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Title: Political violence in the North Caucasus: a political sociology approach 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper seeks to foster a better comprehension of the mounting violence in the North 
Caucasus region. Building on French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of field, the article 
presents a theoretical framework that focuses primarily on the social actors and their interactions. 
After discussing the micropolitical turn in the study of social violence, it offers a definition of the 
concept of “field of political violence” and demonstrates its analytical utility for the study the 
interactions between social actors’ practices and preferences. The proposed framework 
deconstructs reified actors and focuses on their dynamic relationships, including their social, 
cultural, economic and political aspects.  
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Political violence in North Caucasus: a political sociology approach  
 

On March 29, 2010 two suicide-attacks carried out by the so-called Black Widows hit 

Moscow subway, reawakening the fear of a new cycle of terrorism in the Russian capital. These 

acts also drew a new attention to the North Caucasus1 region that has been engulfed by several 

violent conflicts since the break-up of the Soviet Union. Indeed, experts concluded that violence 

escalated in the region throughout 2009 and during spring 2010 compared to 2008 levels.2 

Moreover, the violence that has been for the most part confined to Chechnya has spilled over 

into the neighbouring Republics, especially in Dagestan and Ingushetia.  

This paper seeks to foster a better understanding of this upsurge of violence on the regional 

scale. We argue that the violence in the region is a product of multiple microdynamics involving 

various state and non-state actors.  For the purpose of this study, we broadly define political 

violence as “the commission of violent acts motivated by a desire, conscious or unconscious, to 

obtain or maintain political power”.3  The themes of the two Russo-Chechen wars (1994-1996 

and 1999-) is the predominant focus of the literature on the region.4 Several studies approach the 

subject matter of violence in the neighbouring Republics with authors exposing the impacts of 

the two Russo-Chechen wars at the regional level.5 Nonetheless, most scholars examine the 

increasing violence in the republics on a case by case basis. They interpret the bloodshed as a 

manifestation of the endemic political and socio-economic crisis. Indiscriminate acts of violence 

against civilians6 and the exportation of military tactics heavily used in Chechnya (death squads, 

forced disappearances, torture and extrajudicial killings) are seen as one of the major causes of 

violence in the region.7 Meanwhile, the widespread corruption of the local authorities and their 

authoritarianism are interpreted as situational factors. This political context explains the growing 
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disconnection between the elites loyal to Moscow and the population, as well as the reasons why 

some groups turn to alternative sources of power, including insurgent and/or Islamist groups.8  

This scholarship offers insights into the escalation of violence in the context of one or two 

Republics of the region. It also draws attention to specific evolutions, such as the growing 

Islamization. However, none formulates a theoretical articulation of the roles of various actors 

involved in the diverse manifestations of violence observed in the region. This paper aims to fill 

this gap in the literature by proposing an interpretive framework focused on the actors and their 

interactions. As such, this work does not seek to present the results of an empirical research, 

although we have both conducted empirical research on the region. The purpose of this article is 

primarily conceptual. Moreover, we place our analytical focus on political violence and not on 

the causes of the multiple conflicts, which have set the region ablaze. Our main objective is to 

contribute to the theoretical debates on the microdynamics of violence, by crossing-referencing 

the literature on political violence, contention and international political sociology. In addition, 

in basing our reflections on the North Caucasus case study, we also intend to advance the 

comprehension of the mounting violence in this region.   

The paper is divided into four sections. In the first one, we discuss the two main approaches 

that form the starting points of our theoretical argument: the literature on the microdynamics of 

war and critical security studies in international political sociology. We then introduce the 

concept of ‘field of political violence’. Building on Bourdieu’s theory, we define the concept and 

demonstrate its analytical utility in the analysis of social actors’ practices and preferences. In the 

third section, we engage in a discussion of the strategic aspects of the use of violence and its 

influence on the evolving field’s structure. Finally, we revisit the main explanations proposed by 

the literature on the escalation of violence in North Caucasus and illustrate how the concept of 
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‘field of political violence’ may be used to better comprehend to upsurge of violence in the 

region and what are its theoretical implications.  

 

Political violence and micro-dynamics in internal armed conflicts9  

 

Stathis Kalyvas, in a chapter of the book entitled Order, Conflict and Violence, proposes a 

research program that puts the emphasis on the microdynamics of civil war.10  The proponents of 

this approach insist that “[internal] wars are not binary conflicts but complex and ambiguous 

processes that foster an apparently massive, though variable, mix of identities and actions.” 

Kalyvas also notes that “actions ‘on the ground’ seem more related to local or private issues than 

to the war’s driving (“master”) cleavage. Individual and local actors take advantage of the war to 

settle local or private conflicts often bearing little or no relation to the causes of the war.”11 In a 

similar perspective, several authors argue about the privatization of violence and explain that 

violent actions are influenced by individual motivations or local factors.12 Instead of focusing on 

high politics, top-down analysis and fixed identities, the studies of microdynamics of conflict 

propose to disaggregate reified labels and actors in internal wars and to look deeper into the 

structural causes of violence. This leads us to address questions such as: “how victims are 

selected, why atrocities occur, and how personal revenge intersects with group goals,”13 and to 

concentrate on the roles of local traditions, specific leaders, social, historical or political contexts 

to explain the episodes of political violence. These dimensions intersect with the master conflict, 

especially when violence exacerbates the existing fragmentation and creates new dividing lines.14  

Recently, scholars have demonstrated a growing interest in the micro level of analysis. As a 

result, the scholarship on microdynamics of political violence has grown significantly in the last 
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few years with studies being published on genocide,15 insurgency and counter-insurgency,16 civil 

war,17 ethnic violence,18 contentious politics and violence19 etc. These analyses cover various 

issues such as collective action problem,20 violence against civilians,21 the use of indiscriminate 

violence,22 demobilization,23 individual motivations and emotions, which drive violent 

behaviour.24 Charles King has coined this approach the “micropolitical turn” in the study of 

social violence.25 He delineates four characteristics that emerge from this new research program: 

“a stress on engaging violence at analytical levels far below the nation-state; an attentiveness to 

how discrete episodes of violence are defined; a scepticism about the utility of labels applied to 

conflicts from the outside; and a commitment to finding ways of incorporating the voices of 

participants into the analysis.”26 

One can identify two major problems in the literature about microdynamics of political 

violence. First, many authors examine only one actor (incumbents or insurgents) and do not 

study their interactions.27 The second problem is related to one postulate most authors seem to 

share: they tend to disaggregate the insurgent category. In so doing, they keep reifying the 

incumbents –i.e. the state actors. We argue that the incumbents do not in any way represent a 

homogenous actor. As in the case of the insurgents, the incumbents’ category is composed of 

collective and individual actors representing the state. International political sociology and the 

Paris school offer conceptual tools to deal with these problems. First, the Paris school invites us 

to deconstruct the category of incumbents; secondly it introduces the concept of field to better 

map out the interactions between the collective and individual state actors that form this 

category. 

Critical security studies in international political sociology, particularly those conducted by 

the  Paris school scholars28, have analyzed the various competitive interactions and struggles 
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between state security agencies throughout the implementation process of political decisions 

from governmental structures. They have primarily focused on what Didier Bigo calls the “field 

of (in)security professionals or more generally of the management of the unease.”29 “Th[is] 

“field” is determined by the struggles between police, intermediaries and military agencies about 

the boundaries and definition of the term “security” and the prioritization of the different 

threats30.”  These security agencies have different interests that are often heterogeneous, leading 

to a competition for state resources and capital. We posit that it is necessary to analyse the state 

as a configuration of agencies that possess knowledge —in the Foucauldian sense of the term— 

as well as repertoire of practices and various interests and capacities. Consequently, each of the 

security agencies in question should be analysed as an autonomous actor. This study in particular 

centers its analysis on the strategic interactions between each group, thereby diverging from Bigo 

who focuses on the effects resulting from competition between agencies and their conflicting 

interests.  

Drawing on the ‘microdynamics of civil war’ approach and the findings of the Paris school 

scholars, we emphasize the need to consider both collective and individual actors; to 

disaggregate both the insurgent and incumbent categories in an internal war; to develop a 

relational approach to better comprehend the microdynamics of internal war and the perpetuation 

of violence. In order to further analyze the strategic interactions in the North Caucasus, we build 

on the theory of “field of political violence”, a conceptual construction based on Pierre 

Bourdieu’s concept of field.  
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The concept of « field of political violence » 

 

The concept of field is central to Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology.31 As Bourdieu put it, “in 

analytical terms, a field can be defined as a network or configuration of objective relations 

between different positions.”32 Each actor’s positioning in the field is determined by his/her 

habitus and ability to develop his/her capital. The habitus is a set of dispositions and functions 

like a “matrix of perceptions, appreciations and actions”.33 It is both a “structuring and a 

structured structure”34 that evolved over times. Actor’s behaviour and practices are therefore 

structurally adapted. The notion of capital refers to “the real as well as potential resources linked 

to a durable network of relationships”.35 Social actor’s continuous socialisation and dispositions 

have an influence on the evolution of its capital. In Bourdieu’s perspective, a field is both a 

“configuration of forces and as a site of struggle.”36 As such, this concept opens the black box of 

the mechanisms of domination and competition and allows us to theorize the dynamic 

positioning of actors based on the micro-logics of dependence or distinction and distribution of 

resources, as well as material and symbolic capital. 

Although widely used, the concept of field has never been, to our knowledge, applied to 

research in political violence. It has to be emphasized that Bourdieu considers violence to be 

primarily symbolic. While it is not the purpose of this section to discuss this notion at length,37 

we are obliged to briefly define the concept for the sake of clarity. The notion of symbolic 

violence refers to the interiorisation of patterns of domination by social actors. According to 

Bourdieu, symbolic violence determines social interactions for it unconsciously influences the 

choices made by the actors in a society. Although we establish a clear distinction between 

symbolic and physical violence, we argue that the field of political violence often witnesses 
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interplay between both. While physical violence is, by definition, more coercive than the 

symbolic kind, the latter could also influence the preferences of an individual. 

In the “field of political violence” both the different collective actors who interact in internal 

wars and the individual actors that composed those groups have been included. These collective 

actors are but not limited to the government forces (security agencies, local militias and 

paramilitary groups), insurgent groups, and among them, those who resort to terrorism and/or 

engage in criminal activities (trafficking of all kinds, kidnapping ...). In the field, violence 

structures interactions and defines the rules of the game, which codify and regulate social agents’ 

practices. Considering the structuring role of violence shifts the angle of analysis from the causes 

of violence to how it constrains actor practices. As a result, an analysis of the formal as well as 

informal rules of the game that exist within the field is necessary to better understand the actors’ 

positioning and preferences.  

We distinguish four main ideal-typical categories of violence that although drawn from the 

North Caucasus case can be applied to other internal war contexts. The first one is related to 

insurgency strategies and tactics, including terrorism regardless the nature of the group 

(revolutionary, separatist, Islamist etc.). Although the authors consider terrorism to be a specific 

type of violence, for the purpose of this study the broad definition given by Todd Sander of 

terrorism as “the premeditated use, or threat of use, of extra-normal violence or force to gain a 

political objective through intimidation or fear”38 is used. Terrorism could be a discriminate or 

indiscriminate strategy, and is often coupled with guerrilla warfare.39 The second category of 

violence refers to state violence. It is defined both as violence produced by state security 

agencies in their fight against insurgents and violence in which security agencies’ personnel are 

involved. Violence linked to criminal activities (economically motivated assassinates; extortion; 
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kidnappings, looting etc.), which can be the product of state and non-state actors makes up the 

third category. Finally, the fourth category treats violence associated with social norms, like 

vendetta. This practice is still widespread in many fragmented societies, like the ones in North 

Caucasus, Central Asia, and Africa. 

The field of political violence is a configuration of collective and individual actors engaged 

in these four spheres of violence. As Bourdieu put it, there is ‘no a priori answer’ when it comes 

to delimiting the field.40 Each field exists when the game in which the various actors are engaged 

has impacts on the actors themselves and on the field.41 The use of violence embodies a constant 

‘innovation’42 that entails a parallel evolution of the repertoire of actions and properties of the 

field. As Nick Crossley explained it, innovations can bring changes in field structures and create 

new ones.43 The concept of repertoire of actions, borrowed from Charles Tilly, can be tied to 

Bourdieu’s sociology as Tilly and Sidney Tarrow identify two factors that force the repertoires to 

evolve: turning points in the conflict and gradual changes that affect the structure of the field.44 

Likewise, the evolution of the repertoires of action may result from improvised adjustment and 

struggles between social actors.45 The above attribute of the field concept raises the question of 

the strategic use of violence. 

 

 

Group boundaries, interests and structuring the ‘field of political violence’ 

 

Collective and individual actors involved in the game bear competing interests and ideas. 

Bourdieu assumes that interests, a notion that he terms ‘illusio’, are first and foremost historical 

constructions. Each field is characterized by one specific interest that makes the stakes of the 
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game valuable for the competing actors.46 Since the field of political violence can be described as 

a “fragmented field”47 due to the absence of real dominant groups or factions, violence 

constantly redefines patterns of domination and exacerbates the struggle between actors. At the 

same time, physical and symbolic struggles stimulate interests to evolve from those centred on 

strict survival to the ones aimed at acquiring a better position in the field and/or to accumulating 

additional symbolic and material resources.  

Political entrepreneurs and collective actors put forward different strategies to achieve their 

goals inside the field. We identify three ideal-types of strategic interactions: contention, 

competition/outbidding and brokerage. Contention includes a wide range of contests, from 

institutionalized political struggle to violent conflicts.48 As we analyse strategic interactions 

within the ‘field of political violence,’ we only consider violent forms of contention. Groups 

may, nonetheless, use both non-violent and violent repertories of actions simultaneously. Violent 

forms of contention are more often than not politically motivated. Disenchanted groups of actors 

mostly oppose the central and local regimes in place. While some develop separatist claims, like 

during the Chechen wars, others put forward territorial demands: the Ingush claim for the return 

of the Prigorodny District given in 1944 to the North Ossetia, a conflict that transformed into a 

violent war in 1992.49 Ethnic contention may also occur within a subnational unit, as exemplified 

by the longstanding conflict between two ethnic groups in Dagestan, the Laks and the Chechen-

Akkins.50 Another form of power struggle has been taking place in the North Caucasus since the 

early 1990: conflicts that have brought the proponents of an ‘official’ Islam backed by local 

authorities face to face with adherents of a more radical vision of Islam (mainly Salafism).  

Competition and outbidding between groups belonging to the same faction are strong factors 

explaining the resort to violence.51 The principal objective of this strategy is to acquire a 
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dominant position amongst the actors belonging to a same faction. Chechen President Ramzan 

Kadyrov progressively eliminated his closest political rivals, the Yamadayev brothers who began 

collaborating with the Kremlin before the Kadyrov clan. They were supported by the Ministry of 

Defence that permitted the brothers to act as strong counter-power to Kadyrov in Chechnya. The 

latter eventually decided to use violence (assassinations in Moscow and in Dubai) to silence 

them.52 Assassinations are not limited to members of other pro-Russian militias but also target 

various political opponents such as (former) insurgents or Kadyrov’s close collaborators (Umar 

Israilov). The insurgent groups are also torn apart by many divisions which fuel the conflict. 

Furthermore, competition could be economically or criminally-driven. At the ground level, 

violence and criminal endeavours could be the result of the general breakdown in army 

discipline, common thuggery,53 or economic incentives driving such behaviour.54 Many authors 

have demonstrated that internal wars are used by thugs and criminals as a cover-up for criminal 

activities, which are often instrumentalized by opportunist politicians and political 

entrepreneurs.55 Indeed, the difference between politically-motivated insurgents and 

economically-driven thugs is increasingly difficult to discern as both groups often intersect. 

The pursuit of intermediary interests may result in contracting punctual alliances with other 

groups —brokerage. The more these groups share common properties and interests the more they 

are inclined to work together. This collaboration may span from sharing information and 

resources to organizing joint military operations. But we also observe a priori non-natural 

alliances between usually opposing groups. In order to nurture strategies of contention or 

concurrence, some groups or individuals representing a security agency may strike a very 

temporary deal with an insurgent group to achieve limited immediate goals. This behaviour 

would signify that expected short-run gains outweighed the long-run costs, in a context where 
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private interests supersede public ones. The North Caucasus case provides a wide of range of 

examples of such strategies of brokerage. For instance, in August 2004, two high-ranking 

officers of the Chechen police were accused of selling weapons as well as explosives to Chechen 

insurgents. One member of the Kadyrovtsys has been accused of participating in a terrorist 

attack, and of facilitating the access of militant organizations to weapons, explosives and 

information.56 Mark Kramer adds that more than 20 members from the local Chechen police 

were accused of having supported or encouraged the insurgent attacks against the MVD and the 

army in June of 2004.57 Events such as the terrorist attacks that took place against Akhmad 

Kadyrov and in Beslan school hostage crisis in 2004 have exposed corruption problems within 

North Caucasian pro-Russian forces as well as among Russian security agencies such as 

OMON.58   

By putting forward a variety of strategies to achieve their goals within the field, collective 

actors also restructure and perform their group identity and its boundaries.  It can be viewed as 

the result of the extreme fragmentation of the field and the nature of interactions, based on 

violence. Relationships between actors are non linear, varying in scope and in intensity. Rogers 

Brubaker, who relies on Bourdieu’s sociology to analyse the performative nature of group 

building, attests that interests have to be disaggregated to better isolate the objectives pursued by 

actors.59 Leaders and their followers may therefore have divergent interests and not share the 

same rationale for participating in a given conflict.60 Although Brubaker analyses primarily the 

role of political entrepreneurs in crystallising group boundaries, while we consider both 

collective and individual actors, his argument elucidates the ways in which actors transform 

categories to suit their short-term and long-term strategies.  



 14

Once again, the conflicts ravaging the North Caucasus region offer a good example of 

shifting group boundaries in a context where individual interests and identities prevail. The 

initial years of the Second Chechen war highlighted the porosity of group boundaries when the 

Russian government offered amnesty for Chechen warlords in return for collaboration with the 

Russian forces against the insurgents. The process of Chechenization of the conflict provides 

another example of how groups’ boundaries evolve as a result of strategic interactions between 

groups. The case of Akhmad Kadyrov, who had declared jihad against Russian forces in 1995 

during the First Chechen war, illustrates well the effectiveness of Kremlin’s policy of defection.   

When Kadyrov and his clan agreed to join Russian forces after fighting Salafist groups during 

the interwar period and Putin appointed him as the head of the Chechen administration in July 

2000, the principle of granting an amnesty to those people who had not committed serious crimes 

has become extremely blurred. It has been widely acknowledged that among the Kadyrovtsy a 

significant number of boyeviki took part in activities with the infamous Chechen rebel Shamil 

Basayev such as the raid of Budennovsk hospital in June 1995.61  The former president of the 

Chechen Republic, Alu Alkhanov, was quoted as saying that “7,000 former boyeviki made up 

almost half of the forces of law and order in Chechnya”.62  As a result, we argue that violent 

interactions play a critical role in activating and deactivating group boundaries and connections 

between actors.63 Political entrepreneurs often use violent interactions strategically to engage 

with other groups and take advantage of the fragility of group boundaries. As such, these 

strategies deepen the fragmentation within the field. Returning to North Caucasus case-study, we 

hope to showcase another perspective on the upsurge of violence in this region based on the 

concept of field of political violence.  
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Violence in North Caucasus: the Chechen spill-over thesis revisited  

 

The North Caucasus is a region characterized by ethnic, linguistic, religious diversity and 

strong politico-economic disparities. We contend that the upsurge of violence in the last few 

years follows similar patterns despite the variations in the political dynamics among the 

Republics. The following argument also holds regardless of the high level of fragmentation that 

characterizes the ‘field of political violence.’ It is made up of three different sub-fields: the first 

one is made up of state actors including the Russian armed forces and the local militias affiliated 

with the state; the second sub-field encompasses insurgent groups be they founded on nationalist, 

territorial, or religious grievances; the third one is composed of actors involved in criminal 

activities. The boundaries between each sub-field are highly permeable and, depending on their 

capital, actors can easily move from one sub-field to another. This multi-positioning might 

induce tensions in actors’ habitus by the need to establish themselves in two sub-fields 

simultaneously. We identify three main ideal-typical dynamics that structure the field of political 

violence in the North Caucasus: strategic positioning, routine and conversion of capital. Before 

exploring each of these dynamics any further, we need to explain how political games have 

evolved in the North Caucasus after Vladimir Putin’s ascent to power. 

 

The field of political violence in the North Caucasus: a multidimensional game 

During the 1990s, the federal government acted as hub for regional negotiations and not as a 

center of power.64 Violent clashes were controlled or defused through negotiations without ever 

addressing the causes of the conflicts. The local authorities managed to maintain stability within 

each Republic. However, Putin’s reforms that aimed to recentralize federal power, altered both 
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directly and indirectly the rules of the game tipping the regional situation off-balance. The 2004 

reform that abolished regional elections for Oblast governors and Republic presidents enabled 

Moscow to further advance its policy of replacement of the key regional leaders by elites loyal to 

Moscow. Some members of the new North Caucasian ruling class like Murat Zyazikov, 

President of Ingushetia from 2002 to 2008, have a siloviki background. Others, like Mukhu 

Aliyev, President of Dagestan from 2006 to 2010, belong to the former Soviet cadres who 

pledged allegiance to Putin’s regime. Aliyev’s nomination is also associated with a major 

constitutional change in the Republic. Until 2007, Dagestan was officially led by a State Council, 

constituted by the representatives of the 14 titular nationalities. Aliev’s predecessor, Magomedali 

Magomedov, assumed de facto the role of president only following a consensus within the State 

Council. 

Vladimir Putin's decision to impose a solution from above to ensure the loyalty of regional 

leaders contributed to the destabilization of the Republics’ already volatile internal balance.65 

Moreover, the significant federal capital transfers have not boosted the regional economies. 

Instead, money coming from Moscow bolstered the patronage networks, corruption amongst pro-

Russian elites and strengthened authoritarianism in most of the North Caucasus Republics. The 

growing social discontent that appeared among the local population was met by regional 

governments touting a harder line. Many local administrations imported Chechen practices to 

regulate political opposition (violent repression, arbitrary detention etc).66 For example, the 

‘counter-terrorist’ operations in Ingushetia since 2003 reached the same level of brutality as 

those in Chechnya under Ramzan Kadyrov’s regime.67 While these reforms are not by any means 

the primary causes of the escalation of violence, they have had a significant impact on the 

established rules of the game in the field by destroying the existing balance of power and 
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integrating new actors and practices. As a result, competition within each sub-field increased, 

opening new structure of opportunities. Multidimensional games between actors led to the 

restructuring of the field and violence became a tool for local authorities to manage discontent 

and to bolster the contested regimes. As such, violence has come to represent simply another 

pattern of interactions among the various actors in the field.  

INSERT FIGURE 1 (document in .tiff format) 

 

Violence as routine 

The evolution of the political context and the use of violence as a political tool have 

contributed to a routinization of violence, and eventually to its deinstitutionalisation. The Russo-

Chechen wars have played a crucial role in the transformation of the meaning and use of 

violence. In particular, they have altered the rules of revenge and given a new meaning to feud, a 

social practice rooted in centuries of tradition.68 Mairbek Vatchagaev, a Chechen historian, 

believes that ‘patriotism and vengeance’ have been the main motivations for Chechen struggle 

against the Russian occupiers since 1999.69 Revenge has also been said to be one of the strongest 

motivations that drove men and women who committed suicide attacks.70  

As Valery Tishkov remarkably demonstrated, the two Russo-Chechen wars have destroyed 

the social links among Chechen society and led to ‘demodernisation.’71 This social deregulation 

has brought about an expansion of vendetta practices previously controlled by the Council of 

Elders. In this context, vendetta integrates the repertoire of actions available to social actors 

without any regulatory mechanisms. Similar patterns are observed in Ingushetia and Dagestan, 

where vendetta became a substitute for an inefficient justice system, as well as an a posteriori 

justification for violent practices. The family of Ingush journalist and political opposition figure, 
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Magomed Yevloyev, declared a vendetta against Zyazikov’s relatives after Yevloyev was 

murdered in custody in September 2008.72 Some sources insist that the attack a month later 

against Zyazikov’s cousin was committed by Yevloyev’s relatives.73  

The call for revenge, used in a variety of contexts, has indirectly contributed to prolonging 

the conflict and banalizing violence. Political figures like Ramzan Kadyrov exploited the 

practice by publicly endorsing honour killings in Chechnya that has been largely regarded by 

scholars as an attempt to cover up the civilian casualties of police operations.74 The 

legitimization of violent practices is not solely confined to North Caucasian societies. Violence is 

also rooted in the daily practices of other actors —the Russian armed forces. Similar to hazing, 

Dedovshchina is an unofficial practice commonly applied to first-year recruits in the army that 

includes the use of symbolic (repeated humiliation) and physical (torture, rape, even death) 

violence.75 Such use of violence represents a rite of passage, but also a means to reaffirm the 

hierarchy of the armed forces. Consequently, violence becomes a common practice, which is in 

its turn inflicted upon the civilians and captured insurgents. Violence transforms social actors’ 

and structures internal relations within the field of political violence as a whole as well as within 

each sub-field.  

 

Violence as a strategy 

As demonstrated above, violence has strong socio-cultural components but also results from 

changes in the rule of game in the field. But violence has been often used as a strategy for 

different groups to achieve their primary goals such as their survival, the support of local 

populations or control over other factions. Although all actors develop strategic views of 

violence, the logics behind the use of violence vary from subversion, to competition and 
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punishment. Two examples of the uses of violence for strategic purposes are discussed below. 

The first one analyses the strategy of diffusion of the conflict taken up by several Chechen 

groups since the beginning of the second Russo-Chechen war; the second examines the different 

logics at work within the state-actor sub-field.  

Since the beginning of the second Russ-Chechen war, some Chechen warlords, whether 

moderate or radical, have developed a strategy of conflict diffusion. This tactic was first and 

foremost based on interpersonal connections.76 Although the moderate Aslan Maskhadov 

claimed in 2004 to command battalions outside the Chechen Republics, the radical Shamil’ 

Basayev and Salman Raduyev certainly have had the most vibrant and expansive network 

connections. Both, Basayev and Raduyev, formed alliances with rebel groups in Dagestan and 

Ingushetia, either before, during or after the first war.77 As a result, since 1996, several Dagestani 

leaders have established their bases in Chechnya, fleeing repression in their Republic, and taking 

advantages of the presence of mercenaries and foreign backers in Chechnya to enlarge their own 

networks and attract financing.78  

Indeed, during the second Chechen conflict, Basayev and his ally Ibn al-Khattab were the 

cornerstones of this strategy. They found growing support among Jamaats, both new and old, 

active in neighbouring Republics. Jamaats are network-based communities that have proliferated 

since early 1990’s.79 The great majority of them advocates radical Islamism, predominantly 

Salafist, ideology and includes violence in their repertoire of actions80 despite often professing a 

moderate, non-violent stance at their inception like the Jamaat led by Musa Mukozhev in 

Kadarbino-Balakaria. The Jamaats are not united and rarely share any common religious or 

political agenda for they harbour first and foremost local preoccupations. Basayev’s strategy 

certainly led some of them to forge temporary alliances with his group, based mostly on common 
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interests, religious affiliation and tactical links. Nonetheless, the degree of coordination between 

the groups has never led to a long-term integrated strategy. After Maskhadov’s and Basayev’s 

death, respectively in 2005 and in 2006, their successors pursued a similar scheme of diffusion of 

the conflict with no real success. Two years after its creation in 2007, the North Caucasus 

Emirate, with Dokka Umarov, who heads the organization and is also said to lead the Chechen 

insurgents, began to unite various groups under the Emirate’s umbrella.    

Three main factors explain the resurgence of what remains a yet-elusive regional project. 

First, the deterioration of the political climate of the North Caucasus Republics and the frequent 

resort to violence to regulate social interactions create a favourable context for the unification of 

various local militant groups. Second, the deep socio-economic crisis and the crisis of 

legitimacy81 faced by the local political and religious authorities combined with progressively 

repressive policies have created a fertile ground for the insurgent groups to recruit young people 

in search of new social referents. Finally, even if the Caucasian Emirate remains an uncertain 

project lacking any formal structure, the prospects of joining the group include the possibility of 

access to new resources. The geographical proximity of the upcoming 2014 Olympic Games in 

Sochi to the region could become an opportunity for insurgent groups to broker new alliances. 

There is a danger that several organizations in the Western part of North Caucasus may 

radicalize and get closer to the Caucasian Front in order to make their voice heard in Moscow. A 

growing dissatisfaction among Circassian population against Moscow has been observed. A 

certain number of groups plan to use the Sochi Olympics as a platform to voice their grievances 

against the state with the launch of the public campaign to demand an official apology for the 

Circassian genocide, whose 150th anniversary will coincide with the year of the Sochi Games, 

from the Federal government.82  In the meantime, several insurgent groups have already sworn 
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loyalty to Dokka Umarov. In October 2009, the Adygeya Jamaat announced its intention to join 

the Emirate.83 The Olympics in Sochi may therefore become the unifying factor amongst 

different insurgent groups and other informal organizations in the ‘stable’ republics in North 

Caucasus (Adyghea, Krasnodarsky Krai, Karachevo-Cherkessia, Stavropolsky Krai) who have 

already begun to articulate heterogeneous grievances (nationalist, socio-economic, religious etc.) 

towards the central and local administrations. 

Other patterns of strategic violence could be identified within the sub-field of state actors. 

Russian armed forces enounced a military strategy of counter-insurgency based on 

indiscriminate violence against civilians and insurgents in hopes of achieving their ultimate 

objective —curbing the upsurge of militancy. The first part of the military intervention of the 

second Russo-Chechen war aimed to halt, deter and punish the civilians who have granted 

support to the insurgents by randomly bombing villages and other non-military targets. The 

Russian forces, along with pro-Russian militias, also engaged in mop-up operations (Zachitski) 

all over the region. The primary objective of these manoeuvres is to arrest active militants who 

could go into hiding within the population. The second goal is to create an atmosphere of fear 

among the population to discourage people from assisting insurgents.84 

 Given discipline problems within the Russian armed forces and the strong competition on 

the ground within this sub-field, the strategy of indiscriminate violence has not evolved into a 

coherent initiative to eliminate the various resistance movements. Instead, the policy 

metamorphosed into a multitude of forms of violence that were not always in line with the 

official goal of the fight against terrorism and the insurgency. Competition over capital and 

resources between security agencies involved into the campaign against insurgents and has 

proved to be one of the main incentives for the resort to indiscriminate violence. This dynamic is 
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further illustrated by a lack information-sharing between the different institutional actors on the 

ground.85 The FSB as well as the command of the Joint Troops Group (OGV) often refused to 

disclose any crucial intelligence to pro-Russian Chechen militias and the Chechen police force 

due to the complete absence of trust.86  

The strategic use of violence intervenes at different level within the field. As more than often 

short-term interests supplant long-term ones (defeating the insurgency and deterring terrorist 

groups), personal interests may lead to the use of violence, interfering with the very objectives of 

the mission. For the local security forces in the various republics, the zachitski provided the 

opportunity to violently suppress political opponents and to take control of lucrative local 

businesses like reconstruction, shadow economy, and kidnapping industry.87 Although the 

strategic bombing campaign has been effective in reducing the strength of guerrilla opposition 

and the terrorist attempts88, brutality and abuses against civilian populations might have 

provoked a spiral of violence between incumbents and insurgent groups.  

 

Violence and conversion of capital 

The porosity of the borders between each sub-field is partly explained by the multi-

positioning of the actors, who reinvest capital acquired in one sub-field in another. The 

interweaving of subfield ‘criminal groups’ best illustrates these strategies of conversion of 

capital. The involvement of various actors, including state ones, in criminal practices has been a 

widespread during the Soviet time: since the 1970s, extensive patronage networks, all with ties to 

Moscow, were taking part in trafficking of all sorts. 89 This shadow economy exploded after the 

break-up of the Soviet Union. The uncontrolled process of privatization led to an expansion of 

the patronage networks and the diversification of their activities. New goods like the weapons 
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and equipment sold by the ex-Soviet battalions stationed in the North Caucasus were introduced 

to the black market. 90  

The criminalization of the Chechen state and its transformation into an operational base for 

the Russian criminal organizations91 resulted in a struggle over illegal resources (mainly arms, 

drugs and oil). The outbreak of the first Chechen war in 1994 created new business opportunities 

for a wider set of actors. Enjoying a complete impunity, Russian soldiers became major 

economic actors in these informal deals. The dismal conditions of the army and the breakdown in 

discipline have prompted Russian soldiers to sell any goods to the highest bidder whether they 

were insurgents or civilians. The second Chechen war led to an increase in this type of criminal 

activities. Russian soldiers and pro-Russian militias started to gain substantial amounts of money 

by accepting bribes for the release insurgents and the sale of dead bodies to their families.  

Various types of informal economic transactions have transpired between Russian soldiers 

and insurgents such as weapons trafficking and all form of bribes at checkpoints and detention 

centers.92 As a result of which, Russian soldiers have contributed to the expansion of criminal 

networks throughout North Caucasus. The phenomenon of ‘interpenetration’93 between security 

forces and organized crime sometimes controlled by insurgents dramatically increased since the 

outbreak of the second Chechen war. The porous border between criminal activities and security 

forces is not limited to Eastern “unstable” republics. One can observe similar patterns of 

interactions among security forces in Karbardino-Balkaria and Karachaevo-Cherkessia.94  

Nonetheless, the extension of patronage networks and the increasing amount of actors have 

certainly been one of the most salient factors explaining the reproduction of violence within the 

field of political violence.   
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Conclusion 

 Building on Bourdieu’s concept of field, this article proposes a theoretical framework 

that focuses primarily on the social actors, theirs practices, their representations, and their 

interactions. It offers new avenues for the recent “micropolitical turn” in the study of social 

violence and fills some of the gaps of the literature on the microdynamics of war. Namely, the 

premises that drive this theoretical framework lead us to deconstruct all actors involved in the 

field of political violence and to consider them as autonomous ones. We then reject the simple 

analytical dichotomy (insurgents vs. incumbents) and integrate smaller groups and individuals 

into the analysis. Additionally, this theoretical framework conducts us to deconstruct reified 

labels often used to analyse internal wars, like ethnicity, religion or military affiliation. Instead, 

we put the focus on actors’ relationships and their dynamics without limiting our analysis to a 

single feature (economic, social, political and cultural aspects).  

From a methodological perspective, unlike formal models which look at actors’ choices and 

the factors which influence them, we seek to isolate actors’ preferences and practices and focus 

on their interactions. As Kalyvas puts it, the studies of microdynamics in internal wars bring 

about new possibilities, such as “improving data quality, testing microfoundations and causal 

mechanisms, maximizing the fit between concepts and data, and controlling for many variables 

that can be held constant.”95 The recent shift from macro-econometric and cross-national large-N 

studies toward micro-level analysis opens up a new trend of research linking ethnographic 

fieldwork and quantitative analysis.96 Though we think our analytical framework offers 

interesting research possibilities for scholars studying political violence, we acknowledge the 

need to engage in a more rigorous data-collecting collection on the ground in order for the 
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framework to be tested empirically. This paper should therefore be considered as the first step in 

a larger research program that includes empirical work.  

Although we do not claim, at this stage, any external validity for our model and 

acknowledge the fact that our framework was built based on our empirical observations on the 

North Caucasus, we plan to empirically test its validity. We first suggest putting forward a 

comparative empirical analysis that would look at the North Caucasus as a region and study the 

various actors, practices and strategic interactions addressed in this article. The Center for the 

Strategic and International Studies has already tracked all violent acts in the region. We now 

need to identify the regular patterns of behaviour and strategic interactions based on quantitative 

analysis and ethnographical research. Then, we should compare the findings with our 

assumptions and possibly identify regularities between strategic interactions inside the field. In 

so doing, we intend both to contribute to the debates on the microdynamics of internal war and to 

offer a better comprehension of the dynamics that are taking place in the long second Russo-

Chechen war and in the neighbouring North Caucasus Republics.  
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