BOOK REVIEWS

Architectures of Violence:

The Command Structures of Modern Mass Atrocities, from Yugoslavia to Syria

By Kate Ferguson

London: C. Hurst & Co. Publications, 2020, 240 pages, £35.00, ISBN: 9781849048118

Reviewed by Ahmet Yusuf Ozdemir, Yildiz Technical University

Violent non-state actors are one
of the most contentious subjects
in international security studies.
The majority of the work dealing
with this subject mainly focus on
those actors that exert violence be-
yond or against the state’s authority.
Throughout history and within the
political science and international
relations literature, the focus has mainly been
on those irregulars: mercenaries, rebels, in-
surgents, and terrorists. Nevertheless, on most
battlefields, there are other types of actors with
different names according to their locality. In
Syria, they are Shabbiha; in Darfur, Janjaweed,
in Rwanda, Interahamwe. Despite their differ-
ences in expression, language, or region, they
are similar in their activity: paramilitarism. In
Architectures of Violence: The Command Struc-
tures of Modern Mass Atrocities, Kate Fergu-
son draws attention to this phenomenon. The
author’s primary focus is the period of “the
dissolution of Yugoslavia® throughout the
1990s. Ferguson analyzes the events in Serbia,
Croatia, and Bosnia Herzegovina that reached
a certain level defined as genocide. Pursuing
an often archeological investigation within
the archives of the International Criminal Tri-
bunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and
beyond the classical narrative on ethnicity,
culture, or religion, the author makes her case
clear about how these brutal scenes took place.

The author positions her work within the lit-
erature on genocide and mass atrocity stud-
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ies. Doing so allows an analysis that
avoids the emotional terminology
common in this area of research
(pp. 14-15). One of Ferguson’s most
significant contributions is to in-
troduce a novel term-architectures
of violence-“as a means of better
understanding the structures, net-
works, and relationships of com-
mand, control, and influence that connect
states, localities, organized crime, and society
with the perpetration of international crimes”
(p. 7). In a sense, the book follows this line of
structuring in its chapters.
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Ferguson begins by setting the scene for the
rest of the book by detailing what is meant
by two main terms: ‘architectures of violence’
and ‘atrocity, and explaining their relevance
to the case studies she presents. For example,
the ruling elites denied their participation in
“ethnic cleansing,” yet their connections are
evident from the beginning of paramilitary
formations. Even though they were not of-
ficial military members and had their uni-
forms and badges, paramilitaries collabo-
rated with political parties and prominent
public figures during the most brutal stages
of the war. The author stresses that scholars
and policymakers who delve into these issues
have had difficulty establishing the relation-
ship between states and paramilitary units,
even though most of these paramilitary
groups consisted of volunteers trained by in-
terior ministries.
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Architectures of Violence first analyzes the three
primary case studies in separate chapters that
address events in Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia-
Herzegovina. Ferguson clarifies her arguments
by going into excruciating detail on the long
list of actors, namely, architects of violence.
Having inherited the majority of the Yugoslav
army, Serbia became the main, but not the
only, instigator of violence during this era. The
international community focused its attention
on the well-known figures who commanded
the military personnel in Bosnia: Radovan
Karadzic and Ratko Mladic. However, on the
micro-level, the atrocities carried out by volun-
teer brigades are epitomized in the infamous
figure of Zeljko Raznatovi¢, also known as Ar-
kan. With his Serb Volunteer Guard (at times
known as Arkan’s Tigers), he participated in
operations first in Croatia and later in Bosnia.

As a multi-dimensional conflict, the Yugoslav
wars forced every party to form their own line
of defense and paramilitary groups. Under
the leadership of Tudjman, Croatia deployed
a pragmatic and opportunistic strategy both
on who would be the enemy and how to regu-
late volunteers and defense units. Similar to
the case of Serbia, the paramilitary forma-
tions kept close connections with the official
authorities without being part of any official
structure. Amid all the chaos during the con-
flict, the Bosnian defense is a unique example
that Ferguson analyzes from different angles.
Because of the siege of the capital Sarajevo,
Bosnian authorities had to keep a degree of
relationship with non-state actors, not just
to defend the city but also to provide for the
daily lives of its citizens. Having been unable
to establish a strong connection and coor-
dination with localities outside of Sarajevo,
Bosnia had to combine paramilitarism with
the black market economy. That last point is
crucial since paramilitary groups reinforce
military operations and organized criminal

networks. Ferguson devotes a specific chapter
to them, in which she discusses the criminal
and corrupt aspects of the conflict.

Architectures of Violence stands out as not
only a descriptive account of who commit-
ted which crime and where but an eloquent
analysis that considers both international and
societal dynamics. The Serbian Mafia that op-
erated throughout Europe, terrorist elements
within the Croatian diaspora, and “Foreign
Fighters” from around the Muslim majority
countries volunteering to fight on Bosnia’s
side all had different effects on how the war
developed. The author helps readers under-
stand these complex dynamics in relation to
the context of everyday politics.

On the societal dimension, the book calls at-
tention to how everyday people become com-
plicitin the face of mass violence and atrocities,
as well as those who refused to join forces and
resisted the war. Architectures of Violence is a
conscious and well-thought-out intervention
by Ferguson since post-Cold War approaches
to studying identity-based conflicts-from
“clash of civilizations” to “new wars’-have
rested their emphasis on the violent and crim-
inal events in the Yugoslav wars. By investigat-
ing this era from a wide range of perspectives,
including the historical narratives that fed the
paramilitary mobilization and command-
and-control mechanisms, the author attempts
to move beyond studies that emphasize the
conflict as primitive and inferior.

Ferguson opens a valuable discussion on how
the International Community could prevent
mass violence and what caused them to fail
to act in the face of the news coming out of
the war zones. Indeed, the Yugoslav wars,
particularly the atrocities in Bosnia, feed the
narrative on “Responsibility to Protect,” yet in
the ongoing situations in Syria or Myanmar,
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firm actions are not being taken to stop the
conflict, let alone bring those responsible for
atrocities to face justice. The inability to pros-
ecute wrongdoers and prevent such atrocities
stems from international law’s attention to
only the gravest acts of mass violence, promi-
nent state officials, and (in)famous cases.

Architectures of Violence: The Command
Structures of Modern Mass Atrocities by

Kate Ferguson is highly recommended for
researchers of violence and genocide and
practitioners working to prevent such bru-
talities from taking place. Although readers
unfamiliar with Balkan politics might find
it hard to follow, through well-constructed
arguments, Ferguson sets an agenda for all
those interested in a more comprehensive,
social-scientific approach to understanding
war and conflict.
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The shared history of the Palestin-
ian and Irish peoples is evident
across many instances. It is no coin-
cidence that the Palestinian people
believe that the Balfour Declaration
of 1917, named after Arthur Bal-
four, then British Foreign Secretary,
that promised the Zionist move-
ment a national homeland for Jews
in Palestine, was “the promise of those who
do not own [i.e., the British] to those who
do not deserve [i.e., the Zionists]” (p. 1). As
revealed in A Shared Struggle by Dr. Asad
Abusharkh, a Palestinian-Irish academic and
a co-editor of the book, Balfour was known
as ‘Bloody Balfour’ in Ireland due to his role
in suppressing Irish protests in Cork (p. 25).

A Shared Struggle, published in July 2021 by
Norma Hashim and translated by Yousef M.
Aljamal, is the first book of its kind; it is unique
in the sense that it brings together the expe-
riences of Palestinian and Republican Irish
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hunger strikers, which are identi-
cal in many cases, in one book. The
volume contains 31 entries, 24 from
Palestine and seven from Ireland,
detailing the experiences of politi-
cal prisoners who went on hunger
strike in British and Israeli prisons.
The cover of the book urges the
reader to dig deeper into these sto-
ries. It depicts a group of Palestinian women
holding a poster that reads “Natha, H Block,
Armagh: One Struggle” and was taken during
a solidarity sit-in organized by Palestinians
with Irish hunger strikers during the iconic
hunger strike in 1981 led by Bobby Sands,
who lost his life after 66 days of hunger strike.

Richard Falk, who wrote the foreword for the
book, reminds readers, “We should not be de-
ceived into thinking that we are reading only
about events in the past” (p. 21) While the
struggle for self-determination in North Ire-
land achieved some progress with the signing
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