the effects of violence and shapes attitudes 

towards it. There are numerous research institutes, think tanks and NGOs that have been 

founded in recent decades in the name of studying favelas and the way of life of favelados (the 

people who live in favelas). With some exceptions,46 most of the institutes are based on the 

asfalto (which translates as ótarmacô, the way to describe non-favela spaces) in the affluent 

South Zone, yet they maintain their fascination with the violence, inequality and poverty of the 

urban environment.  

Certain favelas, particularly in the South and North Zones of the city, are saturated with 

researchers. This is perhaps because these areas are most easily accessible by the underground 

metro and this enables researchers to commute from middle-class neighbourhoods to their 

research sites. One of the standing jokes in these favelas describes the archetypal favela family 

composed of the father, mother, three children and the ethnographer. However, the effect of 

research saturation raises more serious ethical considerations to the point where local residents 

have claimed that everyday life in the favela has been affected (Sukarieh and Tannock, 2013; 

Clark, 2008). During informal conversations with residents, activists and friends from these 

favelas during my time working with the NGO, there was a clear sense of research fatigue.  

In addition to raising important ethical concerns, this imbalance in the spatial distribution of 

research across Rio de Janeiro has also created thematic imbalances in the production of 

knowledge in terms of what we know about some urban poor spaces, but also what we do not 

know about others. Whilst there has been a vast production of knowledge about a variety of 

 
46 Redes da Maré and Luta Pela Paz are two of the better-known NGOs based in favelas. 
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questions related to the social sciences in studies of Rio de Janeiroôs favelas, these seem to be 

concentrated within a handful of favelas compared, to the total number of favelas across the 

city and the broader metropolitan area. 

Comparatively little is known about neighbourhoods in the West Zone of Rio de Janeiro, such 

as Santa Cruz or Campo Grande (fig. 4) . It is only in very recent years that a small number of 

researchers have begun to investigate certain aspects of the region (e.g. de Oliveira, 2017; da 

Silva Ribeiro Gomes, 2017; Cortado, 2018; de Sá Siqueira, 2013). It is not a óconvenientô 

research site, being some 60 kilometres away from Centro (the city centre). There is also the 

terrible quality and speed of inter-zonal public transport to contend with. Sometimes it can take 

up to two or even three hours to arrive at a destination in the West Zone from the South Zone, 

depending on the location.  

Whilst it may be inconvenient for researchers not living in the West Zone to research the region, 

this physical distance, division and detachment of the periphery from the centre of the city is 

exactly one of the reasons why the West Zone deserves a much deeper level of inquiry. The 

West Zone is a comparatively unknown landscape, even for many Cariocas that do not live in 

the region. It is an urban frontier in more ways than one. In fact, it is unlikely that middle- and 

upper-class Cariocas living in the South Zone or Centro have ever been to Campo Grande or 

Santa Cruz. One friend and resident of Lagoa in the South Zone admitted to me that he has 

been to Miami more times than he has been to Campo Grande.47 

This was a positive aspect for the research as I was not confronted with such an established 

political economy of brokers, fixers, and gatekeepers that I had to wade through. Access was 

(presumably) much harder than it would have been in, say Vidigal in the South Zone, but the 

relationships that I developed were not transactional or based around established norms and 

expectations of an information economy. This research builds upon the limited academic 

knowledge that does exist about the West Zone and it also engages the conceptual 

characterisation of the space as a frontier zone. It reflects on the significance of this lack of 

interest in the region and how this has informed (or, perhaps, disinformed) the production of 

public policy. 

Circumventing a ómilíciaô discourse 

Carioca milícias are not only under-researched in the academic community, but they are also 

overlooked within state institutions. Despite recent media estimates that two million inhabitants 

 
47 Interview with Antony, Lagoa resident, April 2017. 
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in Rio de Janeiro are living in communities influenced by milícias,48 data on milícias is scarce 

and the state does not offer any clear or systematic data on their activities. A federal law was 

passed in 201249 defined the status of paramilitaries as illegal, but little has changed since then. 

There are data sets of official data from Rio de Janeiro State Government regarding police 

violence, homicides and disappearances; however, it should be treated critically. This data 

gives some indication about the types of violence conducted by paramilitaries in the particular 

spaces that they are known to control. There is the possibility of plotting this data out spatially, 

making it easier to draw some correlations between territories where drug trafficking 

organisations or milícias are known to exist. However, this territorial data is not currently 

public and it is not particularly accurate given the sporadic ways that armed groups move 

around and sell off territories, negotiate, establish pacts and function in different capacities 

across a variety of territorial spaces. The reliability of this data is also highly questionable given 

the ways that data reporting on issues of criminality and violence is conducted in Rio de Janeiro 

(Zdun, 2011). 

One of the consequences of the sparseness of data for the under-researched topic is that 

narratives about these topics rely on piecing together small nuggets of information that can be 

based on inaccurate assumptions. For example, since 2005, these groups in the West Zone have 

been known as milícias (militias, in English) through public discourse, and this has tended to 

shape the ways in which these groups are understood more broadly. In the first instance, this 

name emerged in the mainstream news media in 2005 and it has informed much of the 

knowledge production in recent years. The genesis of this term is discussed in more depth in 

chapter six. However, milícias are typically portrayed as centralised and hierarchical criminal-

rational organisations driven by economic motivations, which is one of the problematic 

assumptions that I set out in chapter one.  

Cano, Duarte and Iootyôs seminal studies on milícias in Rio de Janeiro (Cano and Iooty, 2008; 

Cano and Duarte, 2012) highlight the methodological complications in studying this 

phenomenon, as there is no precise definition for it and the ótraditionsô tend to vary. Cano and 

Iooty tend to rely on newspaper coverage from mainstream titles such as O Globo and O Dia, 

data from the Disque Denuncia, 50 interviews with residents and state enforcement agents, and 

 
48 See: Grandin, F., Coelho, H., Antônio Martins, M. and Satriano, N. (2018) 'Franquia do crime: 2 milhões de pessoas no RJ 

estão em áreas sob influência de milícias', G1, 14 March 2018. Available at: https://g1.globo.com/rj/rio-de-

janeiro/noticia/franquia-do-crime-2-milhoes-de-pessoas-no-rj-estao-em-areas-sob-influencia-de-milicias.ghtml. 
49 Federal Law Number 12,720 passed on 27 September 2012. 
50 The Disque Denuncia (Crime stoppers Hotline) is the largest database available on ómil²ciasô. I visited the Disque 

Denuncia headquarters in 2017 and I accessed all of the 38,975 records (from when they began until my visit) containing the 
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police reports of missing persons. These datasets are extremely useful for exploring the twists 

and turns of public discourse in relation to ómilíciasô, but they are not as informative for 

understanding the emergence of paramilitary groups in the 1990s, given that the term ómilíciaô 

only came into popular use in 2005 (again, this is discussed in chapter six).  

In the 1990s before journalists first began reporting on milícias, and before the term even 

appeared in the Disque Denuncia database, similar practices of extortion and control over 

illegal markets existed, but they were not discussed in any systematic way in public debate 

spaces such as the mainstream news media. The key point is that whilst many of these practices 

were not new, a common language had never been established with which to talk about them. 

This reflects the varieties of milícia forms and practices as they developed over space and time. 

Due to these varieties, there is no single clear and concise definition or typology for milícias 

that encompasses the diversity of their relationships with society and the state. 

Furthermore, these data tend to focus on the extraordinary forms of violence specifically linked 

to the milícia, and they are prone to overlooking the more subtle, protected and everyday forms 

of violence and ordering that take place in less obvious and dramatic ways. 

Cutting through these various interpretations, discourses and assumptions was one of the first 

obstacles for this research process. José Claudio de Souza Alvesôs historical approach to 

researching extermination groups in the Baixada Fluminense was a particularly useful 

inspiration for this line of thinking. He suggests that the milícia is part of the same phenomenon 

as the extermination groups that he researches (Alves, 2008; Souza Alves, 2003). Marcelo 

Burgosô sociological study of Rio das Pedras is also insightful as the study described the types 

of social relations linked to the phenomenon in the community, linked to authority and power, 

before discussion of the milícia reared its head (2002). Considering this, during the research 

process I tried to be critical of data linked to milícia terminology and attempted to think more 

broadly about the practices, experiences and representations with caution and caveats about 

other colloquialisms and names. This was especially important given that my first sub-question 

about emergence of these groups focuses on the 1990s while milícia terminology only emerged 

in 2005.  

For this reason, from this point on, I refer to the subjects of this study as óparastatal groupsô 

rather than ómilíciasô unless it is in discussion about the discourse that surrounds milícias. 

 
word ómil²ciaô. All of the records contain information on the date of report, address, and a text description of the report 

including practices and names. 
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Defining the ófieldô and selecting the case 

When I was designing my research methodology before arriving in the field, I set out with the 

idea of using a conventional case study approach. When I arrived in the field, I selected a 

clearly defined and bounded ófield siteô around which I constructed my research design. I drew 

my initial inspirations when planning the research from a series of articles in EXTRA newspaper 

published in March 2015 about paramilitary and drug trafficking organisations dominating the 

federal government social housing programme óMinha Casa Minha Vidaô (MCMV) in Rio de 

Janeiro. The journalists, Luã Marinatto and Rafael Soares, led with a story that claimed, óall of 

the sixty-four MCMV developments in Rio de Janeiroô municipality were dominated by some 

kind of criminal organisation (fig. 5). Many of these criminal groups were paramilitaries 

(Marinatto and Soares, 2015b; Marinatto and Soares, 2015a).   
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Figure 5: Front Pages of EXTRA Newspaper (Source: EXTRA Archive) 

 

Left  (27 March 2015): 

CRIME DEALS THE CARDS IN 64 HOUSING ESTATES: Traffickers and milícia expel 

families, give apartments to óbanditsô and even have a meeting with residents 

 

Right (23 March 2015): 

FEDERAL POLICE WILL CARRY OUT OPERATIONS IN óMINHA CASA MINHA 

VIDAô: Justice Minister José Eduardo Cardoso calls for immediate action in estate 

controlled by drug traffickers 
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Soares and Marinatto presented a territorial-physical depiction of the parastatal groups, 

delimiting their control by the physical walls of the housing development. This 

conceptualisation would work neatly with a single case study framework, which is how I 

designed the research before arriving in the field.  

However, shortly after these stories were published, and two months before beginning my 

fieldwork, I went on a reconnaissance visit to Rio de Janeiro in 2015 and I participated in a 

workshop run by the World Bank and the Federal Governmentôs Ministry of Cities. The 

workshop, entitled Strategies and Methodologies for Confronting Violence and Conflict in 

Social Housing and Urban Development Programmes, was largely a response by the Ministry 

of Cities to the negative media coverage from EXTRA as it had begun to raise public concerns 

about the presence of criminal organisations in a social housing programme, funded by federal 

taxes. 

During the workshop, there were various discussions and debates between urban planners, 

academics and policy makers about the different approaches the authorities could use to deal 

with the increasing violence and conflict in MCMV. Most agreed that not enough had been 

done during the planning stages of MCMV to factor in aspects that could lead to social tensions, 

such as assisting the residents with the transition from informal to formal housing. Moreover, 

they indicated that ósecurityô should have been integrated much more widely into the urban 

planning process when the initial master plan for MCMV had been created.  

During the workshop, this approach was laid out by the Director of the Ministry of Cities, Júnia 

Santa Rosa, as one of the primary ways she saw for ófixingô violence in MCMV. She advocated 

change in the planning process at the federal level such as transport services, access to local 

commerce, and local medical support. During an interview with Santa Rosa in February 2016 

at the Ministry of Cities headquarters in Brasilia, Santa Rosa elaborated on her position. She 

attributed much of the violence to poorly managed, unfettered and overly rapid urban 

development processes and felt it was the result of different scales of government with different 

objectives not working together.51 Although Santa Rosa noted that urbanisation processes were 

linked to broader questions of insecurity and inequality, she made it clear that she did not see 

the presence of parastatal groups in MCMV as an issue that could be fixed by the Ministry of 

Cities. 

 
51 Interview with Santa Rosa, J. February 2017, Brasilia. 
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This was one of the early signs that to me that there was a methodological issue with my 

approach of selecting a single case study. The boundaries of a single case study are always 

subjected to the processes and dynamics at urban, regional, national and even global scales 

(Allen, Massey and Pryke, 2005). Such a narrow and neatly defined space would have been 

problematic as it would have confined the study to contrived physical boundaries. It took me 

some time to realise this in the field, and I spent the first three months of my fieldwork 

conducting research in an MCMV complex along the Mendanha road in Campo Grande (fig. 

6). 

However, on realising this issue, I broadened the scope of my fieldwork to encompass the 

surrounding area ï the West Zone ï to be able to register for the effects of urban development 

processes that could only be explained with a broader perspective over the field. Furthermore, 

the more data I gathered, the more I realised the paramilitaries were now dominating the 

MCMV developments necessarily because they were MCMV developments, but because they 

were in territories already dominated by paramilitaries and it provided a new opportunity for 

them. In fact, during the early stages of my fieldwork, one resident explained to me that the 

paramilitaries had already ómoved inô to stake a claim on the site whilst it had still been under 

construction and that they had not even waited for the residents to arrive. 

This reflective and evolving methodology did not concern me as it is common to develop new 

thinking during the research process itself (Gerring, 2004; Seawright and Gerring, 2008). 

Indeed, reflecting critically like this can contribute towards a more robust theoretical and 

methodological position. 

In the first instance, I expanded my case study approach to an óN of one plus someô case study 

method (Mukhija, 2010). This meant including the study of other secondary cases in other parts 

of the West Zone (marked in fig. 6). Although a single case study would be beneficial for an 

intensive investigation, this approach simultaneously allowed less detailed examinations of a 

small number of other similar cases. I was enabled to gain a wider understanding of the main 

case and draw some relational links between the primary and secondary cases. This approach 

provided the opportunity for triangulation and application of knowledge from the primary case 

to the secondary ones and vice versa. 

Ethnographers have increasingly turned to more complex interpretations of ethnography in 

order to dislocate themselves from the physical-spatial, Cartesian defined, ósingle-siteô 

ethnographies of convention (Landesman, 2016). The emergence of thinking around global 
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multi -sited ethnography (Burawoy et al., 2000) and institutional ethnography (Campbell et al., 

2006) are representative of these transgressions beyond this static thinking about space as a 

container and more in terms of the networks, places, scales and territories that make up various 

spatial dimensions. The task of defining my ócaseô was therefore established on the grounds of 

mapping social relations and exploring the dynamics of interactions that produce and are 

produced between the local and macro levels of social space and institutional fields (Smith, 

2005a).  

I decided to focus on the small geographical area of Campinha that incorporated different 

settlements, an MCMV development and other formal housing developments. I selected two 

communities in close proximity to each other through which I have drawn some comparisons 

and made some contrasts (fig. 35). This decision was inspired by Wardôs (2008) comparative 

approach to studying cities, which helped me to engage with my final research question about 

explaining the relationships between different communities and parastatal groups.  

 

Figure 6: Map of the Case Sites in the West Zone (Source: Author ) 

I conceptualised the communities of Campinha as a site interconnected to the institutional and 

spatial structures, and therefore of the political and economic dynamics of the broader city. 

This provided me with a local frame of reference, but it also allowed me to situate the research 

in an historically and globalised and networked environment. By looking at the multiple sites 
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