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Abstract: Over the last decade, organized criminal violence has reached unprecedented levels 

and has caused as much violent death globally as direct armed conflict. Nonetheless, the study of 

organized crime in political science remains limited because these organizations and their 

violence are not viewed as political. Building on recent innovations in the study of armed 

conflict, I argue that organized criminal violence should no longer be segregated from related 

forms of organized violence and incorporated within the political violence literature. While 

criminal organizations do not seek to replace or break away from the state, they have 

increasingly engaged in the politics of the state through the accumulation of the means of 

violence itself. Like other non-state armed groups, they have developed variously collaborative 

and competitive relationships with the state that has produced heightened levels of violence in 

many contexts and allowed these organizations to gather significant political authority. In this 

article, I propose a simple conceptual typology for incorporating the study of these organizations 

into the political violence literature and suggest several areas of future inquiry that will 

illuminate the relationship between violence and politics more generally. 
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On June 30th, 2003, the Brazilian state of Rio de Janeiro inaugurated its 22nd Military 

Police Battalion in Complexo da Maré, a sprawling cluster of favelas in the northern zone of the 

city, dominated by powerful drug-trafficking gangs since the 1980s. The installation of the 

Battalion was part of an aggressive public security campaign intended to reassert the authority of 

the Brazilian state in these territories. Rio’s O Globo newspaper compared the inauguration to a 

scene from the several month-old Iraq War as helicopters flew overhead, dropping 60,000 

pamphlets on Maré’s residents, announcing, “Peace is arriving! A new life for Maré!” and asking 

for their assistance in the state’s campaign against gangs.1 After more than a decade of repeated 

attempts by the Brazilian state to weaken drug-trafficking gangs and win over the “hearts and 

minds” of local populations, gangs continue to dominate Complexo da Maré to this day. 

Despite the highly organized forms of violence that Rio de Janeiro and many other urban 

contexts in Brazil have suffered over the last several decades, the country remains a “peaceful” 

and democratic one. It will be found in no datasets on political violence and few discussions of 

the relationship between violence and politics within political science. Instead, Brazil’s violence 

is understood to be criminal and not political in nature. And yet, for the residents of Complexo 

da Maré and millions of other Brazilians, organized crime and its violence is very much a 

political phenomenon as criminal organizations negotiate (sometimes violently) with the state 

over not just the control of the drug trade or access to illicit markets but over who is the 

dominant authority on a local level: who controls violence, provides order, and makes the rules 

that govern society. 

Brazil is not an isolated case. Organized crime has emerged as an important political 

player in numerous countries by building highly resilient organizations, accumulating vast 

resources,2 and marshalling the effective use and threat of violence. Criminal violence can be 

highly organized in nature and often involves fundamental aspects of competitive state-building, 

qualities that demand greater attention from scholars of comparative politics and international 

relations. Yet because we have isolated the study of political violence to armed groups that are 

formally motivated by their ambitions pertaining to the state, we lack the conceptual and 

theoretical vocabulary to describe how and why violent criminal organizations matter for politics 

in the contemporary world. I seek to develop such a language, what I term criminal politics.  

Political science must expand its focus to include organizations ranging from drug-

trafficking cartels, urban gangs, mafias, vigilante groups, militias, prison gangs, and smuggling 

networks, among others. I argue that criminal organizations, like other non-state armed groups, 

have developed variously collaborative and competitive arrangements with states that determine 

levels of violence and the nature of political authority and order in many subnational contexts. 

Building on Paul Staniland’s “armed politics” framework, I propose a simple conceptual 

typology of organized crime-state relations that spans outright confrontation to arrangements in 
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which the two become virtually indistinguishable through the process of integration.3 While the 

typology I propose neither theorizes the causes of these outcomes nor professes to be exhaustive, 

it seeks to map the existing variation in crime-state relations. By doing so, I hope to break down 

some of the disciplinary barriers that have prevented organized crime from being viewed as 

political and to stimulate further research that incorporates these organizations into the literature 

on politics and violence.  

In the first of five parts I contend that the dominant paradigm in the study of political 

violence that has neatly separated political from criminal is neither conceptually nor theoretically 

justified. I show that distinguishing between the two has become increasingly difficult as illicit 

networks and criminal actors shape the patterns of violence in most contemporary conflicts. 

Next, building on recent work at the intersection of several social science disciplines, I argue that 

organized criminal violence should be considered, like other types of political violence, a 

competitive form of state-building. Developing the conceptual language and analytical 

framework to integrate these phenomena follows. I argue for an integrated approach to the study 

of politics and violence that incorporates both political and criminal non-state armed groups 

within a larger continuum of violent processes. To this end, I distinguish between four crime-

state arrangements that vary from confrontation (high competition), enforcement-evasion (low 

competition), alliance (low collaboration), to integration (high collaboration). I then describe the 

dynamics of these arrangements and uses empirical examples from around the world to 

demonstrate the utility of such an approach. I conclude by suggesting several avenues for future 

research that build on the criminal politics framework and that can further illuminate not only 

existing scholarship on political violence but the relationship between violence and politics more 

generally. 

 

Conceptualizing Violence in Armed Conflict 

In recent years, the literature on political forms of violence has expanded dramatically as 

scholars have engaged in increasingly methodologically sophisticated and theoretically driven 

research, yielding fascinating insights and revolutionizing the way we understand civil war, 

terrorism, genocide, communal riots, and electoral violence. Many of these same scholars have 

also recognized that the mutually exclusive categories that distinguish various forms of violence 

rely on rather vague criteria. Jeffrey Isaac, for instance, declared the dominant paradigm within 

the study of political violence that has separated war from peace and conflict-related from 

criminal is no longer valid.4 Nicholas Sambanis has argued that it is empirically difficult if not 

impossible to distinguish between civil war, coup, politicide, and criminal violence.5 These 

sentiments are echoed by Christopher Blattman and Edward Miguel in their exhaustive review of 

the civil war literature when they argue the distinction between the various forms of political 
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instability—civil wars, interstate wars, coups, communal violence, political repression, and 

crime—“has largely been assumed rather than demonstrated.”6 In addition, Stathis Kalyvas has 

argued that the stated objectives of state and non-state armed groups and popular understandings 

of the causes of political violence seldom match onto how and why violence is used on the 

ground,7 even suggesting that much political violence may have more in common with 

criminality in that it is not motivated by politics nor collective in nature.8 More generally, Paul 

Brass argues against top-down categorizations of violence because they reflect more the 

interpretations by authorities, media, politicians, and even scholars than the inherently political 

nature of a violent event itself.9 

Building on these frustrations, I argue that the continuing exclusion of organized criminal 

violence from the literature on political violence is neither empirically nor theoretically justified 

and constitutes a missed opportunity for scholars to situate traditional forms of political violence 

“within a broader set of processes that combine politics and violence.”10 The political violence 

literature has separated organized crime from other non-state armed groups by claiming that the 

former is motivated by the accumulation of resources while the latter are driven by some larger 

political or ideological goal—secession, revolution, or policy change.11 This simple distinction, 

however, dramatically overemphasizes the degree to which non-state armed groups are 

committed to their political projects as many seem more interested in gathering resources and 

accumulating wealth than they are in real political change or state capture. 

Following the end of the Cold War, insurgencies and rebel groups have increasingly 

turned to criminal activities including resource extraction, looting, and the production and sale of 

illicit goods to support their organizations.12 It may be that non-state armed groups are merely 

finding the most reliable and plentiful way to achieve their political goals or that ideological and 

identity-related frames continue to be adopted for more instrumental reasons.13 It may also be 

that engaging in such criminal activities in itself changes the objectives of these organizations or 

offers them forms of political capital that would be otherwise unavailable.14 While the effect of 

resources on the nature of political violence is an ongoing topic of debate, the empirical reality is 

that the political and criminal motivations and behaviors of armed groups in conflict are not 

mutually exclusive and are incredibly difficult if not impossible to parse out. 

In this vein, Eli Berman and Aila Matanock, in the Annual Review of Political Science, 

accept that the objectives of political non-state armed groups are various and can include the 

control of territory, policy concessions or the capture of economic rents.15 This assertion is 

corroborated by recent research on civil wars in which we observe a multitude of armed groups 

that are not primarily engaged in conflict over the control of the state. On the one hand, the 

fragmentation of insurgent groups has led to the proliferation of armed actors that often compete 

with one another and are not all equally committed to state capture.16 Similarly, on the side of the 
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state, 81% of modern conflicts involve pro-government militias,17 many of whom “shift their 

loyalties and may pursue agendas that are at odds with the interests of the state.”18 

Such dynamics are particularly evident in recent conflicts in North Africa and the Middle 

East that contain a kaleidoscope of armed groups operating on the periphery of weak states and 

conflict zones where disorder and insecurity provide them space to operate and the opportunity 

to control territory and generate illicit revenues.19 For example, in Syria, the number of non-state 

armed groups has exploded to more than 1,00020 with some of these groups relying heavily on 

criminals for their recruits.21 Moreover, in Nigeria, Somalia, and Mali, several prominent groups 

(Boko Haram, Al Shabbab, and the Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa) espouse 

radical Islamist ideologies but are involved in numerous criminal activities and illicit markets 

that belie rigid ideological motivations.22  

In other conflict contexts, distinguishing between criminal and political violence has been 

made increasingly difficult because states and other non-state armed groups have formed 

strategic relationships with criminal organizations to help them defeat common enemies and gain 

access to resources and illicit markets, as well as trafficking routes. For instance, in Afghanistan, 

the Taliban forged alliances with drug-trafficking networks that not only provided them access to 

illicit markets but also significant forms of political capital among poppy farmers.23 During more 

than three decades of civil war, the Guatemalan military maintained numerous strategic alliances 

with criminal organizations that allowed the regime to exterminate its opponents through third 

parties.24 This is reminiscent of several African conflicts in which state leaders outsource their 

monopoly of violence to criminal organizations, foreign networks, and mercenaries.25 In 

addition, on the borderlands between Colombia, Venezuela, and Peru, criminal organizations 

have developed various “arrangements of convenience” with rebel groups and state actors.26 

Finally, in the former Yugoslavia, criminals and hooligans transformed themselves into 

paramilitary organizations that provided support to the Croatian and Serbian militaries during the 

conflict.27 Such cases are not outliers but appear to be the norm and have made characterizing the 

violence occurring in these conflict contexts extremely difficult. 

Recognizing the complexity of these environments, Paul Staniland contends that political 

violence scholars have incorrectly understood civil wars to be a “straightforward struggle for a 

monopoly of violence.”28 Instead, he recognizes that civil wars often include a “dizzying array” 

of armed actors that actively and passively cooperate for mutual benefit even while engaging in 

direct military hostilities. According to Staniland, such “bargains, compromises, and clashes” 

between states and non-state armed actors about order, authority, and violence are characteristic 

not just of conflict contexts but in situations as diverse as Chicago’s housing projects, Italy’s 

mafias, elections in the Philippines, and arrangements between police and criminals virtually 

everywhere.29 I take this claim seriously. 
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Conceptualizing Organized Criminal Violence 

In recent years, organized criminal violence has surpassed traditional forms of political 

violence as the leading cause of instability in much of the world. According to a Geneva 

Declaration report, from 2007-2012, there were on average 70,000 yearly direct conflict 

deaths—battlefield and civilian casualties during an armed conflict or terrorist attack—while 

intentional homicides from non-conflict settings averaged 377,000 deaths over that same 

period.30 Figure 1 is a visual representation of this data. The United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime has also estimated that 26% of violent deaths in eleven countries in the Americas, 14% in 

six Asian countries, and 6% in nine European countries are directly caused by organized crime, 

likely resulting in more violent deaths per year than armed conflict.31 Moreover, of the fourteen 

most violent countries in the world from 2004–2009, only five would be considered conflict 

settings. In fact, despite the fact that Iraq was in the midst of a deadly civil war, El Salvador was, 

proportionally, the most violent context in the world for this period.32  

 

Figure 1 

 

 
Figure reprinted with the permission of the Small Arms Survey. 

 

Notwithstanding its increasing relative importance, political science has mostly continued 

to ignore organized criminal violence. To demonstrate this lack of attention, I conducted a search 

in ten top political science journals for articles published on topics related to organized crime, 
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gangs, cartels, vigilante groups, trafficking organizations, and mafias since 2000 (see figure 2).33 

I found only 19 such articles for this entire period. As for traditional forms of political 

violence—civil war, rebellion, insurgency, and terrorism—a similar search resulted in 799 article 

citations, growing from just 15 in 2000 to nearly 100 in 2015 even though the occurrence of 

political violence has diminished considerably since its peak in the early 1990s.34 This disparity 

is increasingly unjustified. 

 

Figure 2 

 

 
 

Despite this lack of attention within political science, for some time scholars working at 

the intersection of several social scientific disciplines have viewed criminal violence not as a 

mere blip on the state’s path to the monopolization of violence but as an essential form of 

competitive state-building, a characteristic often attributed to purely political forms of violence. 

Most famously, Charles Tilly theorized the origins of European nation-states to be the result of 

violent competition between criminal-type organizations.35 In later work, he argued that all forms 

of collective violence (ethnic conflict, criminal violence, riots, and others) are fundamentally tied 

to processes of claim making and collective action within different types of states.36 In an edited 

volume, Diane Davis and Anthony Pereira build on Tilly’s work by highlighting the role a wide 

range of irregular armed forces (paramilitaries, vigilantes, terrorists, and militias) play in state 
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formation trajectories.37 Gangs, cartels, mafias, and other criminal organizations can easily be 

added to this list. 

Such dynamics are a prominent feature of most contemporary Latin American states. For 

instance, Vanda Felbab-Brown contends that 

 

it is important to stop thinking about crime solely as an aberrant social activity to 

be suppressed, but instead think of crime as a competition in state-making. In 

strong states that effectively address the needs of their societies, the non-state 

entities cannot outcompete the state. But in areas of sociopolitical marginalization 

and poverty—in many Latin American countries, conditions of easily upward of a 

third of the population—non-state entities do often outcompete the state and 

secure the allegiance and identification of large segments of society.38 

 

Desmond Arias and Daniel Goldstein, similarly, argue that high levels of violence throughout the 

region are inextricable from the establishment and maintenance of the region’s democratic 

regimes as numerous states “coexist with organized, violent non-state actors and stand side-by-

side with multiple forms of substate order.”39 Such dynamics are not, however, exclusive to 

Latin America. In several African contexts, Adrienne LeBas argues that local forms of order 

implemented by ethnic militias and vigilante groups map directly onto the political strategies and 

aims of elites.40 Peter Andreas has also traced the central role of illicit markets and actors in the 

American fight for independence as well as the numerous wars and violent processes that have 

fundamentally shaped the United States’ institutions over the course of its history.41 Instead of 

viewing organized criminal violence as merely epiphenomenal to the ongoing process of state 

formation, these scholars have put it front and center.  

Perhaps the relationship between organized criminal violence and state-building is most 

self-evident in post-conflict environments. The transition from war to peace is conventionally 

thought to signify the end of competitive state-building and the beginning of a more stable 

domestic environment. This binary distinction, however, elides the various ways in which 

violence continues or is transformed during these transitions. For instance, many former 

combatants and military personnel never fully demobilize, joining the state security apparatus or 

criminal organizations as a path to continue violent and illegal activities, gain access to 

resources, and ensure high levels of impunity. In several Central American countries with 

histories of political conflict, members of the security apparatus acted as informal powerbrokers, 

allowing impunity and violence to continue despite transitions to electoral democracy.42 In 

Colombia, following peace negotiations in the early 2000s, former paramilitaries remobilized as 

criminal organizations, engaging in many of the same violent and illegal activities as before.43 

These examples are indicative of the trajectory of numerous armed groups that fail to demobilize 

and have evolved into criminal organizations following conflicts.44 While such criminal 
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organizations and their violence may seldom be viewed as a direct threat to central governments, 

they can be equally instrumental to the formation and evolution of state institutions and should 

be understood as such. 

Similarly, the transition to democracy has also produced, not resolved, competitive state-

building dynamics in many cases. For instance, José Miguel Cruz asserts that the explosion of 

criminal violence in many Latin American states is inseparable from the transition to democracy 

as state actors throughout the region have allowed or directly collaborated with criminal and 

extralegal actors in their search for higher levels of political legitimacy.45 Similarly, the rise of 

the Russian mafia during that country’s transition to democracy involved what Vadim Volkov 

has referred to as violent entrepreneurs—former military and public security officers—forming 

their own criminal organizations and private protection firms that undermined the state’s own 

monopoly of violence.46 This is not, however, just a recent phenomenon. Diego Gambetta argues 

that the Sicilian mafia’s formation in the middle of the nineteenth century can be traced to 

demands for “private protection” amid the larger transition from feudal political institutions to a 

formal property-rights regime.47 At the time, the newly unified Italian state “had to fight to 

establish itself and its law as the legitimate authority and a credible guarantor . . . It also had to 

compete with a rival, an entrenched, if nebulous, entity which had by then shaped the economic 

transactions as well as the skills, expectations, and norms of native people.”48 The Sicilian mafia, 

once thought to be an aberration, continues to operate in the region to this day, proving itself a 

resilient form of social organization whose structure and functions have been replicated across 

much of the world.  

 We can most clearly observe organized crime’s state-building activities at the micro-

level. In areas where they operate, organized crime often seeks to control violence to protect and 

expand their economic interests, facilitate transactions, and ensure the safety of members. With 

this control of violence and its possible monopolization, criminal organizations are then forced to 

deal with residents whose outright or tacit support they require to avoid enforcement and to 

defend their territories from rival criminal organizations. In this regard, nearly all criminal 

organizations will implement at least a very basic system of governance after consolidating 

territorial control, which is an oft-noted dynamic of politically-oriented armed groups as well.49 

Many criminal organizations go on to develop more significant ruling structures and 

institutions to deal with various aspects of resident life, in some cases providing elaborate 

systems of law and justice and significant forms of social welfare. For instance, Graham Denyer 

Willis has argued that the Primeiro Comando do Capital in São Paulo, “sits at the heart of the 

governance of the urban conditions of life and death” by offering an alternative system of law 

and justice for populations that have been heavily criminalized by the state.50 Dennis Rodgers 

details how Nicaragua’s pandillas impose order in urban neighborhoods and create strong 
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community-level identities and allegiances that constitute what he terms “social sovereignty.”51 

In the American context, Sudhir Venkatesh has similarly described how Chicago gangs can 

become a “community institution” by providing “positive functions” to local neighborhoods.52 

Most systematically, Desmond Arias has outlined how criminal groups in Rio de Janeiro, 

Medellin, and Kingston have developed localized armed regimes that include the provision of 

security, policymaking, and civic organizing.53 

Scholars from a variety of disciplines have attempted to understand the implications of 

these local relationships, often noting how both criminal organizations and political non-state 

armed groups provide security and authority in the absence of a capable state.54 In this vein, 

Nicholas Sambanis has argued that organized violence, in all of its guises, shares important 

underlying mechanisms such as demand for looting, desire for political change, opportunity to 

mobilize, and the mechanisms that lead to claim making and resource extraction.55 Similarly, 

Diane Davis has suggested the use of the concept “fragmented sovereignty” to help us 

understand how criminal organizations are forming the foundation of “new imagined 

communities of allegiance and alternative networks of commitment or coercion that territorially 

cross-cut or undermine old allegiances to a sovereign national state.”56 Despite the fact that 

criminal organizations do not engage in such state-building activities for the explicit purpose of 

taking over or breaking away from the state, the consequences of these actions matter not only 

for understanding global violence but the institutional trajectory of numerous states. And yet 

political science continues to lack a conceptual framework for incorporating these insights into 

the literature on politics and violence. This is the task of the following section. 

 

Criminal Politics: A Typology of Crime-State Relations 

In recent years, several scholars have proposed new categories and concepts to reflect the 

changing nature of global violence.57 These attempts are noteworthy in their willingness to 

reimagine the neat categories that, until now, have separated forms of violence but I would like 

to chart a different path forward by outlining an organizational-level approach that seeks to 

locate political and criminal violence within the same conceptual terrain. Here I borrow from 

Paul Staniland’s concept of “armed politics,” which focuses on the various state-armed group 

interactions that occur in the midst of civil war.58 Building his conceptual framework on recent 

advancements in the state-formation literature that refute the commonly held assumption of 

states as “homogenizing, monopolizing Leviathans,” Staniland recognizes that most states have 

strategically developed both competitive and collaborative arrangements with various non-state 

armed groups within their territories.59 This approach is relevant to the study of organized crime 

in two key respects.  
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First, criminal organizations are found in virtually every country and, like other non-state 

armed groups, maintain a similarly broad and complex array of relations with the state. They 

have confronted state security forces directly, assassinated politicians, bureaucrats, and judges, 

and coerced numerous state agents while, in other circumstances, they have negotiated with, 

infiltrated and been supported by political parties, state agencies, and public security apparatuses. 

This variation is an oft-noted feature of research on organized crime. For instance, Arias has 

shown how criminal organizations develop localized armed orders Rio de Janeiro’s favelas by 

variously competing or collaborating with the state.60 Eduardo Moncada has outlined how the 

collaborative and competitive dynamics between armed groups, business elites, and the state 

account for public security and development outcomes in Cali, Medellín, and Bogotá, 

Colombia.61 In northern Peru, Orin Starn found that extra-legal peasant patrols maintained 

various relations with the state that involved “manipulation, as well as confrontation, 

interdependence as well as mistrust, and cooperation as well as conflict.”62 In the Russian 

context, Vadim Volkov argues that following the dissolution of the Soviet Union a proliferation 

of violent entrepreneurs in that country competed and collaborated with the state over the 

regulation and monopolization of violence.63 This variation is perhaps best expressed by Paolo 

Borsellini, an assassinated Italian Anti-mafia prosecutor: “Politics and mafia are two powers on 

the same territory; either they make war or they reach an agreement.”64 

Second, an “armed politics” approach to organized crime also offers an opportunity to 

more clearly integrate these organizations within the study of politics and violence. Instead of 

segregating armed groups according to their putative motivations, we should understand the 

accumulation of the means of violence, even if not for the purpose of complete territorial 

hegemony, as an inherently political project. It is, at its foundation, about the projection of power 

and in direct conflict with any state’s alleged monopoly of violence. All violent organizations 

across the criminal/political spectrum are engaged in strategic interactions with the state that 

determine the “rules of the game” and the nature of political authority in any given context. The 

use, threat, and control of violence is inherent to this process. While I do not dispute the fact that 

there are important differences between violent organizations of various types, I seek to bridge 

the disciplinary and conceptual divides that have long separated these actors and their violence. 

Building on the “armed politics” framework, I propose the concept criminal politics, 

which focuses on interactions between states and violent organizations that are motivated more 

by the accumulation of wealth and informal power and which seldom have formal political 

ambitions pertaining to the state itself.65 Distinguishing between crime-state arrangements is 

essential to account for levels of violence, local security dynamics, development trajectories, and 

the functioning of political institutions, as well as the nature of political order and authority in 
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areas where organized crime operates. As a first step toward mapping these relations, I propose a 

simple typology. 

Figure 3 

 

Typology of Crime-State Relations 

 

First, I identify confrontation as the most competitive arrangement. These are contexts in 

which criminal organizations directly target and kill state agents and in which the state uses 

highly repressive tactics in its effort to destroy or subdue these organizations. I differentiate these 

relations from the much more common enforcement-evasion arrangements in which criminal 

organizations do not use violence directly against state agents but also do not collaborate with 

the state. In these contexts, the state enforces against organized crime using traditional public 

security mechanisms, refraining from the most coercive means to do so while criminals attempt 

to evade these efforts. On the collaborative side of the spectrum, the category of alliance refers 

to contexts in which organized crime maintains formal or tacit agreements that limit enforcement 

and allow both the state and organized crime to mutually benefit. Integration, meanwhile, refers 

to the highest form of collaboration in which organized crime is directly incorporated into the 

state apparatus, allowing criminals to engage in violent and illegal activities with impunity. 

This typology shares much in common with Staniland’s “armed orders” in which he 

distinguishes between hostilities, limited cooperation, and alliance arrangements. It departs, 

however, in three important ways.66 First, within “armed politics,” the incorporation of a non-

state armed group into the state (often through the process of demobilization) constitutes an end 

to the autonomous organization. Organized crime, on the other hand, often maintains its 

autonomy even while it is incorporated into the state apparatus as integration is most often 

achieved through rampant corruption or formal electoral processes and not demobilization. 



 

13 

 

Second, although criminal politics may involve some direct violence between states and criminal 

organizations it never includes all-out war for territorial hegemony, a distinguishing 

characteristic of inter and intra-state war. Thus, criminal politics does not include the most 

competitive forms of relations, reserved for non-state armed groups that seek to take over or 

break away from the state. Third, criminal politics only restricts its scope to cohesive 

organizations,67 that engage in illicit activities for profit,68 and for which violence is a 

constitutive feature.69 The focus on violence differentiates this approach from the larger 

literatures on contentious politics or social movements in that the use of violence determines the 

nature of these organizations’ relationship to their members, local populations, the state, and 

other political and economic actors in society. Finally, the organizational component 

differentiates criminal groups from individual criminals and diffuse or transient groups that come 

together for short periods of time to engage in violence, such as hooligans, riot crowds, or looters 

though there may be some informal organizational structure to these groups.70 

Before analyzing these relationships in greater depth, there are several important 

distinctions I will make regarding the scope of criminal politics. First, unlike other attempts to 

apply the concept of war or insurgency directly to episodes of large-scale criminal violence,71 the 

intention here is to include criminal organizations and their violence within the broader category 

of political violence. Second, states are complex, multi-faceted organizations and organized 

crime can collaborate with some actors and agencies within the state apparatus while 

simultaneously competing with others. In this regard, high levels of collaboration do not, in 

every case, prevent the possibility of violence and, conversely, competitive relationships can 

include some low-level forms of collaboration. While this complicates distinguishing between 

various arrangements, the use of violence against the state as a matter of policy precludes the 

possibility of sufficiently high-level collaboration with state agents, otherwise criminals would 

not need to resort to outright violence. For analytical parsimony, I have simplified the state in 

this typology but this is an area that is worth future investigation. Moreover, low-level 

collaboration between state agents and criminals do not distinguish between collaborative and 

competitive arrangements as most criminal organizations will engage in this behavior 

opportunistically. Instead, collaborative arrangements are characterized by the ability of 

organized crime to integrate members of the state apparatus into their organization directly or to 

come to agreements (both tacit and formal) with high-level public security officials, politicians, 

bureaucrats, and judges that prevent enforcement and the need for confrontation. Finally, crime-

state relations are often fluid, shifting back and forth between these various arrangements over 

time. In some cases, arrangements can be short-lived as relations shift in quick succession while 

other arrangements can persist for decades. The typologies to follow address these dynamics. 
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Confrontation 

We can view organized crime that directly targets the state and its agents with violence as 

the most competitive form of crime–state interaction. Criminal organizations have done so not to 

take over the state or break away from it but to influence state policy regarding enforcement, to 

assert their local dominance, and to maintain their access to resources from illicit markets. 

Several examples will serve to demonstrate the nature of these confrontations.  

Perhaps the best example of confrontation has occurred in Mexico following former 

president Felipe Calderón’s military offensive against nearly a dozen regionally concentrated 

drug-trafficking cartels in 2006. The result of this crackdown is well-known as Mexico suffers 

from what some have referred to as a “criminal insurgency” in which cartels have targeted state 

security forces, politicians, public officials, prosecutors, and judges while also confronting each 

other, and terrorizing the citizenry.72 Even though violence against state forces comprises just a 

small percentage of the total deaths,73 such confrontations precipitated even larger violent 

processes as the state targeted cartel leaders, fragmenting these organizations and producing 

extreme violence in many regions.74 Until 2014, these dynamics had resulted in an estimated 

60,000–70,000 homicides, levels of violence not reached in most civil war environments.75  

The Mexican case demonstrates the utility of focusing on the variety of relationships that 

organized crime maintains with the state as confrontation between the cartels and the Mexican 

state followed a much longer period of stable collaboration. For more than seven decades, the 

Partido Revolucionário Instititucional (PRI) monopolized all political offices within the country, 

allowing politicians to offer protection to criminals and exert a high degree of control over the 

country’s drug-trafficking cartels but beginning in the late 1980s, the PRI gradually lost its 

stranglehold on the Mexican political system.76 Due to increasing party competition and 

alternation,77 the disruption of patronage networks,78 and the breakdown of coordination within 

and across government agencies,79 the PRI was no longer able to exert the same degree of 

control over the cartels and, amid rising levels of inter-cartel violence, eventually led to outright 

confrontation. We can observe similar confrontational dynamics in several other cases. 

For instance, Benjamin Lessing has compared the dynamics in Mexico to two other 

significant cases of confrontation between the Colombian state and the Medellin cartel from 

1983–1994 and between the Brazilian state of Rio de Janeiro and the Comando Vermelho gang 

faction from 1985 to the present. He has termed these episodes “wars of constraint” in which 

organized crime, in an effort to provide themselves high levels of impunity, uses violence against 

the state to directly influence policies and their enforcement. Moreover, he argues that the choice 

to confront the state by criminal organizations was in response to unconditional and repressive 

enforcement strategies.80 
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We can add several other cases to this category. First, the Primeiro Comando do Capital 

(PCC) of São Paulo has engaged in several episodes of outright confrontation with the state. In 

2006, to influence elections in that year, PCC members rebelled in more than 70 prisons, taking 

control of these institutions and killing 43 public security agents.81 In another wave of violence 

in 2012, PCC members killed dozens of off-duty police over the course of several months in 

reaction to police killings of PCC members.82 The PCC’s confrontations with the state, however, 

were short-lived and returned to a less violent yet still competitive status quo in which outright 

violence against state agents was eschewed. In a similar dynamic, since the early 1990s and the 

breakdown in previously collaborative arrangements, the Cosa Nostra of Sicily have sporadically 

confronted the state by assassinating police commissioners, mayors, judges, and Parliament 

members to influence enforcement policies and electoral outcomes.83 Finally, following the end 

of an 18-month negotiated truce, the El Salvadoran state and two transnational gangs (Barrio 18 

and Mara Salvatrucha 13) have been engaged in what some have referred to as the “Dialogue of 

Death” in which gangs target judges, prosecutors, policemen, and members of the armed forces 

while the state has increased its repressive measures even going so far as to declare the gangs 

“terrorist organizations.”84 As these examples make clear, confrontation is seldom a long-lasting 

or stable equilibrium but is more often characterized by intermittent or periodic episodes of 

violence. Like the other arrangements, there appears to be no definitive trajectory at which 

confrontation is arrived. It can be the outcome of escalating lower-level competition or the 

breakdown of more collaborative arrangements. Moreover, the return to a less-violent 

equilibrium can result in any one of the other arrangements.  

 

Enforcement-Evasion 

Episodes of confrontation, however, continue to be rare. Most competitive relations 

between the state and organized crime, which I refer to as enforcement-evasion arrangements, 

are characterized by a state that uses traditional enforcement mechanisms to combat organized 

crime to which criminals respond by attempting to evade enforcement. On the one hand, 

Benjamin Lessing makes the clearest distinction between criminal organizations that confront the 

state and those that prefer to “hide and bribe,” as the latter seek to avoid enforcement by 

nonviolent corruption and bribery of politicians, judges, bureaucrats, and security agents.85 

While “hiding and bribing” may sound more like a collaborative arrangement, the vast majority 

of criminal organizations are unable to buy off federal judges or influence the formation of 

policy to the same degree as Pablo Escobar or Mexico’s cartels and rely much more heavily on 

hiding to avoid enforcement. Even in the case of Rio de Janeiro in which the Comando Vermelho 

faction has frequently confronted the state and terrorized the city, two other powerful factions, 

Terceiro Comando Puro and Amigos dos Amigos have mostly avoided confrontation but 
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continue to maintain more competitive relations with the state as they have been unable to 

meaningfully penetrate the state apparatus. Only in rare cases have these factions moved into 

more collaborative territory and their competitive relations are primarily characterized by 

enforcement-evasion dynamics.86 

Angelica Duran-Martinez has also distinguished between confrontational and evasive 

arrangements.87 She argues that the cohesiveness of the public security apparatus in several 

Mexican and Colombian municipalities effectively prevented organized crime from penetrating 

the state’s institutions, deterred confrontations through the threat of credible enforcement, and 

forced criminals to hide much of their violence. However, she notes that if and when the state 

takes a more aggressive stance toward organized crime “the incentive to hide violence 

disappears” and criminals may choose “to retaliate against or pressure the state.”88 

While the enforcement practices of states have prevented more confrontational 

relationships, they have simultaneously incentivized the emergence and expansion of organized 

crime. Low-level competitive dynamics of enforcement and evasion are common throughout 

much of the world as marginalized and socially excluded populations have either been neglected 

by the public security apparatus or been on the receiving end of targeted enforcement policies. In 

many of these contexts, we observe the emergence of criminal organizations that engage in 

violence but are also known to control violence and insecurity on a local level. Residents in these 

areas often view the state as a negligent or repressive presence and criminal organizations as a 

competing source of authority or a means through which some residents can gain access to 

resources in impoverished communities. In these contexts, criminal organizations can often 

depend on the cooperation of local communities to effectively evade enforcement.  

In the American context, gangs exist in nearly every major urban center. While we may 

think of urban contexts as spaces where the state has a more secure monopoly of violence, the 

reality is that many individuals from marginalized and disadvantaged populations suffer high 

levels of state repression and are susceptible to many different forms of violence. To explain the 

rise of criminality and the emergence of street gangs in these urban communities, sociology has 

developed a dominant “social disorganization” theory that ties such outcomes to the dysfunction 

of social institutions that traditionally controlled violent criminality.89 Whatever their origins, the 

relations these organizations maintain with the state are clearly on the competitive end of the 

spectrum. Even though they have mostly refrained from using direct violence against the state, 

gangs in the US context endure high levels of enforcement and have largely been unable to 

penetrate the state apparatus.90 In turn, they rely on the cooperation of marginalized communities 

to avoid enforcement. In this regard, Russell Sobel and Brian Osoba argue that gangs are often 

seen as “protective agencies” by residents and are in direct competition with the state for their 

loyalty.91 John Hagedorn has also argued that gangs form more competitive relations with the 
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state when their racial or ethnic groups are excluded from legitimate power, where the state is 

unable to control space, and where gangs are located in defensible spaces.92  

These dynamics are also prevalent for urban gangs in places as diverse as Indonesia, 

Russia, Kenya, South Africa, China, and France93 but are particularly noticeable in Latin 

America where these types of organizations have proliferated.94 While organized crime does not 

maintain uniformly competitive relations with the state, they often arise from similarly excluded, 

marginalized, and criminalized populations. In fact, many of these groups have formed or are 

connected through prison systems where inmates often experience extremely high rates of abuse 

and insecurity. Forming gangs or joining already existing ones is one of the primary ways for 

prisoners to gain access to security and scarce resources in these environments.95 Mass 

incarceration and heavy-handed public security policies have only strengthened these 

organizations as they have expanded their power and reach through these institutions.96 In this 

way, enforcement-evasion arrangements can often be a prelude to more confrontational 

interactions (refer to the PCC, Comando Vermelho, and El Salvador examples provided earlier). 

 

Alliance 

 On the collaborative end of the spectrum, I distinguish between two primary types. The 

first is alliance which denotes cooperation between organized crime and the state for mutual 

benefit that can be tacit or formal in nature. The distinguishing feature separating types of 

collaborative arrangements is the degree to which these organizations are integrated into the state 

itself. In the case of integration, that I will detail, members of the criminal organization are 

directly incorporated into the state apparatus. Alternatively, in alliance arrangements there is 

little or no incorporation and they remain entirely separate entities yet continue to cooperate. 

This is often a feature of crime-state relations in areas where the state has historically exerted 

little control or where the state is already competing with other non-state armed groups and is 

either incapable or unwilling to take a more active role, preferring to use criminal groups to 

combat these organizations and supplement their control and authority.  

Alliance is a common feature in contexts in which criminality and impunity have become 

rampant. In several Mexican states, vigilante organizations called Autodefensas emerged in 

response to the violent and brutal tactics of drug-trafficking cartels and the inability of the state 

to curtail violence and provide for citizen security. Initially, they maintained tacit agreements 

with the state that mostly prevented enforcement97 though some of these groups eventually 

confronted Mexican federal police and military forces when they attempted to disarm them.98 In 

northern Peru in the late 1970s, peasant patrol organizations, Rondas Campesinas, emerged in 

response to rampant theft of livestock and eventually evolved into an entire informal legal 

system. Many of these groups were supported and authorized by local state officials even as 
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others were harassed, imprisoned, and tortured by police.99 Finally, in Rio de Janeiro, death 

squads, vigilante groups, and lynch mobs initially organized in the 1970s and 1980s in response 

to rising levels of violence to which the state largely turned a blind eye.100  

As the preceding examples make clear, alliance arrangements often involve non-state 

armed groups that seek to supplement the state’s monopoly of violence. Such arrangements have 

been frequently documented in the United States, Brazil, South Africa, and Central America. In 

the American context, there is a long and controversial history of racially-motivated vigilante 

groups that the state has either ignored or, in some cases, endorsed directly,101 which can also be 

observed in contemporary militias and border patrol groups.102 In South Africa, vigilantism has 

been known to take on a similarly racial dynamic103 but, in other cases, vigilante groups have 

mobilized to fight rampant criminality or assert their own particular notions of justice,104 

oftentimes with the authorization of state officials to do so.105 Similarly, in São Paulo and 

numerous other urban centers in Brazil, private security firms have expanded dramatically in 

recent decades, engaging in a variety of extra-legal forms of violence, and often operating in 

dubious legal standing, which the Brazilian state has mostly chosen to ignore.106  

However, it is not just pro-government armed groups that form alliances with states. In 

Colombia, the BACRIM (short for bandas criminales), an assortment of former paramilitaries 

turned drug traffickers have formed strategic alliances with both the state and rebel forces that 

have facilitated their expansion to 209 of the country’s 1,123 municipalities.107 In Central 

America, transnational prison gangs have engaged in high-level formal negotiations with states 

to reduce (or hide) their violence.108 Finally, in the early 1990s, the Russian mafia, at least 

initially, faced little oversight or enforcement by the Russian state. It is estimated that this led to 

the emergence of an estimated 1,641 separate criminal organizations.109 Many of these groups 

would go on to develop “collaborations and alliances” with the Russian state with some 

eventually assimilating directly into the state itself.110 This trajectory is indicative of numerous 

organized crime-state collaborations. While some alliances can prove long-lasting, many are 

tenuous agreements that shift into either more competitive arrangements or towards integration. 

  

Integration 

The most highly collusive relationships between organized crime and states occur when 

these organizations make more than common cause but become intimately intertwined. In such 

cases, organized crime gains access to political influence, information, and networks in their 

efforts to expand their illicit activities and defeat rivals while also avoiding enforcement. State 

actors, on the other hand, seek access to financial, electoral, and political resources that criminal 

organizations have accumulated. Integration is especially common in two areas within the state 

apparatus: political parties and the public security apparatus. These collaborations have often 
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resulted in state institutions that, while formally under the control of the state, are subject to the 

pervasive influence of organized crime.  

In some cases, it has more clearly been the state that exerts its influence over criminal 

organizations by controlling and penetrating illicit networks. This dynamic has been linked 

especially to the PRI’s 71-year reign in Mexico during which it was able to effectively control 

the country’s drug cartels. David Shirk and Joel Wallman argue that this period could be 

understood “not as criminals corrupting the state but criminals as subjects of the state.”111 Others 

have even referred to the Mexican state during this era as a giant protection racket.112 Mexico, 

however, is just one of many such cases including Manuel Noriega’s tenure as Panama’s 

president, Peru under Alberto Fujimori, several post-conflict regimes in Guatemala,113 as well as 

other cases from around the globe that include Bulgaria, Guinea-Bissau, Montenegro, Burma, 

Ukraine, North Korea, Afghanistan, and Venezuela.114 In some other cases, integration is less 

obviously dominated by the state as these relationships can emerge from the plata o plomo 

(“bullet or bribe”) choice that criminals present to state agents.115 In Nigeria, we can observe 

both causal directions as politicians have recruited gangs of criminals to help them terrorize their 

political opponents and ensure electoral victories while, in other places, “godfathers” have the 

upper hand and bend politicians to their will.116 In the end, however, the direction of causality is 

often difficult to identify because both the state and organized crime benefit significantly from 

these relationships.117 

Regardless of the direction of causality, integration arrangements are not difficult to find, 

especially in electoral democracies.118 In Rio de Janeiro, a 2008 public commission found that 

numerous politicians in the city’s parliament were directly linked to police-connected militias, 

which had used territorial control and the threat of violence in hundreds of the city’s favelas to 

gain huge voting constituencies.119 In Italy, the Cosa Nostra openly endorsed an estimated 40-

75% of elected officials in Western Sicily from 1950 to 1992.120 Similarly, the Neapolitan 

Camorra have pervasively influenced politics within the Campania region to the point that 71 

separate municipal administrations have been dissolved due to rampant corruption.121 In 

Guatemala’s eastern region, an estimated 70% of electoral campaign funds come from organized 

crime and drug traffickers while 90% of all such funds in Honduras come from similar 

sources.122 In Mexico, according to a Senate commission, cartels impose their will in 195 of 

Mexico’s municipalities through pervasive infiltration of political institutions, maintaining what 

the report refers to as “total hegemony.”123 Finally, in the 1990s and 2000s, two high-profile 

scandals, referred to as Proceso 8000 and Parapolítica, demonstrated the extraordinary and 

pervasive influence of drug-trafficking cartels and narco-paramilitary organizations throughout 

Colombia’s executive and legislative branches.124 
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Similarly, the public security apparatus has been an institution that organized criminals 

have had significant success in infiltrating. In Mexico, several military generals, as many as 34 

high-ranking public security officials, and even the head of the federal anti-drug agency in the 

1990s were all found to be working for cartel organizations.125 In other prominent cases, 

according to a Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs report, more than two dozen military generals 

and nearly 100 senior military officials were under investigation for links to organized crime.126 

A former Guatemalan vice president admitted that organized criminals “had gained effective 

control of six of the state’s twenty-two departments.”127 In Colombia, drug-trafficking 

paramilitary organizations have even been referred to as the “sixth division” because they were 

“fully integrated into the army's battle strategy, coordinated with its soldiers in the field, and 

linked to government units via intelligence, supplies, radios, weapons, cash, and common 

purpose that they effectively constitute a sixth division of the army.”128 Finally, in 2009, a cell of 

high-ranking Honduran police officials assassinated the country’s antidrug czar on orders from a 

local drug-trafficking kingpin and then, two years later, murdered another top aide.129 These 

high-profile cases demonstrate the need for political science to take seriously not just the most 

violent episodes of criminal violence but also how these organizations have deteriorated the 

legitimacy and authority of the state through more collaborative means. 

 

Conclusion 

I have called for a dramatic expansion of the literature on the politics of violence to 

include criminal politics. By re-conceptualizing violent criminal organizations as political actors, 

political science can begin to appreciate the transformative and often destabilizing effects these 

organizations are having on numerous countries. In this effort, I have outlined an organizational 

approach that includes four distinct relationships between organized crime and states. Such a 

framework can help explain levels of violence and the nature of political authority in areas where 

organized crime operates and offers new insights into the relationship between violence and 

politics more broadly. Criminal politics should not, however, only be of interest to scholars of 

political violence situated at the intersection of comparative politics and international relations. 

Rather, as I have argued earlier, this agenda has broad applicability for understanding ongoing 

processes of state formation and state-building especially as they pertain to uneven outcomes of 

governance, development, and political accountability in many states, as well as the diverse 

institutional trajectories of post-conflict societies. Criminal politics can also inform research on 

migration, urbanization, public goods provision, social movements, and the study of 

marginalized populations nearly everywhere, among many others. 
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Future Research 

I propose three avenues of future research that build on this framework. First, we must 

seek to better understand the evolution of crime-state relations. Distinguishing between the 

arrangements that criminal actors maintain with the state is an important first step, but 

investigating why these relations vary over time and space is a much larger task. Existing 

research agendas on the Mexican drug war and other cases of confrontation have gone some 

distance in understanding when and where criminal organizations are more likely to engage in 

large-scale violence but other comparative cases should be added to this growing body of 

research. In this vein, one of the primary efforts should be to improve and expand datasets that 

disaggregate criminal violence within and across states so that we can better understand the 

mechanisms leading to the emergence of violent criminal organizations, as well as when and 

where they confront state agents and engage in other types of violence.130 In addition, building 

on existing work from civil war contexts, qualitative studies should employ novel comparative 

approaches to investigate the micro-dynamics of these relations.131 

Second, problematizing the relationship between different forms of violence, as well as 

reevaluating what constitutes these categories, should become hallmarks of the study of politics 

and violence. Compartmentalization has blinded us to the ways in which various forms of 

violence are interrelated. Recently, several political scientists have begun to break down these 

barriers. For instance, Elisabeth Wood and Dara Cohen have developed a research agenda 

focusing on how sexual violence maps onto wartime dynamics,132 Regina Bateson has delineated 

the connections between wartime violence and postwar vigilantism in Guatemala,133 and Sarah 

Daly has expertly outlined how former paramilitary organizations in Colombia continue to 

engage in many of the same types of violence for criminal ends.134 These findings reinforce the 

interconnected nature of forms of violence and should encourage scholars to stop thinking of 

violence as occurring in self-contained silos that do not spill over into other categories. 

Such innovations in our understanding of politics and violence have serious implications 

for post-conflict societies. Conflict resolution and reconciliation mechanisms have traditionally 

fixated on preventing the reinitiation of political conflict and a return to authoritarian practices 

but have mostly failed to recognize criminal violence as a “priority problem.”135 Little attention 

has been paid to the various ways in which criminal violence can explode during and after such 

transitions. These issues are particularly pressing in the case of Colombia, where peace 

negotiations with the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) have concluded 

and the country is on the cusp of an end to their 50-year civil war. How effectively these 

negotiations and future transitional justice mechanisms prevent the remobilization of FARC 

elements or deal with the numerous criminal groups that may step in to replace them remains to 

be seen, but these considerations are fundamental to lasting peace in the region.136 
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While political science has only recently begun to break down the barriers between forms 

of violence, for some time other social science disciplines have recognized their interrelated 

nature. For instance, Charles Tilly argued that all forms of collective violence, ranging from 

barroom brawls to military coups, are shaped by a similar set of relational processes involving 

groups and individuals making claims amid shifting social inequalities and in which state actors 

are nearly always involved as “monitors, claimants, objects of claims, or third parties to 

claims.”137 To be sure, different forms of violence have distinct mechanisms leading to their 

occurrence, but Tilly persuasively argues for a more holistic understanding in which different 

forms of violence are overlapping and share underlying mechanisms. In this vein, Randall 

Collins has developed a micro-sociological theory of violence that focuses not on individuals or 

groups but on violent situations, arguing that humans are physiologically averse to violence and 

are often overcome with tension and fear in these situations.138 To engage in violence, then, 

individuals must “circumvent the confrontational tension/fear, by turning the emotional situation 

to their own advantage and to the disadvantage of their opponent.”139 

Other recent contributions to this literature come from the Latin American region. For 

instance, Javier Auyero, Agustín Berbano de Lara, and María Fernando Berti, building on a long 

tradition of anthropological research in this area,140 argue that public and private forms of 

violence are much more closely related than has conventionally been understood.141 They 

demonstrate how collective and individual forms of violence should not be studied as “separate 

entities” because they are concatenated, mutually causal, and horizontally connected. Focusing 

on the temporal linkages between types of violence, Dennis Rodgers argues that, in the Central 

American context, “although past and present forms of brutality might at first glance seem very 

different, contemporary urban violence can in fact be seen as a structural continuation—in a new 

spatial context — of the political conflicts of the past.”142 In a similar fashion, I have focused 

primarily on organized criminal violence, a concept that incorporates a huge range of violent 

acts, but which, I argue, must be understood in relation to and in conversation with other forms 

of organized violence. 

Finally, the violence that organized crime commits is just part of the story. Many criminal 

organizations also engage in governance in the areas where they operate, often more effectively 

than the state. In this regard, further research should focus on how and why organized criminals 

implement their own forms of order and even, in certain cases, provide significant public goods 

and services to local communities. These phenomena should be studied in a comparative fashion 

and mapped onto crime-state relations to help us understand their variation, as well as how such 

criminal governance can mediate, reinforce, or deteriorate the relationship between states and 

their own citizens.  
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This is perhaps the area of research that can most fruitfully incorporate scholarship from 

numerous disciplines. On the one hand, the emerging rebel-governance literature has developed a 

framework for understanding how and why armed groups in the midst of war establish 

institutions to deal with civilian populations.143 Future work on how and why criminals govern 

should incorporate these findings as well as the scholarship from criminology, sociology, and 

anthropology that delves into the nature of legitimacy and authority in areas where criminal 

organizations operate. Such an interdisciplinary emphasis presents significant opportunities for 

scholars of comparative politics to expand their empirical research to organizations and contexts 

normally beyond their purview (e.g., the United States) while also offering scholars of organized 

crime within other disciplines, some of whom have complained of an “intellectual impasse” in 

these fields,144 the occasion to situate their research within a larger comparative framework and 

universe of cases. 

 

Policy Implications 

Criminal politics has important consequences for policy. First, criminal organizations 

affect political systems beyond just engaging in violent crime or illicit activities. Their 

accumulation of the means of violence, although rarely used to directly challenge the sovereignty 

of the state, has serious consequences for states. The term “criminal,” however, is often 

employed by political elites to delegitimize or downplay the seriousness of these organizations 

and their violence—a practice common for political non-state armed groups as well—and 

generally calls forth a set of “tough on crime” or “law and order” policies. Such categorizations, 

however, are self-serving and should be viewed with suspicion as they often serve to mask more 

serious problems of high-level corruption or, alternatively, a willingness to curtail the human 

rights of significant segments of a state’s citizenry. Problematizing the relationships these 

organizations maintain with the state and how and why they use violence is a necessary antidote 

to such sweeping categorizations. 

Policy responses must also be attuned to the externalities of merely dealing with 

criminality with higher levels of enforcement and repression. The “War on Drugs” and mass 

incarceration policies in the United States and their export to numerous other developing 

countries have failed to achieve their purpose and, in many cases, only expanded and 

strengthened organized crime while deteriorating the rule of law. Some states have even 

borrowed the most repressive and violent tactics from counterinsurgency campaigns to address 

high crime rates, exemplified most recently in the Philippines’ crackdown on the drug trade and 

in Sri Lanka’s response to the explosion of criminal violence following the end to that country’s 

civil war.145 Moreover, aggressively pursuing the leaders of organized crime through 

decapitation or kingpin removal strategies has been largely counter-productive, leading to even 
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higher levels of violence as criminal groups fragment and leave power vacuums into which new 

or splinter criminal organizations insert themselves.146 The massive social and human costs of 

such policies should encourage political scientists to approach these topics with not only a sense 

of urgency but extreme care. 

The criminal politics approach, by stressing the highly-organized nature of criminal 

violence and the competitive state-building aspects of these organizations, should further 

encourage scholars and policymakers to eschew purely enforcement-oriented policies and focus 

on a multi-pronged approach to combating these organizations and their violence. As Stathis 

Kalyvas has persuasively argued, “an effective counter-criminal strategy, like an effective 

counterinsurgency, must include the collection of fine-grained information—rather than the blunt 

and indiscriminate application of military force—and the provision of competent local 

governance in the context of a policy of institution building.”147 Some states have already taken 

such steps by implementing “hearts and minds”-style public security programs like Rio de 

Janeiro’s Police Pacification Units (UPPs), which mix military interventions with infrastructure 

improvements and community policing. Initially, the UPPs seemed like a promising path 

forward, though a lack of political will and massive budget deficits following Rio’s mega-events 

have led to the hollowing out of this flagship program. As a result, security situations in many of 

Rio de Janeiro’s favelas have deteriorated.148 On the other hand, several Latin American states 

have experimented with negotiating directly with organized crime to reduce violence. Of course, 

such policies are not a panacea and face considerable obstacles. For one, according to José 

Miguel Cruz and Angelica Duran-Martinez, such negotiations can serve to strengthen organized 

crime by reducing the visibility of violence but not its actual occurrence.149 Moreover, they argue 

that the success of such strategies is highly contingent on a centralized criminal leadership and 

continuity in state-level politics. The experience of El Salvador is instructive in this regard as 

violence plummeted during the country’s 18-month truce between transnational gangs but has 

exploded following the breakdown in negotiations, precipitating even higher levels of 

violence.150 

Recent drug legalization efforts have also been heralded as a path to dealing with 

organized crime and violence in many parts of the world. A much larger wave of legalization 

would, no doubt, harm the interests and revenue of many criminal organizations but it is overly 

optimistic to imagine that such a shift will also bring an end to repressive public security 

practices and mass incarceration policies. It is also likely that organized crime, comprised of 

highly strategic and flexible organizations, will respond to any new policy environment by 

expanding their illicit practices in other directions to continue to take advantage of their 

accumulation of the means of violence. Moreover, given the benefits of maintaining more 

collaborative relations with organized crime, it is unclear whether many states and their agents 
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are truly interested in or capable of ending these arrangements. Nonetheless, it is difficult to 

imagine combating organized criminal violence without serious reform of existing criminal 

justice systems and dismantling the global drug prohibition regime.  

Overall, due to the enormous variation in the types of criminal organizations, their 

relations with the state, and local dynamics, the criminal politics framework proposes no blanket 

policy prescriptions to address organized criminal violence. Effectively combating, or at least 

managing, these organizations and their violence will require more fine-grained policies and data 

collection. In this light, shifting our analytical focus to understand how and why organized crime 

engages with states and their agents, the mechanisms through which they have been able to 

pervasively influence politics, and how they have managed, in certain cases, to outcompete the 

state for the allegiance of local populations should encourage scholars and policymakers to 

pursue such research paths.  

Finally, by more openly recognizing the similarities in state responses to political and 

criminal violence, there is significant opportunity for policy innovation. The militarization of 

policing and the incorporation of counterinsurgency tactics in how states deal with criminal 

violence (or with what they consider to be violent populations) is manifest.151 For instance, in 

Rio de Janeiro, this convergence is exemplified by the military occupation of Complexo da Maré 

in the lead up to the 2014 World Cup. In April of that year, 2,500 Brazilian marine and army 

personnel, previously part of the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (UNSTAMIH), 

were permanently stationed to this cluster of favelas. The acting General of the occupation force, 

while acknowledging the difference between the two contexts, pointed out their common 

mission: to prevent violence to allow for the development of services and infrastructure.152 For 

more than a year, Brazilian soldiers carried out 24-hour patrols in armored vehicles and tanks, set 

up numerous security checkpoints, and engaged in countless searches, seizures, and 

confrontations with gang members. Despite losing their territorial hegemony, local gangs 

continued to operate in the area and antagonize occupation forces by transforming the structure 

and activities of their organizations. For their part, residents were caught between these opposing 

forces and sources of authority that sought their tacit if not explicit allegiance.  

How can we begin to understand the dynamics involved in Maré’s occupation without 

seriously considering the ways in which this period resembled counterinsurgency operations in 

numerous conflicts around the globe? Scholars must be more cognizant of how using state-

centered security approaches to address criminal violence has produced contexts that closely 

resemble conflict environments in which state security forces confront non-state armed groups in 

the midst of civilian populations. The continuing exclusion of such contexts from the political 

violence literature, however, will only further prevent states from crafting effective public policy 

to reduce violence and increase stability and order. Places like Complexo da Maré are not the 
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exception but, increasingly, the rule. Many of today’s contested territories and battle lines are 

drawn around neighborhoods, city blocks, street corners, and even prison cells. We, therefore, 

must expand our empirical lens to such contexts if we are to have a more comprehensive 

understanding of the relationship between politics and violence in the contemporary world. 

  



 

27 

 

Notes  

 

1 Cássia 2003. 

2 The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime estimates that Transnational Organized Crime 

generates roughly $870 billion per year or 1.5% of global GDP; United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime 2010. 

3 Staniland 2017. 

4 Isaac 2012, 235. 

5 Sambanis 2004, 269. 

6 Blattman and Miguel 2010, 6. 

7 Kalyvas 2003, 475-6. 

8 Kalyvas 2006, 332. 

9 Brass 1997, 6. 

10 Staniland 2012a, 244. 

11 Kalyvas 2015; Lessing 2015; Shirk and Wallman 2015. 

12 This has spawned a huge sub-literature on the role of resources in armed conflicts. For 

examples, see Fearon 2004; Lujala, Gleditsch, and Gilmore 2005; Humphreys 2005; Ross 

2006; Weinstein 2007; Staniland 2012b. 

13 Gutiérrez Sanín and Wood 2014. 

14 Felbab-Brown 2009b. 

15 Berman and Matanock 2015, 446. 

16 Bakke, Cunningham, and Seymour 2012. 

17 Carey, Mitchell, and Lowe 2012. 

18 Jentszch, Kalyvas, and Schubiger 2015, 756. 

19 Hellestveit 2015, 2. 

20 Haspeslagh and Yousef 2015. 

21 Warrick and Miller 2016. 

22 Strazzari 2014; Belliveau 2015. 

23 Felbab-Brown 2009a. 

24 Gavigan 2009. 

25 Reno 1998. 

26 Idler 2012. 

27 Stojarová 2007. 

28 Staniland 2012a, 243. 

29 Ibid., 255. 

30 Geneva Declaration Secretariat 2015, 54. 



 

28 

 

 

31 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 2011, 49. 

32 According to the Geneva Declaration Secretariat, El Salvador had 61.9 violent deaths per 

100,000 compared to 59.4 for Iraq from 2004-2009 (2011, 52). 

33 In no particular order: American Political Science Review, American Journal of Political 

Science, International Organization, World Politics, Annual Review of Political Science, 

Journal of Conflict Resolution, Journal of Peace Research, International Studies Quarterly, 

Comparative Political Studies, and British Journal of Political Science. 

34 Pinker and Mack 2014. 

35 Tilly 1985. 

36 Tilly 2003. 

37 Davis and Pereira 2003. 

38 Felbab-Brown 2010, 156. 

39 Arias and Goldstein 2010, 20. 

40 LeBas 2013. 

41 Andreas 2013. 

42 Cruz 2011. 

43 Daly 2016. 

44 Boyle 2014. 

45 Cruz 2016. 

46 Volkov 2002. 

47 Gambetta 1993. 

48 Ibid., 97. 

49 Kasfir 2005; Mampilly 2011; Arjona 2016. 

50 Willis 2015, 9. 

51 Rodgers 2006, 320. 

52 Venkatesh 1997, 107. 

53 Arias 2017; 2006. 

54 Kaldor 1999; Fearon 2010; United Nations Development Programme 2013; Briscoe 2015; 

Rivera 2016. 

55 Sambanis 2004, 269. 

56 Davis 2010, 399. 

57 See Beall, Goodfellow, and Rodgers 2013; Briscoe 2015; Arévalo de León and Tager 2016. 

58 Staniland 2015; 2017. 

59 Staniland 2012a, 246. 

60 Arias 2013. 



 

29 

 

 

61 Moncada 2013. 

62 Starn 1999, 26. 

63 Volkov 2002, 155. 

64 Alesina, Piccolo, and Pinotti 2016. 

65 The term “criminal politics” is not new. This is a concept which Carl Schmitt and Walter 

Benjamin, separately, developed in the post-war era (Greenberg 2009). A Human Rights 

Watch 2007 report also used this term to refer to the criminal and violent behaviors of 

Nigeria’s governing elite. 

66 Staniland 2015; 2017. 

67 Most criminal organizations have hierarchical organizational structures but some may have 

more diffuse or horizontal linkages as well; see United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

2002, 33-44. 

68 These include racketeering, drug-trafficking, human trafficking, smuggling, prostitution, 

money laundering, corruption, torture, homicide, kidnapping, rape, and theft among others. 

69 The definition of “organized crime” is highly contested but, generally, includes three primary 

components: organization, violence, and profit-seeking; see Federal Bureau of Investigation 

2016; Abadinsky 2013; Finckenauer 2005; and United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

2004. It should also be noted that not all of the groups listed are strictly “criminal” as vigilante 

groups are “extra-legal” in nature, a point made by Bateson and Smith 2016. Often, however, 

organized crime engages in vigilante-style violence and vigilante groups have also been 

known to engage in a variety of illicit activities for profit. 

70 Buford 1990. 

71 Shirk and Wallman 2015; Kalyvas 2015. 

72 Heinle, Molzahn, and Shirk 2015. 

73 Selee, Shirk, and Olson 2010.  

74 Rios 2013; Phillips 2015; Osorio 2015; Calderón et al. 2015. 

75 Shirk and Wallman 2015. 

76 Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009; Shirk and Wallman 2015. 

77 Osorio 2013; Dube, Dube, and García-Ponce 2013; Trejo and Ley 2016; Trejo and Ley 2017. 

78 Villareal 2002. 

79 Rios 2015; Duran-Martinez 2015. 

80 Lessing 2015, 1497-8. 

81 Justiça Global 2011, 30-36; 47-62. 

82 Willis 2015, 110-127. 

83 Alesina, Piccolo, and Pinotti 2016; Federal Bureau of Investigation 2016. 



 

30 

 

 

84 Bunker 2015. 

85 Lessing 2015, 1497-8. 

86 See Arias 2013 for a case of more collaborative arrangements between gang factions and Rio 

de Janeiro state. 

87 Duran-Martinez 2015. 

88 Ibid., 1383. 

89 See Thrasher 1927; Shaw and McKay 1942; Horowitz 1983; Vigil 1988; Whyte 1993; 

Venkatesh 1997; and Sánchez-Jankowski 2003 for variations of this argument. 

90 For exceptions, see Bernstein and Isackson 2011. 

91 Sobel and Osoba 2009, 996. 

92 Hagedorn 2006, 320. 

93 Hazen and Rodgers 2014; Koonings and Kruijt 2014. 

94 See Moser and Bronkhorst 1999; Rodgers 1999 Strocka 2006; Berkman 2007; and Imbusch, 

Misse, and Carrión 2011 for the massive literature on these organizations and their violence. 

95 Skarbek 2014. 

96 Cruz 2010; Lessing 2012; Fontes 2014; Willis 2015. 

97 Reed 2014. 

98 Velázquez 2014, 14. 

99 Starn 1999, 26. 

100 Zaluar and Conceição 2007. 

101 Bateson and Smith 2016. 

102 Rothod 2016; Bauer 2016. 

103 Baker 2002. 

104 Smith 2013. 

105 Sekhonyane and Louw 2002. 

106 Caldeira 2001, 199-207. 

107 Briscoe 2014, 42. 

108 Bunker 2015; Cruz and Duran-Martinez 2016. 

109 Varese 1994, 233. 

110 Stephenson 2017, 412. 

111 Shirk and Wallman 2015, 1359. 

112 Snyder and Duran-Martinez 2009, 262. 

113 Briscoe 2014, 38. 

114 Naím 2012. 

115 Shirk and Wallman 2015; Lessing 2015. 



 

31 

 

 

116 Human Rights Watch 2007. 

117 Andreas 1998, 161. 

118 Integration arrangements can exist within all levels (federal, state, municipal) and branches 

(executive, legislative, and judicial) of government. 

119 Comissão Parlamentar de Inquérito 2008; Cano and Duarte 2012. 

120 Paoli 1999. 

121 Saviano 2006, 46. 

122 Briscoe 2014, 43; 61. 

123 Ravelo 2010 in Briscoe 2014, 39. 

124 Human Rights Watch 2005; Crandall 2008, 83-116; López and Sevillano 2008. 

125 Andreas 1998. 

126 Ministerstvo Vnutrennykh Del Report 1996, i-iv quoted in Webster 1997, 32. 

127 De Boer and Bosetti 2015, 25. 

128 Human Rights Watch 2001, 1. 

129 Malkin and Arce 2016. 

130 For examples, see United Nations Development Programme 2013 and Rivera 2016. 

131 See Kalyvas 2015 for a discussion of such an agenda. 

132 Wood 2006, 2009; Cohen 2013. 

133 Bateson 2013. 

134 Daly 2016. 

135 Aguirre 2009, 147. 

136 Duran-Martinez 2017. 

137 Tilly 2003, 9. 

138 Collins 2009. 

139 Ibid., 20. 

140 For examples, see Moser and McIlwaine 2004; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004; Hume 

2009; and Wilding 2013. 

141 Auyero, Berbano de Lara, and Berti 2014. 

142 Rodgers 2009, 950. 

143 Kasfir 2005; Mampilly 2011; Arjona 2016. 

144 Hagedorn 2007. 

145 Agence France-Presse 2016. 

146 Vargas 2014; Calderón et al. 2015; Phillips 2015. 

147 Kalyvas 2015, 1534. 

148 Human Rights Watch 2016, 86-92. 



 

32 

 

 

149 Cruz and Duran-Martinez 2016. 

150 Bunker 2015. 

151 Police militarization is the subject of a significant research agenda within anthropology. For 

examples, see Davis 1992; Stephen 1999; Caldeira 2002; Wacquant 2008; Savell 2014. 

152 From field notes of a private meeting between Brazilian military forces and community 

leaders on May 13, 2014. 



 

 

 



 

34 

 

References 

Abadinsky, Howard. 2013. Organized Crime. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. 

Agence France-Presse. 2016. “Sri Lanka Brings Back War-Time Measures to Fight Gangs,” The 

Guardian, March 6. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/06/sri-lanka-brings-

back-war-time-measures-to-fight-gangs, accessed December 5, 2016. 

Aguirre, Mariano. 2009. “Crisis of the State, Violence in the City.” In Mega-Cities: The Politics 

of Urban Exclusion and Violence in the Global South, ed. Kees Koonings and Dirk 

Kruijt. London: Zed Books. 

Alesina, Alberto, Salvatore Piccolo, and Paolo Pinotti. 2016. “Organized Crime, Violence, and 

Politics.” Unpublished manuscript. Available at 

http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/alesina/files/organized_crime_violence_politics_march_2

016.pdf?m=1456945412, accessed March 17, 2017. 

Andreas, Peter. 1998. “Mexico: The Political Economy of Narco-Corruption in Mexico.” 

Current History 97(618): 160–65. 

——. 2013. Smuggler Nation: How Illicit Trade Made America. New York: Oxford University 

Press. 

Arévalo de León, Bernardo, and Ana Glenda Tager. 2016. “Armed Social Violence and 

Peacebuilding: Towards an operational approach.” In Undeclared wars:  Exploring a 

Peacebuilding Approach to Armed Social Violence, ed. Barbara Unger, Véronique 

Dudouet, Matteo Dressler, and Beatrix Austin. Berghof Handbook Dialogue Series 12. 

Berlin: Berghof Foundation. 

Arias, Desmond Enrique. 2006. Drugs and Democracy in Rio de Janeiro: Trafficking, Social 

Networks, and Public Security. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 

——. 2013. “The Impacts of Differential Armed Dominance of Politics in Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil.” Studies in Comparative International Development 48(3): 263–84. 

——. 2017. Criminal Enterprises and Governance in Latin American and the Caribbean. New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

Arias, Enrique Desmond, and Daniel M. Goldstein, eds. 2010. Violent Democracies in Latin 

America. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Arjona, Ana. 2016. Rebelocracy: Social Order in the Colombian Civil War. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Auyero, Javier, Agustín Burbano de Lara, and María Fernanda Berti. 2014. “Uses and Forms of 

Violence among the Urban Poor.” Journal of Latin American Studies 46(3): 443–69. 

Bakke, Kristin M., Kathleen Gallagher Cunningham, and Lee J.M. Seymour. 2012. “A Plague of 

Initials: Fragmentation, Cohesion, and Infighting in Civil Wars.” Perspectives on Politics 

10(2): 265–83. 



 

35 

 

Baker, Bruce. 2002. "Living with Non-State Policing in South Africa: The Issues and 

Dilemmas." Journal of Modern African Studies 40(1): 29-53. 

Bateson, Regina Anne. 2013. Order and Violence in Postwar Guatemala. PhD diss., Yale 

University. 

Bateson, Regina Anne, and Nicholas Rush Smith. 2016. Vigilantism: A Research Agenda for 

Political Science. Unpublished manuscript. 

Bauer, Shane. 2016. “Undercover with a Border Militia” Mother Jones, November/December.. 

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/10/undercover-border-militia-immigration-

bauer, accessed December 10, 2016. 

Beall, Jo, Thomas Goodfellow, and Dennis Rodgers. 2013. “Cities and Conflict in Fragile States 

in the Developing World.” Urban Studies 50(15): 3065–83. 

Belliveau, Joe. 2015. “Red Lines and al-Shabaab: Negotiating Humanitarian Access in 

Somalia.” NOREF Report. Oslo: NOREF. 

Berkman, Heather. 2007. “Social Exclusion and Violence in Latin America and the Caribbean.” 

Inter-American Development Bank. October. Working Paper #613. 

Berman, Eli, and Aila M. Matanock. 2015. “The Empiricists’ Insurgency.” Annual Review of 

Political Science 18(1): 443–64. 

Bernstein, David, and Noah Isackson. 2011. “Gangs and Politicians in Chicago: An Unholy 

Alliance.” Chicago Magazine, December 13. http://www.chicagomag.com/Chicago-

Magazine/January-2012/Gangs-and-Politicians-An-Unholy-Alliance/, accessed 

December 15, 2016. 

Blattman, Christopher, and Edward Miguel. 2010. “Civil War.” Journal of Economic Literature 

48(1): 3–57. 

Boyle, Michael J. 2014. Violence after War. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Brass, Paul. 1997. Theft of an Idol: Text and Context in the Representation of Collective 

Violence. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Briscoe, Ivan. 2014. “The Historical Development of the Nexus between Politics, Crime and the 

Economy in Latin America.” In Illicit Networks and Politics in Latin America, ed. Ivan 

Briscoe, Catalina Perdomo, and Catalina Uribe Bircher. Stockholm: International IDEA. 

——. 2015. “A Violent Compound: Competition, Crime, and Modern Conflict.” NOREF Report. 

Oslo: NOREF. 

Buford, Bill. 1990. Among the Thugs. London: Secker and Warburg.  

Bunker, Robert. 2015. “Gangs & Drug Trafficking in Central America Conference.” Small Wars 

Journal Blog. December 2. http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/gangs-drug-trafficking-in-

central-america-conference, accessed October 26, 2016. 



 

36 

 

Caldeira, Teresa P. R. 2001. City of Walls: Crime, Segregation, and Citizenship in São Paulo. 

Berkeley: University of California Press. 

——. 2002. “The Paradox of Police Violence in Democratic Brazil.” Ethnography 3(3): 235–

263. 

Calderón, Gabriela, Beatriz Magaloni, Gustavo Robles, and Alberto Diaz-Cayeros. 2015. “The 

Beheading of Criminal Organizations and the Dynamics of Violence in Mexico.” Journal 

of Conflict Resolution 59(8): 1455–85. 

Cano, Ignacio, and Thais Duarte. 2012. No Sapatinho: A Evolução Das Milícias No Rio de 

Janeiro (2008–2011). Rio de Janeiro: Laboratório de Análise da Violência (LAV-UERJ) 

& Fundação Heinrich Böll. 

Carey, Sabine C., Neil J. Mitchell, and Will Lowe. 2013. “States, the Security Sector, and the 

Monopoly of Violence: A New Database on pro-Government Militias.” Journal of Peace 

Research 50(2): 249–58. 

Cássia, Cristiane. 2003. “A Tomada da Maré: A Polícia Militar inaugura seu primeiro batalhão 

em território dominado pelo tráfico.” O Globo, July 1. Accessed from O Globo archive 

on January 1, 2015. 

Cohen, Dara Kay. 2013. “Explaining Rape during Civil War: Cross-National Evidence (1980- 

2009).” American Political Science Review 107(3): 461-77. 

Collins, Randall. 2009. Violence: A Micro-Sociological Theory. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press. 

Comissão Parlamentar de Inquérito. 2008. Relatório Final Da Comissão Parlamentar de 

Inquérito Destinada a Investigar a Ação de Milícias No Âmbito Do Estado Do Rio de 

Janeiro. Rio de Janeiro: Legislative Assembly of the State of Rio de Janeiro. 

Crandall, Russell. 2008. Driven by Drugs: US Policy toward Colombia. 2nd ed.. Boulder, CO: 

Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Cruz, José Miguel. 2010. “Central American Maras: From Youth Street Gangs to Transnational 

Protection Rackets.” Global Crime 11(4): 379–98. 

——. 2011. “Criminal Violence and Democratization in Central America: The Survival of the 

Violent State.” Latin American Politics and Society 53(4): 1–33. 

——. 2016. “State and Criminal Violence in Latin America.” Crime, Law and Social Change 

66(4): 375–96.  

Cruz, José Miguel, and Angelica Duran-Martinez. 2016. “Hiding Violence to Deal with the 

State: Criminal Pacts in El Salvador and Medellin.” Journal of Peace Research 53(2): 

197–210. 

Daly, Sarah Zukerman. 2016. Organized Violence after Civil War: The Geography of 

Recruitment in Latin America. New York: Cambridge University Press. 



 

37 

 

Davis, Diane E. 2010. “Irregular Armed Forces, Shifting Patterns of Commitment, and 

Fragmented Sovereignty in the Developing World.” Theory and Society 39(3-4): 397–

413. 

Davis, Diane E., and Anthony Pereira, eds. 2003. Irregular Armed Forces and Their Role in 

Politics and State Formation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Davis, Mike. 1992. “Fortress Los Angeles: the Militarization of Urban Space.” In Variations on 

a Theme Park, ed. Michael Sorkin. New York: Hill and Wang. 

De Boer, John, and Louise Bosetti. 2015. “The Crime-Conflict “Nexus”: State of the Evidence.” 

United Nations University Centre for Policy Research Occasional Paper 5. Tokyo: United 

Nations University. 

Dube, Arindrajit, Oeindrila Dube, and Omar García-Ponce. 2013. “Cross-Border Spillover: US 

Gun Laws and Violence in Mexico.” American Political Science Review 107(3): 397–

417. 

Duran-Martinez, Angelica. 2015. “To Kill and Tell?: State Power, Criminal Competition, and 

Drug Violence.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(8): 1377–1402. 

——. 2017. “El narcotráfico después de las FARC.” Razonpública.com, March 6. 

http://www.razonpublica.com/index.php/conflicto-drogas-y-paz-temas-30/10072-el-

narcotr%C3%A1fico-despu%C3%A9s-de-las-farc.html, accessed March 17, 2017. 

Fearon, James D. 2004. “Why Do Some Civil Wars Last So Much Longer Than Others?” 

Journal of Peace Research 41(3): 275-301.  

——. 2010. “Governance and Civil War Onset.” Background study for the World Development 

Report 2011. Washington, DC: World Bank.  

Federal Bureau of Investigation. 2016. What We Investigate: Organized Crime. 

https://www.fbi.gov/investigate/organized-crime, accessed December 10, 2016. 

Felbab-Brown, Vanda. 2009a. “Peacekeepers among Poppies: Afghanistan, Illicit Economies 

and Intervention.” International Peacekeeping 16(1): 100-14. 

——. 2009b. Shooting Up: Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs. Washington, DC: 

Brookings Institution Press. 

——. 2010. “Conceptualizing Crime as Competition in State-Making and Designing an Effective 

Response.” Security and Defense Studies Review 10:155-58. 

Finckenauer, James O. 2005. “Problems of Definition: What is Organized Crime?” Trends in 

Organized Crime 8(3): 63-83. 

Fontes, Anthony Wayne IV. 2014. “Beyond the Maras: Violence and Survival in Urban Central 

America.” Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars Working Paper Series. 

Gambetta, Diego. 1993. The Sicilian Mafia: The Business of Private Protection. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press. 



 

38 

 

Gavigan, Patrick. 2009. “Organized Crime, Illicit Power Structures and Guatemala’s Threatened 

Peace Process.” International Peacekeeping 16(1): 62–76. 

Geneva Declaration Secretariat. 2011. Global Burden of Armed Violence 2011: Lethal 

Encounters Trends and Patterns of Lethal Violence. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

——. 2015. Global Burden of Armed Violence 2015: Every Body Counts. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Greenberg, Udi E. 2009. “Criminalization: Carl Schmitt and Walter Benjamin’s Concept of 

Criminal Politics.” Journal of European Studies 39(3): 305–19. 

Gutiérrez Sanin, F., and Elisabeth Jean Wood. 2014. “Ideology in Civil War: Instrumental 

Adoption and beyond.” Journal of Peace Research 51(2): 213–26. 

Hagedorn, John M. 2006. “Institutionalized Gangs and Violence in Chicago.” In Neither War 

Nor Peace: International Comparisons of Children and Youth in Organised Armed 

Violence, ed. Luke Dowdney. Rio de Janeiro: Viva Rio. 

——, ed. 2007. “Introduction: Globalization, Gangs, and Traditional Criminology.” In Gangs in 

the Global City: Alternatives to Traditional Criminology. Urbana: University of Illinois 

Press. 

Haspeslagh, Sophie, and Zahbia Yousuf, eds. 2015. Local Engagement with Armed Groups in 

the Midst of Violence. Accord Insight 2. London: Conciliation Resources.  

Hazen, Jennifer, and Dennis Rodgers. 2014. Global Gangs: Street Violence across the World. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Heinle, Kimberly, Cory Molzahn, and David Shirk. 2015. Drug Violence in Mexico: Data and 

Analysis through 2014. San Diego, CA: Justice in Mexico Project. 

https://justiceinmexico.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/2015-Drug-Violence-in-Mexico-

final.pdf, accessed February 22, 2016. 

Hellestveit, C. 2015. “Tribes, Thugs, Terrorists and the Law: Can Non-conventional Armed 

Violence Be Regulated?” NOREF Report. Oslo: NOREF. 

Horowitz, Ruth. 1983. Honor and the American Dream: Culture and Identity in a Chicano 

Community. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

Humphreys, Macartan. 2005. “Natural resources, Conflict, and Conflict Resolution: Uncovering 

the Mechanisms.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 49(4): 508-37. 

Human Rights Watch. 2001. The “Sixth Division”: Military-paramilitary Ties and U.S. Policy in 

Colombia. New York: Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/reports/2001/ 

colombia/6theng.pdf, accessed February 22, 2016. 

——. 2005. Smoke and Mirrors: Colombia’s Demobilization of Paramilitary Groups. New 

York: Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/ 



 

39 

 

colombia0805.pdf, accessed May 23, 2017. 

——. 2007. Criminal Politics: Violence, "Godfathers" and Corruption in Nigeria. New York: 

Human Rights Watch. https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/nigeria1007 

webwcover_0.pdf, accessed March 14, 2017. 

——. 2016. “Good Cops Are Afraid”: The Toll of Unchecked Police Violence in Rio de Janeiro. 

New York City. https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/07/07/good-cops-are-afraid/toll-

unchecked-police-violence-rio-de-janeiro, accessed October 12, 2016. 

Hume, Mo. 2009. The Politics of Violence: Gender, Conflict, and Community in El Salvador. 

Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Idler, Annette. 2012. “Exploring Agreements of Convenience Made among Violent Non-State 

Actors.” Perspectives on Terrorism 6(4–5): 63–84. 

Imbusch, Peter, Michel Misse, and Fernando Carrión. 2011. “Violence Research in Latin 

America and the Caribbean: A Literature Review.” International Journal of Conflict and 

Violence 5(1): 87–154. 

Isaac, Jeffrey C. 2012. “New Approaches to the Study of Violence.” Perspectives on Politics 

10(2): 235–41. 

Jentzsch, Corinna, Stathis N. Kalyvas, and Livia Isabella Schubiger. 2015. “Militias in Civil 

Wars.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(5): 755–69. 

Justiça Global. 2011. São Paulo Sob Achaque: Corrupção, Crime Organizado E Violência 

Institucional Em Maio de 2006. Cambridge: International Human Rights Clinic. 

Kaldor, Mary. 1999. New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era. Cambridge: 

Polity Press. 

Kasfir, N., 2005. “Guerrillas and Civilian Participation: The National Resistance Army in 

Uganda, 1981–1986.” The Journal of Modern African Studies 43:271-96.  

Kalyvas, Stathis N. 2003. “The Ontology of ‘Political Violence’: Action and Identity in Civil 

Wars.” Perspectives on Politics 1(3): 475–94.   

———. 2006. The Logic of Violence in Civil War. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

———. 2015. “How Civil Wars Help Explain Organized Crime--and How They Do Not.” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(8): 1517–40. 

Koonings, Kees, and Dirk Kruijt. 2014. Megacities: The Politics of Urban Exclusion and 

Violence in the Global South. London: Zed Books. 

LeBas, Adrienne. 2013. “Violence and Urban Order in Nairobi, Kenya and Lagos, Nigeria.” 

Studies in Comparative International Development 48(3): 240–62. 

Lessing, Benjamin. 2012. “A Hole at the Center of the State: Prison Gangs and the Limits to 

Punitive Power.” Center on Democracy, Development, and the Rule of Law Working 

Papers 143. 



 

40 

 

——.  2015. “The Logic of Violence in Criminal War.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(8): 

1486–516. 

López, Claudia. and Oscar Sevillano. 2008. “Balance político de la parapolítica.” ARCANOS 

11(14): 62-87. http://www.ideaspaz.org/tools/download/54297, accessed May 20, 2017. 

Lujala, Päivil, Nils Petter Gleditsch, and Elisabeth Gilmore. 2005. “A Diamond Curse? Civil 

War and a Lootable Resource.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 49(4): 538–62. 

Malkin, Elisabeth and Alberto Arce. 2016. “Files Suggest Honduran Police Leaders Ordered 

Killing of Antidrug Officials.” New York Times, April 16. https://www.nytimes.com/ 

2016/04/16/world/americas/files-suggest-honduras-police-leaders-ordered-killing-of-

antidrug-officials.html, accessed September 16, 2016. 

Mampilly, Zachariah. C. 2011. Rebel Rulers: Insurgent Governance and Civilian Life during 

War. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Ministerstvo Vnutrennykh Del Report. 1996. “MVD Report: Latest Data on the Performance of 

Internal Affairs Agencies and Internal Troops in 1996,” i–iv.  

Moncada, Eduardo. 2013. “The Politics of Urban Violence: Challenges for Development in the 

Global South.” Studies in Comparative International Development 48(3): 217–39. 

Moser, Caroline, and Bernice van Bronkhorst. 1999. “Youth Violence in Latin America and the 

Caribbean: Costs, Causes, and Interventions.” Latin America and Caribbean Region 

Sustainable Development Working Paper 3(August) Urban peace program series. 

Washington, D.C.: The World Bank.  

Moser, Caroline O. N., and Cathy McIlwaine. 2004. Encounters with Violence in Latin America: 

Urban Poor Perceptions from Colombia and Guatemala. New York: Routledge. 

Naím, Moisés. 2012. “Mafia States: Organized Crime Takes Office.” Foreign Affairs, May/June. 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2012-04-20/mafia-states, accessed September 15, 

2016. 

Osorio, Javier. 2013. “Hobbes on Drugs: Understanding Drug Violence in Mexico.” PhD diss., 

University of Notre Dame. 

——. 2015. “The Contagion of Drug Violence: Spatiotemporal Dynamics of the Mexican War 

on Drugs.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(8): 1403–32. 

Paoli, Letizia. 1999. “The Political Criminal Nexus in Italy.” Trends in Organized Crime 5(2): 

15-58. 

Phillips, Brian J. 2015. “How Does Leadership Decapitation Affect Violence? The Case of Drug 

Trafficking Organizations in Mexico.” Journal of Politics 77(2): 324–36. 

Pinker, Steven, and Andrew Mack. 2014. “The World Is Not Falling Apart: The Trend Lines 

Reveal an Increasingly Peaceful Period in History.” Slate. December 22. 

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/foreigners/2014/12/the_world_is_not_fa



 

41 

 

lling_apart_the_trend_lines_reveal_an_increasingly_peaceful.html, accessed March 13, 

2016. 

Reed, Tristan. 2014. “Mexico’s Drug War: Substantial Changes Seen in Michoacan.” Forbes. 

April 17. https://www.forbes.com/sites/stratfor/2014/04/17/mexicos-drug-war-

substantial-changes-seen-in-michoacan/#7674d55f574b, accessed March 15, 2016. 

Reno, William. 1998. Warlord Politics and African States. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner 

Publishers. 

Rios, Viridiana. 2013. “Why Did Mexico Become so Violent? A Self-Reinforcing Violent 

Equilibrium Caused by Competition and Enforcement.” Trends in Organized Crime 

16(2): 138–55. 

——. 2015. “How Government Coordination Controlled Organized Crime: The Case of 

Mexico’s Cocaine Markets.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(8): 1433–54. 

Rivera, Mauricio. 2016. “The Sources of Social Violence in Latin America: An Empirical 

Analysis of Homicide Rates, 1980–2010.” Journal of Peace Research 53(1): 84-99.  

Rodgers, Dennis. 1999. “Youth Gangs and Violence in Latin America and the Caribbean: A 

Literature Survey.” Latin America and Caribbean Region Sustainable Development 

Working Paper 4. 

——. 2006. “The State as a Gang: Conceptualizing the Governmentality of Violence in 

Contemporary Nicaragua.” Critique of Anthropology 26(3): 315–30. 

——. 2009. “Slum Wars of the 21st Century: The New Geography of Conflict in Central 

America.” Development and Change 40(5): 949–76. 

Ross, Michael. 2006. “A Closer Look at Oil, Diamonds, and Civil War.” Annual Review of 

Political Science 9: 265–300. 

Rothod, Sara. 2016. “Why the Law Turns a Blind Eye to Militias.” Mother Jones, October 25. 

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/10/paramilitary-militia-laws-training, 

accessed December 10, 2016. 

Sambanis, Nicholas. 2004. “Using Case Studies to Expand Economic Models of Civil War.” 

Perspectives on Politics 2(2): 259–79. 

Sánchez-Jankowski, Martin. 2003. “Gangs and Social Change.” Theoretical Criminology 7(2): 

191–216. 

Savell, Stephanie. 2014. “Pacifying Rio’s Favelas: Innovation, Adaptation, or Continuity?” 

Anthropoliteia, May 16. https://anthropoliteia.net/2014/05/16/pacifying-rios-favelas-

innovation-adaptation-or-continuity/, accessed June 1, 2014. 

Saviano, Roberto. 2006. Gomorrah: A Personal Journey into the Violent International Empire of 

Naples’ Organized Crime System. New York: Picador. 



 

42 

 

Scheper-Hughes, Nancy, and Philippe Bourgois, eds. 2004. Violence in War and Peace: An 

Anthology. Oxford: Blackwell.  

Sekhonyane, Makubetse, and Antoinette Louw. 2002. “Violent Justice: Vigilantism and the 

State’s Response.” Institute for Security Studies monograph 72. 

Selee, Andrew, David Shirk, and Eric Olson. 2010. “Five Myths about Mexico’s Drug War.” 

Washington Post, March 28. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/ 

2010/03/26/AR2010032602226.html, accessed September 19, 2016. 

Shaw, Clifford, and Henry D. McKay. 1942. Juvenile Delinquency and Urban Areas. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press. 

Shirk, David, and Joel Wallman. 2015. “Understanding Mexico’s Drug Violence.” Journal of 

Conflict Resolution 59(8): 1348–76.  

Skarbek, David. 2014. The Social Order of the Underworld: How Prison Gangs Govern the 

American Penal System. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Smith, Nicholas R. 2013. The Rights of Others: Vigilantism and the Contradictions of 

Democratic State Formation in Post-Apartheid South Africa. PhD diss., University of 

Chicago. 

Snyder, Richard, and Angelica Duran-Martinez. 2009. “Does Illegality Breed Violence? Drug 

Trafficking and State-Sponsored Protection Rackets.” Crime, Law and Social Change 

52(3): 253–73. 

Sobel, Russell S., and Brian J. Osoba. 2009. “Youth Gangs as Pseudo-Governments: 

Implications for Violent Crime.” Southern Economic Journal 75(4): 996–1018. 

Staniland, Paul. 2012a. “States, Insurgents, and Wartime Political Orders.” Perspectives on 

Politics 10(2): 243–64. 

——. 2012b. “Organizing Insurgency: Networks, Resources, and Rebellion in South Asia.” 

International Security 37(1): 142–77. 

——. 2015. “Militias, Ideology, and the State.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 59(5): 770–93. 

——. 2017. “Armed Politics and the Study of Intrastate Conflict.” Journal of Peace Research 

54(4): 459-67. 

Starn, Orin. 1999. Nightwatch: The Politics of Protest in the Andes. Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press. 

Stephen, Lynn. 1999. “The Construction of Indigenous Suspects: Militarization and the 

Gendered and Ethnic Dynamics of Human Rights Abuses in Southern Mexico,” 

American Ethnologist 26:822–42. 

Stephenson, Svetlana. 2017. “It Takes Two to Tango: The State and Organized Crime in 

Russia.” Current Sociology 65(3): 411-26 

Stojarová, Věra. 2007. “Organized Crime in the Western Balkans.” HUMSEC Journal 1:91-114. 



 

43 

 

Strazzari, Francesco. 2014. “Azawad and the Rights of Passage:The Role of Illicit Trade in the 

Logic of Armed Group Formation in Northern Mali.” NOREF Report. Oslo: NOREF. 

Strocka, Cordula. 2006. “Youth Gangs in Latin America.” SAIS Review of International Affairs 

26(2): 133-46. 

Tilly, Charles. 1985. “War Making and State Making as Organized Crime.” In Bringing the State 

Back, ed. Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol. New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

——. 2003. The Politics of Collective Violence. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Thrasher, Frederic. 1927. The Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago. Peotone, IL: New 

Chicago School Press. 

Trejo, Guillermo, and Sandra Ley. 2016. “Federalism, Drugs, and Violence: Why 

Intergovernmental Partisan Conflict Stimulated Inter-cartel Violence in Mexico,” Política 

y gobierno 23(1): 9-52. 

——. 2017. “Why Did Drug Cartels Go to War in Mexico? Subnational Democratization, the 

Breakdown of Criminal Protection, and the Onset of Large-Scale Violence.” 

Comparative Political Studies. DOI: 10.1177/0010414017720703. 

United Nations Development Programme. 2013. Seguridad ciudadana con rostro humano: 

Informe Regional de Desarrollo Humano 2012–13. New York: UN.  

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 2002. Results of a pilot survey of forty selected 

organized criminal groups in sixteen countries. Vienna: UNODC.  

——. 2004. Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. New York: UNODC. 

——. 2010. The Globalisation of Crime: A Transnational Organised Crime Threat Assessment. 

Vienna: UNODC. 

——. 2011. Global Study on Homicide 2011: Trends, Contexts, Data. Vienna: UNODC.  

Varese, Federico. 1994. “Is Sicily the Future of Russia? Private Protection and the Rise of the 

Russian Mafia.” European Journal of Sociology (83): 224–58. 

Vargas, Robert. 2014. “Criminal Group Embeddedness and the Adverse Effects of Arresting a 

Gang’s Leader: A Comparative Case Study.” Criminology 52(2): 143–68. 

Velázquez, Jaime Rivera. 2014. “Crimen Organizado y Autodefensas en México: El Caso de 

Michoacán.” Perspectivas 6: 1–16.  

Venkatesh, Sudhir. 1997. “The Social Organization of Street Gang Activity in an Urban Ghetto.” 

American Journal of Sociology 103(1): 82–111. 

Vigil, James Diego. 1988. Barrio Gangs: Street Life and Identity in Southern California. Austin, 

TX: University of Texas Press. 

Villarreal, Andrés. 2002. “Political Competition and Violence in Mexico: Hierarchical Social 

Control in Local Patronage Structures.” American Sociological Review 67(4): 477-98.  

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0010414017720703


 

44 

 

Volkov, Vadim. 2002. Violent Entrepreneurs: The Use of Force in the Making of Russian 

Capitalism. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Wacquant, Loïc. 2008. “The Militarization of Urban Marginality: Lessons from the Brazilian 

Metropolis.” International Policing Sociology 2:56-74. 

Warrick, Joby, and Greg Miller. 2016. “New ISIS Recruits Have Deep Criminal Roots.” 

Washington Post March 23. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-

security/new-isis-recruits-have-deep-criminal-roots/2016/03/23/89b2e590-f12e-11e5-

a61f-e9c95c06edca_story.html?utm_term=.4aeb073a6f17, accessed October 26, 2016. 

Webster, William H. 1997. Russian Organized Crime. Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and 

International Studies. 

Weinstein, Jeremy M. 2007. Inside Rebellion: The Politics of Insurgent Violence. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Whyte, William Foote. 1993. Street Corner Society: The Social Structure of an Italian Slum. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Wilding, Polly. 2013. Negotiating Boundaries: Gender, Violence, and Transformation in Brazil. 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Willis, Graham Denyer. 2015. The Killing Consensus: Police, Organized Crime, and the 

Regulation of Life and Death in Urban Brazil. Berkeley, CA: University of California 

Press. 

Wood, Elisabeth Jean. 2006. “Variation in Sexual Violence during War.” Politics and Society 

34(3): 307–42. 

——. 2009. “Armed Groups and Sexual Violence: When Is Wartime Rape Rare?” Politics and 

Society 37(1): 131–61.  

Zaluar, Alba, and Isabel Siqueira Conceição. 2007. “Favelas Sob o Controle das Milícias no Rio 

de Janeiro.” São Paulo em Perspectiva 21(2): 89-101. 


