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El Pueblo unido jamas serd vencido.
—Popular Protest Slogan

In the Colombian case, it [the crisis and disintegration of the state] has more to
do with a loss of centrality and normative capacity of the state principally caused
by the loss of the monopoly of coercion and the simultaneous erosion of the state
apparatuses responsible for providing defense, security, and protecting citizens,
added to the corollary emergency of strong non-state actors that challenge the
state’s monopoly for control both of the territory and of the population.

—Ana Maria Bejarano and Eduardo Pizarro

In the postcolonial period, the project of Latin American nation building has

been a profoundly spatial project, in which a lack of physical integration has

been compounded by regional conflicts over the nature of the state project.
—Sarah Radcliffe

Abstract: In this paper I move beyond binary conceptions of the Colombian state
as cither strong or weak, failed or successful. Instead, I analyze particular sub-
lime and gross qualities of the state as they are expressed through contestations
over the space of el pueblo. I argue that this space—el pueblo—has been con-
structed around an internal contradiction. On one hand, it is figured as distant
and in opposition to the city-state. On the other hand, it occupies the center of the
nation. Marginalized by the official state, competing actors have incorporated el
pueblo into “shadow states” that subvert the sublime image of the state. Lacking
legitimacy within el pueblo, both the official and shadow states employ institu-
tionalized violences in order to assert symbolic, discursive, and physical control
over it. The result is the creation of a “culture of terror” that marks the real and
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imaginary space of el pueblo. The “spatialized vocabularies of citizenship” ar-
ticulated by each actor—the state, shadow states, and el pueblo itself—from these
margins mutually constitute Colombia’s competing and intertwining “languages
of stateness.”

INTRODUCTION: SUBLIME AND GROSS STATE CHARACTERISTICS

According to scholar Achille Mbembe (2000, 269), development stud-
ies has largely been the study of crises. In Colombia, the government’s
inability to maintain a monopoly over the use of violence, to reign in
rogue “independent republics” or to establish a rule of law throughout
its “sovereign” territory has been well studied by scholars of Latin Ameri-
can political development seeking to understand and typologize the exact
“crisis” of the state (e.g., F. Gonzélez 2002; Richani 2002; Bejarano and
Pizarro 2000; Sousa Santos and Garcia Villegas 2001; Centeno 2002). On
one hand, Colombia has a long-reputed formal democracy based on
power sharing and political negotiations. On the other, the country is in
an acute state of war marked by high levels of violence, extra-state armed
actors, corruption, poverty, impunity, wealth concentration, political
exclusion, regionalization, and illegal activity such as drug trafficking,
all of which render it unable to provide its inhabitants with a minimum
of security, social well-being, or state presence.! The Colombian state
thus defies simple categorization as either successful or failed.

Contemporary theories of the state conceptualize state making as ei-
ther a success or a failure building almost singularly on Max Weber’s
definition of the state that endows it with two fundamental capabilities:
to monopolize violence and control a sovereign territory. For Weber, “a
state is a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of
the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory” (1958, 82, ital-
ics in original). A “successful” state, then, must exhibit total control over
violence within an absolutely sovereign territory. This territory is un-
derstood as a fixed entity that serves as a container for a natural, eternal
“human community,” the nation (Agnew 1999, 175). The Weberian state
is seen as a modern and rational individual, displaying omnipotence,
justness, decision, strength, and control (Hansen and Stepputat 2001;
Mbembe 2001; Migdal 2001). Oscillating between rationality and magic,
legitimate states are often deified through fantastic displays of power,
dazzling development projects, the miraculous domination of natural
resources, or the ability to incite citizens to action against their own

1. Most scholars identify the origins of this unrest in the 1948 assassination of populist
leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitan. Mary Roldan (2002), however, demonstrates the high level
of turbulence long before the assassination.
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better judgment (Coronil 1997; Das and Poole 2004). “Relatively autono-
mous” from civil society, the sublime state appears as “an agency ca-
pable of creating a definite and authorized nation-space materialized in
boundaries, infrastructure, monuments, and authoritative institutions”
(Hansen and Stepputat 2001, 2; see also Migdal 2001; Mitchell 1991).
The sublime Weberian state must present an image free of profanities
such as incoherence, brutality, partiality, banality, incompetence, techni-
cality, and/or self-interest, as only through ascription to the sublime
and rejection of banality can the state earn the legitimacy needed to be-
get voluntary compliance with its rules and avoid resorting to coercion.
Marked thus by absolute sovereignty, legitimate authority, and a mo-
nopoly over violence in a clearly defined territory with a common tem-
porality, the Weberian state model forms the basis for the “myth of the
state” (Hansen and Stepputat 2001, 2).

Yet few states, if any, meet Weber’s ideal in absolute terms. When
held up to this ahistorical myth, the “failure” of states is the rule rather
than the exception. “Actual states are deviations from the ideal or cor-
rupted versions of the ideal” (Hansen and Stepputat 2001, 14). In prac-
tice, states are not unitary or coherent actors easily distinguished from
civil society, but rather decentralized, disaggregated, and multilayered
amalgams of social structures deeply embedded in and produced by
power relations in a multinational society (Cooper 1995; Gupta 1995;
Mbembe 2001; Migdal 2001, Mitchell 1991). Internal disjunctures among
and within state bureaucracy contribute to incoherent policies with in-
consistent application, as well as the pitting of one arm of the state against
the other (Gupta 1995; Migdal 2001). Scholars such as Akhil Gupta (1995),
Veena Das (2004), and Fernando Coronil (1997) have demonstrated how
state power is both reliant on and susceptible to irrational and uncon-
trollable processes such as gossip and rumor, further emphasizing the
banality of the state. Moreover, despite necessary attempts to appear
rational, actual states exemplify two levels of arbitrariness—simple ir-
rationality and the arbitration of naming (Ferme 2004, 83; Mbembe 2001).
When the state does act “rationally” and earnestly dedicates itself to
planning, its plans seldom beget the desired outcomes, instead produc-
ing unintended, conflicting, and at times incoherent, results (Migdal
2001). Absolute territorial sovereignty has been eroded through processes
of social and economic globalization accompanied by deterritorialization
and decentralization spurred by ethnic mobilization, separatist move-
ments, the (im)migration of peoples, international finance institutions,
and the global movement of capital, accentuating the permeable and
fluid nature of borders while undermining the state’s "pretence of sov-
ereignty” (Coronil 1997; Das and Poole 2004; Hansen and Stepputat 2001;
Mbembe 2001). This assumed sovereignty is further challenged by
"shadow” or "parallel” states that utilize existing structures of state
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governance, combined with novel forms of local surveillance and orga-
nization, to administer state-like control in the margins of the state
(Hansen and Stepputat 2001, 35-6; Roitman 2004).

The paradox of contemporary states, then, is that they continue to
exist and exert such influence, by all measures maintaining their perma-
nence and ubiquity, despite overarching failures to approximate Weber’s
mythical, sublime state. According to Mbembe (2001, 68), even the most
“failed” or “stateless” of states will inevitably retain its title, while evolv-
ing qualities and modes of operation very unlike those of conventional
states. Not only do states continue to be thought of as such even in light
of myriad vulgarities, but they may not be undermined by profanities at
all, but rather constituted by them, both physically and discursively
(Gupta 1995; Roitman 2004). Tilly (1985), for instance, argues that the
state is merely the ultimate form of organized crime, while numerous
scholars have demonstrated how law functions as a second order vio-
lence that works to obscure originary violence, that is, the origins of the
state in violence itself (Coronil 1997; Das and Poole 2004; Derrida 1976,
101-140; 2002, 230-298; Mbembe 2001; Poole 2004). In reference to the
Indian state, Gupta (1995) demonstrates how corruption is not indica-
tive of state dysfunction, but rather central to the discursive constitu-
tion of the state. Likewise, Janet Roitman (2004) argues that the
pluralization of regulatory authorities and the flowering of parallel—
that is, “informal” and “illegal”—economies in the Chad Basin do not
undermine state power but rather are essential to its very
(re)composition. Still others note the Janus-faced nature of state prac-
tices such as monopolizing violence, checkpoints, and identification and
documentation procedures that simultaneously threaten and protect citi-
zens (Das and Poole 2004).

Taking the paradoxical nature of the modern state as a starting point,
this paper seeks to further our understanding of the particular power
arrangements that produce the “state effect” (Mitchell 1991, 94-5). In
doing so, it takes seriously the myth of the state as a sublime image
consisting of absolute control over both territory and violence, an
image to which the state must subscribe in order to maintain legitimacy.
Departing from Joel Migdal’s definition of the state as “a field of power
marked by the use and threat of violence and shaped by (1) the image of
a coherent, controlling organization in a territory, which is a representation of
the people bounded by that territory, and (2) the actual practices of its mul-
tiple parts,” this paper understands the modern state to be both sublime
and gross, image and practice (2001, 15-16). Pushing beyond binary con-
ceptions of the state as either strong or weak, successful or failed, I seek
to situate the constant creation and subversion of the myth of the state
within the repetitive invocation of globally understood registers of gov-
ernance and authority that Hansen and Stepputat (2001) describe as
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“languages of stateness”: “Instead of deploring the crisis or even col-
lapse of postcolonial states in terms of the repercussions for regional
stability, we find it more pertinent to explore the local and historically
embedded ideas of normality, order, intelligible authority, and other lan-
guages of stateness” (9). These languages of stateness and the particular
“spatial vocabularies of citizenship” that constitute them are informed
by both real and imaginary geographies and are ideally studied in the
“margins” of the state where, at the interstices of social reproduction,
power is entangled and popular geographies attempt to redraw the map
of state power (Radcliffe 2004; Das and Poole 2004). From these margins
itis possible to deconstruct false dichotomies that constitute the myth of
the state such as legality /illegality, domination/resistance, state/civil
society, public/private, margins/center, and popular/official discourse.
Local state practices, such as documentation, mapping, drawing and
reinforcing boundaries, establishing armies, and so on may alternately
contradict or reinforce the ideal image of the state set forth, both mark-
ing the distance between the state and individuals as well as penetrat-
ing into everyday life, both creating and undermining national identity
and control, producing the state as a structural effect while explaining
its elusiveness (Cooper 2004; Coronil 1994, Das and Poole 2004; Gupta
1995; Mitchell 1991; Radcliffe and Westwood 1996; Scott 1998).
Locating this study within the contemporary space of el pueblo, I
show how its spatial vocabulary of citizenship denounces the gross prac-
tices of states and shadow states alike while reconfiguring the sublime
image of the state through local discourses and imaginaries of the na-
tion-state. In the first section I argue that el pueblo® presents a paradox
for the nation-state, as it is located at the extreme margins of the state
while occupying the very center of the nation. In the second section, I
explore the creation of shadow states by extra-state actors in el pueblo
in order to fill the vacuum left by the official state. I posit that the exist-
ence of these illegitimate shadow states visibly challenges the official
state’s legitimacy and undermines its authority by revealing its profan-
ity. In the third section I examine the state’s reaction to this challenge to
its legitimacy and sovereignty. In the subsequent section, I explore the
effects of violences that states—both official and shadow—have institu-
tionalized in order to impose control and authority over a space in which
they have no legitimacy, marking the very space of the pueblo with a
“culture of terror” that shapes the collective memories and physical land-
scape in the state’s margins, thus mediating the relationship between
the state and el pueblo (Taussig 1987). Finally, I demonstrate the agency

2. Incorporating “el pueblo” into our English vocabulary, I will no longer italicize the
phrase.
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of el pueblo in the production of the state by analyzing el pueblo’s “spa-
tial vocabulary of citizenship” (Radcliffe 2004). I aver that this localized
vocabulary seeks the benefits of citizenship in the state while simulta-
neously preserving its status as the embodiment of the nation, all the
while dialectically informing the states’ languages of stateness.

THE CITY-STATE AND EL PUEBLO

The colloquial word in Spanish for a rural village is “el pueblo.” Yet
el pueblo has myriad meanings that span race, class, nationality, and
space. According to the dictionary EI Mundo, “el pueblo” means 1) a
town or village, 2) a lesser population, 3) the totality of people with a
common origin or culture, 4) the common, humble people of a popula-
tion, and 5) a country with an independent government.* Each of these
definitions has two fundamental components: a particular geographic
place and body or community of people. Every assertion of el pueblo
thus contains both spatial and sociological borders that identify the space
and people within from that/those without while maintaining an inclu-
sive character. Moreover, its meaning is highly contextual. The complex-
ity of the term is reflected in the inability of finding one word in English
that adequately conveys its implicit meanings such that most authors
leave it untranslated.

The dual imagery of geographic setting /people implicit in el pueblo
is abundantly utilized in discourses from the Americas on three geopo-
litical levels. Each state can be framed as a pueblo in and of itself, invok-
ing a common national identity such as el pueblo mexicano. This
understanding of el pueblo reinforces the conception of the nation-state,
one that understands the state as a container for a naturally occurring
social body, the nation.* These pueblos have geopolitical borders mani-
fested in the state which is thought to surround the finite social, cul-
tural, and economic systems of the people that inhabit it. In this sense,
the pueblo is the nation, housed in the state, producing the holistic
nation-state.

Inter/transnational invocations of el pueblo also exist, uniting peoples
across national borders. Religion, race, geographic region, or social class
may delineate the boundaries of el pueblo in these cases. El pueblo latino—
the Latin people/town; el pueblo catélico—the Catholic people/town; el
pueblo indigena—the indigenous people/town, or el pueblo trabajador—
the working people/town—these taxonomies challenge the dominant

3. Diccionario de la lengua espaiiola. 22nd ed., s.v., “pueblo.”

4. Assuming the previously established definition of a state as per Migdal, I use ‘na-
tion’ to indicate communities of people who share common identities and collective
memories, which may or may not correspond to the boundaries of the state.
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conception of geographic space as politically delineated into states, prov-
inces, and cities. On a geopolitical map of modern states, such commu-
nities seem disperse and noncontiguous. Yet these pueblos are connected
through alternate geographies based on common identity, altitude, mo-
bility, access to water, or proximity to religious sites, to name a few (e.g.
Robinson 1989). Finally, el pueblo may refer to various subdivisions of
the state, such as el pueblo boyacense® or, in its most literal sense, an actual
town or “small homeland” (patria chica).

Intergenerational and transnational processes of delocalization,
deterritorialization, and globalization have challenged and expanded pre-
vious conceptions of el pueblo both geopolitically and sociologically.
(Im)migration, urbanization, displacement, world travel, remittances, and
speculative capital markets have challenged geopolitical understandings
of states as having rigid borders and containing finite and individual sys-
tems such as national economies. These processes highlight the unstable
and fluid nature of political borders and identities while emphasizing the
importance of shared history, temporality, interests, and global economies.
Such processes do not entail a clear strengthening, weakening, or shrink-
ing of the nation-state, but rather are indicative of a rethinking of the mod-
ern nation-state and its corresponding malleability (Das and Poole 2004, 4).

Despite the increasingly evident porous nature of geopolitical bor-
ders, a much deeper discursive, imagined, and practiced boundary ex-
ists between el pueblo and the state. A fundamental aspect of the myth
of the state locates the state in the city. This city-core where the state is
located and concentrated is the “integrated locus of authority” from
which the state is supposed to be able to extend its authority to the greater
territory (Migdal 2001, 9). Consequently, states and cities have surpris-
ingly proximate definitions. As expressed by FARC-EP (Fuerzas Arma-
das Revolucionarias de Colombia-Ejército del Pueblo) member Francisco
Voltaire (2003), urban centers are seen as dense spatial concentrations of
political, economic, cultural, and military power. This understanding of
urban centers correlates closely to Bourdieu’s definition of the state as
the site of concentration of violent, informative, symbolic and economic
capital (1999, 53-75). These spatial geographies locate the state in the
city, or the city-state. “Thus state power and its urban center(s) grow in
a parallel manner, jointly, State and City, State-City, City-State” (Voltaire
2003). In his study of the Guatemalan countryside, Finn Stepputat (2001)
relates a story in which a man, when told of rights that could and should
protect him from paramilitary death squads, pointed to a distant city
and said he had heard of such things—rights—working over there in
the city, but that they didn’t have them in the country where he was.

5. Boyacd is a central province northeast of Bogota.
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The story emphasizes much more than the physical distance, imagined
and real, between city and pueblo. “It points toward a broader percep-
tion of the modern state as located in cities and towns, while the popu-
lation in the rest of the national territory is represented as living under a
different set of conditions” (Stepputat 2001, 284). Guerrilla groups have
long recognized that the only way to “take the state” is to militarily
conquer key urban centers, the sites not only of concentrated power over
the nation, but the state itself. The insight found in the propagandist
essay of one FARC member is (probably unwittingly) keenly accurate:
the FARC will have subverted national order when they “take power
for el pueblo colombiano” (Lozada 2003).

National order would be subverted if el pueblo took control of the
state because it has been constructed outside of and in opposition to the
city-state. Rather than the site of a concentration of capital like the city-
state, el pueblo is not a center of power, culture, money, or military and
political might; indeed, it is not the center of anything at all. The very
essence of el pueblo is generic and disperse—a de-centered, amorphous
place. El pueblo spatially occupies the realm of the small, stateless, rural
village, far from the concentration of power and temporality of the city-
state.® Not only is the pueblo geographically distant from the city-state,
but it is only vicariously connected to the city-state. National infrastruc-
tures such as telephone lines, roads, and railways largely do not extend
to rural areas of Colombia, leaving los pueblos without communication
or transportation routes to the city, except by airplane in areas where
private companies have built the occasional airport.

Having none of the capital concentrations used to describe either cities
or states, el pueblo—the symbol of the nation—is constituted by the poor
majority. The classed constitution of el pueblo is clear in the work of de la
Cadena (2000), in which Cuzquefio elite starkly separate themselves from
lower class gente del pueblo. Similarly, in his study of the construction of el
pueblo peruano as rural and non-elite, Nugent (2001) notes how indig-
enous and mestizo Peruvians successfully promoted themselves as local
embodiments of el pueblo peruano, committed to democracy, equality,
and justice in direct opposition to the regional ruling elites who were asso-
ciated with the corrupt government. Nugent points out how these poor,
non-elite indigenous people/mestizos strove to portray themselves as a
non-racialized national community, “but the state had neither extended
to el pueblo its constitutional rights nor curbed the excesses of the elite.

6. This has certainly not always been the case. Throughout the nineteenth century, the
Colombian countryside was marked by large farms that were concentrated not only
spatially, but in terms of other capital as well, as regional caudillos and the rural militias
they organized provided serious challenges to early state formation and the centraliza-
tion of power in the city-state. See John Lynch (1992).
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Once rid of the elite el pueblo would be free to become a true part of the
Peruvian nation” (2001, 268). The study relates the centrality of a particu-
lar race-class to the construction of el pueblo while illustrating its contra-
dictory nature as spatially located simultaneously on the margins of the
state while occupying the center of the nation.

Yet el pueblo is not merely made up of poor and non-white subjects,
but rather, space, socioeconomic class, and race/ethnicity are mutually
constitutive. Since colonial times when indigenous peoples were for-
bidden from residing in urban centers, el pueblo has been racialized,
closely associating it with darker-skinned people, be they indigenous or
black, as opposed to the “whites” of European descent or mestizos that
lived in urban centers (Robinson 1989, 165-66). In Guatemala, as other
Latin American countries, national hierarchies were institutionalized
through local military commissioners who ensured the continual reser-
vation of cheap manual labor for (inter)national elites through the pres-
ervation of “indigenous villages” or “villages of servants” (M. Gonzalez
2000, 320). Meanwhile, transgressing spatial boundaries such as that
between el pueblo and the city often constitutes the perceived trans-
gression of class or racial/ethnic boundaries (e.g., de la Cadena 2000).
Such an example of the spatial constitution of ethnic identity in Colom-
bia is obvious in the Constitutional Court’s decision that, despite legal
exemption from military service for all “indigenous” men, that indig-
enous men living in urban centers are not exempt from military ser-
vice.” Thus, one cannot be both an indigenous man and an urban resident,
as the process of urbanization connotes a loss of authentic indigeneity
in the eyes of dominant society. As Elizabeth Povinelli (2002) argues in
regards to Australian aboriginals, minority groups’ access to rights is
dependent on displaying “real” or “authentic” indigenous traits, an im-
possibility for present-day, socially-embedded individuals and commu-
nities. Black and indigenous Colombians are therefore by definition rural
and poor, as any change in social or spatial status simultaneously con-
notes a change in race/ethnicity that would likely negate them not only
access to identity-based rights, but access to said identity per se.

Given the inclusive nature of the term, el pueblo is often employed to
include people and places that are not of these socioeconomic, racial, or
geographic groups.® Yet despite its myriad referents, there is one space/

7. According to Constitutional Court Sentence C-058-94, members of the indigenous
community are exempt from military service when and only when “they live in their
community and with their own identity,” but not if “they live with and as other Colom-
bians.” The Court determined that this would not violate equality in that indigenous
deserve special state protections in order to guarantee their subsistence and survival.

8. As Coronil (1997, 99) points out, other similarly classed and raced symbolic categories,
like that of Juan Bimba, are not so potentially inclusive, referring only to a particular class.
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people that cannot appropriate el pueblo: the city-state/elites. For the
city-state or elites to appropriate the domain of el pueblo would be a
fundamental reconceptualization of what is meant by the term, as el
pueblo has been socially and historically constructed in direct opposi-
tion to both. While either the city-state or elites might be subsumed within
other pueblos, (as el pueblo colombiano includes both the city-state and
elites while focusing on a popular national character), neither can aspire
to be a pueblo in and of itself. Indeed, to the extent that el pueblo repre-
sents the nation and is the spatial language of such, the city represents
the state and is the spatial language of statehood. In other words, as el
pueblo and the city are constructed both in image and reality in direct
opposition to one another, so too are the nation and the state. El pueblo
is seen as an anti-modern, eternal body, prone to passion and irrational-
ity, and resistant to the progress and reason embodied by the
modern(izing) state (Cohen 2004; Coronil 1997; Robinson 1989, 172). The
poor, indigenous pueblo thus embodies the nation while the white ur-
ban elite embodies citizenship.

As this section demonstrates, el pueblo simultaneously lies within
the geographic boundaries of the state—thus theoretically awarding it
protection, control, and occupation by the state—and falls outside—in-
deed, is opposed to—the discursive and symbolic construction of the
city-state. El pueblo exists in the margins of the state while occupying
the heart of the nation. Given this location in the margins of the state, el
pueblo is the perfect site to study competing languages of stateness (Das
and Poole 2004; Hansen and Stepputat 2001). This highly symbolic space
is neither stagnant nor uncontested, as competing actors vie for its con-
trol, each articulating differing “spatialized languages of citizenship”
(Radcliffe 2004). In the following section I discuss the construction of
shadow states in the margins of the profane city-state.

SHADOW STATES

Given the overwhelming indifference of the city-state towards el
pueblo, it is no surprise that illegal armed actors belonging to guerrilla
and paramilitary groups have effectively created shadow states in many
rural areas of Colombia where they exercise state-like control over local
populations, including “almost undisputed territorial control” and the
“monopoly control of the use of force” (Al 2004, 89). Hansen and
Stepputat describe the “shadow states” that exist in Africa, where “some
warlords attempt to create zones of stability and to erect something re-
sembling a state: taxation instead of random plunder, dispensation of
“justice” through court-like ritual instead of instant killings, territorial
control, and, in some cases, appeal to subjects in the name of a shared
community or destiny” (2001, 16). This nearly perfectly describes the
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situation in many Colombian pueblos, as illegal armed actors have been
able to physically eliminate all potential opposition and successfully
assert their authority in certain towns and rural areas, where they now
boast of controlling commerce, transportation, the adjudication of so-
cial and personal conflicts, and the provision of health, educational, and
other essential public services (Richani 2002, 78). Yet these “shadow” or
“parallel” states do not exist outside of the official state, rather, they are
mutually constitutive in discourse and practice as much as they are an-
tagonistic, making them an ideal site for the study of the state effect
(Roitman 2004).

Marxist guerrillas colonized the Colombian pueblo in the early 1950s
when armed groups linked to the Liberal and Communist parties fled
to remote parts of the country to garner support among the landless
peasants, colonos (Richani 2002, 23-25). Taking advantage of (and exac-
erbating) the profanity of the state and its indifference toward el pueblo,
guerrilla movements appropriated the space of el pueblo for their move-
ment while filling the void left by the official state. “Rather than seize
political power by assuming the state central apparatus and institutions,
they [FARC-EP] deconstructed state power at the village and municipal
levels and moved upward. The guerrillas are responding to the state’s
failures in mitigating rural conflicts and are filling a hegemonic void left
by the state” (Richani 2002, 89). Discursively and symbolically, leftist
guerrillas united themselves with el pueblo, both as a people and as a
geographical specificity, working for equality for rural, poor/landless
communities and claiming to fight for regime change “para nuestro
pueblo.” As one propaganda essay claims, “An anticommunist crusade
is a crusade against our pueblo” (Lozada 2003). Thus communism and
el pueblo are completely interdependent; communism is the pueblo, and
that which opposes communism, opposes el pueblo.” The dependency
of the guerrilla on el pueblo is evident as one guerrillero remembers his
commander “taught us that to be far from el pueblo means death for a
guerrillero” (quoted in Molano 2001, 358). Not merely reliant on el
pueblo, the guerrilla forces also present themselves as representatives
of el pueblo, thus marking it as implicitly communist. Che Guevara does
exactly this when he claims that his slain revolutionary comrade, Camilo
Cienfuegos, “had the natural intelligence of el pueblo,” and, in fact, is
the eternal likeness of el pueblo : “En su renuevo continuo e inmortal,
Camilo es la imagen del pueblo” (2002, 8-9).

9. The extent to which populism and populist regimes shaped and appropriated the
imagery of el pueblo, while not the focus of the current discussion, can neither be over-
looked nor understated. Long before and more successfully than possibly any Leftist
movement, populists appropriated el pueblo to the extent that we cannot understand
the term independently of some populist referent.
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The concentration of guerrilla forces in rural areas was perpetuated
and encouraged by the military counterinsurgency policy of “contain-
ment.” The containment strategy was a U.S.-backed policy of “low-in-
tensity war” reflecting limited funds and equipment and a prioritizing
of urban centers. It focused on a policy of “political cleansing” to keep
guerrillas out of the city-state. Union leaders, academics, activists, jour-
nalists, or any (suspected) political opposition were simply annihilated
in urban centers, permitting “the adaptation of the dominant classes
and the political elite to a civil war mainly fought in rural areas” (Richani
2002, 65). The conflict has been allowed to continue ever since in the
amorphous, distant, non-state villages where it has not presented any
real threat to the security of “the state” or primary economic base of the
country as long as it stays relegated to the country (Richani 2002, 42). To
this day, the FARC has a presence in 622 of 1071 total municipalities,
and exercises a “great deal” of authority in at least 255, or 25 percent of
all Colombian municipalities (Al 2004; Richani 2002, 90).

Guerrilla groups continue “consolidating their political power at the
municipal and village levels, practically playing the role of de facto state
dispensing justice, regulating market relations and protecting the envi-
ronment” (Richani 2002, 89). Yet they are not the only illegal armed ac-
tors to do so. Since the mid-1980s, paramilitary groups have contested
the dominance of guerrillas at the local level by imitating their methods.
Both groups have established authority in their shadow states through
the implementation of legal codes, frequently deemed “rules of coexist-
ence.” Often referred to as “la ley del monte” or “la ley de los muchachos”—
these rules typically consist of ten points and function as the basic laws
by which the local population must abide and are a mechanism for es-
tablishing control over the population (Molano 2001, 333). According to
Taussig, “What is perhaps surprising is the alacrity with which legal
codes were created by these groups. The 1953 guerrilla Law of the
Llanos (the eastern plains) details 224 articles, including control of prices.
In the guerrilla Law of Southern Tolima of 1957, one finds articles cover-
ing use of firearms, consumption of alcohol, restrictions on travel, (which
requires a passport), pasturage of animals, public disturbances, and con-
formity to an already established “family code” (2003, 92). Indeed, the
rules of coexistence serve as the basis to regulate nearly every detail of
community life down to who possesses a license to sell liquor, the hours
of operation for local businesses, and public curfews. “We had given
them a license to work between 5:00 p.m. and 1:00 a.m. Then everyone
had to go to bed” (Molano 2001, 344). The rules are publicly posted or
announced and often accompanied by select killings in order to estab-
lish authority via terror.

The armed actors also function as police and judiciary in their areas
of control, castigating ‘criminal” activity, regulating weapon possession,
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adjudicating social conflicts, and generally enforcing their rules of coex-
istence. “Currently, as it is the authority in some regions, people go to
the guerrilla and spontaneously solicit that they act as judges in diverse
conflicts. The guerrilla, for their part, responds to these demands and
takes advantage of the situation in order to strengthen their authority”
(Molano 2001, 333-34). Reflecting the agency of el pueblo in procuring a
judiciary that the state has failed to provide, the people seek out and
support anyone who will fill this role. More than the state, shadow states
are sensitive to the fact that their legitimacy and authority lie in their
ability to adjudicate conflicts: “When we discovered the whole situa-
tion, we swore to punish the government and avenge the people, who
asked us, screaming, to defend them if we were capable, and if not, to
turn our arms in to the government” (Molano 2001, 338). When asked to
intervene in accusations of stolen goods, guerrilla forces acknowledged
that “to not do anything would be to demonstrate that we didn’t have
authority and the guerrilla, what it has to do to live, is be the law wher-
ever itarrives” (Molano 2001, 360). In order to gain the authority to func-
tion as shadow states, armed actors must only provide el pueblo with
more security and swifter justice than the state which is marked by a 95
percent impunity rate (Aguilera Pefia 2001, 422).

Punishments for transgressions, however, are not as clearly spelled
out as the rules, instead relying on rumors to maintain effective levels of
fear and control. This fear is a necessary tool for non-state actors, as it
begets compliance in the absence of legitimacy. In the past, punishments
have included flogging and other forms of physical abuse, fines, free
labor, mutilation, disfigurement with acid or sharp instruments, public
humiliation, rape, torture, and/or death (Al 2004, 18; Taussig 2003, 92).
As is evident in the work of Aguilera Pefia (2001) and Molano (2001),
the role of the armed actors is often not to assess guilt, but rather to
assign punishments.

Besides establishing legal codes and judiciary, Colombian shadow
states oversee the management of local economies and taxation, an es-
sential part of the modern state according to Charles Tilly (1992) and
Margaret Levi (1988). In the states of Putumayo, Caqueta, and Guaviare,
for example, FARC regulates market prices and narco-trafficking, sets
wages for peasant coca growers (raspachines), provides technical assis-
tance, and transports goods to market. It also imposes a progressive in-
come tax in areas under its jurisdiction, a beer tax, and a 10 percent levy
on anyone who makes over one million dollars a year. The armed actors
often extract “rent” from local businesses and residents for providing
“services” such as protection. Fining local residents for anything fr