________________________________

0, .o Lo
MEDIA SuUB Bremen

https://media.suub.uni-bremen.de

Titel/Title: Armed Groups and the Politics of Legitimacy

Autor*innen/Author(s): k|aus Schlichte

Ulrich Schneckener

Verdéffentlichungsversion/Published version:  postprint

Publikationsform/Type of publication: Artikel/Aufsatz

Empfohlene Zitierung/Recommended citation:

Schlichte, Klaus; Schneckener, Ulrich, 2015: Armed Groups and the Politics of Legitimacy,
in: Civil Wars, 17 (4), pp. 409 - 424

Verfugbar unter/Available at:
(wenn vorhanden, bitte den DOI angeben/please provide the DOI if available)

https://doi.org/10.1080/13698249.2015.1115573

Zusatzliche Informationen/Additional information:

The author can be contacted at: kschlich@uni-bremen.de


https://media.suub.uni-bremen.de/

Armed Groups and the Politics of Legitimacy

KLAUS SCHLICHTE

International Relations, University of Bremen, Bremen, Germany
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International Realations & Peace and Conflict Studies, University of Osnabriick,
Osnabriick, Germany

This article serves as an introduction to a special section on the question of the
legitimacy of non-state armed groups. Starting with a short discussion of the
literature on armed groups as political actors, the authors emphasize the
importance of the often-underestimated dimension of legitimacy. After having
conceptualized legitimacy in more detail, the article addresses three key chal-lenges
armed groups usually face regarding the politics of legitimacy: first, they need to
legitimize the use of violent means; second, for moral and ma-terial support, they
depend on beliefs of legitimacy,; and third, they need to simultaneously address
various domestic and international audiences. Finally, the authors highlight a
number of pending questions for further research on armed groups.

INTRODUCTION

For those conducting war and violence, it seems to be a truism that legitimacy mat-
ters in armed conflict. Both Mao Tse-tung’s and Che Guevara’s classic accounts
of guerrilla warfare stressed the importance of mobilizing the support of the
rebels’ social environment. On the opposite side, government forces and their
allies have also discovered the importance of gaining legitimacy in the eyes of
populations and in the international arena when confronting rebels, terrorists,
warlords or organized crime groups. The idea of ‘winning hearts and minds’ has
been at the core of coun-ter-insurgency strategy, from its inception in the wars of
decolonization in British Malaya in the 1960s to the recent international
operations in Afghanistan and in Iraq.' Finally, the mutual recognition of warring
factions as legitimate counterparts is a key condition for any promising negotiation
process or political settlement.

In academic writing on armed conflict and armed actors, however, the issue
of legitimacy rarely appears. We do not attempt to develop a fully fledged theory on
the politics of legitimacy of armed non-state groups in this article. In line with an
earlier strand of literature,” we argue that the politics of legitimacy are central in
order to
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understand the activities of armed actors who want to exist in the long term,
whether for personal, ideological, political or socio-economic reasons. No
matter which motivation or mix of motivations initially led to the formation of
an armed group, leaders, fighters and close followers are confronted with the issue
of legitimacy at a very early stage. Like regular political actors, they need to
explain and justify their agendas and actions; they need material and moral
support from communities both inside and outside the conflict region. Without
minimal legitimacy, an armed group is bound to fail in its attempts to stay in
power. We argue that legitimacy is the key variable to explain such groups’
political success, which is understood as the ability to gain political power and
maintain such a position over a significant period of time. This implies transferring
(military) control into some sort of institutionalized power. Surely, legitimacy per
se does not lead to success, but a group will not be successful in terms of
domination (Herrschaft) without developing politics of legitimacy. This is true not
only for politicians and governments but also for leaders of armed groups. For the
purpose of this article, the term ‘armed groups’ refers to organized non-state actors
who are (i) willing to use and capable of using violence to pursue their polit-ical
objectives; (ii) not integrated into formalized state structures, such as regular
armies, presidential guards, police or special forces; and therefore (iii) possess some
degree of autonomy regarding their organizational structure, agendas, armed
opera-tions, resources, infrastructures and social relationships.’

Sharpening an earlier argument’, armed non-state actors face three key
challenges with regard to legitimacy. First, they have to find answers to the fact
that the use of violence cuts both ways, it can legitimize and delegitimize actors.
Second, in order to be successful, non-state actors need to rely on sources of
legitimacy which should be compatible or, even better, actually reinforce each other.
Due to changes in events, actors may need to overcome and extend their original
sources in order to maintain or expand their power base. Third, these actors need
to address different audiences and arenas at the same time, including those at the
local, national and international levels. The main challenge here is to stay
consistent in action and communication, as gaining support from one level should
not be at the expense of legitimacy in another.

With regard to all three aspects, armed groups (and particularly their
leaders) have to engage in the politics of legitimacy in a somewhat
sophisticated way. As many cases show, armed actors often fail to respond to
these challenges. As a result, they stay marginal, isolated or radicalized, and they
may even vanish from the scene. The more prominent and successful groups and
leaders seem to be able to develop social practices and political strategies which
allow them to manage their needs for legitimacy. The irony, however, is that as a
group or movement becomes more suc-cessful, the politics of legitimacy become
more complex and demanding — and the risk of failure increases.

In order to unfold our argument, this introduction to the special section is
struc-tured as follows. First, we briefly address the debate on armed groups in the
literature and relate the politics of legitimacy to key findings from the three
articles follow-ing our chapter. Second, we refer to Max Weber to conceptualize
legitimacy as the shared belief in the rightfulness of an armed group’s agenda
and activities. Third, we explore three key challenges, as described above, for the
politics of legitimacy, 410



before ending with some concluding remarks and a discussion of the prospects for
further research.

TOWARDS AN INTERPRETIVE UNDERSTANDING OF ARMED GROUPS’ POLITICS

We argue, much in line with the political sociology traditions of Max Weber and
Pierre Bourdieu, that armed groups (like regular political actors) depend on legiti-
mate claims to turn evasive power into durable political positions. With this argu-
ment, we do not deny the role of material interest or of the economic foundations
of civil warfare, but we argue that only an enlarged sociological understanding of
actors’ motivations, their social settings and their political surroundings can result in
satisfying explanations of the dynamics of war and politics involving armed groups.

A number of studies have attempted to explain the politics of armed groups using
economic language.® It is then not only ‘economic endowments’, but also ‘social
endowments’ that shall explain why and how groups cling together even when
there is no material benefit in sight. For example, in his distinction between ‘activ-
ists’/ ‘investors’ and ‘consumers’/ ‘opportunists’ within rebel movements, Jeremy
Weinstein developed a rational choice model based on these groups’ different long-
and short-term calculations.® Of course, interests in material well-being play an
essential role in the politics of armed groups. We would argue, however, that armed
groups do much more than acquire and distribute material resources. Their actual
political lives have a symbolic dimension, too, and it is here that the issue of legiti-
macy comes in. Too often, the symbolic dimension has been reduced to arguments
about cultural differences.’

In a critical counter-move against rationalist reductionism, a number of schol-
ars have hinted at the roles of belief, myth, identity, ethos, tradition and emotion
in understanding civil war dynamics and the political lives of armed groups.® In
the field of anthropology, scholars early on stressed the importance of all forms of
sources of legitimacy for armed groups, including e.g. magic beliefs, charisma of
the warrior or traditional legitimacy.’ In political science and sociology, a growing
body of literature deals with the question of how and under which circumstances
armed groups are able to rule and to provide some sort of governance in a controlled
territory. Authors therefore speak about ‘insurgent governance’, ‘rebel
governance’ or ‘warlord governance’ to refer to the interplay of coercive methods,
organizational capacities for governance and the quest for (local) legitimacy."
Moreover, the degree of legitimacy is regarded as one key variable for
explaining when armed groups are most likely to transform successfully into a
political party or social movement after a civil war."" Our argument also fits with
the more recent literature on state- and peace-building: Weberian ideas about
legitimacy as the decisive element in turning mere power into political authority
have been picked up here as well, and they relate directly to the understanding of
armed groups’ politics that we want to promote here.'” In particular, the ‘local
turn’ in peace-building studies highlights the neglected role of local agency and
‘localized modi vivendi’ in the formation of post-conflict political and social
orders which challenge the ‘liberal-international peace architecture’.’ As some
point out, such processes often result in ‘hybrid peace
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governance’ or ‘hybrid political orders’ in which also armed non-state groups play
a decisive role, often based on the legitimacy they acquired during the war."

In the most general terms, legitimacy is about making claims and the
condi-tions under which such claims are accepted. Apart from the theoretical (or,
rather, paradigmatic) struggle, whether such claims are accepted out of rational
calcula-tion or whether there is an element of quasi-religious belief in the
justification (or ‘righteousness’) of this belief, claim-making as such points to a
symbolic dimension that surrounds armed groups like any other political action.
Also like other political actors, non-state armed groups make claims and perform
politics of legitimacy'® — and they have to do so. In other words, armed groups
are also situated in world of ideas, norms and values, and they need to develop,
wage and reflect arguments in order to make and defend their claims — no
matter how selfish or narrow-minded their interests might be or how much
rhetoric is involved in these aspirations. Thus, we believe that the question of
legitimacy is crucial to the success of political com-petition, even if it is not at the
heart of what success actually means.

The three articles that deal with single cases in this special section show
quite clearly how relevant the category of legitimacy is for understanding the
violent and non-violent political dynamics than run through and surround armed
groups.

Felix Gerdes’s comparative analysis of the political trajectories of Charles
Taylor and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf shows that international reputation and local
legitimacy do not necessarily correlate. Definitions of good government might
diverge between local publics and the international community, and the framing
of wartime events has a huge impact on how actors are perceived. As Gerdes
shows, the success of Charles Taylor in the 1997 elections cannot be explained
only by voters’ fear of a return to war. This legitimacy can be acquired in various
ways. The fault lines in a social context create opportunities for political personnel
with the right background; co-optation of local strongmen is another way of
connecting with the sources of tra-ditional legitimacy, as Gerdes shows for Charles
Taylor. Furthermore, there is enough evidence to assume that Taylor enjoyed an at-
times considerable charismatic legit-imacy among large parts of the Liberian
population. In comparison, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the current president, has had a
nearly opposite trajectory. Connected to the old, long-exiled Americo-Liberian
elite, she benefitted from external support but was politically unimportant in
Liberia proper. Her success story thus begins with recognition abroad, which
only later led to a combination of traditional patrimonial authority and democratic
legitimacy.

Margit Bussmann, in her case study on one-sided violence exerted by the
Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) in Northern Uganda, comes up with a fairly
rational expla-nation for the temporal distribution of these practices. They are
related to attacks on the LRA, which in turn retaliated by raiding villages for
forced recruitment and restocking. While this explanation is highly plausible, the
case is also telling with regard to the relationship between legitimacy and
violence. On the one hand, the deeds of the LRA have certainly undermined its
former reputation as defending a constituency. Its enemy, the government of
Uganda, could easily use this internal war as a proof of the illegitimacy of the
northern political opposition. On the other hand, Bussmann argues that the

violence exerted rendered the LRA probably more
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credible in the eyes of its supporter, the government of Sudan. Such games of
rec-ognition, like the politics of legitimization among formal governments, are
another level of the politics of armed groups. This case therefore shows, in our
view, how closely interlinked the different levels of legitimacy are.

Stefan Malthaner sees the legitimacy of armed actors as just one aspect of
the social relationships that these actors maintain in their societal environment.
Popular support can have many sources, and in his comparison of Hizbullah in
Lebanon and al-Jamaa al-Islamiyya in Egypt, Malthaner shows that subcultures
mattered for the first forms of legitimacy these groups could acquire. However, as
Malthaner argues, this is no guarantee for acceptance and support among a wider
public. Here again, utilitarian expectations also mattered as well; it became
evident, though, that other social ties maintained the groups’ anchorage in the
constituency even when these expectations were disappointed. Furthermore, both
groups are excellent examples for further study about how the legitimacy of
armed actors is a function of the ille-gitimate violence exerted by the opponent.

From the existing literature and from the new research presented in these
studies, we see enough evidence for the thesis that armed groups are also
practitioners of the politics of legitimacy. Legitimacy is not static; as the cases
above show, it can be built up and it can wane. Before we explore more
systematically the dynamics of the politics of legitimacy, however, we need to
discuss the concept of legitimacy more thoroughly.

CONCEPTUALIZING LEGITIMACY

Legitimacy, as we use the term here, refers to the belief in the rightfulness of
an armed group’s agenda and violent struggle. In this regard, we share the
‘belief in belief” — meaning that there are bonds in social relationships that go
beyond utility expectations and that are about justifications and reflexivity. We use
the term here in a purely empirical understanding, ignoring all normative or legal
usages. Legitimacy is the belief in the justification or the moral validity of a
political organization and its activities. This belief might exist both within that
organization and outside its boundaries. Legitimacy is thus a descriptive concept
about normative judgements, but it is not itself a normative concept.

This understanding of legitimacy goes back to Max Weber’s concept of
legiti-mate rule, according to which a ruling group is legitimate insofar as social
actors consider a given political order to be obligatory or binding.'"® We do not
need to discuss Weber’s distinctions between the charismatic, traditional and
legal-rational ideal-types of legitimate rule, as there is a broad range of literature
discussing these categories.'” Nor can we enter into the debate here on the
compatibility of Weber’s theory of legitimacy with similar suggestions, such as
Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital.'"® In International Relations research, too,
legitimacy became an established category'®; particularly, there is an increasing
interest in the dynamics of legitimacy of international institutions.?

Still, rational choice theorists have a point, as empirically, how to
disentangle legitimacy from other reasons of support is a very difficult
question. Scepticism
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seems to be even more appropriate when it comes to violent actors. On the one hand,
local populations, transnational actors and neighbouring states might have very
different motivations for supporting a warring faction.”’ Their support of an armed
group does not necessarily require a belief in the righteousness of the group’s cause.
Support can be of a purely tactical nature, motivated by the expectation of short-term
benefits or given because of threats or fear.

On the other hand, legitimacy does not necessarily lead to active support. For
example, under harsh constraints like a foreign occupation or escalating violence,
local populations might disguise their true allegiances. Active support depends on
concrete opportunities, too. Therefore, the concept of legitimacy needs to be ana-
Iytically distinguished from support, which seems to be a much broader category.

Empirically, in any case, if one studies armed groups — and in particular the more
successful cases — it soon becomes very clear that these actors are largely aware of
the relevance of legitimacy. Pamphlets, programmes, field manuals, names, sym-
bols, gestures and public speeches — all these practices of armed groups indicate
that the issue of legitimacy plays a significant role in their political thinking and
manoeuvring.

In part, this might be explained by the fact that non-state armed actors can hardly
refer to legality in order to justify their actions, particularly their use of violence.
A few legalized militias and paramilitary self-defence groups may be an exception
to that rule, however. In the international realm, only state actors have the power to
define what is legal and what is illegal. From their point of view, legitimacy should
first of all be derived from legal recognition. In other words, state actors have an
interest in leaving no room in between legality and legitimacy, but armed groups
have to argue that there is a crucial difference between these concepts.*

By making claims about justifications, armed actors link their struggles simul-
taneously to the past and to the future. On the one hand, they refer to successful or
failed past struggles and popular heroes in order to build up a certain legacy and to
become part of a specifically manufactured myth—symbol complex. This applies not
only to the obvious cases of insurgent movements but also to militias, clan chiefs,
warlords and other irregular forms of political action. On the other hand, these
groups tend to promise their members and followers (and sometimes also specific
communities or the population as whole) a ‘better future’, whatever this implies. In
some cases, this future is described in concrete terms, but most often it remains a
vague idea of a ‘better life’ and an end of certain miseries. Thereby, the ‘righteous-
ness’ of these groups’ actions in the present is justified by the past and by the future
— or, better, by specifically constructed pasts and futures. In this way, the politics of
legitimacy are important — or, as some would say, instrumental — not only for acquir-
ing support from others but also for armed actors’ self-understanding (‘who we are’)
and placement into a wider historical perspective and sociocultural context.”

KEY CHALLENGES FOR POLITICS OF LEGITIMACY

Legitimacy, as David Apter™ has put it, is in this sense ‘the key to political violence’.
The politics of legitimacy are, however, far from being thoroughly researched. We
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still do not know much about the practices of armed groups in their fight for legiti-
macy, nor have we understood why some of these attempts are successful and
others are not. One way to start such a comparative analysis, as we suggest here, is to
follow the needs of armed groups themselves as they experience such a struggle
in their ‘group biography’.” In this section, we will explore questions related to
three main challenges in armed groups’ quest for legitimacy: the use of violence,
the sources of legitimacy and the addressing of different audiences.

4.1. Legitimacy and the Use of Violence

The relationship between legitimacy and violence is manifold. First of all, organized
violence calls for justification; it needs to be legitimized. Those who are responsi-
ble for violence usually have to explain and defend their actions. These
explana-tions might be ex post facto rationalizations of events, or they might be
based on rather flimsy arguments. However, in most violent struggles, an
overall narrative serves as the main of point of reference when the use of violence
needs to justified.”® Frequently used legitimizations include the defensive use of
violence (in the name of a nation or for the survival of the community);
protection or liberation of com-munities; resistance against injustices; and defence
of autonomy, self-determination, pride or honour. Typically, these discourses build
on connections to larger political constellations — often global ones, such as the
Cold War.”’

Those who commit violence are oftentimes celebrated or glorified as heroes or
martyrs, evoking forms of ‘charismatic legitimacy’ as Weber coined it. The
hero’s actions are linked to narrations which frame the interpretation of the
current strug-gle. In addition, armed groups also use typical patterns for
justifying the use of violence internally (against their own communities): Here,
leaders and spokesper-sons claim that they have to take action against so-called
‘betrayers’, ‘defectors’ and ‘collaborators’ who are suspected of weakening the
group’s coherence or of working with the enemy. Violent acts against group
members are also often used for punishment and control in order to make sure
that everybody follows the leaders’ commands and rules.

Despite all these common attempts to justify the use of force, the exertion of vio-
lence has a dual effect on legitimacy. The legitimizing and delegitimizing effects
of violence are hard to anticipate, of which many armed groups are very much
aware. On the one hand, the use of violence constitutes an act of communication
vis-a-vis an enemy and a wider audience; this communication might have
legitimizing effects. Violence not only is an essential defining feature of an actor
but also opens new possibilities for getting attention, being recognized and gaining
support.”® Moreover, violence — even if it is used by the most powerless — is
always a demonstration of power, which might attract others. According to the
sociologist Heinrich Popitz,” violence can be regarded as ‘action power’. It
involves aspects of legitimacy, as this form of power implies questions about
obedience and fellowship among others. It is this ‘binding action power’ that
enables armed actors to dominate the media, to set agendas, to shape
communities, to escalate conflicts and to exert pressure upon their opponents. All
seminal authors of sociology, including Simmel, Durkheim and
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Weber, have stressed the effects of political violence on the boundaries of
imagined communities.

On the other hand, it is well known that violence tends to reduce legitimacy
and that it has discrediting effects, in particular when it is exerted over a longer
period of time and in an indiscriminate way.*® Due to escalation dynamics as well
as imma-nent control problems within armed groups, violence tends to derail
legitimacy; it may develop a logic of its own and have long-term traumatic
effects on communi-ties. Mass killings, atrocities, sexual violence, human rights
abuses, bloody internal rivalries and massive counter-violence by other actors (in
particular the state) all seriously undermine leaders’ credibility and diminish the
chances that their claims will be seen as legitimate. As the case studies in this
special section show, one can often observe a downward spiral which is
characterized by intensified violence and radicalization on the one hand and by a
rapid process of delegitimization on the other hand. More violence leads then to less
legitimacy, less legitimacy leads to even more violence and so on.

In order to avoid or to ease these effects, many armed groups have
developed their own rules of engagement in order to control violence, especially
towards their immediate social environment.”’ Be it in paramilitary education,
training, field man-uals, code of conducts or public statements, most if not all armed
groups try to estab-lish regulations and limits on the use of violence which ought
to be recognized and respected by their commanders and fighters. Sometimes these
rules are underscored by sanctions and punishments. In a number of cases, armed
groups have declared publicly that they would respect the Geneva Conventions
of international humani-tarian law and other human rights regulations — prominent
examples are the military arm of the South African ANC, the Namibian SWAPO
and the Palestinian PLO. But also more recently, in spring 2011, the Libyan
National Transitional Council, as the umbrella organization of that country’s
rebels, announced that it would follow the Geneva Conventions regarding the
treatment of prisoners of war.” By making such claims and by developing an
internal mechanism for controlling violence, these groups try to enhance their
legitimacy and to draw a line between what they see as legitimate or illegitimate
uses of force. Surely, this applies in particular to insurgent groups and militias and
perhaps less to terrorists, warlords and criminals. However, even in those more
unlikely cases, leaders usually show no interest in an unrestricted and uncontrolled
use of violence since this would entail a high risk for the organiza-tion as a whole
and perhaps for their own survival.

4.2.  Sources of Legitimacy

By justifying the use of violence, armed groups use arguments and narratives
which point to particular sources of legitimacy. Thereby, like other political
actors, armed groups can draw on a stock of context-specific ideas, figures and
symbols to con-struct narratives to bolster their claims. More fundamentally,
they talk about such visions not only to mobilize followers and to solicit support
but also to make sense of their work for themselves, to develop a particular self-
image and to create a halo of importance.** However, if they want to increase their
power basis, and especially if they want establish rule and order in controlled

zones or territories, they need to
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exploit a number of different sources of legitimacy at the same time. This aspect
is certainly reinforced by the fact that, unlike for state actors, the legality as
legitimacy formula is not an option for most armed groups. They have to look for
other means of legitimizing their claims.

What are their options? The following overview of possible sources of
legiti-macy is by no means a menu of choice. Armed groups’ legitimacy can
only draw on a limited range of sources, and not all of them are really chosen in
the sense of a deliberated decision. We know, for example, that in many armed
groups, traditional belief is a working principle.” Descent from aristocratic or
politically leading fam-ilies is of course a source of legitimacy that gives certain
personnel a comparative advantage. Other forms of internal legitimacy are related
to professional experience and popular belief in the status connected to such
experiences. Like civilian politi-cians, armed groups’ leaders are apt to stage such
forms of legitimacy if necessary. Examples abound, but particularly telling is the
example of Abdurrashid Dostum of Afghanistan, who constructed the charisma
of a brave and militarily successful leader by creating monuments, surrounding
his image with pious folklore in which his generosity offered sacred protection;
Dostum also used the image of the man of the people and a sumptuous home as
means of creating his legitimacy.*

For analytical reasons, one might distinguish between symbolic and
perfor-mance-centred sources of legitimacy:*’ The former refer to those sources
and mech-anisms which are central for the justification discourses of armed groups
(what they say), and the latter refer to those which are linked to the actual
performance and behaviour of armed groups (what they do).

In their discourses and public statements, armed groups oftentimes use one
or more of the following typical lines of argument to defend their actions and to
under-score their claims. First, as stated above, the claims made are often rooted in
commu-nal myth—-symbol complexes and in popular belief systems, traditions and
cultures. Arguments and claims are to some extent embedded in a local
sociocultural setting; however, they also represent a specific reading of this
setting. In this way, these linkages between armed groups’ claims and local
cultures are deliberately chosen and constructed, but they cannot simply be
manufactured or instrumentalized by the leadership or intellectual figures of armed
groups.

Secondly, the claims can be based on the socio-economic and political
aspi-rations of a local community, be it a clan, an ethnic group, a social class
or the majority of the population. Such claims are often tied to encompassing
ideologies or world views such as social-revolutionary, ethno-nationalist or
religious ideas of political order. Leaders of armed actors take on these
grievances and give them a voice — albeit a radical one. Thereby, they try to
become representatives of those communities and their agendas; these leaders
claim, rightly or wrongly, to act on the communities’ behalf. In particular, smaller,
radical fringe groups or terrorist move-ments see themselves as forerunners for
the legitimate demands of an addressed audience. They claim that their actions
are necessary ‘wake-up calls’ in order to raise consciousness and to mobilize and
politicize the people.*®

A third source of legitimacy derives from outside threats and established enemy
images. The armed group claims that it needs to liberate, protect and defend a
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threatened community. By portraying the enemy, be it the state or another
armed group, as particularly brutal, inhuman and evil, the armed group aims not
only to create solidarity but also to present itself and its violent actions as
necessary, appro-priate and comparatively less destructive.

With regard to performance-centred politics of legitimacy, armed groups can
also draw from various aspects. First, and probably most prominent among them,
is the charisma of the successful warrior and leader, which is a central category in
Weber’s political sociology. In that sense, the exertion of violence itself and its
communica-tion are framed in a way that contributes to the group’s charisma.

Second, another fundamental form of legitimacy might play a role in the
armed groups’ favour: The simple respect and credibility that leaders and
fighters might earn for their readiness to sacrifice their lives for a common cause
might eventually lead to latent forms of legitimacy, at least within the targeted
constituency.

Third, traditional aspects of ruling which are based on aspects of personal
loy-alties, often in an utterly patrimonial form, deliver a degree of legitimacy
which might be astonishing to outsiders. Yassir Arafat in his later years was the
incumbent of such a patrimonial network. His title as ‘Abu’ rightly indicated his
fatherly image as a patrimonial boss of a quasi-state that encompassed (even in the
1970s) several members.” Groups that reach this stage can of course also use these
organizations as agencies for social control. In these cases, all forms of legitimacy
that we observe in state settings are likely also at work.

Fourth, a number of armed groups might also benefit from the kind of
basic services they can provide to their followers and to larger segments of the
popu-lation. Giustozzi calls this mechanism ‘delivery-based legitimization’; it
can refer to protection, access to resources and jobs, supplies of food, water
and medical care; some form of taxation; and elements of jurisdiction.*” This is
particularly so in rebel-controlled territories, but it also applies in cases of
warlord figurations (e.g. in Afghanistan) or party militias (e.g. in Lebanon).
Armed groups are able to perform those functions of governance, although the
distribution of such services may be selective and arbitrary or based on
personalized patron—client relationships. Moreover, insofar as armed groups and
their leaders can act as gatekeepers to exter-nal resources and cross-border
contacts, we can assume there is some legitimizing effect connected to that as
well.

Fifth, and finally, the use of formal procedures (e.g. regular meetings,
party congresses or internal elections) might attract those potential followers
who have been disappointed by competing groups that ended up in overt
patrimonialism. The growth of armed organizations might also enforce the
formalization of modes of operation that in turn enhance the group’s public
image. The Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka,"” Hamas®, Fatah and Lebanon’s
Hezbollah* all have at times shown signs of such formalizations. Whether this is
the belief in greater organizational efficiency or a tendency towards ‘legal-rational’
legitimacy (in the Weberian sense), what we see in these instances is still unclear.

As stated, armed groups, and prominent leaders in particular, need to
combine various sources and be conscious about their conduct and use of language.
Certainly, as with other political actors, inconsistencies and tensions between
discourse and 418



performance need to be addressed. Therefore, armed groups often have
certain explanations or excuses when the gap between words and actions widens.
Usually, they either point to ‘unavoidable necessities’ and the hardship of the
violent struggle or blame others for their counter-actions, which, for example, may
disrupt the deliv-ery of services to civilians. In many instances, they may also
declare that defecting, criminal or disloyal elements among the fighters or the
population are responsible for the abuses and shortcomings. In the formation
period, symbolic sources are essen-tial; in the long run, however, performance-
centred sources become more and more important for armed groups who wish to
keep and/or gain legitimacy. This can result in a strategic dilemma for well-
established and somewhat successful armed groups. On the one hand, over time,
the leadership, commanders and middle ranks are forced to deliver actions that
meet expectations; on the other hand, it might be much more difficult to fulfil
those demands because of limited resources and a changing conflict environment.
This situation is further complicated by the fact that armed groups, in both their
discourses and their actions, have to keep different audiences in mind.

4.3. Addressing Different Audiences: Legitimacy by Recognition from Outside?

Closely connected to the sources of legitimacy is the question of who is
actually addressed. What is the audience for armed groups’ claims? Who should
listen? There are at least three different arenas which can be distinguished:* (i)
those segments of the population who are seen mostly as active supporters and
followers, some of whom might eventually join the fighting ranks; (ii) specific
local communities or a wider national audience; and (iii) the international
arena, comprising of states, international organizations, transnational NGOs and
the media. Clearly, the first two arenas are of utmost importance for armed groups
hoping to establish themselves and to persist over time. As indicated above, most
potential sources of legitimacy are directly connected to these local audiences. On
the one hand, the claims made are already framed such that they reflect (to some
extent) the ideas, social practices and (assumed) interests of local constituencies.
On the other hand, armed groups also aim at setting their own agendas and
trying to persuade local audiences to support and to obey by using both incentives
and disincentives (including coercion).

However, the third arena — the international level — is just as fundamental
for the ultimate success of an armed actor. While recent debates in the study of
armed groups have revolved around problems of fragmentation and domestic
arrange-ments,” the international politics of non-state armed actors have been
very much neglected. Perhaps, it is the normative preconception that non-state
actors are seen as the opposite of states — unofficial and therefore illegitimate
actors in the interna-tional realm. Empirically, however, we see that armed groups
have a major impact on international politics.

Most notably, through their actions and statements, armed groups also
address the outside world, particularly public opinion (not least by using the
opportuni-ties of modern communication technologies) and powerful external
actors. Armed groups are fully aware of the importance of this international level.
Their names and programmes are designed as statements on international political
norms, and most armed groups pursue external politics because they look for the
support of major (or 419



at least regional) powers. Armed groups are keen to gain legitimacy in the eyes
of external actors as well.

Beyond the question of the legal status of non-state armed groups in
international humanitarian law,* this concerns in particular the question of
receiving political rec-ognition from outside. We understand recognition as
accepting a particular practice, but first of all recognizing groups as political
actors. In other words, external actors acknowledge (formally or informally) that
an armed group is entitled by interna-tional humanitarian law or accepted as a
(potential) partner for cooperation, dialogue and negotiation. In some instances,
international sanctions or coercive countermeas-ures may constitute a de facto —
albeit negative — form of recognizing the importance of an armed group, which in
turn might increase the status of the group, at least in the eyes of its supporters.
The politics of recognition concerns as well diplomatic and political decisions of
governments, international organizations and international NGOs as they
communicate and engage with the leaders of armed groups.*’

There is reason to believe that there are close connections between the
politics of recognition and the tides of global politics.* During the Cold War, for
example, social revolutions and anti-colonial movements echoed in the East and in
the Western Left. However, the allegedly less ideological wars of today still
have enormous repercussions on international politics, not least because of the
difficult question of how to react to the claims of armed groups in violent
struggles. For governments, this reaction might in large part be geostrategic, but it
is hard to believe that all public opinion, in particular in democracies, can be
reduced to such aspects. Normative and moral considerations surround wars from
all sides, and the efforts of armed groups to influence such opinions might not be
in vain, as their claims resonate in differ-ent national arenas in different ways.
Historically, decolonization movements could count on more sympathy from the
United States than from France or Britain, and demands for national self-
determination found an open ear in any follower repub-lic of former empires.
There are general patterns, too: Partly, one could argue, the boom of ethnic-
distinctiveness claims could be explained by the globalization of the cultural
understanding of nations and the concept of the nation-state.* For the more
recent cases like the insurgencies in Libya and Syria, the question of recog-nition
became a pressing issue in international politics. At first glance, however, it
becomes apparent that the reaction towards insurgencies does not follow clear
pat-terns or guiding principles. The inconsistencies by which major powers dealt
with the Kosovo Liberation Army and with the Taleban in Afghanistan during
the late 1990s are already indicative of the murkiness of this subject, which
deserves much more scholarly attention.

One might argue that politics of outside states towards armed groups
elsewhere largely follows domestic agendas. If states are challenged by internal
attempts of secession, they do not support such movements in other places, as
was the case for the positions of the Russian and Chinese governments with regard
to the sovereignty of Kosovo. However, in the more recent examples of Libya and
Syria, we also see an inconsistent reaction among NATO members with similar
political structures and foreign policy priorities, such as France, Great Britain and
Germany. There seems to be no universal logic of recognition.
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For armed groups, addressing the international level and aiming to influence out-
side actors is far from an easy undertaking, as getting attention and recognition from
others may have ambivalent effects on domestic audiences.™ In some ways, external
recognition can reinforce legitimacy at the local level since armed groups are able to
portray themselves as accepted representatives. One could assume that most armed
groups are aware of this interplay between external recognition and local legitimacy
and try to use it to their benefit. On the other hand, the leadership now has to live up
to the expectations of both arenas, and what is required for a pleasant representation
in the global media might be quite different from the normative setting and political
demands domestically. Outside recognition usually goes hand in hand with some
kind of moderation or, at least, with the expectation of moderation in the near future.
This might in turn weaken the armed group in their own region and lead to radical
competitors or breakaway fringe groups. Moreover, armed groups are cautious to
rely too much on outside actors in order to not be accused of being steered by foreign
powers. Therefore, as far as we can see, almost all armed groups encounter certain
dilemmas when they address different audiences with very diverse agendas and val-
ues. A lot of the ambiguous appearance of armed groups and the contradictions in
their representations can be explained by this fact.

CONCLUSION: OPEN RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Armed groups’ politics of legitimacy should become a more prominent field of study
to increase understanding and better explain these actors’ actions and patterns of
behaviour. A key question remains: To what extent do armed groups depend on the
moral support and political legitimacy granted by local communities and other actors?
In particular, we need to know more about the dynamics and challenges armed actors
face with regard to legitimacy and how they respond to those challenges. In this
article, we highlighted three areas confronting each armed actor: legitimizing the
use of force, making use of different sources of legitimacy and addressing different
audiences. Why do many groups fail to develop politics of legitimacy in this regard,
but others are able to manage the politics of legitimacy in a rather sophisticated way
— sometimes better than official state actors can (e.g. Hezbollah in Lebanon)?

Moreover, the study of the politics of legitimacy would establish an innova-
tive link between international relations and comparative politics, as the local and
the international arenas are of course intertwined. As stated, politics and conflict
dynamics on one level will certainly have an impact on the other level. Thus, one
would expect that, for example, external recognition would affect the politics of
legitimacy and vice versa. However, the effects might be rather ambivalent since
in many instances, the relationship between these two concepts is highly contested.
Do they always reinforce each other? Does international recognition increase the
opportunity for enhancing local legitimacy — or do armed groups face the dilemma
of trying to satisfy too many expectations at the same time?

Further research would therefore need to specify in more detail the ways and
conditions under which domestic politics of legitimacy and international recognition
are mutually reinforcing. Based on such research, it would be possible to move a step
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further and work on the question of what the politics of legitimacy (and
recognition) tell us about the structures and mechanisms of the international
system of states in general. For example, how far will state-like behaviour of armed
groups be rewarded by the community of states and by international norms? How
does the issue of armed groups affect debates about international norms (such as
the ‘responsibility to pro-tect’), humanitarian law, human rights issues and more
general state—society rela-tions? Nevertheless, from the theses in the studies of
this special section, we would generally assume that the local and domestic
politics of legitimacy still remain the most relevant levels. Experiences of post-war
governments, which are recognized by important powers but lack the sufficient
support of local populations, underline this view. It is a huge task to gather and
systematize knowledge on these local dynamics beyond the individual cases.
Based on our own research experiences, we think that theses on the politics of
legitimacy cannot be deduced from a pre-established theory but rather need the
analysis of empirical case-specific material, read in the light of our theoretical
knowledge and conceptual tools. Only after having made some pro-gress in this
direction will we also be able to study armed groups as what they are: actors
affecting and, to some extent, transforming  world  politics.
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