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Descriptive terms such as “weak”, “failed”, “dysfunctional” and 
“collapsed”, are frequently used to connote certain characteristics of 
statehood. Most scholars agree that states attributed these descriptions are, 
to some extent, experiencing deficient “capacity” to perform certain 
functional tasks expected of states. The western state is used as the 
yardstick to evaluate such deficiency. Due to the western understanding of 
state performativity, the state failure literature neglects that the state is a 
political construct erected from historical power struggles. This paper 
suggests a decentralisation of the state from the state failure scholarship 
and will demonstrate how the structural characteristics of elites and their 
agency mutually reinforce ways of obtaining power that are incompatible 
with the western idea of statehood, and as such, are constitutive of what 
has been defined as state failure.  
Keywords: state failure; neo-elite theory; elite structure; non-state 
actors; neo-patrimonialism.  
 
 

Introduction  

There is no universally accepted definition of “state failure”. What most scholars 

agree upon, however, is that state failure is a deficiency in the state’s core functions. 

These core functions are usually expressed in relation to the western idea of the state. 

This preoccupation with the western state as the norm for appropriate statehood 

impedes the understanding of how local elite power struggles underpin the 

phenomenon commonly referred to as state failure. Consequently, most approaches to 

state failure neglect that the state is a political construct erected from historical power 

struggles. Due to its epistemological or ontological assumptions, the state failure 

literature either focuses on the absence or corruption of western institutions, 1 

sometimes including the breakdown of a perceived social contract,2 or, from more 

critical perspectives, on how global orders, power structures and discourses 

                                                
Malin Karlsson is a PhD candidate in the School of Government and International Relations, Griffith 
University. 
1 For an overview see Acemoglu and Robinson (2012); Fukuyama (2004); North (1990).  
2 Ghani and Lockhart (2008); Lemay-Hebert (2009); Rotberg (2004) are scholars who emphasise the 
social contract as a variable for failure. 
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necessitate and generate the occurrence of state failure.3 Neither of these approaches 

recognise the agency of local actors, in particular local sociopolitical elites.4 Nor do 

they realise that state formation and deformation is a consequence of historical and 

contemporary power struggles among these elites. The purpose here is to emphasise, 

on a conceptual level, 5  how elite power structures are constitutive of what is 

commonly defined as state failure. This paper suggests that when elite relations are 

experiencing low integration and fluctuating differentiation of organisational diversity 

and autonomy among elites, it generates modes of legitimacy formation that are prone 

to maintain the condition commonly referred to as state failure. This is because the 

ways in which elites interact under these conditions foster certain legitimacy 

formations incompatible with the modern “state”. These means of obtaining power 

also reduce the security of society and thereby maintain the condition commonly 

defined as “state failure”. In order to reveal the power struggles that are constitutive 

of the “state failure” phenomenon, this paper suggests a decentralisation of the state 

when analysing this phenomenon.  

In order to understand what in the literature is generally referred to as state failure, it 

is essential to move away from the discourse of the state. If as Walker (2002: 13) 

upholds, ‘modern’ politics is formulated on the idea of binary discriminations, such as 

failed and functioning states, it is not surprising that the state failure literature uses the 

epithet of failure, however this hinders recognition that failure is a subjective term. 

This is not a novel idea as most critical approaches realise that failure is relative to a 

western understanding of the state. 6  However, most approaches still apply the 

discourse of the state and the western state remains the normative goal. Decentring 

the state in the state failure scholarship enables the realisation that a shift in the unit of 

analysis gives a different outcome. Bøås and Jennings (2005: 386) emphasise this idea 

and contend that the state most often fails because political elites within and outside 

the state want it to fail. If the state is “failing” it may increase the security of non-state 
                                                
3 Duffield (2002); Kaldor (1999) and Leander (2003) all argue that the existing liberal world order 
generates failure; Charbonneau (2006); Newman (2009) and Walker (2002) suggest that the discourse 
of failure is used to maintain said world order. 
4 The term elites will be defined in the following sections. The term socio-political aims to clarify that 
elite do not (necessarily) have to be coupled with the state. 
5 Empirical research is of course needed to uphold the conceptual claims made in this paper. However, 
the aim of this paper is not to develop a definite framework of state failure, rather to demonstrate that 
the state as unit of analysis is redundant. 
6 For examples of such approaches see Bilgin and Morton (2002); Bøås and Jennings (2005); 
Charbonneau (2006) and Newman (2009). 
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elites but reduce broader human and societal security (Bøås and Jennings 2005: 386). 

It appears then that recognising state failure as subjective is essential when analysing 

the various causal relationships proposed by scholars. This facilitates an 

understanding that a complex network of elites and power relations are involved in 

the “creation” of the state and its institutional weakness. The following sections will 

proceed to suggest that neo-elite theory may assist in the understanding of how intra-

elite relations are constitutive of failure; these sections will identify characteristics of 

elite structures prone to maintain the condition of “state failure” and thereafter move 

to analyse how intra-elite relations enact and mutually constitute such structures. 

However, first, in order to justify the adoption of neo-elite theory, there is a need for a 

brief review of the state failure concept. This review will highlight the shortcomings 

of the existing literature. In particular, it will be demonstrated that the common held 

view of state failure as a lack or breakdown in institutional capacity, hinders the 

realisation of how sociopolitical agency and elite power structures constitute the 

phenomenon referred to as “state failure”. 

The Institutional Approach to State Failure  

The focus on the state and its performative inability within the state failure literature 

generates assumptions that local power struggles are a subordinate factor in state 

formation. This is particularly prominent in the institutional approach. For example, 

contemporary attempts at external market reforms and democracy promotion have 

gained limited success around the world. This highlights the difficulty of transferring 

institutions, as the intended institutional structures may not be suited in the local 

setting (Englebert and Tull 2008: 110). As such, based on the western normative 

understanding of the state, the idea of implementing institutions takes little 

consideration of local power structures (Chesterman 2004: 237). Due to its normative 

understanding of the state, the literature within the institutional approach emphasises 

the importance of institutions, including the social contract,7 which in turn leads to 

conceptions of the state that ignore historical narratives (Przeworski 2004b: 183). 

This has generic costs for the literature, and for policy, because the causes of state 

                                                
7 Most scholars treat the institutional and social contract approaches as separate. However, as Duffield 
(2002: 1049) points out the social contract approach has not “reconsidered” the policy failures of the 
institutional view, it has merely reinvented them. For others, who suggest that there is no fundamental 
difference between these approaches, see Hameiri (2007); Goldstone (2008). 
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failure are also portrayed as the consequences (Goldsmith 2007: 167). For instance, 

according to the social contract approach, for a state to avoid failure it needs a 

combination of capacity, legitimacy and effective institutions, ‘all of which are 

underpinned by political processes that mediate state-society relations and 

expectations’ (OECD 2008: 12). The foundation of this mediation is the social 

contract. The quality of mediation is based on the trust or expectations society has of 

state institutions and these are met when the state provides public goods (Rotberg 

2004: 75). In sum, institutional capacity is dependent on legitimacy, which is gained 

through service provision and/or through political processes. At the same time, the 

absence of legitimacy is due to weak institutions and unfavourable political processes 

(Dorff 2005: 24). Thus, the apparent problem facing the social contract approach and 

the institutional approach more broadly is that if the capacity of institutions is 

dependent on their legitimacy and this legitimacy stems from how well institutions 

provide services, then the capacity of institutions is dependent on their own capacity. 

This circular reasoning leads Halvorson (2013: 23) to assert that, ‘domestic [political] 

legitimacy precedes any imagined or contrived social contract. It is not a product of 

it’. Therefore, there must be other ways in which institutions gain legitimacy and 

capacity.  

If there are other reasons for low legitimacy and institutional capacity, than the two in 

symbiosis, then these reasons should better explain the fading of the social contract 

and by extension the “failure” of institutions. In other words, there may be other 

foundations of the state than legitimacy, and other ways to attain legitimacy than 

through the state (Hume 1987: II. XII.20; Taylor 2013: 2). In order to understand 

these potential structures, Foucault (1980: 102) argues that the ‘model of Leviathan’ 

and the ‘limited field of juridical sovereignty and State institutions’ has to be 

eschewed, in favour of analysis of ‘techniques and tactics of domination’. Hameiri 

(2007: 123) suggests in a similar manner that state capacity should be understood in 

terms of conflict. Capacity is then seen as ‘a socially constituted’ process (Hameiri 

2007: 123). This point of departure allows for the recognition of political and social 

structures and their significance in relation to the “state failure” phenomenon. 
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The Critical Approach to State Failure: ‘Cut off the king’s head’!8 

The critical approach to state failure elaborates many of the aforementioned 

conclusions. These approaches argue either that the social contract does not exist, and 

as such is not a variable for failure, or that global or regional “techniques and tactics 

of domination” generates failure. In relation to these arguments, the critical approach 

to state failure makes two different but interrelated critiques, which sums up the 

issues facing the institutional approach. One criticism, which upholds Foucault’s 

(1980) claim that the state is still treated with prominence in policymaking and 

political theory, contends that colonialism and/or the liberal world order are the major 

factors for state failure. This occurs through what Charbonneau (2006: 221) calls 

discourses of discrimination, where the very concept of state failure is a political 

construction perpetuated by the west to maintain the current liberal world order 

(Bilgin and Morton 2002: 56; Newman 2009: 434). Another criticism in this approach 

is aimed at the prominence of the state as the unit of analysis. This criticism 

highlights that state failure does not merely take place within borders; actors and 

power relations transcend any such borders (cf. Wolff 2011). In addition, the ‘failing’ 

state may never have existed in the western sense of the definition (cf. Leander 2003). 

Such understanding leads to a welcome and subtle shift in the unit of analysis, 

however, the significance of local agency, power structures and techniques and tactics 

of domination remains elusive in most of this literature.  

The major shortcoming of the critical approach to state failure is that it ignores the 

agency of local actors. Just as the discourse of ‘discrimination’ depoliticises internal 

actors, so does the literature suggesting that focus should lie on western policy makers 

and their agendas for maintaining a liberal world order. The idea of a western agenda 

to maintain a certain order does not explain why some societies are experiencing 

hardship and others less so. It may be that the international order perpetuates this 

hardship but it is not, in the context of discourse of discrimination, the reason for it. 

As Price and Reus-Smit (1998: 264) suggest, critical approaches often fail to develop 

coherent theoretical methods that can necessarily transcend into “real” world practice. 

                                                
8 This refers to Foucault (1980: 121) who stated that we need “a political philosophy that isn't erected 
around the problem of sovereignty, nor therefore around the problems of law and prohibition. We need 
to cut off the King's head: in political theory that has still to be done”.  
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This according to Gibbs (2000: 17) ‘resolves into political and social nihilism’. To see 

state failure as external to the state thus leads to the conclusion that failed states will 

remain failed as long as the international order remains the same (Gros 1996: 465). 

This is not only a pessimistic view of change but also highly ahistorical. States have 

escaped “failure” despite a certain global order. One attempt to combine the local 

with the international order is exemplified by the neo-patrimonial literature and its 

approach to state failure. 

Local tactics of domination? The Neo- Patrimonial Argument 

Building on Weber’s idea of the patrimonial state, neo-patrimonialism sees elite 

behaviour as a reason for, or aggravation of, state failure. Weber (1978: 1006-10), 

through the concept of ideal types, defines patrimonialism as traditional domination 

where leaders use personal ties and the state apparatus for private means. A neo-

patrimonial approach to state failure adds to Weber’s understanding of the patrimonial 

state and ‘helps to explain in which ways the operation of the political system is no 

longer entirely “traditional”- hence the weight of the prefix neo’ (Chabal and Daloz 

(1999: 9). The literature thus takes into account domestic political agency and how it 

relates to the current world order and asserts that liberalisation of the world economy 

combined with geopolitical changes after the Cold War has facilitated elites to prey 

on the state and its institutions (Bates 2008: 304; Reno 2005: 130). The neo-

patrimonial literature therefore allows analysing the state and its failure in a historical 

and binary local-transnational context. However, it assumes that actors act predatorily 

but does not explain, without relating to the state, how this predatory behaviour comes 

into being (cf. Reno 2005). The literature can therefore not explain why this 

behaviour occurs in some states but not in others, and why the behaviour of leaders 

may change (Di John 2010: 20). This is a consequence of the reliance on Weber’s 

“ideal type”. As Woods (2012: 727) points out, ideal types assist in understanding 

‘core aspects of a phenomenon, but do not constitute empirical benchmarks of these 

things in the real world’. As these types do not represent a theory in themselves, they 

need to be accompanied by frameworks of power and agency. In sum, the main 

critique against the neo-patrimonial literature is twofold and is aimed at the inability 

to position neo-patrimonialism within a framework of state failure and the conceptual 

nature of elite behaviour.  
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The first critique suggests that the neo-patrimonial approach has insufficient 

analytical ability. As the literature does not consider that colonialism may have led to 

different forms of governance in various states, it generalises that there is one form of 

‘African politics’ (Di John 2010: 21). This leads to assumptions of a universal feature 

of the African state, which fails to credit various elite behaviours as the main factor 

for failure. Due to this generalisation the neo-patrimonial literature cannot explain 

why some states have been able to increase development under clientelism (Di John 

2010: 20; Kelsall 2011: 84). The approach ignores the fact that states such as post-

2000 Rwanda or Netherlands during the 17th century, managed to turn ‘patrimonial 

arrangements’ to become developmental in nature (Vom Hau 2012: 7).  

The second critique can be laid at the conceptualisation of human nature and how it 

forms elite behaviour. In an attempt to explain the behaviour of leaders, Bates (2008: 

299), as do most neo-patrimonial scholars, admits to a rational choice understanding 

of human behaviour by arguing that when the elite no longer benefit from providing 

public goods (in this case security), in other words when equilibrium is destabilised, it 

will start preying on the population. Due to the portrayal of elites as rational agents 

their behaviour is largely seen as predetermined. It is the neo-patrimonial logic that 

dictates actors’ behaviour. Hence, the interest of actors is merely defined in terms of 

material gain, which makes agency apolitical (Mkandawire 2013: 45). The ‘state and 

politics is reduced to rent’ and no other motivations for behaviour are considered 

(Beckman 1993: 24; Olukoshi 2003: 241). Consequently, for the neo-patrimonial 

approach, state failure occurs due to the predatory behaviour of elites. This behaviour 

in turn is due to the neo-patrimonial nature of social relations, which is a 

characteristic of failure. Hence, the reason for state failure is also its consequences. 

This circular reasoning hinders the neo-patrimonial literature to recognise the political 

and historical nature of “state failure”. 

In a novel attempt to overcome the issue of why elites act predatorily, Lindermann 

(2008: 2) suggests that attention should be directed to how inclusive or exclusive elite 

politics are. Exclusionary elite bargaining will increase social cleavages and 

perpetuate violence in a neo-patrimonial manner. Inclusive bargaining, on the other 

hand, allows for social cohesion and non-violent resolution of conflict (Lindemann 

2008: 2). In the immediate post-colonial era, and this is where Lindermann (2008) 
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departs from the neo-patrimonial literature, ruling political parties of the states, which 

because of exclusionary policies did not manage to accommodate social 

fragmentation, were more likely to put society in a condition of violence (Lindemann 

2008: 19). Even though Lindermann (2008) presents a more nuanced model for 

understanding elites and their relation to state fragility, the inclusive – exclusive 

dichotomy is not enough to demonstrate that a certain elite structure leads to state 

failure, as it does not explain why and how inclusive/exclusive elite bargaining takes 

place. Exclusive elite bargaining cannot be seen as the sole factor for “failure” as a 

number of “functioning” states around the world, such as South Africa during 

apartheid, have been subject to exclusionary bargaining without developing into 

conditions generally defined as failure. Lindermann’s (2008) focus on intra-elite 

relations is in accordance with the purpose of this paper, however it appears that the 

inclusive – exclusive dichotomy needs to be accompanied with a framework for how 

and why intra-elite relations are constitutive of state failure. 

Neo-elite Theory and State Failure  

From this brief overview of the state failure literature it is apparent that the power 

structures and struggles that occurred a priori and are still occurring as an evolving 

force of state formation and dissolution is neglected in most ‘state failure’ literature. 

To unveil these power struggles this paper suggests that the adoption of neo-elite 

theory and its conceptualisation of elite interaction will expose the historical and 

occurring evolution of the power structures that shape the state. Contemporary elite 

theory allows, by definition, for multiple social actors to be considered, and not 

merely state actors and their power relations as the unit of analysis. In addition, neo-

elite theory assists in analysis of how certain intra-elite relations reinforce particular 

power structures where power is obtained through legitimacy formations that are 

incompatible with the western idea of the state. The following sections explore the 

aforementioned claims. However, first a definition of elites is in order.  

Elites are commonly defined in terms of power. Putnam (1976: 4) distinguishes two 

ways in which power is conceptualised either as power over others, or power to affect 

outcomes. The chosen understanding of power here is the latter. If elites are people 

with power as elite theorists assert, they are actors who have the ability to affect 

outcomes. The outcomes referred to in this paper are outcomes that effect substantial 
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social and political change (Markowitz 2008: 564).  In order to affect outcomes elites 

may need to access power over resources or subjects. However, the control over 

resources and subjects is not a necessary condition by itself to affect outcomes. 

Organisations are usually an effective way in which resources can be extracted 

(Etzioni-Halevy 1989: 222). Most commonly, political power is being exercised 

through some form of organisation or institution: for the purpose here, through elite 

relations. Close to this elaboration of elites is Burton and Higley’s (1987: 296) 

definition, which situates elites as  ‘people who are able, through their positions in 

powerful organizations, to affect national political outcomes individually, regularly, 

and seriously’. Political elites then, as insinuated by Burton and Higley (1987), are 

not merely incumbents of a ruling party, but may be people within any societal 

organisation capable of influencing political outcomes (Moore 1979: 674 n 2). 

However, the outcomes may not necessarily be situated, as Burton and Higley (1987) 

claim, on a national level; the idea of the nation implies a state which, for the purpose 

of this paper, already has been demonstrated as redundant. The definition adopted 

here is that elites are people, who, because of their relational power to other actors in 

social and/or political organisations, have access to resources, which may 

significantly influence social and political change. Thus, actors’ relations to others, 

contributes to their power base and ability to generate change, as such the structure of 

an elite network is essential in determining the power of elites.   

Most elite theorists define elite structure either in terms of their integration or 

heterogeneity and autonomy (cf. Etzioni-Halevy 2010; Moore 1979). Burton and 

Higley (2001) have combined these components and developed a conceptual 

framework for how to determine certain elite structures. Even though the authors, and 

the neo-elite theory literature in general, have mainly focused on how elite settlements 

are essential for democracy in the western context of the state, this model, when 

married with modes of legitimacy formation, leads the way to realising how various 

forms of elite structures are constitutive of “state failure” and, at the same time allows 

for a decentralisation of the state. In order to distinguish various elite structures, 

Burton and Higley (2001: 187) characterise them by their level of differentiation and 

integration. 
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High differentiation is apparent when elite groups are distinguished by social 

heterogeneity, organisational diversity and autonomy. In other words, high 

differentiation generates elite plurality (Burton and Higley 2001: 187; Dogan 2003: 

5). Low differentiation, on the other hand, implies ‘interchangeability’ suggesting that 

elites move back and forth between various sectors within society (Dogan 2003: 6). In 

sum, low differentiation does not generate elite specialisation and autonomous 

sectors. In the context of Sub-Saharan Africa, Daloz (2003: 277) argues that many 

societies are experiencing low differentiation between administrative, economic and 

political sectors. As ‘big men’ among the elites attempt to gain support from a vast 

number of factions, they endeavour to control as many sectors as possible within the 

elite network (Daloz 2003: 271). It should, therefore, be assumed that low 

differentiation does not allow for checks and balances of elite power, as there is little 

elite plurality and autonomy. Elite differentiation is not the only characteristic 

defining elite structure, it is equally important to assert elite interaction based on their 

perception and trust for each other. 

Elite integration is a defining feature of elite interaction. High levels of integration 

depend on the unity and inclusiveness among elites, which occurs when there are 

agreed upon rules for how elites compete for power (Burton and Higley 2001: 183-84; 

Etzioni-Halevy 2010: 86). Referring to ethnic elite bargaining, Rothchild (1995: 69) 

claims that elites need ‘pragmatic perceptions’ of each other’s intentions, this can 

only be acquired if the elite have a set of rules for how power struggle is conducted. 

In his study of elites in the United States, Moore (1979: 674) finds that connections 

within the elite network, and the density of the elite, generates more integration as this 

produces trust and normative consensus (cf. Putnam 1976). Furthermore, elite 

integration produces a certain level of legitimacy for the ruling elite. Due to elite 

unity, the ruling elite can justify through agreed upon rules that they have the “right” 

to power (Reed 2012: 38). Thus, high integration generates elite bargaining that tends 

to be inclusive and various elite factions have ‘balanced access to positions of state 

power’ (Lindermann 2011: 1845).9 Inclusive bargaining depends on whether actors 

are allowed to participate in bargaining and the distribution of ‘rights and entitlements 

across groups’ (Di John and Putzel 2009: 5). Various elites must have access to state 

                                                
9 It is important to note that access to other institutions than the state should be included in analysis of 
the failed state concept.    
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power and the ruling elite must confine themselves to the “rules of the game” by not 

abusing state resources and excluding other influential elite actors (Di John and Putzel 

2009: 16).  

It is important to note that elite plurality is not a condition for inclusiveness. It may be 

that the elite structure merely consists of one major elite group that enjoys integration 

(Di John and Putzel 2009: 16). However, low levels of integration leads to 

exclusionary elite bargaining where one particular elite faction has access to power 

(Lindermann 2011: 1845). When the ruling elite excludes other elites’ interests, it is 

more likely, that the state will experience “fragility” or collapse (Di John and Putzel 

2009: 15). An example of exclusive elite bargaining according to Dodge (2012: 40) is 

the political system that was put in place after the 2003 Iraq war, which due to its 

exclusionary nature gave rise to communal grievance and sectarian violence. This 

reasoning is in line with that of Rothchild and Foley (1988: 233) who argue that the 

greater incorporation of various group interests the more stable and thereby capable 

the ruling elite will be. If the ruling elite is a threat to another elite groups’ existence, 

or if the ruling elite fails to maintain power of the state, the initiation of an elite 

bargaining is less likely (Rothchild 1995: 69).  

According to Burton and Higley (2001: 188) an unstable elite structure is therefore 

considered to be an elite network with low differentiation and low integration. There 

is ambiguity with this assertion. It appears that when integration is low, differentiation 

fluctuates. As there are no rules of how politics is conducted and the state may not 

exist in the western sense of the definition, it gives way to new or suppressed elites to 

struggle for power. These elites may use informal institutions to attain more power, 

thus this generates some form of autonomy and plurality. Therefore, differentiation 

seems to fluctuate over time in unstable elite structures. The lower the degree of 

integration the more likely differentiation is to increase. It appears as well that high 

integration is essential for a durable elite bargaining to take place. In other words, 

without high integration an elite settlement has not taken place and the elite structure 

will remain unstable. Consequently, in order to analytically detect the instability of an 

elite network it is essential to detect if integration is low and to study differentiation 

over time.  
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An Unstable Elite Structure  

As mentioned, elite bargaining depends on the structure of elite, which in turn 

depends on access to resources. Bourdieu (1997: 46) contends that the ‘structure and 

functioning of the social world’ cannot be understood without accounting for the 

resources, both social and economic, that are at the disposal of agents. What resources 

elites must have access to in order for an elite settlement to occur is disputable. Putzel 

and Di John (2012: 2) claim that for bargaining to be successful the ruling elite must 

have a monopoly on coercive force in order to enforce the distributions of property 

rights and rents as these are incentives for non-ruling elites not to disrupt a settlement 

(Putzel and Di John 2012: 2). However, assuming that monopoly of violence is 

already established does not assist in analysing elite negotiation when the ruling elite 

have never established, lost, or is in the process of losing their power to claim 

monopoly of violence and authority over the state. This paper suggests that there are 

at least three ways in which elites attain power in an unstable elite structure. All of 

these relate to legitimacy, this alludes to the definition of power adopted here. In 

order for power over resources to be useful there needs to be an ability to generate 

change. To do so there needs to be some form of recognition that the agent attempting 

to generate change has the authority and/or capacity to do so. These forms of 

legitimacy formations are referred to as, symbolic, material and violent.  

The first way in which elites in an unstable structure attain power is through 

“symbolic legitimacy formation”. In contrast to Weber (2007), Bourdieu (1998: 40) 

claims that symbolic monopoly on violence and power is more important than actual 

monopoly of violence. One manner in which elites attempt to gain legitimacy and 

symbolic monopoly on violence is through ‘repertoires’, and these may reference 

conceptualisations as diverse as democracy, religion or identity. These repertoires are 

used either by contending elites to achieve advantage over the dominant elite10 - in 

form of societal support - or for the dominant elite to consolidate power even further 

(Hagmann and Péclard 2011: 9). In other words, repertoires may be used to ‘place 

blame’ or ‘suggest action’, enabling the achievement or enhancement of legitimacy of 

certain ‘political actions’ or denial of legitimacy to others (Ahram 2008: 116). Thus, 

                                                
10 “Dominant elite” merely refers to the elite with the most power in an elite structure; this elite does 
not necessarily equate state elite.  
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symbolic legitimacy formation is dependent on elites discursive ability to generate 

positive reputation among supporters.  

Another manner in which elites may attain symbolic legitimacy is through the 

“creation” of identity. Due to low integration, elite factions experience low levels of 

trust between groups, thus it should be expected that group identification is more 

clearly distinguished. Identity is formed through discourses and is a manner in which 

elites obtain legitimacy. To define the group against the “other”, gives meaning and 

legitimacy to the existence of a certain group. Elites mobilise such group support 

through narratives that make certain the reason of belonging to the group. This 

generates an “us” distinguished from the “other” – ‘an enemy’ (Dunn 2001: 56). The 

means and the ability to extract material and political resources are therefore 

underpinned by social discourses, as discourse makes certain actions legitimate and 

others impossible. For example, discourses may enable territorial claims, and in the 

most extreme sense, such claims may legitimise conflict over certain areas (Dunn 

2001: 57). It is then assumed that when the dominant elite is unable to maintain a 

monopoly on symbolic legitimacy formation and/or is challenged to do so by 

contending elites, it will be one defining feature of what is in conventional terms 

considered state failure. If this legitimacy formation takes on its extreme form, it is 

more likely to maintain the condition of “state failure” because of low levels of elite 

integration. This scenario is expected to happen when contending elites are using 

symbolic legitimacy formation that is threating the dominant elite’s ability to maintain 

power. Levels of distrust and violence will increase, and so will differentiation as 

contending elites attempts legitimacy formation. Fluctuating differentiation and low 

levels of elite integration may therefore be constitutive of what is commonly referred 

to as state failure. 

The second way in which elites attempt to gain power is through “material legitimacy 

formation”, put differently, by controlling economic resources. Low integration in 

combination with low differentiation produces a political climate that is not 

constituted by agreed upon rules and organisational autonomy. Such structure 

generates material legitimacy formation with contradictory outcomes. In order to 

generate legitimacy among supporters, elites must have economic wealth. This wealth 

is obtained either through formal or informal markets (Reno 2005: 133). 
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Paradoxically, dominant elites that gain legitimacy by using their material formation 

may reduce their own capacity. Eventually there will be no more resources to extract 

from the markets, the elites will fail to provide to their supporters and thereby lose 

their legitimacy (Daloz 2003: 280; Reno 2005: 131). Such a downward spiral is what 

Migdal (1988: 214) calls ‘politics of survival’. This occurs either when resources in 

the market run out and the dominant elite struggle to maintain legitimacy, giving way 

to other elites, or, as the dominant elite is eager to maintain its power, it will attempt 

to control all sectors in society thus reducing elite differentiation. This may reduce the 

efficiency of service delivery, such as security provision or social services that these 

sectors provide to various factions of society (Englehart 2007: 146). As a result, this 

will generate suffering in society and give leverage to contending elites who are 

challenging the ruling elite. Therefore, when elites that are dependent on material 

legitimacy formation face a shift in power dynamics within elite relations, the 

dominant elite may experience reduced capacity to maintain power. Thus, the ruling 

elites’ relative power to other elite factions is significant in determining their capacity.  

As more organised factions of elites rise to compete for power, hence elite 

differentiation fluctuates from low to high, the dominant elite may attempt to arm 

these factions and play them off against each other. The dominant elite may also 

miscalculate the material legitimacy it can draw from certain factions of society and 

other elites. It may attempt to militarise certain elite factions to serve power balance 

purposes. This can be a major miscalculation on the dominant elites’ part as it may 

lose its (perceived) monopoly of violence (Englehart 2007: 148). In sum, elites that 

obtain legitimacy by using material resources eventually reduce their own capacity in 

order to mitigate the threat to their power posed by other elite factions. It appears then 

that elites attempt material legitimacy formation when elite integration is low. This 

will at first reduce differentiation, as the dominant elite attempts to control all sectors 

of society. However, when the dominant elite is unable to maintain material 

legitimacy formation, differentiation will increase, as the dominant elite will be 

challenged by contending elites in controlling sectors of society.  

The final way in which elites obtain legitimacy in an unstable elite structure is 

referred to as “violent legitimacy formation”. When the dominant elite has lost or is 

losing monopoly on violence, it gives opportunity for other elite factions to provide 
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protection to social groups in return for resources, legitimacy and eventually the 

establishment of recognised authority (Baylouny 2010: 137). The short-term 

advantage for the elite of such provision is financial benefits through “taxation”, and a 

long-term benefit may be territorial control (Branovic and Chonjnacki 2011: 554). 

Branovic and Chonjnacki (2011: 554) argue that the structure of these ‘security 

markets’ explains whether groups resort to violence or ‘invest in provision of 

security’. The structure of markets is dependent on the number of groups competing 

within the market and the strength and size of these groups. The higher number of 

groups the less “important” is the legitimacy from the society (Reno 2005: 130). The 

relative weakness of the dominant elite gives opportunities to other elites to challenge 

their power (Dunn 2001: 55). It also increases the risk of conflict as the number of 

groups increases to compete for power (Reno 2010: 58). Thus, integration within the 

elite structure is reduced even further as trust and consensus of political conduct is 

diminishing. At the same time as integration is reducing, fragmentation and thereby 

differentiation is increasing as new or suppressed elite factions emerge to compete for 

power. 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, intra-elite relations experiencing low integration and fluctuating 

differentiation generates perceptions among elites that the broader society is a means 

for garnering legitimacy and therefore power. This allows various elite factions to 

take advantage of non-elites. Consequently, the very structure of an unstable elite is 

prone to use society as a means to attain power through legitimacy formation. The 

ways in which elites interact under an unstable elite structure therefore foster certain 

legitimacy formations that may reduce the security of society and as such, maintain 

the condition commonly defined as “state failure”. It is not, as the neo-patrimonial 

literature asserts, the predatory behaviour of elites and their relation to the state that 

fails the state. Rather it is the defining features of the elite structures that generate 

certain ways to obtain legitimacy amongst elites, which are not compatible with the 

western idea of the state.  

This paper has sought to make two contributions to the existing literature. The first is 

the realisation that any analysis concerning state failure, which holds the state as the 

object of inquiry, neglects how local political power struggles underpin the state. It is 
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therefore essential to decentralise the state from the state failure debate. The second 

and more tentative claim, which needs to be empirically tested, is that certain elite 

structures and their reciprocal relation to legitimacy formation are constitutive of what 

is commonly defined as state failure.  
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