The London School of Economics and Political Science

Transnational networks of insurgency and crime:
explaining the spread of the Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia beyond national borders.

Oscar Palma

A thesis submitted to the Department of
International Relations of the London School of
Economics for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy,
London, March, 2013



Declaration

| certify that the thesis | have presented for examination for the MPhil/PhD
degree of the London School of Economics and Political Science is solely my
own work other than where | have clearly indicated that it is the work of
others (in which case the extent of any work carried out jointly by me and
any other person is clearly identified in it).

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. Quotation from it is
permitted, provided that full acknowledgement is made. This thesis may not
be reproduced without my prior written consent.

| warrant that this authorisation does not, to the best of my belief, infringe
the rights of any third party.

| declare that my thesis consists of 99,662 words.



Acknowledgments

To all of those who contributed with my dissertation, most especially to my supervisor
Christopher Coker and Razeen Sally, Fawaz Gerges, Ambassador Mauricio Rodriguez, Virginia
Contreras, Sergio Jaramillo, Cynthia Arnson, Thomas Marks, David Spencer, Alejandro
Arbelaez, General Carlos Ospina, Leonardo Tique, Rocio Cruz, Cesar Castafio, Eliana Sanabria,
“Lucho”, Alejandra Ripoll, Jorge Ignacio Calixto, Rodrigo Paris, Commander Wilmer Castro
Soteldo, Cristian Garay, Gonzalo Montaner, Adolfo Vera, Luis Villamarin, Fernando Egafia,
Indira de Pefia, Natalia Cobo, Andres Molano, Alicia La Rotta, Anibal Romero, Carlos Romero,
“Tania Roja”, Jean Dazor, Hernando Torrez-Fernandez, Luis Giacoma Macchiavello, Ramon
Diego Abasolo, Adolfo Vera, Alejandro Arevalo, Domingo Marileo, Israel Aillapan, Juan Luis
Cordova, Liza Zuiiga, Ronal Rodriguez, Rafael Arraiz, Jacob Parakilas, Sebastiana Barraez,
Caroline Varin, Nick Srnicek, Janel Smith, Samuel Jones, Alejandro Sanchez, Valentina Gracia,

Cesar Baquero and the Centre for Hemispheric Defense Studies-National Defense University.

| am also grateful to those who contributed with my initial engagement on PhD studies
including Geoff Berridge, Eduardo Barajas, Vicente Torrijos, Stephanie Lavaux and Sandra

Borda.



Abstract

Through official and academic circles a particular understanding of the Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia (FARC) had spread: an almost devastated terrorist group whose interests
in profiting from drug trafficking clouded its political objectives. Its transnational networks
were either underestimated, perceiving they didn’t offer much to the organization; or
overestimated, believing that every Latin American agent on the Left of the political

spectrum was part of a conspiracy against the Colombian state.

The dissertation proposes a different narrative to explain the importance of transnational
networks and structures, especially how they may serve as a base for FARC to survive. The
Colombian insurgency is here addressed as a typical case of a kind of organization in which
political and criminal interests are blended. It further develops the concept of ‘commercial
insurgencies’, opposing a vision of the insurgency as a monolithic entity, to explain it as a
system of interconnected individuals with diverse functions and interests who constitute its

three dimensions: political, military and criminal.

It is here argued that commercial insurgencies exploit specific elements through the
environment to embed its nodes beyond the borders of a single state. These include
sympathy from individuals, support from national governments, connections with political
and social organizations, alliances with armed actors, the exploitation of empty spaces, and
the secretive placement of nodes. Common single-variable explanations to the embedment
of insurgents, such as support from a foreign allied government, are insufficient as an
objective account of this phenomenon. Furthermore, given certain environmental processes,
survival of insurgency elements may contribute to the reconstitution and re-emergence of

the organization.

In this sense the challenge of the counterinsurgent is two-fold: the insurgency is
multidimensional, and it tends to be transnational. Consequently, for an offensive to be
successful it needs to address all the dimensions simultaneously and to control the effects of

elements existing beyond borders.
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Introduction

During the Cold War, and especially after the triumph of the Cuban revolution, socialist and
communist insurgencies flourished through Central and South America with an idea of
revolutionary transformation. With the end of the bipolar confrontation it was believed that
Marxist-Leninist and Maoist insurgencies would disappear, not only through the Western
hemisphere but throughout the developing world. To a certain extent this was true. In most
Latin American countries insurgencies disappeared: peace agreements were signed; rebels
demobilized and political parties were formed. In El Salvador and Nicaragua parties created

by former insurgents even won presidential elections.

But this was not always the case. Insurgencies such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC) continued to exist, challenging security and order, adapting to new strategic
contexts, and profiting from illicit drug markets. This circumstance has invited formulations
about the nature of insurgencies and the reasons of their persistence. In the case of FARC a
dominant narrative became widespread through official circles, and even through the nation.
It explains the organization basically as a criminalized entity whose interest in profiting from
the drug market corrupted its original political interest, motivating its continued
participation in war. Given the profound damages that the Colombian state managed to
inflict on the insurgency during the decade of the 2000s, it became widely accepted that this

criminalized group was close to its defeat and elimination.

A brief observation of the discourse of Colombian leaders during the presidential period of
Alvaro Uribe (2002-2010) would exemplify the idea. Military Forces Joint Commander Freddy
Padilla popularized the vision that FARC was right at the ‘end of the end’ of its existence,
while the President himself and several of his Ministers would agree. Former Defence
Minister Martha Lucia Ramirez said that “we [were] in the middle of the end of FARC”
(Caracol Radio, 2008, March 7). Political leaders managed to convince the nation that the
insurgency was only a problem of criminality and terrorism. The discourse penetrated society
so deeply that those who explained the organization beyond the spectre of pure terrorism,
or its motivations as political, were rejected and even disqualified as collaborators or

supporters of the insurgency.

This perception of criminalization and near-defeat coexisted with two contrasting narratives

regarding the insurgency’s participation in regional processes, and its alliances with foreign



actors. They provide differentiated perspectives about FARC’s strategic opportunities
through the region. They give contrasting explanations about the effects that support from
regional actors including foreign presidents, political parties, armed organizations, and social

movements might have on the insurgency’s activities, stability, growth and survival.

On the one hand there are ‘sceptics’ who believe that although international connections
and networks have been constructed through time, they are not instrumental for the
insurgency to achieve its goals in Colombia. They do not offer any opportunities for FARC to
advance in its agenda, and given the insurgency’s state of disarray, they do not represent any
chance for its recovery or survival. From their perspective, linkages with Presidents Hugo
Chavez and Ariel Ortega are not necessarily denied, but seen as irrelevant. Some might even
believe such connections are of no interest for FARC’s counterparts, and of high priority only

to the insurgency.

By contrast, there are ‘alarmists’ who believe that FARC cannot only be understood as an
insurgency fighting in Colombia, but also as part of a wider process of regional upheaval in
which all actors on the political Left in Latin America convened. A so called “turn to the left”
which brought several bolivarianist and socialists parties to power including Hugo Chavez in
Venezuela, Rafael Correa in Ecuador, Evo Morales in Bolivia, Lula da Silva in Brazil, Michelle
Bachelet in Chile, and the Kirchners in Argentina was interpreted as the greatest regional
moment for FARC to advance in its struggle. It was argued that all of these agents were
motivated by the achievement of a single common interest: implementing a revolutionary
form of bolivarianism and socialism through the continent. It was believed that they acted
as conspirators and not as agents with particular national agendas. The Sao Paulo Forum, a
regional conference which brings together socialist and communist parties and personalities,
including FARC, was considered the heart of this enterprise. There, it was believed, the

agenda for regional revolution was set.!

For alarmists, although FARC was at a point of criminalization and near disintegration, foreign
actors did matter. This ‘super-structure’ in which FARC is understood only as a node in a
network of nodes, acted in favour of the organization. Chavez and Correa, it was argued, as
members of the Sao Paulo Forum would provide a safe-haven for insurgents to escape

intense counterinsurgency operations in Colombia. This type of actions, they argue, has

1 Examples of this vision can be observed through the work of former Colonel Luis Villamarin (2005;
2007) and Alejandro Pefia (2011).
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actually kept the insurgency alive. In similar terms, given its criminal nature, transnational

trafficking networks spreading through the region also contribute to its survival.

For several years | have been a student and a practitioner of International Security in
Colombia. As a former Professional Commissioned Officer of the Military Forces, working as
an External Intelligence Analyst at the General Joint Command, | had the opportunity to learn
more about regional security processes, bilateral and multilateral institutions, and the
relations between the Colombian conflict and the region. But more importantly, | got
familiarized with mainstream discourses, observing how deeply they penetrated the

understanding of insurgency through official circles and through the nation.

The more | learned about the dominant postures, the more | grew dissatisfied with their
capacity to explain the real nature of the organization and of its relation with agents through
the region. The idea of categorizing FARC through simplistic concepts that create a
monolithic image of the insurgency was never appealing for me. Defining FARC as a purely
criminal organization implied ignoring all of its political motivations, actions, and goals, and
even probably its history. It wouldn’t easily explain support provided by certain social sectors

like student groups at public universities or peasants in marginalized regions.

In similar terms, depicting FARC as a terrorist agent might derive into positive results for the
counterinsurgent, as the pejorative character of the word delegitimizes its actions, increasing
its rejection through the nation. But as an explanation of the phenomenon itself, it becomes
fairly limited. Can actions of combat between the guerrilla and the regular state forces be
qualified solely as terrorism? How would a protracted guerrilla warfare campaign fit into this

concept?

Furthermore, explanations on how processes and events in the region affect the insurgency,
and the significance of its interactions with regional agents, were constructed mainly through
political prejudices. Those perspectives have been built without a rigorous systematic
observation of the elements that have allowed the insurgency to spread through the
continent, and to determine its implications. There has been little concern to build a more
‘scientific’ explanation beyond politically-motivated judgements and beliefs. It is commonly
argued, for example, that FARC has managed to expand within Venezuela because Hugo
Chavez, a Bolivarian whose goals are aligned with those of FARC, is a close ally. But this

explanation largely ignores historical processes of FARC’s penetration in the country and the

11



importance of other agents. Extremist positions and conspiracy-like understandings have

clouded the possibility to build a more rigorous and objective approach to the subject.

It was my dissatisfaction with such explanations which motivated me to engage with this
investigation. My interest inspired me to propose a particular explanation of FARC’s relation
and interaction with its region; of its connections with other agents in different countries;
and of the implications this may bear on insurgency’s conditions. It seeks to go beyond
politically-motivated narratives to construct a more academically rigorous and sound

approach to the construction of FARC’s networks

In essence, and in more specific terms, the puzzle of this thesis, its objective, is to determine
which elements allow the insurgency to build transnational networks and what do they mean
for the organization. Rather than explaining the significance of the region for the insurgency
through judgements based on ideological affinity; and either magnifying or rejecting the
meaning of events in Latin America for the organization, this thesis proposes a more
structured and rigorous framework of analysis to objectively determine what allows the

construction of transnational networks, and what do they mean for FARC.

| believe there is much more on the interaction between the insurgency and its region that
hasn’t been explored, and that deepening its study would open new avenues of
understanding on the importance of regional processes and actors for insurgency in
Colombia. Dismissing the region as a space without any value for the insurgency might be as
grave a mistake as it could be to believe in monolithic region-wide conspiracies in its favour.
This is why the thesis is set to explore systemic dynamics of interaction between the
insurgency and its region, assessing differentiated levels of importance according to activities

and tasks developed by its militants.

In that sense, my argument is that FARC has exploited specific elements within the
environment to embed militants and construct networks beyond Colombian borders,
creating a base to survive a strong counterinsurgency offensive. Those elements include
sympathy from individuals, support from national governments, connections with political
and social organizations, alliances with armed actors, the exploitation of empty spaces, and
the creation of conditions for the secretive placement of nodes. Furthermore given the
existence of certain environmental processes such as the preservation of the ideology and
the mobility of criminal economies through the region, the survival of insurgency elements

may lead into the reconstitution and re-emergence of the organization.
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This argument challenges single-variable explanations to the construction of FARC's
networks, which are common through dominant narratives. It goes beyond the idea that the
insurgency has managed to expand simply because there are alliances with leftist presidents
who welcome the organization in their territories. All of the elements mentioned above
contribute in a differentiated manner to the embedment of insurgents, according to the type

of functions they perform, as it will be explained through the dissertation.

For this explanation an appropriate understanding of the organization becomes relevant. To
assess the spread of networks it is necessary to have a clear idea of insurgents’ functions,
and to understand those functions, it isimperative to interpret the nature of the organization

correctly.

This brings us back to the dilemma of insurgency, terrorism and criminality. It has been
explained that a narrative which became dominant during the 2000s portrayed the
insurgency mostly as a criminal or a terrorist group. | have argued that such concepts do not
sufficiently explain the insurgency. They are used to categorize organizations in an almost a
random fashion, and with an obvious political objective. Al Qaeda, for instance, is referred
to by several authors as a globalized insurgency, while western governments brand it fully as
a terrorist organization. In similar terms, FARC has been described as a hypercartel (Guzman

& Mufioz, 2004)

Insurgencies, in general terms, are by definition political. They are violent and armed
upheavals conducted systematically over time to achieve political change: the creation of a
new nation, the transformation of a political system, the expulsion of a foreign intervening
power, separation from an existing country, etc.? Militants are profoundly convinced and
motivated by the achievement of its goal, to the point that they are willing to risk their own
lives in its pursuit. They have varied strategies to achieve their political objectives, including
guerrilla warfare, terrorism and even conventional warfare. These do not define their
objectives; they only describe its methods. The organization may well recur to terrorist
actions, but even when such is the case, categorizing it entirely as a terrorist group might not
be sufficient to describe its nature. This can be explained through Michel Wieworka’s

differentiation between violence as a method and as logic of action, which has been used to

2 Definitions of insurgency will be discussed in the second chapter. However, Bard O’Neill introduces the
following definition: “a struggle between a non-ruling group and the ruling authorities in which the former
consciously employs political resources (organizational skills, propaganda, and/or demonstrations) and
instruments of violence to establish legitimacy for some aspect of the political system it considers illegitimate.
Legitimacy and illegitimacy refer to whether or not existing aspects of politics are considered moral or immoral
(or, to simplify, right or wrong) by the population or selected elements therein.” (O’Neill, 1980, p.1)
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analyse the concept of terrorism. An organization may use terrorism as a method to achieve
its political objective, but that does not mean that its entire nature, its logic, is to perform
terrorist acts (Griset & Mahan; 2002, p.10). In this sense, not all insurgents are terrorists as
not all terrorists are insurgents. Terrorism, as guerrilla warfare, is as instrumental for rebels

as it is for other actors.

The concept of terrorism is itself a contested one. There is no agreed definition on what
constitutes terrorism and who is or isn’t a terrorist. More than being scientifically rigorous,
the designation of an organization as a terrorist entity responds to politically-motivated
interests. Discussing concepts and definitions of terrorism goes beyond the scope of this
thesis; it is only of interest to explain the decision to conceptualize FARC as a commercial

insurgency.

A similar confusion is brought about by the blurry line that separates insurgents and
terrorists from criminals. In general terms insurgents use violence to achieve a political goal,
while the criminal does it for personal gain, lacking an ideology. Bruce Hoffman argues that
criminals are not concerned with influencing or affecting public opinion, simply desiring to
gain money or to accomplish its mercenary task in the quickest and easiest possible way. By
contrast, the fundamental aim of a terrorist (and by extension, an insurgent) is ultimately to
change the political system, about which the criminal couldn’t care less (Hoffman, 2006, p.

36-37).

A similar difference is established by Schmitt when he argues that “a further touchstone that
imposes itself on us in present times is the intense political commitment which sets the
partisan apart from other fighters. The intensely political character of partisan is crucial since
he has to be distinguished from the common thief and criminal whose motives aim at private

enrichment.” (Schmitt, 2004, p. 10)

Depicting FARC through only one of these concepts, excluding the others, would not suffice
as an appropriate explanation to understand its nature. FARC has recurred to terrorist
actions as much as to guerrilla warfare, targeting military units and conducting military-like
operations. Similarly, just as there are commanders and combatants who are fully convinced
of the need to wage war in order to achieve their objective, there are also those more

motivated by profit. This may be the case in every organization, but it has been extensively
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demonstrated that certain sources (timber, diamonds, oil, emeralds, and more importantly

narcotics) stimulate criminal interests within rebel groups, increasing the length of conflict.

In the quest for a more appropriate concept, it is possible to recur to literature developed by
Criminologists. They have already analysed the many ways in which criminality and political

violence interact, changing the nature of entities, or creating different types of hybrids.*

Concepts such as hybrid entities or commercial insurgencies describe agents which cannot
be strictly defined in political or criminal terms, but as a merger in which the political struggle
meets the profiting interests of members or groups within the organization. Whereas the
first concept is concerned about non-state actors in general, the latter emerges from
discussions about insurgency and warfare. The concept of commercial insurgencies then is
here developed as a base to explain the nature and character of FARC, since it carries

considerable explanatory power for its description.

Steven Metz, a Strategic Studies Scholar at the US Military College in Carlisle, introduced the
concept of commercial insurgencies back in the early 1990s (Metz, 1993). This thesis
contributes developing the concept further in its interest to explain FARCs construction of
networks. It elaborates a particular proposition regarding the structure of commercial
insurgencies (the system), and the ways in which it interacts with the region or regions where

they operate (the environment).

It proposes that commercial insurgencies display a triadic character composed of
complementing and interrelated political, military and criminal dimensions, in motivational
and functional terms. For each of the dimensions, particular functional structures or
networks are developed, composed by insurgents (nodes, in terms of network theory) who
carry out their activities and duties. Through the exploitation of environmental elements, as
described before, such nodes can be embedded beyond borders challenging the
counterinsurgent state. The interrelation of these dimensions implies that from remaining
nodes or structures of one or two dimensions, the commercial insurgency can be
reconstructed. This might be the case because environmental processes such as the

preservation of the insurgent’s ideology and discourse, and the mobility of elements of the

3 This idea has been presented by many authors including David Keen (1998), Mats Berdal (2000), Paul Collier
and Nicholas Sambanis (2005), and Cynthia Arnson (2005)

4 This has been developed through works by Louise Shelley (2002; 2005), Tamara Makarenko (2004), John
Picarelly (2005), Chris Dishman (2001) and Phil Williams (2008).

15



criminal economy allow remaining militants to re-engage with the activities of other

dimensions.

Itis evident that insurgencies do not exist in a vacuum; they are embedded on their operation
environments and to a certain extent depend on them. Understanding this relation is not
only vital for the explanation of insurgency and of its strategic opportunities, but for the
formulation of appropriate responses. The environment of insurgencies cannot be fully
understood through the local and national levels; it is a sort of continuum joining local,

national, regional and global levels, in which the division among levels becomes blurry.

Our social and political structures, in global terms, are not those of the Cold War. Today’s
globalized world is one of extreme interconnectivity. Non-state actors are incrementally
exploiting networked forms of organization, or evolving into them, taking advantage of
current interconnected information societies, and challenging traditional spaces of action in
terms of the territories of individual states.> The rise of cyberspace as a theatre of social
interaction and political debate, especially social networks as forums of coordinated action,
is allowing insurgencies to act as dispersed horizontal entities with interconnected
individuals, groups and cells placed in different countries and regions. They are challenging
traditional hierarchical notions of organization. More than following Leninist/Castroist

paradigms, as witnessed during the Cold War, they are arranged as networked actors.

It is because of this context that | have chosen the complexity paradigm as an approach to
explain the characteristics of the insurgency and of the ways in which it relates to its
environment. The paradigm bears considerable explanatory power when it comes to
deciphering the processes of insurgency, the nature of networks and the relations between
system and environment. This is of course not a new approach to the subject. There is a body
of literature within Strategic Studies incorporating the paradigm as a base for the study of
social action, insurgencies and other non-state actors. For instance, the concept of complex
insurgencies introduced by John Mackinlay describes agents that do not follow traditional
hierarchical models of organization (Mackinlay, 2009). As it is detailed ahead, the rationale
behind the inclusion of the theory is not to determine if FARC is a complex insurgency.
Rather, it uses its description of insurgency processes to analyse FARC's activities and

structures, and to formulate possible new routes for the organization.

> This idea has been presented by several authors including John Arquila and David Ronfeld (1997; 2001), Bruce
Berkowitz (2003), Robert Bunker (2005), John Sullivan (2005) and Manuel Castells (1996).

16



I do not intend to argue that it is only now that the international dimension and transnational
networks have become relevant for insurgencies, and that my approach is an absolute
innovation. As a matter of fact, it is difficult to explain any war as purely national phenomena,
and transnational networks have fuelled conflict for decades, both in terms of the provision
of materiel and the spread of ideas and discourses. International actions of FARC have
already been discussed through media, within official circles and even through the nation.
But as | have argued, it is a more rigorous observation of conditions that allow the

construction of FARC’s networks, beyond political perceptions, which makes a difference.

Now, in terms of the development of literature, this thesis contributes to several debates.
First, it presents an alternative narrative for the explanation of FARC beyond reductionist and
monolithic concepts such as ‘narcoterrorism’ which are excessively broad and bear no
explanatory power. Similarly, it builds on the literature on the nature, transformation and
interactions among non-state actors, including criminals, insurgents and terrorists. It
develops the concepts of commercial insurgencies further, introducing a particular
proposition of the structure of this type of organization and how it interacts with the

environment of operations.

On the other hand, from an International Relations perspective, it contributes to the
incorporation of Complexity to the discipline. There are several specific areas of study within
International Relations in which this paradigm has been used. One of them is the nature of
global networks, including non-state armed actors (Bousquet & Curtis, 2011). Through the

analysis of a particular case study, the thesis contributes to this area.

Finally, it builds on the literature of complex and networked insurgencies which has recently
grown within International Security and Strategic Studies, as a subfield on International

Relations.

Methodological approach

This dissertation is developed as a single case study. FARC constitutes what Martin Barrow,
Rod Hague and Breslin Shawn (1998), denominate a representative case study. That is, a
typical case of the category of commercial insurgencies as it has been pointed out by scholars
such as Phil Williams (2008). The purpose of selecting a case study, as opposed to
comparative cases, is that a deeper level of detailed analysis is achieved. As it was explained
by Audie Klotz, “the analytical usefulness [of a single case study] can outweigh many large n-

studies.”(Klotz, 2008, p.52) Behind the present study, as it has been explained, there is a
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personal interest to achieve a profound analysis of this particular organization. As it will be
described, the approach requires observing the insurgency not as a single organization but
as a system composed by individuals with diverse interests who perform different tasks. This
requires observations in the lowest levels of analysis making it impossible to observe several

case studies for a doctoral dissertation.

According to the main argument of the thesis, for the case of FARC, it will be demonstrated
that by 2010 networks and structures beyond borders constructed through the exploitation
of environmental elements constituted a base for the insurgency to survive. This was the
case even when the organization did not constitute a transnational insurgency per se,

remaining only as a national insurgency with transnational operational networks.

Regarding the time period, the dissertation includes a considerable historical component
given the explanation of the configuration of FARC as a commercial insurgency, which
requires an observation of the organization’s progressive involvement in narcotrafficking.
But the emphasis is placed on the administration of President Alvaro Uribe (2002-2010).
During these years the insurgency was reduced to its weakest state in its history. Given the
increase in guerrilla demobilizations, the killing of several commanders and the seizure of
laptops and hard drives from different camps, information about FARC’s international
strategy became more widely available. The end of the period itself is the limit, in time, of
the observation of events and collection of data. Since 2010, there have been significant
changes including the killing of two top commanders and the beginning of a new peace

process with the government, but these events will not be taken into account.

In that sense, the thesis does not formulate a theory by itself. According to the classification
made by George and Bennett (2005), it is an Atheoretical/configurative idiographic case
study providing descriptions that might be used in subsequent studies for theory building,
but not configuring a theory by itself. It is also conceived as a building block case study, by
analysing a particular subtype of a wider phenomenon. If cocaine is understood as an
example of a type of commodity, conclusions can be tested in cases of other commodities to
draw more general conclusions for the construction of a theory. In similar terms, if FARC, as
a commercial insurgency, is understood as one type of a hybrid entity, results can be
compared with those of other type of organizations categorized as hybrid entities in order
to raise more general conclusions. In other words, although the thesis is mainly interested in
FARC, its conceptual developments and the elements of analysis introduced are instruments

for the study of other cases, in the hope of raising wider generalizations.
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For the case study, the analysis will be centred on the structures and the networks, both
internally and externally, and on how the elements of the environment allow for militants to
be embedded beyond borders. Although analysis is not restricted to specific geographical
spaces, four countries were selected for the conduction of field research. Colombia was
obviously chosen as the primary theatre of operations of FARC, and interviews were
conducted as it is detailed ahead. To make observations on the embedment of militants
beyond borders, Venezuela, Peru and Chile were selected as countries to conduct interviews.
Venezuela is the first and obvious choice being the main haven for insurgents outside
Colombia where nodes of the political, criminal and military dimensions are stationed.
Although Ecuador had been a second haven, conditions were similar to those in Venezuela:
a national government with a similar ideological background, and the embedment of
insurgents who perform tasks of the three dimensions. Different scenarios needed to be

analysed in order to raise more generalizable conclusions.

Peru was a significant case since the national government had been one of the few allies of
the Uribe administration through the region. Ideals of Bolivarianism, which spread through
other countries, were not promoted by the government. But as opposed to Venezuela and
Ecuador, Peru was far more relevant in terms of cocaine production, and it was widely
believed that FARC had alliances with Peruvian armed groups Sendero Luminoso and the
Movimiento Revolucionario Tupac Amaru. Chile was very different to these cases.
Geographically more distant, it doesn’t share a border with Colombia. A left-leaning
government had been in power, but ideals of Bolivarianism had been foreign to its society.
Whereas military and criminal networks of the insurgency were practically non-existent,
political nodes had found a relatively positive environment. It was believed that FARC had

connections with extremist Mapuche rebel groups operating in this country.

Observations in each of these countries were useful to determine which elements allow the
placement of insurgents beyond borders. The similarity of the circumstances of these
countries with others in Latin America allowed making wider generalizations for the region.
Now, this does not mean that information in other countries was omitted from the analysis,
in fact events in Ecuador, Brazil, Mexico, Panama and Nicaragua were very relevant, but

interviews were only conducted in the aforementioned countries.

It must be noted that this dissertation is not about the Colombian conflict itself, or about
trying to find a solution to the decades-long internal strife that has been experienced in this

country. Neither is it a discussion on causal explanations of war and violence in Latin America
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or Colombia. It is not about the so-called ‘war on drugs’ or finding solutions that should be
implemented to mitigate drug production and trafficking. It does not pretend to ignore or
minimize the role of other actors which have been active and have generated similar or
higher levels of destruction as it is the case of paramilitary squads; neither does it argue that
a counterinsurgency campaign is more or less ideal than negotiations. The objective is not to
suggest recommendations for the Colombian state. Although it does point to several
considerations in the conclusion that are of interest for counterinsurgency action, the focus

is placed on the insurgency side of the balance.

On the specific use of methods, data was collected from secondary sources (books and
journal articles), primary sources (news and reports from research institutions and thinks
tanks), and elite interviews as it will now be described. The dissertation is mainly analytical-
descriptive meaning that qualitative analysis is done from the data collected. Although

statistics are relevant in many occasions, there is no general quantitative analysis performed.

On the national level of analysis, it was necessary first to describe the configuration of the
commercial insurgency and responses from the counterinsurgent, which demanded a
revision of historical sources. For this purpose mainly secondary sources were needed, but
the most recent stage required data from primary sources, especially reports from research
institutions and think tanks. Information was collected from the Ministry of Defence, the
International Crisis Group, Fundacion Ideas para la Paz (centre-right of the political
spectrum) and Corporacion Nuevo Arco Iris (centre-left of the political spectrum). On the
analysis of structures and networks of the three dimensions within Colombia, sources that
have been mentioned were also relevant for data collection, but key interviews were
conducted in Bogotd. These included active and retired members of the Military Forces, a
former Deputy Minister of Defence, members of research institutions mentioned above,
journalists, and most specially, an active member of FARC's political structures. FARC's

official documents and websites were also key primary sources for data collection.

Given my background as a former Officer of the Colombian Military Forces, the risk of bias
was always considerable. For several years, and for this investigation, | have had access to
individuals who provided me with information, or who explained their particular views on
the subject. For this reason | have also included a considerable volume of materiel produced
by researchers, academics, and members of think tanks who stand on the left of the political
spectrum, usually critical of state counterinsurgency action. In most of the cases it was

possible to double-check the information provided. For example, a member of an intelligence
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organization shared the statutes of the Partido Comunista Colombiano Clandestino with me.
It was later possible to confirm, through other channels, that the document was indeed
original. As a matter of fact, for most of the data regarding the internal (national) conditions
of the insurgency, the latter sources proved to me more useful. In general terms, it is possible
to observe how | have managed to dodge a possible bias since the perspective from which |
explain FARC actually opposes dominant narratives which are common through official

circles.

For the collection of data regarding realities in other countries secondary sources were
useful, but mainly primary sources and elite interviews were relevant. A key source was the
computer of FARC'’s International Commander, Raul Reyes, which was seized in an operation
in Ecuador. It contained a high number of emails and information regarding the international
strategy and structures of the organization. Given other governments claims about falsehood
of this information, the computers were sent to Interpol for forensic analysis. After a process
of evaluation is was proved that information had not been altered and the contents were
original. Since then, several academic and official institutions have used this data as a valid
source. The International Institute of Strategic Studies published a seminal report regarding
linkages between FARC and the governments of Venezuela and Ecuador based on
information from the computers, which was also very useful for this dissertation. More than
using the report’s own vision and perception of the insurgency, the thesis uses the data
collected. An online blog and several newspapers and magazines have published data from

the computers also becoming sources of data for analysis.

In the countries mentioned elite interviews were held. By elite | refer to those conducted
with very specific individuals in determined positions, as opposed to mass surveys
formulated for wider communities. In each of the countries members of communist,
bolivarian or like-minded organizations were interviewed, further avoiding a possible bias
based on my background. Members of official or security institutions and ‘neutral’ parties

including journalists and academic researchers were also interviewed.

Dissertation Structure

The structure is designed to construct the necessary arguments for the development of the
main thesis. The first chapter begins exploring the paradigm of complexity as a general
approach to explain the dynamics of insurgency, and more specifically the interactions of the

insurgency, as a system, with its region, as the environment. As it has been said, this
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paradigm is chosen not only because of its increasing influence in the current study of
security phenomena and social movements and networks, but because it observes
organizations as composed by interacting individuals (nodes), emphasising their

interrelatedness with the environment of operations.

The chapter discusses several concepts of war and insurgency that are closely related to this
approach, particularly complex insurgencies and netwars. The purpose of the inclusion of
such concepts is not to advance in their theorisation or conceptualization; rather it is to use
their description of insurgencies and non-state actors as a base to explain FARC's
characteristics, and to evaluate possible adaptations of the organization into different
insurgency models. For example, the description of a networked-complex insurgency
paradigm is ideal to discuss a possible direction of several of FARC's institutions beyond the

traditional hierarchical structure of the organization.

Similarly, it introduces basic elements of network theory for the analysis of networked
structures of FARC. Ideas of topology, network characteristics and failure are useful to think

about the insurgency’s structural properties and processes.

The second chapter goes deeper into the discussion of the concept of insurgency analysing
how the boundaries between insurgency and criminality, as phenomena, are blurry. It
discusses several ideas regarding interactions between criminality and political violence, in
order to introduce the concepts of hybrid organizations and commercial insurgencies. More
importantly, and this is the conceptual core of the dissertation, it further develops the
concept of commercial insurgencies with a particular proposition of its characteristics,
structure and the interaction with its environment. The idea of the triadic character of
commercial insurgencies is introduced along with the description of those dynamics through

which the region contributes to its survival and re-emergence.

A third chapter goes into the discussion of counterinsurgency warfare. It is important to note
that this is not a thesis on counterinsurgency, and as it was already argued, it does not
pretend to formulate counterinsurgency recommendations for the Colombian government.
The understanding of FARC’s conditions during the period of study would be impossible to
determine if the counterinsurgency side of the balance is not incorporated. Insurgent and
counterinsurgent are always in a kind of dialogue with actions, reactions and adaptations.
They are mutually re-defining its practices. In order to understand how the Colombian state

has forced the insurgency to adapt, this chapter describes several counterinsurgency models
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as they have been experienced through history. It studies the theory and practice of
counterinsurgency through several periods with the objective of observing different models
or approaches and their failures. It explains how the practice of counterinsurgency became

what it is today.

The fourth chapter jumps into the case study. It explains FARC’s formation and its emergence
as a commercial insurgency, progressively becoming involved with narcotics. It observes the
evolution of state responses to the challenges presented by the insurgency, through the
observation of elements of the models introduce in the last chapter. However, it emphasizes
on insurgency and counterinsurgency conditions during the Uribe administration (2002-

2010) in which FARC experienced its strongest defeats.

The fifth chapter examines and analyses the structures and networks of the political, military,
and criminal dimensions within Colombia’s internal boundaries, the primary environment as
it is defined ahead, discussing elements which allow insurgents to be embedded through
different social and geographical spaces. It uses instruments introduced during the first and
second chapters to describe the characteristics of FARC's structures and to determine
possible directions for the insurgency under the perspective of a network-complex

insurgency.

The sixth chapter explores the international dimension, or social-geographical spaces of the
environment beyond borders; the secondary environment as it is defined ahead. It describes
the construction of FARC'’s international structures, and it analyses how the insurgency have
exploited elements within the environment to embed its combatants beyond borders. As it
was the case in the last chapter, elements introduced in the first and second chapters are

used to describe the characteristics of such networks.

Finally, the seventh chapter takes this exploration further. Nodes are embedded through
different social and geographical spaces, but their implications and opportunities depend on
how the insurgency interacts with its region, on how intense this interrelation is. As such,
this chapter explains that FARC is a national insurgency with transnational operative
functional networks which altogether constitute a base for the insurgency to survive. It uses
elements introduced in the first and second chapters for such analysis, and it explores a

networked-complex model of insurgencies to formulate a possible future scenario.
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Chapter 1: Complexity, networks and warfare

The study of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) through the lens of the
Complexity paradigm is framed on the wider and increasing interest in the study of networks
within the field of International Security and Strategic Studies; a subfield of International
Relations. This paradigm provides an appropriate framework to explain the characteristics
and operations of non-state actors, and especially their interaction with the environment.
The paradigm has a strong explanatory power to understand how today’s strategic
environment creates opportunities for this kind of entities to survive beyond the borders of

states, challenging their capacity to respond.

Complexity, of course, is not exclusive to the study of war and not even to the study of society
in general. It is part of a wider change in the scientific paradigm through which natural and
social phenomena have been explained for centuries. The emergence of complexity theory
has opened the door to new visions in the explanation of physical, natural and social realities,
exploring the interconnected character of agents and their construction of systems, the
multidimensional nature of issues, the relevance of linkages among the smallest units, and
the symbiotic relations between systems and their environments. In other words, this
framework provides the ideal instruments to understand the characteristics of the type of

insurgencies explored in this dissertation through FARC as a case study.

The present chapter explains first the premises of the complexity paradigm and its
application through the Social Sciences. It then explores the idea of the existence of a
networked society, and in particular the propositions of Manuel Castells. Then it discusses
the forms of warfare in this ‘hyperconnected era’, to concentrate more deeply on the
characteristics of networked insurgencies. It finally explores social network theory to find
instruments of analysis for the case of FARC’s structures and networks through the

dissertation.
The Linear Paradigm

The emergence of complexity as a model for the explanation of realities is a consequence of
a wider shift occurred during the second half of the 20" Century on how humanity observes
and understands social, natural and physical phenomena. Thomas Kuhn (1996) explained
how scientific disciplines have large periods of stability punctuated by the emergence of new

paradigms. Such was the case of the emergence of a period known as the ‘enlightment’ after
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centuries of scientific stagnation during the age of European obscurantism. It is also the case

of the rise of complexity after centuries of the construction of a ‘linear paradigm’.

This linear paradigm emerged from the ideas of philosophers such as Rene Descartes, Isaac
Newton, John Locke and Thomas Hobbes. They believed that in order to decipher natural
and social phenomena, processes of experimentation and empirical observation needed to
be applied in order to discover their internal rules and to formulate predictions about their
ends. In general terms, this vision proposed that every reality could be observed and
analysed to discover its processes, allowing the prediction of its consequences and the
formulation of laws to explain its nature. It is an understanding of realities as ordered,

predictable and with knowledgeable universal laws (Rihani, 2002).

This claim is based on two assumptions: that the chain of causes and consequences is
discoverable in every circumstance, and that the universe is deterministic in its nature (Eve,
Horsfall & Lee, 1997). The perspective implies an understanding of natural and human
realities as systems where processes with specific inputs produce proportional and
measurable outputs. It is possible to obtain desirable results according to the knowledge of
the input and the process. For example, Newton’s fundamental laws, applicable to every
single object on earth, constituted an enquiry into the physical world to discover the forces

behind body dynamics.

As such, systems display linear behaviours, following determined routines, in which a small
change in one of the variables produces a similar and proportional change in the output of
system. As a consequence, the system could be understood by the study of its parts. This is
why scholars such as Samir Rihani (2002), a Research Fellow at the University of Liverpool,

refer to this model as the linear paradigm.

With the Industrial Revolution its popularity and acceptance was increased. The application
of scientific models resulted in the creation of machinery which generated profound changes
in the social and economic structures. It spread through all disciplines from Physics and
Chemistry to Economics and the Social Sciences in general, were laws began to be formulated
(Rihani, 2002). Typical examples are provided by Adam Smith and David Ricardo, or by Marx’s

immutable laws of capitalism.
In synthesis, the linear paradigm can be explained through four basic principles:
e Order: Given causes lead into known effects any moment and in any place.

e Reductionism: The system can be understood through the sum of its parts.
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e Predictability: When behaviour of the system is defined the future course of

events can be predicted.

e Determinism: Processes flow along orderly and predictable paths with clear

beginnings and rational ends (Rihani, 2002).

The Complexity paradigm

Further intellectual enquiry into other areas raised doubts about the capacity of the linear
paradigm to explain all universal phenomena. Complexity appeared to reject the mechanistic

view of society and the universe as predictable, ordered and determined.®

Studies conducted by French mathematician, theoretical physicist and philosopher Jules
Henri Poincare as early as in the 1890s, began challenging conventional notions of science.”
Years later, in 1926, Werner Heisenberg proposed his ‘uncertainty principle’ arguing it was
impossible to determine, simultaneously, the position and momentum of any subatomic
particle with a great degree of precision (Robertson, 1929). Growing interest on how
subatomic physics differed from traditional Newtonian principles motivated further work by
prestigious scientists such as Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, Erwin Schrodinger, and Paul Dirac.
In general, their discoveries did not necessarily prove linearity was wrong, but at least that
not all physical realities followed the logic described by the scientific paradigm. In sum, their

observations concluded that:

e Not all bodies in every context follow the rules of physics as presented by

Newton.
e The cause and the effects are not necessarily linked and proportional.
e The system is not equivalent to the sum of its parts

e The parts of a system interact in non-predictable ways, generating ‘emerging

properties’ that may change the system’s form, direction or output.

e As a consequence, systems are not necessarily directed towards inevitable and

distinct ends (Rihani, 2002).

6 These principles were announced by Samir Rihani (2002) as characteristic of the linear paradigm. (p.66)

7 This was particularly realized by Poincare’s study on the three body problem; an effort to determine the
motions of three bodies from an initial set of data regarding their positions, masses and velocities,
demonstrated the emergence of a chaotic system, becoming the cornerstone for the theory of chaos, although
the importance of his ideas were not realized until later (Brown, 1996, p. 53)
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Although there is no universally agreed definition of complexity, the Santa Fe Group, an
organization founded in 1984 in New Mexico under a group of scientists led by John Hooland
and Murray Gell-Man with the purpose of studying complexity, offered the following
description:

“Complexity refers to the condition of the universe which is integrated and

yet too rich and varied for us to understand in simple common mechanistic

or linear ways. We can understand many parts of the universe in these ways

but the larger and more intricately related phenomena can only be

understood by principles and patterns — not in detail. Complexity deals with

the nature of emergence, innovation, learning and adaptation” (Battram,
1988, p.12).

Complexity then believes societies cannot be understood as predictable and ordered
systems. Instead it proposes that social, political and economic processes are unpredictable,
non-deterministic, and irreducible. It focuses on how interactions between individuals (the
parts) generate changes in society itself (the system). The essence, the form, the character
and the direction of the latter depends exclusively on how individuals interact in the lowest
level; on their conditions, the information they transmit, and the actions they engage in
according to specific circumstances in a given moment. In the words of Mary Lee “complexity
has to do with the interrelatedness and interconnectedness of components as well as with

their freedom to interact, align and organize into related configurations.” (Lee, 1997, p.20)

As such, the system is irreducible. It cannot be understood as the addition of its components,
since it depends on the conditions of each of its units, on the changes they experience
through time, and their interactions with other units. A change in one of its components
might trigger a new set of interactions and processes through the system that will ultimately
change its configuration. This is also why it is said that the system is non-deterministic, since
it is not possible to determine its direction and its ends. This will inevitably depend on the
configurations and actions of its elements. As such, causes and effects cannot be understood
in linear terms; that is, a specific output cannot be obtained when a proportionate input is
provided. Hence non-linearity appears as one of complexity’s main characteristics.
Outcomes are not determined by a single but by multiple causes according to the changes

they generate through the system. This is known as ‘multiple causation’ (Byrne, 1998).

According to this explanation, systemic processes depend on the interactions of its units,
that is, the system displays bottom-up dynamics instead of top-down coordination. This

condition is known as emergence. The form, character and direction of the system depend
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on the initial conditions of its units, on the interrelation among them (Byrne, 1998).
Emergence is defined by Kevin Mihata (1997) as a “process by which patterns or global-level
structures arise from interactive local-level processes. This structure or pattern cannot be
understood or predicted from the behaviour or properties of the component units alone.”
(p.31). The key to the study of complexity is to learn about how systems of interacting agents

can lead to this ‘emergent phenomena’ (Byrne, 1998).

This happens because systems produce feedback that alters their internal dynamics
according to its relation with the environment. Such feedback is classified as ‘negative’ when
it is absorbed by the system, generating reactions for it to adapt and to return to its initial
state. The typical example is body heat. When the temperature in the environment
increases, feedback tells the body that it needs to regulate its temperature in order to
survive. The hypothalamus then reacts and orders the body to sweat. By contrast, positive
feedback comes as information that is not internalized by the system but amplified by it,
leading into systemic instability. The generation of new characteristics are ‘emergent

phenomena’.

This is closely related to the principle of self-organization. “Self-organization refers to the
process by which the autonomous interaction of individual entities results in the bottom-up
emergence of complex systems. In the absence of centralized authority, the spontaneous
appearance of patterned order results from the interaction of the parts of the system as they
react to the flow of resources through the system.”(Bousquet & Curtis, 2011, p.47) This
means that units in the lower level will not act according to commands given by a centralized
authority but following their own initiative. In that sense, the system will become organized
according to unit interactions instead of depending on a determined process or a single

source of power who directs it.

By logic, in this type of systems small changes in the initial conditions of its elements do not
necessarily produce proportional variations throughout the system. Instead, a small change
could generate bigger systemic transformations, but major changes in units may not end
generating any variations at all. This is technically known as sensitive dependence on initial
conditions: “the outcome of the generation of the explanatory variables is sensitive to very
small differences in the initial conditions under which the analysis has begun.”(Eve et al.,
1997, p.xxx) In more common terms this is known as the butterfly effect. The analogy
describes a butterfly flapping its wings causing a tornado in a geographically distant point.

Zygmunt Bauman (2010) describes the butterfly effect as “the capacity for the consequences
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of minuscule changes to swell at an exponential rate (...) the rule of the butterfly effect says
bluntly that the behaviour of complex systems with a number of mutually independent

variables is and will forever remain unpredictable.”(p.106)

In complexity, the interaction between the system and its environment is very important.
Systems are opened, they have boundaries that are porous and shifting, and they exchange
information and energy with their environment (Bousquet & Curtis, 2011). They exist in a
process of co-evolution: systems change according to the conditions and input provided by
the environment, and at the same time the latter is affected by the output of the former. For
this reason adaptation is another of the key characteristics. The system will continuously
adapt to the conditions provided by the environment and vice versa. In fact, it is sometimes
difficult to recognize the line that separates them. “Given a complex system, the
environment of the elements constitutes itself through the presence of other elements.”

(Bousquet & Curtis, 2011, p.47)

Since boundaries are porous and continuously shifting it is difficult to strictly determine
where the system ends —which elements belong to it— and where its environment begins. It
is sometimes impossible to determine if a node is an exclusive component of the system or
if it is only part of the environment. This difficulty is relevant for the analysis of the case study

in the present dissertation as it will be detailed in chapters sixth and seventh.

The property of adaptation, together with relations between the system and the
environment, has opened the door to the study of a type of system that has been named
Complex Adaptive System (CAS). These systems, according to Jon Norber and Graeme
Cumming (2008), are made up of interacting components whose interrelations may be
complex (non-linear) and display the capacity to learn, generating reactive or proactive
adaptive behaviour. They display adaptation, a capacity of the system to change in response

to prevailing conditions by means of self-organization, learning and reasoning.

The field of biology offers a wide arrange of examples of this type of systems. In fact, it was
through this Discipline that CAS began to be explored more deeply. Chilean biologists Javier
Varela and Humberto Maturana were pioneers in the field with their proposition of the
concept of autopoiesis (self-generation), and their contributions at the Santa Fe Institute.
Santa Fe became influential in the fields of Biology, Chemistry, Computer Science, Economics

and Physics.

Complex adaptive systems can be characterised as follows:
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e “They have active internal elements that furnish sufficient local variety to enable the
system to survive as it adapts to unforeseen circumstances.

e The systems elements are lightly but not sparsely connected.

e The elementsinteract locally according to simple rules to provide the energy needed
to maintain stable global patterns, as opposed to rigid order or chaos.

e Variations in prevailing conditions result in many minor changes and a few large
mutations, but it is not possible to predict the outcome in advance.”(Rihani, 2002,

p.80).

Examples of complex dynamics can be found in counterinsurgency warfare. In the rush of a
military campaign to find and target insurgents, a soldier could end up recurring to excessive
force against a civilian in order to obtain information or because he believes there is a
connection to the insurgency. The consequences of this act could go far beyond personal
injuries. The action can be magnified to create a negative image of counterinsurgent as the
enemy acting against people; especially if the insurgency exploits this event to its favour.
Taking into account the availability of widespread communication channels, especially
through the internet and online social networks, a local isolated event can produce national,

or even global, repercussions.

In sum, as explained by Steen Bergendorff (2009), these systems are basically characterised
by a “huge amount of interacting particles that, together with energy intake from the
environment, produce an overall pattern called ‘emergent properties’. These properties
differ from the motion of the individual particles and are not reducible to any of them.” (p.xii)
Shrodinger and Dirge argue that complexity appears when “a system exhibits extreme
sensibility to variations in initial conditions. Trivial events could be magnified, through
positive feedback, into major upheavals. On the other hand, they might come and go without
leaving a trace. A given cause might lead to more than one outcome, and if the process were

repeated the results could be, and often are, different.”(Rihani, 2002, p.7)

Finally, it is important to note that the study of networks is only natural to the study of
complexity. Given the properties that have already been discussed and the interconnectivity
of units on the lowest level as the determinant object of the system’s nature and form, it is
only logical, as it was explained by David Byrne, that the typical structural form of these
systems is the network. This explains the development of network theory as a complement

to the study of complexity (Byrne, 1998).
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The networked society

But, why is complexity relevant in the Social Sciences? Basically, because social worlds are
truly complex. Social events, such as stock market crashes, riots, outbreaks of war and peace,
the uprising of political movements, and traffic jams, are driven by positive feedback (Byrne,
1998). Insurgency and counterinsurgency are no exceptions. It is possible to think, for
example, how the emergence of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela, the eradication of coca fields in
Peru, or the proliferation of drug-dealing in West Africa generate windows of opportunity

for FARC in Colombia, as it will be explored in this dissertation.

Ilya Prigogine and William Allen, two of the most notable scholars of complexity, argued in
1982 that “nonlinearities clearly abound in social phenomena, where a yawn, a desire for an
automobile with fins or a lifestyle can spread contagiously throughout a population.” (Kiel &
Elliott, 1997, p.66) Agents in social systems typically interact in highly non-linear ways.
According to Byrne, complexity is an inevitable feature of the nature of social agents as they
actively seek connections with one another and alter their behaviour in ways that imply
couplings among previously disparate parts of the system (Byrne, 1998). In this sense society
is not seen only a system by itself, but the environment in which different systems develop

in processes of co-evolution.

This is why complexity theory has permeated the social sciences since the 1950’s, especially
within Economics.® A multiplicity of studies in several fields appeared, explaining natural and

social realities from the point of view of complexity or as CAS:

“For example, the process by which selection among options lead into self-
organization and large-scale phenomena is found in such diverse fields as
economics (Arthur et al., 1997) stock markets and manufacturing
businesses, institutional arrangements (Lansig, 2003), Political Sciences
(Ostrom 1998, 2005) and Ecosystems (Levin, 1998, 1999; Holling 1973,
1992).” (Norberg & Cumming, 2008, p.1-2)

Sociologists have embraced complexity as a framework of analysis. Walter Buckley (1998)
proposed that complexity is an ideal theoretical framework for sociological studies given its

vision of a system as sensitive to both its environment and its internal dynamics, where even

8 Examples in the field are abundant: Benoit Mandelbrot explored the distributions of income over long periods
of time; Houtaker, a Harvard Economist, analysed the historic fluctuations in the price of cotton; Gleck
proposed that the results of economic analysis could not be modelled on Gaussian terms of average?8; and Brian
Arthur even proposed an entire shift of the science of Economics during the 1970s and 1980s, arguing that
increasing returns (positive feedback) explained economic behaviours better than laws. All of these studies are
listed by Rihani. (Rihani, 2002, p. 70-72)
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slight stimuli may trigger large reactions. Sociology, in his view, must be interested in a
system described as “a complex of element components directly or indirectly related in a
network of interrelationships of various kinds such that it constitutes a dynamic whole with

emergent properties.” (p.35)

The paradigm has also contributed to the discipline of International Relations. Although its
propositions are still marginal, as explained by Antoine Bousquet and Simon Curtis (2011),
complexity has invited to reconsider social ontology away from essentialist conceptions of
physical and social objects, towards relational and processual ontologies favouring an
understanding of phenomena departing from the interaction of agents instead of from the
agents themselves. There are three specific areas in which the contribution could be
noteworthy: theories of the international system which have been at the centre of the
discipline for decades; debates regarding the relations agency/structure given the
paradigm’s natural linkage between the system and its environment; and the nature of global
networks which include the interconnectedness of non-state armed actors (terrorists,

insurgents, criminals). The present dissertation is a contribution to this latter field.

However, it was Manuel Castells, a Sociologist and Urbanist at the University of California
Berkeley, who formulated a complete theory of a networked society. Castells was influenced
by Fritjof Capra, a biologist researching the DNA and a proponent of complexity theory. Capra
believed in a networked form of life rejecting the possibility to understand it by reducing it
to its constitutive parts. He proposed that life should be understood as a property emerging

from the interplay of heterogeneous components of which DNA is only one.

In three volumes, The Rise of the Network Society, End of Millennium and The Power of
Identity Castells explores the information revolution as a source of change in the economy,
society and culture, including gender relationships, the construction of identity, the
participation of social movements, the transformation of political processes, and the crisis of
the state. Castells objective is to present “some elements for an exploratory, cross-cultural
theory of economy and society in the information age, as it specifically refers to the
emergence of a new social structure” (Italics in the original text) (Castells, 1996b, p.27). He
believes that in all sectors of society a transformation in the organization of processes from
hierarchies to networks is being witnessed. He argues that “networks constitute the new
social morphology of our societies, and the diffusion of networking logic substantially
modifies the operation and outcomes in processes of production, experience, power and

culture.” (Castells, 1996b, p.469)
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Felix Stalder (2006), one of the most recognized Scholars on actor-network theory, believes
Castell’s contribution is “the single most comprehensive framework of a networked society,
connecting in an integrated analysis, very diverse phenomena” (p.1). He notes how Castell’s
propositions are framed on the ideas of complexity since he believes the network society has
the ability to deliberately alter its own path of development: the interaction of a widely
varied number of individuals and institutions generate emergent dynamics that cannot be

understood through the sum of its parts.

Castells argues that as enterprises and multinational companies take advantage of the highly
interconnected world, so do actors such as criminals and terrorists. Hyperconnectivity
creates the opportunity for criminals to increase their cooperation, their ties; their possibility
to diversify their operations and their geographical scope; to reach new markets and hide
their assets; to ease the difficulties and reduce the costs of their actions, to find escape valves

when persecuted by a particular state.

This is what Castells denominates the Global Criminal Economy. He argues that while crime
has existed since biblical times, the networking of powerful criminal organizations and their
associates is essentially a product of the networked society (Castells, 1996a). The Sicilian
Cosa Nostra, American Mafia, the Colombian Cartels, the Mexican mafia, Nigerian criminal
networks, the Yakuza, the Chinese Triads, the Russian Mafiyas, the Turkish heroin traffickers,
and the Jamaican Posses have come together in a global diversified network that has

permeated boundaries.

In the past three decades, criminal organizations have established their operations
transnationally making the most of the economic globalization and the new communications
and transportation technologies. Their strategy is to base management and productions in
low risk areas and make their preferential markets where demand is higher. Such is the case
of narcotics, both cocaine produced in the Andes, a process in which FARC is deeply involved,

and heroin in Southeast and Central Asia.

According to Castells, criminal organizations cooperate and establish arrangements, joint
ventures and strategic alliances following the organizational logic of legal networked
enterprises. Transnational crime includes an extraordinary diversity of operations making it
“an increasingly diversified and interconnected global industry” including weapons
trafficking; smuggling nuclear material, illegal immigrants, women and children; and money

laundering (Castells, 1996a, p.177). As exemplified by Sicilian and Colombian mafias, their
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networking activities include both internal and external linkages (Castells, 1996a). The
Sicilians display a wide amount of local connections among groups, clans, landowners,
businessmen and families within the island, while extending its connections to groups and
individuals, especially family clans, in the United States, Canada and Australia. The Cali Cartel
in Colombia was similarly constituted by a complex web of individual connections in
Colombia but with linkages to other actors overseas such as individuals in the Unites States

or even the Russian and Japanese mafias.

This is a precise description of the networked context in which insurgencies and commercial
insurgencies operate, and FARC is no exception. As it will be explored in following chapters,
it has internal and external connections with criminal organizations, including paramilitary
squads and Mexican cartels. But its connections are not exclusively constructed in function
of criminal purposes; this perspective is also valid for its political and military linkages. In
general terms, FARC is connected with armed organizations and political and social

movements all through Latin America and even Europe.

Castells explains that flexibility becomes strategic for the survival of criminal organizations.
When pressure from the state and international forces becomes excessive in a given country,
even in a region that has been ‘safe’ for organized crime, the flexibility of the network allows
it to shift its organizational structure, moving supply bases, altering transportation routes,
and finding new places of residence for their bosses. Escaping police control through
networking and globalization allows organized crime to keep its grip on national bases. This
was evident with Sicilian mafias in 1995 and 1996, and Medellin and Cali Cartels in 1994 and
1996 (Castells, 1996a). As it will be seen, flexibility is a property of FARC’s networks, not only
those of the criminal dimension, but also political and military ones, and it is one of the main
factors behind its possibility to survive and re-emerge. It is expressed, as it will be analysed
through the dissertation, in the differentiated exploitation of particular elements such as
sympathy from individuals, support from particular governments, alliances with armed
organizations, connections with political and social movements, the exploitation of spaces
with no strong institutional dominion of particular states, and the creation of conditions to

place secretive nodes in other societies.

Networks in Strategic Studies

Beyond the ideas of Castells, the complexity paradigm and the study of networks have

become central to Strategic and Defence studies, not only because of its explanatory power

34



regarding non-state actors including terrorist organizations, insurgencies, and transnational
criminal enterprises, but also to understand the transformation of conventional military
forces. The acceptance of this paradigm within War Studies is explained by one of the main
principles of warfare: that societies, including non-state actors, fight according to their social
and economic conditions. In other words, that the way societies wage war is determined by
the realities of their context. Colin Gray (2005), one of the most recognized scholars in the
field, has insisted on the importance of the context for warfare: “Warfare is social and
cultural, as well as political and strategic, behaviour. As such it must reflect the
characteristics of the communities that wage it.”(p.25). In that sense, agricultural societies
fought for land possession with basic instruments given their lack of technological progress;
industrial societies incorporated mechanical and thermonuclear machinery to warfare
reaching unprecedented levels of destruction; and today, in a densely hyperconnected
world, the network has become essential for waging war. Christopher Coker (2012)
summarizes this idea when he argues that “every era fights war differently, in every age war

has its own distinctive characteristics.”

This premise is shared by numerous scholars who, from different perspectives, have
explained how networks and information are central to our understanding of today’s war.
These include Alvin and Heidi Toffler, Philip Bobbitt, John Sullivan, Steven Metz, Stephen
Sloan, Robert Bunker, Bruce Berkowitz, Ronald Deibert and Janice Gross Stein. Several
generalizations can be stated from their propositions. The first premise is that the network
has become the “dominant form of social organization in the post-industrial
society.”(Deibert & Gross-Stein, 2003, p.160) We are living in an era of information and
interconnection, and since societies fight the way they make profit, information and
networks have become central to the ways of warfare (Toffler & Toeffler, 1994). Our states
and societies are changing from nationally-based to market-based. Power is increasingly
determined by the flow of capitals with low barriers and through borderless spaces.
Advances in finances and telecommunications create a disparity between the rapid
movement of international capital and the territorially bounded actions of the nation-state.
These market societies have their own way of fighting through varied sources of
interconnection. However, it hasn’t been the state who has adapted more effectively to this
reality; terrorist organizations have managed to adapt to network structures better (Sullivan,
2005). “Global networks of terror are enabled by conditions unique to our times, conceivable

only in a world that is highly interconnected” (Deibert & Gross-Stein, 2003, p.162). Today,
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the interaction between terrorism, crime and private armies describe change on global

conflict:

“Societal changes associated with the accessibility of information technology
that stimulate networked organizational forces are changing the nature of
conflict and crime. New, increasingly non-state, entities and organizational
structures are adapting to these circumstances and altering the global political

landscape.” (Sullivan, 2005, p.69)

The increase of all sorts of communication channels at societal levels including mobile
technologies, online forums, blogs, online social networks such as Facebook, YouTube, and
twitter, coupled with the increasing ease to travel and the global reach of powerful news
stations, have in the practice created physical and virtual borderless spaces of social

interaction.

Events in remote regions are not only known by individuals all around the world, they can
also trigger organized political and social responses by communities in more than a single
state. The violent reaction of Iranian authorities to the popular mobilization that challenged
the results of the national election in 2009, was observed all over the world given citizens
own capacity to upload videos and messages through online social networks. The decision of
an ultra-conservative Evangelical pastor in a small community in Florida to declare a ‘burn-
a-Koran day’ was known all through the Muslim world triggering a wave of anti-Americanism
and protests that further challenged the efforts of coalition troops in Afghanistan.
Insurgencies and armed organizations exploit this context. They adapt to it and use it to their
advantage. They use these platforms to expand their operations beyond borders. This is why
it is constantly argued that these dynamics are a challenge to the national state as an
authority since their capacity to act only within its sovereign space is incompatible with the
transnational character of the processes that explain these organizations. This is true for

several elements in the case of FARC as it will be explored ahead in the dissertation.

For this reason there have been numerous theoretical and conceptual propositions to
incorporate networks as central elements in the study of war. Concepts do not exclusively
refer to non-state actors, as it was mentioned before, they also explain transformations of

conventional military forces in order to adapt to the strategic context of interconnectedness.

For example, the concept of network-centric warfare could be understood in a very wide

sense as a form of war that brings together different units or agents which act in an
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interconnected manner towards the same objective. But in strict sense this concept had been
developed by military officials and authors such as Arthur K. Cebrowski, John Gartska,
Richard Heyes, David Signori and Frederic Stein as part of US doctrine formulated for
conventional forces to assimilate networked forms of organization.® Since this dissertation is
about insurgencies and criminality, this concept will not be further explored in order to focus
on how complexity and networks are valuable to analyse non-state actors. In that sense a
vision of networked insurgencies and concepts such as netwar and complex insurgencies

become more useful.
Complexity and networked insurgencies

The information age, this era of hyperconnectivity in which communication technologies
allow societies to be more interconnected and to learn and act in respect of events occurring
all around the globe, has motivated the growth of networked political and social movements,
including insurgencies, which are not strictly restrained to the territories of particular states.
Rather, they are fed by the realities of different societies with shared political values and

objectives.

John Arquila and David Ronfeldt believe that an era of conflict and crime has risen as highly
connected, diffused and dispersed networks of non-state combatants, criminals and
terrorists replace hierarchical structures based on the great man leadership model.’® They

have introduced the concept of netwar, which they define as:

“an emergent mode of conflict (and crime) at societal levels, short of traditional
military warfare, in which the protagonist use network forms of organization and
related doctrines, strategies, and technologies attuned to the information age.
These protagonists are likely to consist of dispersed organizations, small groups
and individuals who communicate, coordinate and conduct their campaigns in
an internetted manner, often without a precise central command. Thus, netwar

differs from modes of conflict and crime in which the protagonists prefer to

9 Four books were published in order to develop the concept thoroughly: Network-Centric Warfare: its origin
and future, by Arthur Cebrowski and John Gartska. Power to the Edge: Command and Control in the Information
Age, by David Alberts and Richard Hayes, Understanding Information Age Warfare, by David Alberts, John J.
Gartska, Richard E. Hayes and David Signori, and Network Centric Warfare, Developing and Leveraging
Information Superiority, by David Alberts, John Garstka and Frederick Stein.

10 John Arquila and David Ronfeldt presented the concept of ‘Netwar’ in a series of academic publications
beginning with Cyberwar is Coming in 1993. A full exposition was made afterwards in a RAND report entitled The
Advent of Netwar published in 1996, with further development in the book In Athena’s Camp published in 1997.
Later, a revision was made in their article Netwar Revisited published in 2002. Other authors have followed in the
construction of this concept and its application to case studies. lan Lesser, on another RAND report entitled
Countering the New Terrorism, discusses the problem of terrorism from the netwar perspective.
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develop formal stand-alone, hierarchical organizations, doctrines and strategies
as in past efforts, for example, to build centralized movements along Leninist

lines.” (Arquila & Ronfeldt, 2001, p.6)

In other words, far from the traditional hierarchical and centralized model of military
structure, non-state actors (terrorists, insurgents and criminals) are increasingly becoming
organized as a loose set of interconnected organizations, groups, cells and individuals which
pursue the same end and coordinate their activities through a wide range of channels offered
by modern communication technologies. If the model is taken to the extreme it would be
possible to observe, for example, that an insurgency might not even be composed by a single
organization but by a group of agents, both legal and in the margins of the law, which are
bounded by the same visions, political principles, philosophical background or interests. This
explains the possibility of interoperability without centralized command and control. This
perspective is useful to analyse FARC’s connections with a series of actors, legal and illegal,
through the Americas, recognizing if they are part of the same processes of insurrection or if

they respond to particular interests.

Antoine Bousquet (2008) described this phenomenon as “systems [that] are composed by
many independent parts which are arranged in a non-linear fashion, making centralized
control no longer desirable.”'* Metz (2000) describes it as “a web of strategic partnerships,
and strategic flexibility based on project teams or group works rather than hierarchies or
bureaucracies.”(p.viii). Bruce Berkowitz (2003) refers to it, in similar terms, as the fighting

network, with the following characteristics:

- Astructure developed around a series of interconnected autonomous cells of varied
sizes.

- Each cell is armed with potential weapons that count on a high level of lethality.

- The cells are linked together by a network of communications, logistics, command

and control. (p.16-17)

An interesting feature of the definition of netwar is that the authors describe it as a form of
both conflict and crime. This means that the concept, in scope, is applicable to agents who
pursue social/political ends or economic self-interests. This is particularly instrumental for

the present dissertation since the organizations under analysis, and FARC as a case study, are

11 Bousquet also centres his thesis on complexity theory. He has analysed warfare through historical scientific
paradigms. He recognizes four paradigms each of which develops its own particular style of warfare:
mechanistic, thermodynamic, cybernetic, and chaoplexic. The name of the latter is derived from chaos and
complexity which he recognizes as typical of the current age. (Antoine Bousquet, 2008, p.209-212)
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real hybrids mixing political objectives and criminal interests, as it will be detailed in the
following chapter. In that sense, the structural propositions of the concept are fully

applicable to the organizations.

Since netwar is a type of war that emerges at societal levels, then the structure and
characteristics of societies determine its implications, converging with the key premise of
warfare introduced earlier. The information era and the context of hyperconnection
determine its characteristics which are thoroughly described and understood through the

complexity paradigm.

Insurgencies, as well as other political and social movements, may emerge by the initiative
of several individuals and organizations without the specific order of a superior authority.
Using modern technologies as well as physical spaces and traditional communication
channels, agents become organized, make decisions and act in order to achieve their
objectives, spread their ideas, and incorporate more actors in the campaign. Their acts might
be violent or might be purely political. As a matter of fact the authors described two types

of netwar: civil-society activism and violent terrorism or insurgency.

An example can be found in Howard Rheingold’s concept of smart mobs as explained by
Coker (2009). These are waves of violence made up by individuals connected by text
messaging. The action which initially does not describe the participation of a considerable
amount of individuals, acquires a life of its own as increased participation generates a critical
mass. As cases, Coker cites the rioters who derailed the World Trade Organization meeting
in Seattle in 1999 who used swarming tactics, mobile phones, websites, laptops, and hand-
held computers; riots in Paris in 2005 which began as a crowd of mainly unemployed Muslims
which became quickly contagious as images and reports spread through media. Similar
dynamics can also be found in the creation of spontaneous illegal raves where party-goers

spread the word through their mobile systems recruiting thousands of partiers.

These examples illustrate principles of complexity such as emergence, in that the process is
created by nodes at the lowest level without an instruction from a superior directive; and
self-organization since the units, according to their objectives and conditions will determine

their own processes and acts without a centralized higher command.

But more importantly, complexity explains the relation between system and environment or
agent and structure. The intense interaction between both is a typical feature of the

hyperconnected society. Insurgencies in the information era find elements through the

39



environment that make them increasingly transnational. Communication channels and
technologies have the possibility to spread their messages globally, creating a capacity to
reach a borderless global community which might act for or against its claims in very diverse

ways.

But it is not only the communications dimension which give insurgencies such opportunities.
As explained by Castells, the increasing transnational, and even global, character of all social
processes create wide opportunities for insurgencies to spread its networks through
different regions, exploiting elements within the environment to their favour, challenging

the power and capacity of states. John Sullivan has described this phenomenon:

“as the ability to wage war devolves from hierarchical organizations to
internetworked transnational actors we are witnessing the evolution of the new
war-making entities capable of challenging the primacy of nation-states.”

(Sullivan, 2005, p.69)

As it will be analysed in the following chapters, insurgencies, and particularly commercial
insurgencies, (the system) exploit elements within their regions and the international system
(the environment) to place nodes of their military, political and criminal networks beyond
the borders of a single state. This ultimately creates the possibility for the insurgency to
survive if the state offensive is intense. Survival will always open the door to the possibility

for the insurgency to return when conditions are appropriate.

Several of these elements have been gathered by John Mackinlay in a concept that, together
with the idea of netwar, becomes useful to understand insurgencies in the information era
and in the context of hyperconnectivity. This former British Army Officer and war scholar at

Kings College London defines complex insurgencies as:

“A campaign by globally dispersed activists and insurgents who seek to confront
the culture and political ideals of a nation or group of nations that are seen to

challenge their interests and way of life” (Mackinlay, 2006, p.vii).

This concept directly appropriates the premises of complexity since the dynamics of this kind
of insurgencies are explained through the paradigm’s principles. When we conceive an
insurgency as ‘a campaign by globally dispersed activists and insurgents’ we inherently
accept the conditions of complexity —self-organization, emergence, flexibility and
adaptability— that were described before. But it must be noted that this description also

implies a blurring between the system and its environment. Since dispersed activists and
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insurgents are part of the campaign, they might act in diverse forms and in different
scenarios, making it difficult to recognize who is and who isn’t a member of the insurgency.
This boundary will be constantly changing and evolving as individuals, groups or
organizations join or leave the campaign. Since events and ideas exist in a borderless global
society, those individuals are not necessarily placed in a single territory; they might be, as

the definition states, ‘globally dispersed’.

In a similar direction Bruce Berkowitz (2003), a Researcher at Stanford University and the
RAND Corporation, has referred to the disappearance of the concept of military front. He
argues that “everything and everyone is becoming part of the battle as insurgencies become
blended with their societies, as they successfully embed within civilian communities, or even
more, when the entire society becomes a potential insurgency.” (p.4) Information
technology, and more specifically communication capabilities, allows armies to disperse and
deploy covertly within their adversaries, elevating the profile of civilians surrounding the

combatants.

The difficulty to establish a clear difference between the system and the environment is also
related to the impossibility to neatly separate the defence and the offense. lan Lesser (1999)
studied this dilemma by recognizing the blurring and the blending of the offensive and the
defensive. By blurring he refers to the specific difficulty to make a distinction between
attacking and defending actions, especially when offense is used in the name of self-defence.
He observed this as yet another characteristic of netwar since in this type of warfare the
agent “tends to defy and cut across standard boundaries, jurisdictions, and distinctions
between state and society, public and private, war and peace, war and crime civilian and

military, police and military, and legal and illegal.”(p.54)

By blending Lesser refers to a mix of the strategic and tactical levels of operations. For
example, he notes, “guerrilla on the defensive strategically may go on the offense tactically”
(p.53). An ambush against a military convoy is an offensive act tactically, and it might even
be presented as a powerful act of strength, but it may happen in a context were the
insurgency is weak strategically, without the possibility to recur to a stronger and sustainable

type of action to achieve its dominion over specific positions or territory.

On the offensive, this type of insurgencies and netwar combatants operate by swarming.
“Swarming occurs when the dispersed nodes of a network of small forces converge on a

target from multiple directions. The overall aim is the sustainable pulsing of force or fire.
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Once in motion, swarm networks must be able to coalesce rapidly and stealthily on a target,
then dissever and redisperse, immediately ready to recombine for a new pulse.”(Lesser,
1999, p.53) Such units demonstrate more flexibility, a higher capability to adapt and to
perform specific functions, working as intercommunicated infestation teams. As a
consequence, according to Antoine Bousquet (2008), communication capabilities,

information sharing and parallel processing have become extremely relevant.

Robert Bunker and Matt Bergett (2005) describe networks on the offensive as free floating
cells and nodes linked via information channels, forming a web-like pattern. They benefit
from ease of connectivity, allowing them to be established and terminated as required with
little or no effort. Since no middle layers are necessary, there is a flat integration. Such

networks are characterized by speed and combat multiplication.

On the defensive, well-constructed networks tend to be redundant and diverse given the
relative ease to replace their nodes, making them robust and resilient to adversity. They are
difficult to crack and defeat as a whole. They may be able to defy counter-leadership
targeting since the elimination of specific nodes does not immediately lead into the collapse
of the network. Attackers may be able to find and confront portions of the network, but the
possibility of other nodes to survive provides the opportunity for the organization’s structure
to heal and reconstitute (Lesser, 1999). This is very relevant to discuss FARC's possibilities to

survive.

The hacktivist group Anonymous, not to mention Al Qaeda, is a common example of this type
of organization. As a loose set of hackers (the nodes) they are spread through the world
without belonging to a particular national context, but fighting for ‘global’ causes. In that
sense they are de-territorial. But cells in different countries, presumably with local hackers,
also wage national campaigns, so they can also be considered as a transnational
organization. Some of them should be intercommunicated in order to coordinate their
activities, while others might have fewer connections, but they do not follow centralized
command and control procedures. Cells in Peru, Spain or Australia are not waiting for a direct

order by a commander to operate; they act on their own initiative.

It could be said that Anonymous, although having a core composed by its creators and most
important nodes, works more as an idea, a brand or an umbrella, than as an organization.
Several hacktivists which find the idea attractive could decide to act by themselves. In that

sense leadership is symbolical more than operational: if the main nodes are disabled
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(captured), the idea and the brand of Anonymous remains, inviting other hackers, cells or

groups to continue acting in the same direction.

Terrorism expert, Bruce Hoffman, was one of the first scholars to conceptualize about a
globalized insurgency. He described it as a unique insurgency with no centre of gravity, no
common leadership and no hard-wired organizational structures, only a series of cells linked
through the Internet. He describes Al Qaeda as “a de-territorialized, Internet-based
movement which uses terrorism as a tactic to subvert the international system.” (Coker,
2008, p.83) This terrorist/insurgent organization is not restricted to a particular state, rather
to the wider Muslim world. In pursue of its objectives it clashes with agents inside Muslim

societies and with external actors including Western societies.

Al Qaeda had been taking over other Islamist insurgencies, co-opting them by spreading a
radicalized discourse (Kilcullen, 2005). David Kilcullen (2005) refers to this phenomenon as
the creation of accidental guerrillas which are exploited by a transnational movement and
fought through dozens of localized countries. He explains that “Al Qaeda moves to remote
areas, creates alliances with local traditional communities, and exports violence that
prompts western intervention in order to generate support for its agenda.”(p.34) This vision
is shared by Rebeca Goolsby who argues that “Al Qaeda filled the needs of Islamist
insurgencies and then developed into a complex system of networks by co-opting other

groups, hijacking their agendas and transforming their ideologies” (Goolsby, 2006, p.7).

In similar terms to Anonymous, Al Qaeda could also be understood as a brand more than as
an organization; as a dispersed group of activists, insurgents, cells and organizations which
decide to act in their name and in the name of Al Qaeda through different territories. Such
agents have mastered the use of communication technologies as channels of coordination,
indoctrination, recruitment, and networking for the purpose of attack. Online forums, blogs,
websites, mobile phone chats, e-mails, online social networks, cafes, libraries and mosques

have been of common use. Militants have perfectly blended with their environments.

As in the case of Anonymous, and as a feature of complex organizations, it is not certain how
the elimination of its leader will contribute to the collapse of the organization. Complexity
scholars Russ Marion and Mary Uhl-Bien (2003) have studied the role of leaders in complex
and hierarchical organizations. Using Al Qaeda as a case study they arrive to the conclusion
that the whole system in a networked insurgency does not even depend on its leaders, in

this case Osama Bin Laden and his closest collaborators. The insurgency nurtures itself from
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ideas, claims and grievances than are not only deeply rooted within societies where they
operate, but that have been exacerbated by the discourse to the point where it has become
a system by itself without depending on its leaders. As such, leaders turn out to be more
motivational symbols than organizational administrators and commanders. In their words:

“[Osama bin Laden is] a product of a new social structure. A new social feeling

in the Muslim world, where you have strong hostility not only against

America, but also against many Arab and Muslim regimes who are allying to

America (...) And that’s why if bin Laden was not there, you would have

another bin Laden. You would have another name, with the same character,

with the same role, of bin Laden now. That’s why we call it a phenomenon
not a person.” (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2003, p.54).

In the end, authors as Arquila, Ronfeldt and Bunker warn that hierarchies do not constitute
the ideal structure to wage war in the context of the information society. Overwhelming
force is not only useless but probably even counterproductive. Enemies cannot be defeated
by one single blow since there is no unique objective, but multiple objectives and multiple
heads (Arquila, 2008). For this reason they believe that whoever manages to exploit the
advantages offered by networks structures will have a considerable advantage, hence the
premise ‘it takes a network to defeat a network’. Sullivan and Bunker (2005), and Mackinlay
(2005) speak about multilateral counterinsurgency networks as a viable solution to the

dilemmas of netwar.

The following key points summarize the characteristics of networked insurgencies as

observed from the complexity paradigm:

e More than being structured as traditional military hierarchies with defined
standard operating procedures, non-state actors are organized as a network of
organizations, small groups (cells) and individuals.

e Theytend to be de-territorial, extending through social communities beyond the
borders of a particular state.

e Nodes are interconnected through diverse types of channels in order to
coordinate actions, to communicate and to spread their ideas through social
communities. They use both opened public channels, such as the internet,
mobile technologies, social networks, and private means; even basic ones such
as human couriers.

e The expansion of the network is closely related to the capacity of spreading the
organization’s discourse. Psychological and information operations thus become

increasingly relevant, as well as the cohesion and legitimacy of the ideology. As
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such, the metaphysical dimension of war becomes as relevant as the physical,
while the conduct and outcome of conflicts develop around knowledge and the
use ‘soft power’.

In operational terms, more than following the traditional approach of
overwhelming the enemy with a concentration of mass in the point of attack,
they swarm towards the objective. This means that they approach their target
from different directions and with smaller units.

As in complexity, they are opened systems, meaning that there is no clear
boundary between the organization and the societies where they operate.
Instead, they are embedded in society. A blurry border allows for individuals to
become ‘members’ of the organization in a specific moment.

This also means, as complexity explains, that the actor is in a process of constant
adaptation, depending on the conditions imposed by the environment. (i.e. the
spread of political ideas within the nation or a region, the dynamics of attack-
defence with state forces, the opportunities offered by the international system,
etc.) As such, different actions will depend on the variation of moments and
spaces, and their success will be determined by how effectively the organizations
is capable of recognizing and exploiting such spaces.

In that sense, membership to an organization is not necessarily defined in formal
terms: militants do not need to live in isolated geographical spaces, marginalized
from their societies, wearing uniforms and following military-like routines and
procedures. Any individual inspired by a set of ideas may decide to act, and by
getting connected through the appropriate communication channels he might
find the support he needs. In many cases, violent actions are not the only form
of support for the organization. ‘Political’ actions in the order of spreading the
discourses and reaching wider audiences might also constitute group support.
The virtual dimension of war is thus vital. The war of ideas is as important as the
war of force. It is the existence of a common set of ideas and a spreading
discourse which allows individuals to be identified with the groups; which gives
cohesion to the network as a whole. Symbols, figures, concepts and brands are
very relevant to this end. Without a common understanding of the problem, of
the legitimate means to achieve the objective, and perception of the enemy, the
network is in risk of falling apart. The centrality of ideas and the spread of

information are typical symptoms of the information age.
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e As a consequence of what has now been stated, centralized command and
control is not necessary. Leaders, such as Osama bin Laden, might function more
as inspirational symbols than as effective operational commanders making every
single decision. This means that the disappearance of a leader might not destroy
the organization because the ideas, the objectives and other symbols remain.

e Asin complexity, the logic behind the organization is one of emergence. Instead
of combatants waiting for commands to be dictated from the top of the
hierarchy, they are more autonomous on their decisions to act. In that sense the

system’s logic is bottom-up instead of top-down.

The Study of Social networks

It is now necessary to look into one of the fields that has developed in close relation to
complexity theory, and that has fed the study of non-state actors from the perspective of
networks for years. Social network theory provides instruments to understand insurgency’s

structures, strengths and weaknesses.

This field has grown as an interdisciplinary construction: physicists, mathematicians and
computer scientists have contributed in our understanding of the dynamics, topologies,
flows and structural characteristics of the networks through advance modelling, testing and
computational skills. Social scientists, sociologists, psychologists and anthropologists have
contributed to understand the behaviour of communities, societies and individuals in the

globalized networked environment.

Through complexity, a particular understanding of networks has been disseminated. The
definition of a network proposed by Pierre Musso offers an insight into this change: “an
unstable structure of connections composed of interacting elements, whose variability
follows certain functional rules” (Stalder, 2006, p.178). This means that networks, instead of
being stable and static structures are the result of continuous internal readjustments given
the interactions among its elements and with the environment. In his view networks are
more flexible and unstable than it was initially conceived, with nodes added and dropped
with relative ease. This will be clearly observed, for example, through the dynamics of FARC's

international networks in the sixth and seventh chapters.

Duncan J. Watts (2003) provides similar explanations. What used to be a vision of networks
as static objects, has given way to a dynamic vision of complexity, change and evolution: they

are seen as representations of individuals (or units) that are doing something; they are
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dynamic objects not just because things happen within systems but because the networks
themselves are evolving, and change is driven by the decisions of the very components. This

is a clear reference to the ‘sensitivity to initial conditions’ explained before.

Stalder (2006) has also explored emergent properties in network configurations. In his view,
complexity is evident because there are no formalized procedures for a node to resolve
conflicts arising from interaction; no single actor with formal authority to impose its will on
other participants. There are no command and control structures making the forms of the

network dependant on a continuous inter-definition of their participants.

He believes that social networks today should be understood as an enduring form of social
organization, composed of asymmetrical, interacting elements held together by a shared set
of values, standards, or functional rules. They are coordinated through an on-going
negotiation in which elements re-define not only the network’s identity but also their
positions within it; and this process of self-definition creates a permanent condition of
flexibility. The transformations of the networks are not entirely random deriving into total
chaos; they follow the network’s own internal logic according to its identity or its functional

rules.

The modern scientific study of networks has an origin in the studies of Leonhard Euler, a
prolific Swiss mathematician and physicist who made several major contributions in varied
fields during the mid-1700s. He began to develop graph theory by studying possible routes
to cross a river across seven bridges in the Prussian town of Konigsberg, creating what is
considered to be the first analysis of a network. Later studies by mathematicians Couchy,
Hamilton, Cayley, Kirchoff and Polya constituted a boom in graph theory. But, as it has been
explained by Laszlo Barabasi (2002), a Scientist and Professor at the University of Notre
Dame, a more complete body of theory was formed during the 1950’s with the contributions
of two Hungarian mathematicians, the prolific Paul Erdoz, who holds a record of more than

1500 papers published, and his colleague Alfred Rengi.

A first approach adopted by Erdoz and Rengi was centred on randomness as the organizing
principle of networks, especially in social networks: Nodes establishing connections
randomly rather than by following determined patterns or criteria of order. The typical
example is the cocktail party where several individuals are put together in a single room. As
it can be expected, they will start to introduce each other forging several connections

between them. The number of connections established will depend on their personality.
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Randomness means irregularity: nodes in a network will have a different amount of
connections. Very few elements will have either an extremely high or low amount of linkages,
while most of the nodes will demonstrate an average number of them. In statistical terms

this is known as the Poisson distribution (Figure 1.1)

But the principle of randomness was insufficient to explain all the dynamics and realities of
networks, and the need for a more sophisticated approach became evident. Hungarian
writer Frigyes Karinthy was the first to raise the issue of social interconnectedness in his
novel Lancszemek (chains) published in 1929. He suggested that the world was shrinking
because of IT and communication technologies which were compressing distances,
shortening durations, and connecting people in denser human networks. Characters in this
novel believed that any two people in the world would be connected by five acquaintances
and proposed and experiment to prove it:

“One of us suggested performing the following experiment to prove that the

population of the Earth is closer together now that they have ever been before.

We should select any person from the 1.5 billion inhabitants of the Earth —anyone,

anywhere at all. He bet us that, using no more than five individuals, one of whom

is a personal acquaintance, he could contact the selected individual using nothing

except the network of personal acquaintances.”*?

Stanley Milgram, a Professor of Social Psychology at Harvard University, became intrigued by
the possibility of measuring how connected societies were. In 1967 he conducted an
experiment determining the number of persons through which any individual would have to
go through in order to reach any other individual within the United States. Through a system
of procedures and rules that he modelled, he managed to make geographically and socially
remote individuals send letters through known contacts to their destination in order to be
able to count how many intermediaries were necessary. 12 The result was an average of 5.5
people. The ‘distance’ between any two individuals within the country was then calculated
in six persons. The name of the theory however was not Milgram’s invention. That was done,
without purpose, by the American Playwright John Guare who created a Broadway play

entitled Six Degrees of Separation.

Milgram’s experiment was later tested on an international level by Duncan Watts, Petter

Dodds, and Roby Muhamad using emails instead of letters. The result was surprisingly

12 Fragment of the novel by Frigyes Karinthy. (Rifken, 2009, p. 473)

13 As individuals to be contacted Milgram selected the wife of a graduate student in Massachusetts and a stock
broker in Boston. Starting points were determined to be individuals in Wichita, Kansas and Nebraska, who were
assumed to be remote to the former. (Barabasi, 2002)
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similar; in average only six individuals separated any two people in the world (Christakis &
Fowler, 2009). These results where further tested by computer scientist Jure Leskovec and
Microsoft researcher Eric Horvitz in 1997. “Using instant electronic messages of 30 billion
conversations among 180 million people all over the world, they corroborated the small
world theory that only 6.6 degrees of separation exist between any two strangers.” (Rifken,

2009, p.474)

These findings were useful to challenge the image of the world as a series of disconnected,
large, unbounded societies; introducing instead a vision of a social network with nodes that
are close to each other, and with an elevated number of interconnections. Further studies
with other objects such as the internet, molecules in a cell, species in food webs or neurons
in the brain, proved that small separations were not only common between humans but also
in other networks. Sociologist Mark Granovetter concluded that networks were “many highly
connected clusters linked to each other by weak ties” instead of randomly organized nodes
(Barabasi, 2002, p.47). This idea was further explored in Watts and Strogatz’s Nature, in
which the idea of small world networks was formally introduced. They proposed that society
is organized through clusters, which are essentially dense groups of highly interconnected
nodes within the network. (Figure 1.2) Jeroen Bruggeman (2008) defines a cluster as “a
relatively more densely connected subgraph within a sparser graph.” (p.134) They do not
display defined limits within the networks, if such was the case it would be a clique instead

of a cluster.

Figure 1.1 Figure 1.2

Byrne (1998) describes this type of network as one in which each agent is firstly connected
to a set of neighbouring agents, which are mostly, but not completely, locally connected.

Watts (2003) defines as small world network as:
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“a regime in which networks display high local clustering of disconnected
enclaves but connected such that any node could be reached from any other in

an average of only a few steps” (p.81)

Although small world models constituted a solid theoretical proposition, a number of
elements were still missing. Further research conducted during the 1990s was valuable to
include an element that is now indispensible for network analysis and for the case study in
this dissertation. Barabasi, who conducted extensive research on interconnectedness in the
World Wide Web, discovered that in some cases the number of connections of nodes did not
follow the Poisson distribution as explained before. This means that not always few nodes
display a high amount of connections while most of them are averagely linked. He realized
that nodes could follow a power law distribution, in which very few nodes have an excessive

amount of linkages, while others display fewer connections. (Figure 1.3)

This observation introduced the concept of hubs, or nodes with an extremely higher amount
of connections in a network compared to the average node. Barabasi proposed that hubs are
responsible of holding the network together, since most of the nodes are not really

connected to each other.

Examples of hubs can be easily found. In the internet, Google or Yahoo display an extremely
higher number of connections than particular websites and allow easier navigation between
different points on the network. In the Air France worldwide route map two major hubs are
easily identifiable, Paris and Atlanta, followed by several smaller hubs, Amsterdam, Detroit,
New York and Seattle, with single nodes all around the world. The world of stock and financial
transactions has New York, London and Tokyo as major hubs, followed by Shanghai,

Frankfurt, Hong Kong, Toronto, Mumbai and Sao Paulo.

Since the power law distribution abandons the idea of a characteristic node and a peak of
average of connections, the idea of ‘scale’ is discarded. This type of network then became
known as a scale-free network. Following Barabasi (2002), these are more common in
complex webs than small world networks. Watts (2003) argues that this kind of networks
“has the property, in contrast to a variety random graph, that most nodes will be relatively
poorly connected, while a select of minority hubs will be variably highly connected.” (p.107)
Byrne (1998) describes power law networks as a set of connections that are more resilient
when compared to structures organized around the principle of randomness, but more

susceptible to targeted failures, since only few nodes hold most of the connections.
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He explains how hubs provide some order within complexity. Nodes follow Barabasi’s
principle of ‘the rich get richer’. When a network is understood as dynamic, with nodes that
change or evolve according to their interactions with other nodes and with its environment,
then it is possible to see strong structural modifications such as the adherence of new nodes
or the alteration of existing connections. When such is the case, nodes will tend to connect
with those which display a higher amount of connections rather than with isolated elements.
Hubs, as a consequence, grow bigger with the evolution of the network, providing some kind

of organizing principle amid chaos.

These evolutions, in Barabasi’s view, create two possible developments for a network: on
one hand, the survival of the scale free network structure, and in the other, the ‘winner
taking all’ phenomena, in which the hub becomes connected to all the other nodes, creating

what is known as a star model. (Figure 1.4)

OO

Figure 1.3 Figure 1.4

Most of the studies on networks are focused on their topology. Several classifications that
go beyond star, small world and scale-free networks have been proposed, even though
sometimes the differences are merely semantic. Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler (2009)
have created their own list which includes the bucket brigade, the telephone tree and the
military squads. In the first, nodes are placed in a straight line and are connected only to its
immediate neighbours. Information flows in one direction. The name recalls the traditional
image of a line of individuals passing a bucket of water to put out a fire. (Figure 1.5) The
second metaphor recalls a network in which an initial node is connected to a number of
nodes each of which is connected to another set of nodes expanding the coverage of the
network in a branch-like manner. Information flows from the top (or the centre) to the
bottom (or the branches). The image resembles an emergency phone call in which a single
person reaches an entire community through an increasing number of individuals (Figure
1.6). The last describes several small groups of nodes displaying high interconnection among
the group but weak connections between groups (Christakis & Fowler, 2009). In other words,

highly clustered groups are lightly connected among each other. (Figure 1.7)
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Figure 1.5 Figure 1.6

Byrne (1998) also proposed his own typology:

e Loop: In which agents live in a circle and are connected to their immediate
neighbours in each direction. It is similar to the small world version of Watts and

Strogatz without the connections to the node next to its neighbour.

e Grid: In which nodes are placed in a checkerboard-like grid connected to its
immediate neighbours, where the edges of the grid wrap around to form a torus.

(Figure 1.8)

e Pack: In which nodes are organized in closed groups where connections among
all of them exist, and where a single node is connected to elements outside the
pack; a description that resembles the ‘military squad’ concept of Christakis and

Fowler.

e 2Loop: Nodes live in two circles and are connected to the nearest neighbours in

the two circles (p.155)

Figure 1.7 Figure 1.8

In netwar theory, Arquila and Ronfeld included three main types of structures: the chain or
line (figure 1.5) which is equivalent to Christakis and Fowler’s ‘bucket brigade’ and that can
be appreciated in smuggling operations; the star or hub (figure 1.4) as described by Barabasi,

which can be exemplified by the core of a terrorist or criminal organization; and the all
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channel network (figure 1.9) which displays an equivalent number of linkages between its

nodes, as it can be observed in sectors of several militant groups (Arquila & Ronfeldt, 2001).

Figure 1.9

According to Arquila and Ronfeldt (1997), an archetypical netwar actor would consist of a
dispersed set of interconnected nodes, where the nodes can be individuals, groups or formal
or informal organizations. They could perform a specialized task or identical activities to
others. lan Lesser (1999) notes that in practical terms, insurgencies or militant groups are
structured as hybrids: a combination of a hierarchy and several networked forms. A node in
a network could itself be a hierarchy. More than being structured as a single type of network,
they are combinations of all of these forms. A typical case would be an all channel network
as the core of the structure connecting stars and chains whose nodes are to conduct tactical
operations. This is very important for the analysis of FARC. As it will be demonstrated,
whereas military structures remain as hierarchies, criminal and political structures appear to

be arranged more as networks, confirming this idea of combination.

This structure could be an acephalous, flat organizational structure without centralized
command and decentralized decision making (panarchy), or it could consist of multiple heads
(heterarchy). In the first case, due to the absence of a particular actor conducting the
processes, the capacity of the network depends almost exclusively on the strength of the

ideology and the doctrine (Arquila and Ronfeldt, 1997).

But besides network topology another element is valuable for the present dissertation:

network failure or destruction.

It is evident that the strength of a network is guaranteed by the high amount of connections
among its elements. Interconnectivity leads into robustness. Following Barabasi, if a
particular node fails, it is very likely that a specific fragment of the network will be isolated,
but the network itself can be maintained. Removing only a few nodes will not have a

significant impact on the integrity of the network.
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Generalized node failures can break the network into a set of non-communicated fragments,
but if this happens as part of a random attack, it is statistically more likely that the nodes
destroyed or removed will be smaller since they are more abundant. But destroying hubs
may pose a serious challenge. A particular calculation was made by Shlomo Havlin, a
Professor of Physics at Bar-llan University in Israel, who determined that random networks
fall apart after a number of critical nodes are removed, but scale-free networks collapse only
when all nodes are removed. Sceptical of such results Barabasi conducted experiments of his
own by removing hubs from networks. He has found that “the removal of the first (and
biggest) hub did not break the system, because the rest of the hubs held the network
together. After the removal of several hubs, however, the effect of the disruptions was clear.
Large chunk of nodes were falling off the network becoming disconnected from the main
cluster.” (Barabasi, 2002) He calculated that for the network to collapse it was necessary to

remove from five to fifteen per cent of the hubs at the same time.

But more elements were included in the discussion. Christakis and Fowler (2009) defined two
network properties: connection, which explains who the nodes are and how they are
connected (structure); and contagion, the flows which run through the network, the
information that is passed from node to node through all the existing linkages (function).
Failure cannot only emerge from the structure, as it was proved by Barabasi, but from the
diffusion of information in the form of a cascading event, or through a domino effect, from
node to node. This form of failure can only be understood through the particular functions
of each network and the nature of its nodes. For example, in human networks a pandemic
spreads from person to person increasing the possibility to cause a high number of casualties;
or in the economy, fear expands from broker to broker, from company to company, and
among stock markets creating worldwide recessions. This is especially evident in directed
networks, those in which information (or the specific input) flows only in one direction,
without any possibility of returning. These elements are also very valuable for the analysis in
the case of FARC, specially taking into account that most of them, as it will be observed, are

directed networks.

Information technology, particularly the internet, has multiplied connectivity enormously. If
societies in the past were linked, it is also true that today they are hyperlinked. Christakis
and Fowler use the concept of hyperconnected. Following their ideas, a superior level of
connectivity has motivated a radical evolution of social networks in four ways: enormity, an
increase in the scale of networks and the amount of people who might be reached;

communality, broadening the scale in which we can share information and contribute to
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collective efforts; specificity, an increase in the particularity of the ties that are formed
(interest groups); and virtuality, the ability to assume virtual identities (Christakis & Fowler,

2009).

From the characteristics that have been described through complexity and network theory
it is important to point out four key properties of networks that are useful for the analysis. It
is clear that given network dynamics, nodes can be lost and replaced with ease. This is known
as redundancy. This capacity implies that networks change their configuration constantly
according to the conditions of its nodes and the way they interact with the environment. This
process of perpetual change implies that networks are adaptable and flexible. As it has been
analysed, this conditions make networks difficult to destroy. They are resilient given their

capacity to recover from attacks through the replacement or re-localization of nodes.

In conclusion, with the objective of determining how the existing military, criminal and
political networks of FARC provide an opportunity for the organization to survive and even
to re-emerge, the approach introduced in this chapter becomes instrumental. The paradigm
of complexity, and the development of network theory, is ideal to understand the
opportunities that non-state actors find within the hyper-connected society of the so-called
information age. The paradigm’s reading on the strong linkages that are constructed
between the system and its environment is particularly useful to analyse how elements in
the Andean region and through Latin America provide instruments for FARC to become

embedded beyond Colombia’s borders.

Elements of social network theory will be extremely valuable to think about FARC from a
network perspective within its region. It is now necessary to turn into the dilemma of how
to characterise an insurgency permeated by criminal interests in the context that has been
here described. For this purpose the proposition of the tripartite character will be

introduced.
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Chapter 2. The triadic character of commercial insurgencies and their environment

According to the context described in the last chapter, non-state actors exist in a world that
fosters linkages and connections with all type of agents. As such, their possibility to send
their message through societies all around the globe is maximized, as are their chances to

obtain resources through the global criminal economy.

Insurgencies are, by definition, organizations which pursue particular political goals. But the
opportunity found in the maximization of profits in a globalized economy may divert
organizations from their original route and into the road of criminality. Insurgencies such as
FARC have managed to survive a 50-year war, even after the fall of the Soviet Union, because
of its participation in drug markets. It is not a surprise that in one of the countries with the
highest record of cocaine production it is an insurgency that has managed to become one of
the main actors in the business. It has been argued that as a result, FARC had become a cartel

and had ceased to be an insurgency.

As this case demonstrates, insurgencies can become hybrids of criminality and political
insurrection, making it difficult to recognize if the rebels are still following an original political
cause or if such a purpose is only a facade to the real objective of profit. The scenarios of
insurgency become nothing more than a combination of unattended grievances, interests in
profiting, and the impossibility of marginalized communities to find sustainable sources

within the licit economy.

Relevant questions emerge. How should we understand the nature and the character of this
type of insurgencies? How is this character expressed through its functions and its
structures? For several observers including governments, as it will be explained ahead, these
insurgencies are explained as criminal entities. For others, such characterisation is rather

limited. This debate is relevant to think about our understanding of FARC.

This chapter will then propose a different narrative to understand this type of organizations.
It will build on propositions made by criminologists, and particularly, on the concepts of
hybrid organizations and commercial insurgencies. It is here argued that commercial
insurgencies display a triadic character composed by complementing dimensions: political,
criminal, and military. Given the context analysed in the last chapter, nodes which constitute
each of these dimensions are not only placed in the territory of a single state. Rather, they

might be naturally embedded through other societies and nations, as the insurgency exploits
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environmental conditions to place nodes beyond borders, challenging the idea of the state
as the prime counterinsurgent. Nodes and structures in other territories provide the

opportunity for the insurgency to survive and to re-emerge as it will be explained ahead.

For this purpose the concept of insurgency is discussed first, followed by an analysis of the
blurring boundaries of insurgency and criminality. Then several propositions on how to
understand organizations that combine political and criminal interests are explored,
detailing the concepts of hybrid organizations and commercial insurgencies. Finally, the idea
of the triadic character is examined, bringing elements of the environment into analysis in
order to determine variables that create the possibility for the insurgency to survive and re-

emerge.

The concept of insurgency

Insurgency is warfare; it is a form of achieving a political end through the force of arms. It is
different to conventional warfare in that it is not waged by regular state military forces which
follow determined standardized norms and procedures, but by groups of civilians,
communities, and nations which take up arms against the established ruler. They fight for a
cause they see as legitimate: a change in the nature of the political system, the creation of a
new state, the separation of a portion of the territory, or the independence from a

dominating power.

History demonstrates that the weak have fought the strong since unmemorable times. Given
its comparative disadvantage, frontal confrontation had not been an option. Rather, they
have recurred to tactics which represent lower risks and the possibility to inflict considerable
damage to its enemy. Walter Laqueur, a historian at Harvard, Johns Hopkins, Chicago and
Georgetown, listed three elements to characterise this type of tactics: the exploitation of the
environment in order to wear the enemy down; more than fighting it frontally, fighting it for
along period in order to wear it down instead of defeating it directly; and conducting actions
through a sequence of attacks and retreats, using basic instruments instead of advanced

technologies (Navias & Moreman, 1994). This tactics are known as guerrilla tactics.

A Hittite parchment dating from the fifteenth century BC appears to describe a combat using
guerrilla tactics (Beckett, 2001). Similar references can be found in the Bible, such as the
revolt of Judahh Maccabbee defeating the Syrians in 166 BC by ambushing, seizing weapons,
and rallying support of the people. During the Second Punic War, the Romans, under Fabius

Maximus, decided to wear down the Carthaginians of Hannibal instead of confronting them
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directly; his method became known as Fabian tactics. During the Middle Age irregular tactics
were also used, especially during the Hundred Years War between France and England

(Beckett, 2001).

As explained by Laqueur, “guerrilla warfare is as old as the hills and predates regular warfare.
Throughout history guerrilla wars have been fought by weaker peoples against invading or
occupying armies, by regular soldiers operating in the enemy’s rear, by landless peasants

rising against landowners, and by bandits, social and asocial.” (Laqueur, 1997, p.1)

But insurgency and guerrilla tactics are not necessarily equivalent. The historic description
of the existence of guerrilla warfare is not necessarily the narrative of the origin of
insurgencies. It could be argued that insurgencies exist since popular and organized
rebellions against established authorities appeared. But the construction of a concept based
on the principle of authority leaves out an important element of analysis. The idea of
‘civilians’ or ‘communities’ in arms as a phenomenon of warfare can only be considered as
exceptional when the separation between regular forces and unarmed masses came into
being. Otherwise, more than being the exception, the rule was always to include everyone
in the fight, whichever the authority. Then, how to make a difference between insurgencies
and regular combatants when there were no regular combatants at all? The construction of
the origin of insurgencies, then, must be related to the appearance of ‘regularity’ and not
only of ‘authority’. This is the historical narrative presented by military historian Jonathan

Gumz based on ideas of Carl Schmitt.

If the thesis of Schmitt is followed, the origin of insurgencies can be found in the national
insurrections that flourished against established states only after a condition of regularity
was achieved in terms of international law and politics, with the emergence of the state and
European Public Law in the early modern era. (Schmitt, 2006) “The lus Public Europaeum not
only encompassed law, but the norms, philosophical texts, and power constellations that
governed war and relations between states.” (Gumz, 2009, p.565) According to Gabriella
Slump it was only then possible to count on a marked distinction between war and peace,

civil and military, enemy and criminal, external and internal (Slump, 2005).

War ceased to be an affair involving the participation of individuals with several aims to
become an expression of the interest of states, fought by states and against states, through
well-defined and conceived parameters and regulations. Conventional national armies

emerged as entities depending entirely on the state and fighting only for the sake of its
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interests. Military Forces with organized and hierarchical command and control marginalized
civilian populations from warfare. Enmity was re-defined to be restricted exclusively to the

Military Forces of the enemy state. As confirmed by Coker

“Schmitt acknowledged that irregular war has been a feature of conflict for

centuries, especially in times of general dissolution such as the Thirty Years War. It

also continued to remain a feature of colonial conflicts between indigenous peoples

and Western armies throughout the period of European expansion. (...) What

distinguishes the modern partisan, Schmitt claimed, is the force and significance of

his ‘irregularity’. The distinction between regular and irregular is only really

appreciable in the modern age, given the modern form of social organization (the

nation state) and the modern organization of armies.”(Coker, 2008, p.44)
From this perspective the first insurgencies appear at the end of the XVIII and beginning of
the XIX Century when civilians raised arms to fight established authorities, and the lus Public
Europaeum began to crumble. The French Revolution began to erode the order by calling on
the masses to fight the regime. The Jacobin levee en masse summoned citizens in arms
without being formal part of the military corps, while popular rebellions flourished, not only

inspired against the ancien regime, but also against the revolution itself. In the Vendee

region, for example, counterrevolutionaries fought a bloody war against crown opponents.

Napoleonic occupation of other European societies triggered insurgent movements.
Communities and nations raised arms to expel the French invaders. A first and failed
insurrection in the Austrian Tyrol in 1809 was followed by the Spanish insurrection, from
1808 to 1813, which contributed to the defeat of Napoleon in the Peninsula. The term
guerrilla, Spanish word for small war, was firstly used to describe this insurrection. Schmitt
cites this case as the first example of insurgency:

“In this war, for the first time, a people —pre-burgeois, pre-industrial and pre-

conventional people— clashed with a modern army. New spaces of/for war emerged

in the process, and new concepts of warfare were developed along with a new
doctrine of war and politics.

The Partisan fights irregularly. But the distinction between regular and irregular
depends on the degree of regularity. Only in modern forms of organization —
stemming from the French Revolution— does this distinction find its concrete
manifestation and with it also its conception.”

In this sense, insurgencies and guerrilla warfare differ considerably. While the later has
existed for centuries, the former is a product of the modern era. Following Gumz’s
explanation the lus Public Europaeum finally crumbled through the Geneva Conventions,

given its final legitimation of non-state combatants:
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“The Geneva Conventions expand the circle of parties to be treated as equal to
regular fighters’ argues Schmitt, ‘by equating members of an ‘“organized
resistance movement” to members of militias and volunteer corps, and
conferring on them in this way the rights and privileges of regular
combatants.”(Gumz, 2009, p.580).

Although insurgencies go back to the XVII Century, it was during the XX Century that they
became a systematic phenomenon through wars of national liberation, de-colonization
struggles, Marxist-Leninist revolutions, and even anti-fascist occupation in Europe during the

Second World War.

Now, this leads into a discussion of the definition of insurgency. Anthony Joes (2004) defines
it as “an attempt to overthrow or oppose a state regime by forms of arms.” (p.1) This
proposition might be too broad, including any form of armed rebellion against a regime. It is

better to explore a more restrictive definition.

Bard O’Neill, former Director of insurgency and Middle East Studies at the National War
College, defines insurgency as “a struggle between a non-ruling group and the ruling
authorities in which the former consciously employs political resources (organizational skills,
propaganda, and/or demonstrations) and instruments of violence to establish legitimacy for
some aspect of the political system it considers illegitimate. Legitimacy and illegitimacy refer
to whether or not existing aspects of politics are considered moral orimmoral (or, to simplify,
right or wrong) by the population or selected elements therein.” (O’Neill, 1980, p.1) His
definition includes both the political nature and the violent character of the use of force. It
encompasses the strategic nature of the campaign as it refers to the use of resources,
confronting a non-ruling agent against the authority. It positively includes the element of

legitimacy explaining the importance of popular support.

Given the impossibility of insurgents to target the enemy frontally, they recur to diverse
elements to confront it indirectly: wearing it down, eroding its will to fight, winning its
popular base of support, and de-legitimizing its actions. The psychological dimension of war,
then, becomes as important as the physical act of combat, and the reason why insurgencies

are protracted, lasting not only years but maybe even decades.

Metz (2004) characterizes insurgency as protracted, asymmetric violence, which includes

psychological warfare and political mobilization —all design to protect the insurgents and
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eventually alter the balance of power in their favour (p.2) In terms of strategy, the campaign

may take several forms and paths, but that will be explored in the next chapter.

A simpler but yet valid definition was also introduced by one of the classical authors of
counterinsurgency, Lieutenant Colonel Julian Paget. He introduces insurgency as “a form of
armed rebellion against the Government, in which the rebels have the support or

acquiescence of a substantial part of the populace”*.

The blurring boundaries of insurgency and crime

In conceptual terms, insurgency (or politically motivated violence) and criminality can be
clearly differentiated. Several authors including Carl Schmitt (2006), Bruce Hoffman (2006),
Colin Gray (2007), Christopher Coker (2008) and Richard Clutterbuck (1990) have pointed to
this difference. An insurgent uses violence to achieve a political goal, while the criminal does
it for personal gain, lacking an ideology. “Criminals are not concerned with influencing or
affecting public opinion, simply desiring to gain money or accomplishing its mercenary task
in the quickest and easiest possible way. By contrast the fundamental aim of terrorist [and
by extension, insurgent] violence is ultimately to change the political system, about which

the criminal couldn’t care less.” (Hoffman, 2006, p.36)

“Schmitt was quick to remind us that partisan warfare is rooted in the sphere of
politics. It is his intense political commitment which sets the partisan apart from
other combatants. It is politics which distinguishes him from the common thief
and criminals whose motives are personal enrichment. The pirate is possessed
of what jurisprudence knows as animal furandi (felonious intent). The partisan,
by contrast, fights on a political front and it is precisely the political character of
his actions that throws into stark relief the original sense of the word we apply

to comprehend him” (Coker, 2008, p.46)

This discussion unavoidably leads into a definition of what is inherently ‘political’. Colin Gray
proposes that politics “refers to the process of struggle over the right or authority to govern
the ‘body politic’ and hence decide on the distribution of civic burdens and rewards.” (Gray,
1999, p.55) All actions related to the way society is organized and with the access and
implementation of power can be considered political acts. If a non-state group demands

access to power in order to obtain justice for a specific social sector, then its actions can be

14 Definition by Julian Paget (Benbow, 2008, p. xiii)
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considered political, but if an armed agent’s unique desire is to profit from activities such as

goods smuggling, then its acts are criminal in nature.

But whereas in conceptual terms the difference might be clear, in practice the dimensions
tend to merge when specific cases are observed: “In theory, the distinction is crystal clear:
to be classified as warfare, violence must be motivated by politics, not profit, as is the case
with criminal behaviour. In practice, though, the political and the criminal tend to merge”
(Gray, 2007, p.250) Criminal entities sometimes display political interests, for example, when
they provide goods and services to a host community either because there are shared
feelings of appreciation or as a means to make its job easier. Similarly, criminals might seek
to control local political institutions in order to carry on with their activities more easily. As
such, they could become a sort of parallel state performing political and social functions in a
particular location. On the other hand criminals might challenge certain state acts, as the

enactment of extradition laws, and might act to achieve their reversal.

Politically-guided organizations may also become permeated by criminal interests. Non-state
organizations need to fund themselves in order to operate. Given their illegal nature, they
are more likely to find funds in illicit economic activities. This fact creates the possibility of
insurgents, or groups within the insurgency, to become more motivated by profit than by
politics. Such is the case of FARC, its participation in the production and traffic of narcotics

has clouded the possibility to neatly recognize if it is a political or a criminal phenomenon.

Several authors such as David Keen, Paul Collier, Anke Hoeffler and Mats Berdal have
explained how conflicts cease to be struggles motivated by political objectives to become a
competition for resources. (Arnson, 2005) They have explained how in regions where the
exploitation of certain commodities feeds conflicts, the virtual inexistence of state
institutions allows for non-state armed actors to obtain control and dominion of
geographical and social spaces, guaranteeing stable income and perpetuating war. An
economic circle emerges in which local populations find a source of income through
commodities that are used by the armed organization to fund their war: “conflicts can create
war economies, often in regions controlled by rebels or warlords and linked to international
trading networks; members of armed gangs can benefit from looting; and regimes can use
violence to deflect opposition, reward supporters or maintain their access to resources.”
(Keen, 1998, p.11) Collier and Hoeffler have described rebellions as “motivated by a blend of
an altruistic desire to rectify the grievances of a group, and a selfish desire to loot the

resources of others.” (Keen, 2006, p.5)
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“Increasingly, civil wars that appear to have begun with political aims have
mutated into conflicts in which short-term economic benefits are paramount.
While ideology and identity remain important in understanding conflict, they may
not tell the whole story. Portraying civil wars as simply revolutionary struggles
between opposing sides obscures the emerging political economy from which the

combatants can benefit.” (Keen, 1998, p.11)

As such, combatants might be more interested in continuing war instead of winning it®:
“defeating the enemy or bringing the fighting to an end appears to have become less
important for key parties involved than securing the benefits from the continuation of

conflict.”%®

For this reason, as it was argued by Mats Berdal, more than understanding political or
economic motivations for war separately, a political economy perspective linking agendas
and explaining the interdependence of economic and political variables is more appropriate.
(Berdal, 2009, p.79-81) It is important to understand that these dimensions are interrelated;
economic dilemmas have political implications just as political issues have economic

repercussions. Karen Ballentine and Jake Sherman agree with this perspective:

“Conceptualizing explanations of armed conflict in terms of greed and grievance
has imposed an unnecessary limiting dichotomy on what is, in reality, a highly
diverse, complex set of incentive and opportunity structures that vary across

time and location.”(Ballentine, 2003, p.8)

These authors proposed an examination of combatants’ behaviours without understanding
rebel organizations as unitary groups. This is precisely the approach in this dissertation since
FARC will not be explored as a monolithic entity but as a set of nodes (individuals) with

different interests, objectives and functions.

It is necessary to clarify, however, that participation in war as a means to satisfy individual
interests of profit is not only a feature of contemporary warfare. Richard Lewison (1936)
demonstrates in The Profits of War through the Ages how this was a constant from Julius
Caesar to Bismarck, including the conquistadores and the condottieri during the Middle Age.
But the context of hyperconnectivity described in the last chapter, and the global criminal

economy, does create improved opportunities for armed groups to participate in the global

15 This idea has been introduced by several authors including David Keen, Mats Berdal and Paul Collier. (Arnson,
2005)
16 Quoted in Cynthia Arnson. (Arson, 2005, p.4)
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economy through diverse mechanisms, and specially by trading all sort of commodities
through smuggling networks. Sources as diamonds, drugs, gold, and coltan, more than others
as oil and timber, have proved to be ideal for non-state armed groups because they are both
easily lootable and highly profitable’. For individual combatants it is easier to handle and
join transnational smuggling networks with cocaine, heroin, or diamonds than with oil or

timber.

Svante Cornell (2005a), Director at Central Asia-Caucasus Institute at Johns Hopkins
University, argued that narcotics and diamonds have a stronger influence on the duration of
conflict than oil, gas, timber or minerals. Narcotics, particularly, tend to favour non-state
actors disproportionately because of its illegality, allowing them to strengthen their
operational capabilities and even to increase their legitimacy with communities connected
to the business. Narco-trafficking is in fact the largest source of profit for both criminal
groups and terrorism, accounting for 2% of the global economy according to the
International Monetary Fund, and 7% of international trade following United Nations

statistics (Shelley, 2005, p.312).

The case of narcotics constitutes a good example on how political and economic variables
interact. War economies generate political effects which in the end are favourable to
insurgencies or other non-state actors. Vanda Felbab-Brown, a researcher at Brookings
Institution, demonstrated that legitimacy is not only constructed from an ideological affinity
between agents. In the case of narcotics, in those areas where the organization is the de
facto authority and coca is grown, the insurgency provides the security and stability
necessary for inhabitants to have an income. As such, it is the insurgent organization which
actually provides some sense of organization, protection, authority and stability in locations
where war economies develop. This circumstance guarantees freedom of action, popular
support and legitimacy to the organization (Felbab-Brown, 2010). In other words, the
organization turns into a sort of parallel state becoming a political agent, transforming a

criminally-based enterprise into a political phenomenon.

This is why the state, as the counterinsurgent, is highly unpopular in areas of strong coca or
opium cultivation, and why it is usually observed as the enemy. The disruption of the war
economy, in this case through the elimination of narcotics, represents a risk of instability for

the populations who find the necessary means for living within the illicit economy. Their

17 Ross argues that lootable sources like diamonds and drugs are more likely to lead to war than unlootable
sources like oil and timber. (Ross, 2003)
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sense of protection, their provision of services, and their security are perceived as being at

risk with the end of war and the elimination of the insurgency.

Interests in profit, however, foster fragmentation and the breakdown of centralized
leadership, command and control, as it has been witnessed by FARC. In periods of rapid
growth and increase or expansion in the number of rebel troops, the ideological formation
of new recruits is significantly impeded as they are more motivated by money than by ideas

(Cater, 2003).
Understanding interactions between criminality and insurgency

This impossibility to clearly determine if phenomena are strictly political or criminal has
motivated a very relevant question: how then to understand or categorize organizations that
range between the criminal and the political? During the last decade criminologists have
deepened studies on interactions between criminality and political violence. Although most
of them refer to ‘terrorism’ in the case of politically-motivated violence, their analysis is still
valid for insurgencies given that the categorization is based on the political nature of the

violent actor, as opposed to the economic purpose of the criminal.

Scholars such as Tamara Makarenko (2004), Louis Shelley (2002), Louise Shelly and John
Picarelly (2005), Chris Dishman (2001) and Phil Williams (2008) have developed concepts and
models to explain processes of interaction and their organizational implications. Their
explanations are given in the context of high interconnectivity described by Castells, and
introduced in the last chapter, in which a global criminal economy has allowed armed non-
state actors to increase their connections with other organizations around the globe: “the
network society creates opportunities for criminals to cooperate, create arrangements, joint
ventures or strategic alliances.” (Castells, 1996a, p.172) Terrorism and organized crime
cannot be analysed separately in the contemporary international context, since evidence
“suggests that they may be deeply intertwined in ways that go well beyond tactical alliances

of convenience.” (Lal, 2005, p.293)

The following continuum was proposed by Shelley and Picarelly to explain the interactions
that occur between criminality and terrorism (insurgency), and the processes of
transformation that organizations might experience. (Figure 2.1) (Shelley & Picarelly, 2005,
p.35) Their proposition builds on elements presented by other scholars such as Makarenko

and Williams.
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It is first necessary to make a distinction between entities and activities. There are terrorist
organizations and terrorist methods, as well as criminal organizations and criminal activities.
This was a contribution initially proposed by Williams (2008). Logically, terrorist
organizations recur to terrorist activities, while criminal entities recur to criminal activities.
But an initial step of interaction between crime and terror appears when organizations
appropriate activities that are opposed to their nature. Terrorists need to perform criminal
activities, for example, to find funds through a wide variety of sources including,
counterfeiting, drug-dealing, kidnapping, money laundering, extortion, etc. Criminals might
need to engage in specific terrorist attacks to be able to continue their activities without
obstacle, for example, disrupting police activities in an area or eliminating local authorities.
Examples cited by Makarenko (2004) include the Italian Mafia, the Basque ETA and Hizbullah
in Lebanon. The case of Colombian druglord Pablo Escobar is also telling. He mounted a car-

bomb terrorist campaign in order for the government to abrogate the extradition law.
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But a subsequent step might follow. Given the continued need of these organizations to
engage in activities that are not natural to their original purpose, they might build an alliance
with an organization that would provide such services in order for the organization to focus
on their key activities; a sort of outsourcing. Examples include FARC and Mexican Cartels, the
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and Afghan Mafia, and Al Qaeda and Bosnian Criminals.

(Makarenko, 2004)

A subsequent stage referred to as ‘symbiosis’ implies a stronger interdependence between
both organizations given their impossibility to conduct their operations without its ally.

Interestingly, an earlier proposition by Makarenko illustrated similar stages of interaction,
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but in her view, alliances were established first and the appropriate of the opposite type of
activities followed afterwards; this, since organizations do not count on the know-how to
initially develop such activities by their own, and because their elimination of alliances

contributes to their security.

A further stage in the interaction model speaks about the creation of a hybrid organization.
This type of entity was also introduced by Williams (2008). In this case political motivations
and criminal interests, and the execution of criminal and terrorist activities, have merged in
a single organization, without the possibility to define it entirely in political or criminal terms.
As examples of this type of entities Williams (2008) points towards FARC in Colombia and D-
Unit in South Asia. This idea of a hybrid organization is the base for the construction of an

understanding of FARC in the present dissertation as it will be explained ahead.

Now, there are two processes in this interaction of crime and political violence. On one hand,
convergence, the process just described, speaks about two organizations coming together in
a single entity. The authors have been clear in the explanation that the steps in the
continuum are not a strict sequence; organizations might skip stages and even return to
earlier phases. On the other hand, there is a process of transformation which relates to the
change in the nature of a single organization from terrorist to criminal and vice versa, or to
a hybrid entity. This happens as their objectives are changed through time with the
exploration of different interests and the participation in diverse activities. According to

Williams and Dishman, this process of transformation is more common than convergence.

Dishman (2001) focused on this process to discuss how politically motivated groups become
transnational criminal organizations. In a continuum, he described groups which remain
faithful to its political objective on one side, with the Zapatista insurgency in Mexico as an
example; and on the opposite side organizations that have become criminal enterprises, as
it is the case of several Burmese groups. Between these two there are different levels in
which politically motivated organizations have become permeated by the interest of
profiting from criminal activities. Cases include Sendero Luminoso, FARC, the Kurdistan Party
of Workers (PKK), the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), and insurgencies in the Golden

Triangle (Burma, Thailand and Laos)

Shelley and Makarenko describe another element of this interaction that is relevant for the
case of FARC. Shelley linked lawless physical spaces without the authority of state institutions

to the processes of convergence between terror and crime. It is argued that “areas with little
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government control, weak enforcement, or opened borders” foster the collaboration
between criminal and terrorist entities, making their activities easier (Shelley, 2002, p.85-
87). Examples are the tri-border area between Brazil, Argentina and Paraguay; the Trans-
Dniester in Moldova, the Pamir Mountains in Tajikistan; Pakistan’s Northwest Frontier
Province; the Tamil regions in Sri-Lanka and Chechnya and parts of the Caucasus. Makarenko
introduced a similar idea through her concept of the black hole, which she described as a
space where weak or failed states foster a convergence between transnational organized
crime and terrorism; a sort of safe haven for convergent groups. (Makarenko, 2004) As it
will be explained ahead, this resembles one the variables that is used by commercial
insurgencies to place nodes beyond the borders of a single state, referred to in this
dissertation as ‘empty spaces’. In the case of FARC, the Western region of Venezuela serves
this purpose as is the case with the Federal Administered Areas in Pakistan for the Taliban
and the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, or the North of Iraq for the Kurdistan Workers

Party.

This theoretical construction of interactions between criminality and terrorism opens the
spectre of analysis for answers beyond the obvious and traditional dichotomy. Explanations
formulated exclusively from either side are insufficient to coherently comprehend all the

elements of such a complex phenomenon.

The concept of commercial insurgencies

Williams established a relation between the concepts of hybrid entity and commercial
insurgency presented by Metz in 1993. In essence, the concepts describe similar phenomena
but Metz's proposition stems directly from the literature on insurgency and
counterinsurgency. Whereas Williams is interested in describing a wider range of

organizations, Metz’s concern is about insurgencies and warfare.

Metz argued that although the United States lost strategic interest in insurgencies, the
Post-Cold War era was about to observe the growth of evolved forms of insurgency. Among
them he described ‘commercial insurgencies’ “driven less by the desire of justice than

wealth” (Metz, 1993). In his words:

“Commercial insurgency will be a form of what is becoming known as "grey area
phenomena"--powerful criminal organizations with a political veneer and the
ability to threaten national security rather than just law and order. In fact, many
commercial insurgencies may see an alliance of those for whom political
objectives are preeminent and the criminal dimension simply a necessary evil,
and those for whom the accumulation of wealth through crime is the primary
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objective and politics simply a rhetorical veneer to garner some support that they
might not otherwise gain. It is this political component that distinguishes
commercial insurgents from traditional organized crime. Most often, though,
commercial insurgencies probably will not attempt to rule the state but will seek
instead a compliant regime that allows them to pursue criminal activity
unimpeded.” (Metz, 1995, p.31-37)

In this type of insurgencies, by similarity to Williams’s conception of hybrid organization, it
would be impossible to determine if the commercial interest constitutes the purpose of the
organization, or if the political motivation is still driving combatants’ desires. As it can be
observed in Metz's definition a monolithic observation of the organization is insufficient,
making it necessary to look inside the organization to find dimensions, sectors and
individuals with diverse and probably opposing interests. This is the case of FARC, and the
reason why this approach is used as a conceptual base to explain the organization. As it was

argued by Williams:

“FARC has become what Steven Metz terms a ‘commercial insurgency’: the
group uses its involvement in the drug business to acquire considerable wealth,
not all of which is directed towards the political cause.”(Williams, 2008, p.132)

Several authors have contributed with explorations of commercial insurgencies from
different perspectives and disciplines, without necessarily referring to this concept. In an
article published in 2011, John Sullivan and Robert Bunker (2011) refer to Metz’s construct
to further develop the concept of ‘criminal insurgencies’, which Ralph Peters firstly
introduced in 1995. Sullivan and Bunker use this concept as a base to explain violence in
Mexico and Central America. In a similar way, Steven Sloan, a terrorism scholar, proposed
the idea of ‘apolitical terrorism’ in 1999, referring to organizations which lose their original
motivation in favour of economic gains (Sullivan and Bunker, 2011). W.G. Thom developed a
series of studies on “economic insurgencies” in 1999, while Hal Brands emphasized
connections between third generation gangs and insurgencies. Robert Killebrew and Jennifer
Bernal, Tom Ricks and Juan Castillo have made several studies analysing de-facto criminal
insurgencies and how they challenged state authority. (Sullivan and Bunker, 2011). Chris
Martinez (2012), a Major at the US Army, has also used the concept to analyse violent

organizations in Mexico.

Although the concept has been used as a base for empirical analysis through several cases,
there haven’t been deeper developments on how a commercial insurgency is structured,
how it operates, and especially how it interacts with its environment (the region). The

present dissertation, then, takes forward this concept through the case of FARC to explain
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how this organization can be characterised, and how it exploits several elements of the
environment which allow the spread of its structures and networks beyond borders. This
vision challenges the idea of the state as the counterinsurgent given its impossibility to act

in the territories where it is not sovereign.

The advantage of this approach is that it allows understanding the problem from a
comprehensive framework, including all the variables that are necessary in the analysis. It
observes the case as a problem of insurgency and counterinsurgency, but it includes the
element of motivation by profit within the organization. If understood as a crimin